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word letter that was posted 
on UKathletics.com with no 
warning.

“I do so with a heavy heart 
for a man who has served his 
alma mater for almost 22 years 
as a player and a coach.”

The letter said a search 
will begin immediately for 
Phillips’ replacement, but the 
coach will be retained until 
the end of the season. Barn-
hart said the search will be 
“managed internally.”

Kentucky spokesman De-
wayne Peevy said Barnhart 
isn’t planning to hold a news 
conference to discuss Phillips’ 
dismissal.

That left open several key 
questions that have yet to be 
answered, including whether 
Phillips, who has gone 12-23 
in his nearly three seasons as 
UK coach, and his staff will 
finish out the remainder of 
the season, as Barnhart’s let-
ter suggested.

Per their contracts with 
the university, the assistant 
coaches and coordinators will 
stay on through the end of the 
season, but it’s unclear if Phil-
lips will be on the UK side-
line for the Cats’ home finale 
against Samford on Nov. 17 
or at Tennessee on Nov. 24.

Peevy said that because 
of the upcoming bye week 
“there’s no sense of urgency” 
to determine if Phillips will 
finish out the season.

“The telling of the staff 
and the players just happened 
today, so it hasn’t been deter-
mined,” Peevy said. “It will 
probably come up tomorrow.”

When asked why, Peevy 
continued: “It just hasn’t 
played out. With the emotion 
of the decision, they decided 
to discuss it later.”

Kentucky is planning to 
honor the remainder of Phil-
lips’ five-year contract, which 
was set to expire on Dec. 31, 
2014, Peevy said.

UK athletics department 
officials will meet with the 
university legal office Monday 
to get the final numbers set-
tled on the contract and what 
Kentucky will be required to 
pay.

According to the contract, 
the final figure appears to 
be in the neighborhood of  
$2.5 million over the next two 
years.

Later Sunday afternoon, 
UK athletics also released a 
statement from Phillips in 
which the former Cats wide 
receiver, turned assistant 
coach, turned coordinator, 
turned head coach, said: “We, 

as coaches, are measured 
on results. We didn’t get the 
results we had worked and 
hoped for, therefore change is 
needed.

“We’ve had the opportu-
nity to coach some fine young 
men and I am grateful to have 
had the privilege of watching 
them grow as players, as stu-
dents and as people.”

Phillips went on to thank 
his staff, friends, family and 
players. Several messages left 
for the head coach were unan-
swered.

After Kentucky’s 40-0 loss 
to Vanderbilt in front of a des-
olate Commonwealth Stadium 
Saturday, Phillips seemed to 
understand what was coming 
when he met with the media.

“I get this business,” he 
said. “I get the criticism. No-
body in this program wants 
this place to have success 
more than me, but I under-
stand. I understand this is a 
business that is based on re-
sults, and we haven’t gotten 
the results right now.”

The past three seasons 
have been complicated for 

Phillips, a Franklin, Ky., na-
tive, who played wide receiver 
at UK from 1981-84.

Under Phillips, Kentucky 
ended monstrous streaks, in-
cluding beating Tennessee for 
the first time after 26 straight 
losses and topping South Car-
olina Coach Steve Spurrier for 
the first time in 18 attempts.

That victory was UK’s 
first over a top-10 team since 
1977.

But there were history-
making losses during his ten-
ure, too, including the most 
recent loss to Vanderbilt this 
weekend, the Cats’ worst to 
the Commodores since 1916.

That loss was Kentucky’s 
eighth in a row.

“It has been a difficult 
season thus far, losses none 
of us wished to experience 
and injuries that have taken 
their toll on an already young 
squad,” Barnhart said in his 
letter.

UK’s offense, which lost 
both its starting quarterback 
and starting tailback for the 
second straight season, is 
dead last in the nation in total 

offense, averaging 291.3 yards 
and 16.4 points a game.

The Cats’ youthful defense 
has struggled, too, and is cur-
rently 119th out of 120 teams 
in third-down efficiency.

In the past two seasons, 
UK is 2-13 in Southeastern 
Conference games and has 
lost those games by an aver-
age of 26.9 points.

Season ticket sales have 
plummeted more than 20 
percent since last season and 
more than 30 percent from 
2009, the height of ticket 
sales in the past decade.

Barnhart acknowledged, at 
least in part, that the lack of 
fans in the stands contributed 
to his ultimate decision.

“In the end there are re-
alities we must face and over-
come,” he wrote. “Right or 
wrong, we must respond to 
those realities to protect the 
22 programs and 500-plus 
student-athletes for whom we 
provide.”

Jennifer Smith: (859) 231-3241. 
Twitter: @jenheraldleader.  
Blog: ukfootball.bloginky.com.
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UK Athletics Director Mitch Barnhart talked with Coach Joker Phillips before Kentucky played last season’s Tennessee game on Oct. 26, 2011, at Commonwealth Stadium 
in which Kentucky ended at 26-year losing streak to the Volunteers. The historic victory salvaged some good feeling in what was a disappointing 5-7 season. 
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TWITTER 
REACTION

Former UK quarterback Jared 
Lorenzen — “Joker won’t get the 
credit he deserves but he did a 
lot of good for UK. Proud to be 
coached by him and wish him all 
the best.”

UK quarterback Jalen Whitlow — 
“I hope he stay around for the last 
2! #MUCHRESPECT”

Former UK punter Tim Masthay 
—“@jokerphillips Thank you for all 
you have done for the Common-
wealth of Kentucky, the University 
of Kentucky and the UK football 
program”

UK punter Landon Foster —  
“I love you Joker. Thanks for this 
opportunity that I can never thank 
you enough for.”

UK basketball coach John Calipari 
— “I feel for my good friend Joker. 
He and I talked earlier today and 
I told him that people just wanted 
to win more.”

Former UK running back Alfonso 
Smith — “Me and Joker didn’t 
always see eye to eye but I wish 
him the best”

Actor/Kentucky native Josh 
 Hopkins — “Joker put in a lot of 
hard time into our program as a 
player and coach. Had way more 
than his share of bad breaks.  
I wish him well.”

UK QB commitment Reese 
 Phillips — “Well today could have 
been better, I guess I’ll be patient 
and see who they get...”

“We, as coaches, are measured on results. We didn’t get the results 
we had worked and hoped for, therefore change is needed.”

Joker Phillips, in a statement released Sunday after his firing as UK’s head football coach

Joker Phillips led the Cats onto the field for their last bowl appearance on Jan. 8, 2011. UK would end 
its streak of five straight bowl appearances in the 27-10 loss to Pittsburgh in the BBVA Compass Bowl.
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1981-1984: Played wide re-
ceiver for Kentucky, helping lead 
the Cats to appearances in the 
Hall of Fame Bowl his final two 
seasons. Finished his playing 
time at UK tied for fifth on the 
career receiving list with 75 
catches for 935 yards and nine 
touchdowns.

1988-90: Began coaching 
career at Kentucky as graduate 
assistant. In 1990, was named 
assistant recruiting coordinator.

1991-96: UK assistant coach for 
wide receivers.

2003-04: After assistant-coach-
ing stints at four other schools, 
returned home to Kentucky to 
become an assistant coach for 
wide receivers and recruiting 
coordinator. His recruiting ef-
forts helped lead to five straight 
bowl games.

2005-08: UK offensive coor-
dinator for the highest-scoring 
offense in UK history (2007).
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January 2008: Named head 
coach in waiting on recommen-
dation of then-head coach Rich 
Brooks.

January 2009: Named UK’s 
head coach of the offense.

January 2010: Took over as 
head coach when Rich Brooks 
retired.
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Oct. 16, 2010: First of two 
long losing streaks ended as 
Kentucky beat South Carolina 
Coach Steve Spurrier for the 
first time in 18 attempts. It also 
was the Cats’ first win over a 
top-10 team since 1977.

Nov. 26, 2011: Using wide 
receiver Matt Roark at quarter-
back, Phillips slayed another 
streak in guiding the Cats to 
their first win over Tennessee 
after 26 straight losses.

Nov. 4, 2012: In a letter to the 
fans, Kentucky Athletics Direc-
tor Mitch Barnhart announced 
that Phillips would not be 
retained as football coach next 
season.

Kentucky Coach Joker Phil-
lips walked off the field after 
the Cats’ 40-0 loss to Van-
derbilt at Commonwealth 
Stadium on Saturday.
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Kentucky head football coach Joker 
Phillips released a statement Sunday after 
getting word from Athletics Director Mitch 
Barnhart that Phillips will not be retained as 
coach next season. Here is the entirety of 
that statement:

We, as coaches, are measured on 
results. We didn’t get the results we had 
worked and hoped for, therefore change 
is needed. In my current 10-year stay at 

Kentucky, we’ve had some memorable 
moments as an assistant, coordinator and 
head coach. We’ve had the opportunity to 
coach some fine young men and I am grate-
ful to have had the privilege of watching 
them grow as players, as students and as 
people.

I am very appreciative of Mitch Barnhart 
and Rich Brooks for providing the oppor-
tunity to have been the head coach here. 

Mitch is the best athletic director I’ve ever 
been associated with. He’s fair and honest 
and he’s “all in” in terms of student-athletes’ 
well-being. Rich is the best mentor a young 
coach could ever have. I learned a lot 
from him in terms of plowing ahead. They 
are dear friends. Dr. Lee Todd and Dr. Eli 
Capilouto have both been very supportive. I 
appreciate the Big Blue Nation and encour-
age the fans to stay behind their team going 

forward.
I love our players and am proud to be 

associated with them. I expect them to con-
tinue the behavior we have asked of them 
academically, socially and with football. I’m 
thankful for the staff’s hard work, dedica-
tion, and what they have done in coaching 
and mentoring the players. I’d like to thank 
my wife and family for all their support and 
for being behind me 100 percent.

TEXT OF JOKER PHILLIPS’ STATEMENT


