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coach Thad Matta (foreground) celebrate as they near the end of Ohio State’s East Regional final win.
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Ohio State Wins East Regional,
Punches Its Ticket To Final Four

By ARI WASSERMAN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Ohio State was labeled a 2012 Final Four team long
before even Thad Matta knew what to expect. When
the head coach finally got a good enough look at his
team to come to his own conclusions, he disagreed
with the overwhelming sentiment from the
public.

That’s because the view Matta had was an
intimate one. He watched the team intently ‘;“
in practice, a time when the Buckeyes were
more than just how the public viewed
them. They weren't just a team with an
All-America big man, a dangerous senior
scorer, and one of the best on-ball defend-
ers in college basketball.

Matta saw them as a collective unit. The weak-
nesses were glaring, though he never spoke about
them publicly.

“As I watched them unfold, we struggled early
in terms of mental toughness in practice — finishing
out a two-hour practice with the intensity it needed
to be,” Matta said. “That prompted me to say in

MW

INAL

mid-December, ‘This is the worst practice team I've
ever coached.

“I said, ‘Fellas, right now, you're a round-of-32
team. That is what it is. We’re going to be out in the
round of 32 unless some things change.””

It’s a wonder, then, that second-seeded Ohio State
is fresh off a 77-70 win over top-seeded Syracuse, a

March 24 victory that has the 31-7 Buckeyes
on their way to the Mercedes-Benz
Superdome in New Orleans for the Final
Four.

That’s because things didn’t change - at
least not immediately.

Remember, a stretch in February

during which the Buckeyes lost three
of five games happened after Matta was
blunt enough with his team to elaborately point out its
deficiencies. If the coach was concerned about the way
his team was practicing in December, the public blun-
ders that developed into concerning losses down the
stretch of the regular season had to keep him awake
at night.

Meyer Ready
To Start His
First Spring

By MARCUS HARTMAN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Time and change will be more than part
of the Ohio State alma mater this spring as
the Buckeyes take their first on-field steps
toward becoming the 123rd football team in
school history.

The majority of the starters — and mem-
bers of the 2011 two-deep, for that matter
- return from the disappointing 6-7 campaign
of a year ago, but that might not mean much
given the changes throughout the rest of the
program.

2012 Spring

Football Preview

Urban Meyer took over as head coach in
late November and used the phrase “culture
shock” when describing what the players
are in for during his first spring on the job
in Columbus.

For 15 work days from March 28 through
the annual spring game April 21, the
Buckeyes will learn Meyer’s spread offense
and the tempo at which he wants them to
run it.

Defensively the changes might not be
as stark, but players on both sides of the
ball can expect to learn plenty about the
expectations Meyer and his new staff have
for them.

The tone was set during a grueling two
months of workouts under new strength and
conditioning director Mickey Marotti, a time
that saw plenty of players impress their new
bosses even as they told people they had
never been through anything so difficult in
their young lives.

The Buckeyes new and old will not have
much time to waste getting acclimated,
however, as Meyer expects to leave spring
practice with his starting lineup set. He
hopes to do as little tinkering as necessary
to the lineup when the team reconvenes in
August, putting a premium on picking up
the nuances of the new coaches’ systems as
quickly as possible.

Potentially complicating matters further
could be the lack of familiarity between the
members of the coaching staff itself. Six of
Meyer’s nine assistants — defensive coordi-
nator Luke Fickell, co-defensive coordinator
Everett Withers, cornerbacks coach Kerry
Coombs, defensive line coach Mike Vrabel,
offensive coordinator Tom Herman and
offensive line coach Ed Warinner - will be
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Ohio State Is More Than Just A Football School

What do UCLA, North Carolina, Kentucky,
Duke and Kansas have in common with Ohio
State?

‘The answer is obviously not football. The
Buckeyes have celebrated five consensus
national championships in that sport, five more
than the Bruins, Tar Heels, Wildcats, Blue
Devils and Jayhawks have won combined.

‘When the conversation turns to basketball,
however, the overriding conjecture is that the
Buckeyes do not belong in that group of elite
programs. And that is where the overriding
conjecture is dead wrong.

I mentioned this in a previous column a
couple of years ago, but in light of the Ohio
State basketball team making its 11th trip to
the Final Four, it bears repeating.

Back in 1989 when Gary Williams was head
coach of the Buckeyes, the two of us were
visiting in the coach’s office at St. John Arena.
At one point during the interview, Williams
wheeled around in his chair, looked outside
his second-story window and said something
to the effect of “I'll never understand why this
school doesn't support baskethall the way it
does football.”

Without much thought about how it would
sound, I immediately replied, “Well, Coach,
there’s a simple explanation and part of it is
why your office is located on Woody Hayes
Drive and not Fred Taylor Drive.”

Williams didn’t like it, but the implication
was clear. Ohio State was then, is now and
always has been a football school. That has to
do with any number of reasons, not the least
of which is the fact that the football program
generates many, many more dollars than the
basketball team.

Football is also the sport where most
Buckeye fans get their identity. Ask 100 fans to
name their favorite Ohio State sports memory
and chances are 95 of them will have to do
with football.

In terms of championships, however — or
at least in terms of playing for championships
— the basketball Buckeyes are very much on
par with their football brethren.

Ohio State celebrates those five consensus
national championships in football (1942, 1954,
1957, 1968 and 2002) and several more if you
count the National Championship Foundation
title in 1944, the championship awarded by
the Football Writers Association of America in
1961 and the trophy handed out in 1970 by the
National Football Foundation.

Meanwhile, the men’s basketball team has
only the 1960 national title banner hanging in
the rafters of the Schottenstein Center.

But with the basketball Buckeyes making
their 11th trip to the Final Four, the program
has cemented its claim to join elite status with
the aforementioned cage powerhouses. Only
UCLA (18), North Carolina (18), Kentucky
(15), Duke (15) and Kansas (14) have made
more trips to the Final Four than Ohio State.

The perception of Ohio State as a football
school was steeped mightily by the Woody
Hayes era that began in 1951, produced its first
national championship in 1954 and became an
all-encompassing behemoth in the late 1960s
and early 1970s.

It was Taylor’s unfortunate fate to serve
as basketball coach of the Buckeyes during
the same era as Hayes. Taylor’s persona of
mild-mannered tactician made far fewer head-
lines than his football counterpart’s bombastic
personality. But the truth of the matter is that
Taylor’s best years were more successful than
any comparable stretch Hayes put together.

From 1960-63, the basketball team posted
a 9810 record (a .907 winning percentage)
with four straight Big Ten titles, three trips to
the Final Four and one national championship.

Hayes’ best four-year span came between 1972
and '75 when the football team went 40-5-1,
good for an .880 winning percentage, won the
Big Ten championship each year and appeared
in a record-setting four straight Rose Bowls.
Still, Ohio State football has generally
always trumped Ohio State basketball in the
minds of most fans. Not that it should be that
way. There should be room to embrace both
programs by the majority of Buckeye Nation.
-]
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And why not? Florida proved in 2007 that
national championships can be won both in
football and basketball (victimizing Ohio State
in the process of capturing both). Now, with
Urban Meyer patrolling the halls of the Woody
Hayes Athletic Center and Thad Matta mark-
ing his second trip to the Final Four in the past
six seasons, why can'’t the Buckeyes be nation-
al championship contenders in both sports?

History dictates they always have been.

A Few Observations

¢ Did anyone notice that Syracuse began
to leave William Buford alone on the offensive
end during the final minutes of the regional final
game? The OSU senior’s late-season shooting
slump became more pronounced in the NCAA
Tournament. After scoring 17 points on 5
for-11 shooting in the tourney opener against
Loyola, Buford went 8 for 33 (24.2 percent) in
the next three games vs. Gonzaga, Cincinnati
and Syracuse.

Look, the last thing I would ever want to do
is dump on a kid who has played his guts out
for Ohio State these past four years. Likewise,
I know Matta feels he owes Buford a huge debt
of gratitude for his years of service. But doesn’t
the coach also owe his only senior the chance
to win a championship ring even if it means
some Final Four bench time?

e Imagine one game with this scenario:
Jared Sullinger gets his normal double-dou-
ble, Aaron Craft has an overall game like he
did against Gonzaga, Deshaun Thomas lights
up the scoreboard as he did against Loyola,
Lenzelle Smith Jr. rains in threes the way
he did against Cincinnati and Syracuse and
Buford shakes off his lengthy slump and finally
plays the way we know he’s capable of play-
ing.

No opponent — not even heavy favorite
Kentucky — could match that kind of fire-
power.

e How do you like this starting five for next
season: Craft at the point, Smith at shooting
guard, LaQuinton Ross and Sam Thompson at
forward and Amir Williams at center.

Craft is already a star and Smith only needs
consistency to become one. Ross has an impres-
sive skill set, Thompson can literally jump out of
any gym and Williams will become better and
better the more experience he gets.

Of course, that starting five is minus Sullinger
and Thomas. This year was a gift from Sullinger,
who could have gone to the NBA last year and
been a lottery pick. As for Thomas, continued
success through the Final Four will likely mean
he’s gone next year as well.

Some Tournament Trivia

¢ Did you know the NCAA Tournament is
the brainchild of a former Ohio State basket-
ball coach? In 1938, OSU head coach Harold
Olsen, also a past president of the National
Association of Basketball Coaches, proposed

the concept of a national championship tour-
nament. The first tourney was held the fol-
lowing season at Patten Gymnasium on the
Northwestern University campus in Evanston,
IIl, with Olsen’s Buckeyes losing to Oregon
in the title game. Olsen remained tournament
chairman from its inception until 1946.

e Did you further know the term “Final
Four” also has Ohio roots? It first appeared that
year in an article for “The Official Collegiate
Basketball Guide” and was coined by Cleveland
Plain Dealer sportswriter Ed Chay. In the story,
Chay simply mentioned that “outspoken coach
Al McGuire’s (Marquette) team was one of the
final four” during the previous season’s tourna-
ment. Someone at the NCAA liked the phrase
and the governing body of college sports later
trademarked it.

e McGuire is credited with first referring
to the NCAA Tournament as “The Big Dance.”
During his team’s run to the 1977 champion-
ship, the coach wore the same blue blazer for
each regular-season game. When asked if he
would continue to wear the blazer in the NCAA
Tournament, McGuire replied, “Absolutely.
You gotta wear the blue blazer when you go to
the big dance.”

Never A Better Time Than Now

According to a recent survey by the Nielsen
Co., more than 80 percent of Americans have a
computer in their homes, and of those, almost
92 percent have Internet access.

Personally, I would have thought those
numbers to be much higher. Another number
I would have thought to be much higher is
the percentage of BSB subscribers who have
signed up to read our online-only issues. It's
a good percentage, but nowhere near the
percentage of subscribers we know have com-
puter and Internet access.

For those of you who have been procras-
tinating about signing up to read your BSB
issues online, there really has been no better
time than the present. Our next electronic
issue will be dated April 3 and will contain
full recaps of the Ohio State basketball team’s
Final Four run.

Spring football practice under first-year
head coach Urban Meyer will also be getting
under way, and BSB will have detailed reports
of the early camp sessions in that April 3 elec-
tronic issue.

Rest assured, the Final Four and early spring
drills will be covered in the next issue of BSB
print, but that issue doesn’t go to press until
April 10 and there will be plenty of other news in
the meantime. The only place to read full recaps
will be the April 3 electronic issue of BSB.

Don’t think we're trying to phase out BSB
print and that putting off signing up to read
issues electronically will prevent us from
doing that. We simply want you to know that
by not signing up for this service — which is
absolutely free, by the way — you are missing
out on more than half of what you're paying
for because we produce 36 electronic issues
in addition to 24 printed issues of BSB each
year.

After you sign up, you will continue to
receive your print copy in the mail like always,
and you will also have the opportunity to read
it online as soon as it is finished — on Monday
during football season and Tuesday the rest
of the year. And you get those 36 additional
electronic issues as a bonus.

If you are a current subscriber, all you have
to do is email your name, address, telephone
number and preferred email address to sub-
scriptions@BuckeyeSports.com and we will
send back easy-to-follow instructions on how
to read BSB and the BSB electronic issues on
your computer.

www.BuckeyeSports.com
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Sullinger’s National Title Dreams Remain Alive

Continued From Page 1

“Things weren’t always good with this
team,” sophomore Deshaun Thomas told
BSB. “We had our issues, we had problems,
and we lost because of it. But the season
wasn't over and that's what we kept telling
each other.”

Before the February slump happened,
things looked good for the Buckeyes. Ohio
State was on track to achieve the goals outsid-
ers figured were foregone conclusions before
the season started — Big Ten regular-season
and tournament championships followed by a
deep NCAA Tournament run.

Then the Buckeyes lost on their home
floor to Michigan State on Feb. 11 — snap-
ping a 39-game Value City Arena winning
streak — and the Spartans drew even in the
conference race. Afterward, star player Jared
Sullinger said his team played like “spoiled
brats” during the loss.

Those comments became more glaring
when the Buckeyes went on to trade wins for
losses the following two weeks, a time during
which Sullinger publicly expressed concern
about the way referees were officiating Ohio
State’s games.

As the team prepared for Wisconsin on
Feb. 26, Matta saw the same problems in
practice that he had witnessed in December.
This time, though, they were magnified to
the point that he couldn’t stand to watch them
anymore.

So he threw his team out of the gym.

The Badgers did what Matta expected as a
result — they delivered what seemed to be the
knockout punch when they dealt Ohio State

a home loss on Senior Day. The defeat put
the Buckeyes two games behind Michigan
State in the Big Ten race with two games
remaining. OSU’s Big Ten title dreams were
all but dead.

“Everybody on the outside said we didn’t
have a chance,” junior Evan Ravenel said. “It
was hard not to believe that at times, but we
somehow stayed together.”

There’s no telling what Matta was thinking
at that point. Maybe he would have taken a
deal with the devil to get the Buckeyes into
the Sweet 16, the round each of his last two
teams couldn’t get past.

Then something crazy happened and Ohio
State was given CPR. Indiana knocked off
Michigan State in Bloomington and suddenly
the Buckeyes were in control of their own
destiny again. All they had to do was win two
games — both of which were on the road - to
achieve at least a share of their third consecu-
tive Big Ten regular-season title.

“What turned the corner for me was that
night when we realized we had a chance to
win a share of the Big Ten championship,”
Matta said. "It seemed like it sort of came
together there.”

Given another crack at achieving some-
thing the team thought was lost, Ohio State
went to Northwestern and Michigan State
and earned victories to grab a piece of the
Big Ten title.

Both games were won on the
Buckeyes’ final possession, including a
buzzer-beater in East Lansing by senior
William Buford to lift the team in a way
that couldn’t have been scripted before
the season started.
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For the first time all season, the Buckeyes
were the team they were supposed to be.

“We went soul-searching and we found
our soul,” Sullinger said. “Now we’re compet-
ing for a national championship.”

Here the Buckeyes stand - two wins
away from winning only the second national
championship in program history and the first
since 1960. And Ohio State looks stronger
than it ever has, especially given the way it
advanced past top-seed Syracuse to win the
East Regional final.

The Orange followed the blueprint to beat
Ohio State. Syracuse got the Buckeyes in foul
trouble — both Sullinger and Ravenel picked
up two whistles in the first half — and Buford
didn’t play particularly well.

Given Syracuse was one of the best teams
in college basketball — they were 34-2 before
falling to the Buckeyes in the Elite Eight
— the Orange would probably have liked
their chances if told before the game that
Sullinger would be a nonfactor in the opening
20 minutes.

But it didn’t matter. Ohio State got contri-
butions from myriad players, whether it was
sophomore shooting guard Lenzelle Smith
Jr. or seldom-used freshman big man Amir
Williams, who gave his team nine valuable
minutes to keep it in the game with Sullinger
in foul trouble.

Now when Final Four opponent Kansas
turns on the film, the game plan for stopping
the Buckeyes won't be quite as cut and dry.
Ohio State is deeper, it is confident and it
is getting contributions from players who
were often afterthoughts during the regular
season.

“We're a scary team right now,” Thomas
said. “Every single person on this team can be
the best player on the team on any given night.
It's hard to game-plan for us when we're feel-
ing like this. We're playing great basketball
right now, and you have to honor every single
player on this team as a weapon.”

Outsiders were right about the team when
predicting it would be in the Final Four.
Matta, however, got an inside look at what it
took to get to this point.

“I think one of the biggest challenges this
team had to overcome is that they were cast
into a light before the season even started of

e ——————————————————
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SMOKE ONE AND YOU'LL KNOW WHY

what they were going to be,” the OSU coach
said. “And it was unfair in my mind because
you lose three starters and you had so many
unknowns.

“To their credit, I think they understood
the importance of all the little things, and that
was always the challenge for me —to get them
to understand the little things. They've done
the work. They've done the job and they've
put us in this position.”

Sullinger Captures Dream

Satch Sullinger has taught a lot to his son
Jared, whether it is about the game of basket-
ball or how to find fulfillment in life. When
the younger Sullinger was facing the hardest
decision of his life last year — whether to go to
the NBA or stay at Ohio State — he heard his
father’s voice in the back of his head.

“His goal of winning a national champion-
ship at Ohio State was within the realm of
their reality,” Satch told BSB. “It wasn't a goal
that was unrealistic. It was a realistic goal.
He’s always been raised to know that if you
have a dream you have to participate in your
own dream.”

The life the younger Sullinger turned
his back on is an intriguing one. The NBA
could have been his home this year, where
basketball meets a glamorous lifestyle filled
with endless money, unmatched fame and
anything imaginable for a 20-year-old kid.

Sullinger knew what he was turning down
when he opted to return to Ohio State for a
second season. He thought about what he
would be leaving in the balance, but it all
seemed unimportant when compared to anoth-
er chance at NCAA Tournament success.

It was a tough decision, needless to say.
The boyhood dream for every basketball
star is to reach the NBA and enjoy the
privileged life that comes with it. There was
one major con that couldn’t be overcome by
Sullinger, though — Ohio State’s stinging loss
to Kentucky in the Sweet 16 a year ago.

He said he hasn’t thought about the NBA
since returning to the Buckeyes.

“No,” Sullinger responded when asked if
he ever thought twice about his decision not
to go to the NBA after his freshman season.
“I love this school too much and I knew this
basketball team had a chance to win.”
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SONNY BROCKWAY

NEW HARDWARE - Ohio State head coach Thad Matta (left) and sophomores
Aaron Craft (center) and Jared Sullinger (right) celebrated with the East
Regional trophy after the Buckeyes beat Syracuse on March 24.

Sullinger had a piece of the net from
Ohio State’s win over Syracuse tied to his
Final Four hat when he answered the ques-
tion. Ahead of him is a career in the NBA no
doubt, but a stop in New Orleans now will
come first.

“He’s got that winning mentality — that
refuse-to-lose mentality,” OSU assistant Jeff
Boals said while describing Sullinger. “His
goal is to win a national championship and
he’s won on every level. He has an unbeliev-
able will to win.”

Even when his will to win didn’t seem
strong enough — think February — the two-
time All-American kept at it. His mind could
have been in the clouds, dreaming about the
NBA and the big payday that comes with it.

He isn’t ashamed to admit he was reading
press clippings, especially when Ohio State
wasn'’t playing up its expectations. Sullinger
could have checked out - the June NBA draft
isn’t that far in the future after all.

Instead, doubt is what fueled Ohio State’s
NCAA Tournament run.

“I appreciated everyone that doubted this
basketball team,” Sullinger said. “Everyone
said we were the underdogs, we weren’t good
enough, not mentally strong enough, not
physically strong enough, mentally immature
- we heard it all.

“When we were going through that slump
in February, everybody was saying this team
was kind of on the downhill. We heard the
negative comments. I want to thank you all
because through all the adversity, we con-
stantly pushed through that.”

The storylines were all over the place
during the team’s Big Dance run. Thomas
had a stretch of games good enough to
join Sullinger’s NBA talk, sophomore point
guard Aaron Craft continued to play top-notch
defense, and Smith has come on of late as a
big scoring threat.

Sullinger remained consistent through the
ups and downs. Whether it was foul trouble or
foot pain — he admitted to suffering through
lingering issues with a painful plantar fasciitis
condition down the stretch of the regular
season — the Buckeyes knew they were going

to get somewhere in the neighborhood of 20
points and 10 rebounds out of their big man.

“And it’s not over yet,” Sullinger’s father
said. “This is just another step into the pro-
cess of the journey. If they're satisfied getting
to the Final Four, then it is over. But this is
just another obstacle in the way of their goal
— which is the national championship.

“Jared has been raised that there are only
three things you have total control over: what
you think, what you say and what you do. He
has done that and that’s part of the reason
why he and this team are in this position.”

Final Four ... Finally

It has been 20 years since Chris Jent had
a chance to make a 12-foot baseline jumper to
send Ohio State to the Final Four.

It was 1992 when Jent misfired on the
biggest shot of his playing career, leaving
the Buckeyes with a 75-71 loss to Michigan’s
Fab Five in the Southeast Region final in
Lexington, Ky.

Memories of the tears Jent shed in the
postgame locker room are still fresh, and the
now 42-year-old remembers the moments
leading up to the shot as vividly as what he
just ate for breakfast.

Now a first-year Ohio State assistant
coach, Jent is taking the trip to the Final Four
he never got to make 20 years ago. It isn’t
redemption, but it is a dream come true for
the lifelong Buckeye.

“I have tried to put the past aside,” Jent
told BSB. “I just told myself the only time I'm
going back to a Final Four is if I am a part of
Ohio State and a Buckeye again. Obviously,
we have great love and passion for Ohio
State, and that’s what brought me back into
the fray.”

Jent left Ohio State two decades ago and
became quite accomplished in the game of
basketball. A former interim NBA head coach
with the Orlando Magic, Jent is probably best
known for his time as LeBron James’ shooting
coach with the Cleveland Cavaliers.

When Matta brought Jent out of the NBA
to be an assistant with the Buckeyes, some
viewed it as a demotion for the coach. Jent

COVER STORY
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HE MADE IT - Twenty years after losing to Michigan in the Elite Eight as an
Ohio State standout (inset), OSU assistant coach Chris Jent, seen here with

sophomore Aaron Craft, is finally going to the Final Four.

saw it as an opportunity to be something he’s
always been — a Buckeye.

“I was hoping we’d get to this point and I
knew we had the talent to do it, but I never
dreamed this would happen, especially this
quickly,” Jent said. “It is really hard to explain
how I feel right now because you reflect a lot
on those negative emotions you had years
and years and years ago.

“Like I said before — I would never go back
to the Final Four unless I was with this team.
Now, to be here, is phenomenal.”

Rock, Chalk, Jayhawk

The Final Four teams are quite familiar
with one another. In one game, there’s a bit-
ter in-state rivalry and both feature a rematch
of a game that has already been played this
season.

If anything, New Orleans is going to be
interesting.

The games kick off March 31 in the
Superdome, starting when Kentucky plays in-
state rival Louisville at 6:09 p.m. Eastern. UK beat
the Cardinals 6962 in Lexington on Dec. 31.

Approximately 30 minutes following the
conclusion of that game, Ohio State will get
another shot at Kansas. The Jayhawks scored
a 78-67 win over the Buckeyes in Lawrence
on Dec. 10, but Sullinger missed the game
because of back spasms.

The winners of the two games will face
each other two days later with the national
title at stake.

“We caught a break the first time when
Jared didn’t play and we were kind of finding

FOOD 'TIL 1:004M,

BAR 'TIL 2:30AM
‘NOUGH SAID.

ourselves,” Kansas head coach Bill Self said.
“We knew they were a team that could make
arun and win a national championship. They
have so many pieces that are so good. It
starts with Jared.”

The Jayhawks dealt Ohio State its first
loss of the season, and All-America forward
Thomas Robinson led his team with 21 points.
Kansas never trailed despite a second-half
surge by the Buckeyes when Buford scored
17 of his 21 points after the intermission.

This time the matchup should be dramati-
cally different. It isn’t in Lawrence and the
Buckeyes will have the services of Sullinger,
who has played perhaps the best basketball of
his career in recent weeks.

Kansas senior point guard Tyshawn Taylor,
who scored 22 points in the Jayhawks’ 80-67
regional final win over North Carolina to seal
the rematch with the Buckeyes, understands
it is a whole new test.

“I think it’s going to be good game,”
Taylor said. “The last time we played them,
they had their best player on the bench and
it was a home game, so it's definitely their
chance to get back at us.

“But we feel like we didn’t play our best
that game, either. I didn’t play my best indi-
vidually that game, and I'm sure Thomas is
excited to play against Jared, so I think it’s
going to be an exciting game.”

Sullinger agreed.

“Hopefully it’s not our last game,” he said.
“We're just trying to play hard and play smart,
and not going down to New Orleans for a
vacation. It’s a business trip.”
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OHIO STATE MEN'S BASKETBALL

Beasts Of The East: Ohio State Wins Regional

By JEFF SVOBODA
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

The nature of coaching is that many of
the men in charge have a hard time stepping
back and truly enjoying a victory, as there is
always another game to win.

Ohio State head coach Thad Matta didn’t
want to fall into that trap March 24 after his
Buckeyes knocked off Syracuse by a 77-70
score to capture the East Region of the
NCAA Tournament.

“I've been a head coach now for 12 years,
and the one thing I've always tried to do was
enjoy the special moments,” Matta said. “We
don’t even know who we’re playing yet (in
the Final Four in New Orleans). I think tak-
ing the time to celebrate is something that
they deserve.”

That celebration began earlier on the
floor of TD Garden. The Buckeyes slowly
but surely closed out the Orange in front of
19,026 fans, including a small pocket of scar-
let and gray that stood out like a sore thumb
in a heavily orange-clad arena.

As a result, Matta made sure to credit
those fans when he took to a hastily erected
podium, backed by players donning new
championship hats and T-shirts, for the tro-
phy presentation.

“We will see you in New Orleans,” Matta
said, inciting a roar that was soon joined by
the school pep band’s rendition of “When the
Saints Go Marching In.”

The party was well-deserved.

The second-seeded Buckeyes (31-7) were
the tougher and better team against the
Orange, absorbing the early loss of big man
Jared Sullinger because of foul trouble and
then utilizing the All-American’s talents to
their fullest upon his return while knocking
off the top seed.

Sullinger finished with game-high hon-
ors of 19 points and was named the most
outstanding player of the region, but his
contribution was far from the only one on the
night. None was bigger than the 18 points put
in by blistering sophomore guard Lenzelle
Smith Jr., who was joined on the all-regional
team by classmate Deshaun Thomas, who
finished with 14 points and nine rebounds.

Senior William Buford was the fourth
Buckeye in double figures with 13 points
and nine more boards, while sophomore
point guard Aaron Craft had five points, four
assists and one steal and played his usual
excellent defense. Freshman Amir Williams
played nine critical minutes and had three
points, four rebounds and two blocks while
junior Evan Ravenel and freshmen Shannon
Scott and Sam Thompson also did their
parts.

“Everybody kind of pulled together, and
it'’s something we've been preaching with
this basketball team,” Matta said.

Syracuse, already owner of a school-
record win total, finished the season 34-3.
Guard Brandon Triche had a team-high 15
points while senior point guard Scoop Jardine
finished with 14 to go with six assists.

“I thought we fought as hard as we have
all year,” longtime Syracuse head coach Jim
Boeheim said. “But I give Ohio State a ton
of credit. They played really, really well.
They've got a great basketball team and they
deserved to win.”

Ohio State’s biggest minutes might have
been those played without Sullinger. The big
man was a beast in the early going, working
well with Thomas against Syracuse’s 2-3
zone and going 2 for 4 from the floor with
four points and three rebounds before pick-

SONNY BROCKWAY

IMPORTANT MINUTES - Freshman Amir Williams (23) played nine important
minutes for the Ohio State men’s basketball team during a 77-70 win against
Syracuse in the NCAA East Regional final.

ing up his second foul — a debatable one at
that — on a Dion Waiters layup with just 6:18
gone.

When Waiters made the free throw to
complete the three-point play, Ohio State
held a 13-11 lead.

A dunk by Baye Keita with 9:31 left in the
half gave Syracuse a 22-21 advantage, and
with the Orange partisans roaring, it looked
like the game might get away.

But Ohio State buckled down thanks to
a variety of contributions to shepherd the
game to halftime with the teams deadlocked
at 29. Williams checked in when Ravenel got
his second foul and affected several Orange
shots while the rest of the Buckeye defense
kept Syracuse to just 6-0f-18 shooting with
Sullinger on the bench.

“I just thought we could have got-
ten some better shots in the first half,”
Boeheim said. “We needed to do a better
job in the first half offensively, and that’s
where I think we lost the game. We needed
to be in a better position at the end of the
half.”

Ohio State’s offense wasn’t any bet-
ter, going only 4 of 17 from the floor in
Sullinger’s absence, but the Buckeyes had
confidence that they got into the break with
so little impact from Sullinger.

“We were battling out there,” said Smith,
the recipient of four stitches above his right
eye after an early knock of heads with
Triche. “It's always great to have him out
there on the floor, but at this time in the
tournament you can’t worry about things like
that. You’re not going to have guys out there.
You can'’t let that get you down. You have to
fight even harder.”

When Sullinger returned to the floor in
the second half, it was clear he would make
a difference as he spurred the Scarlet and
Gray to a 17-7 run to start the stanza that
gave his team a 46-36 lead.

Ohio State went ahead for good on two
free throws by Buford with 18:16 left that
made the score 35-33. Smith drained a three
next time down the court before Buford
followed his own shot to draw a foul. The
senior made 1 of 2 from the charity stripe,

Ohio State 77, Syracuse 70

March 24, 2012
TD Garden; Boston

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.

31-7) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Sullinger 26 59 912 34 1 3 19
Thomas 40- 6-14 22 36 1 3 14
Craft 39 13 33 13 4 5 5
Smith Jr. 35 410 79 12 1 2 18
Buford 40 3-12 68 36 2 3 13
Scott 0+ 00 00 00 O O 0
Thompson 6 11 00 00 0 1 2
Williams 9 12 14 13 1 1 3
Ravenel 5 00 34 10 0 2 3
Totals 200 21-5131-4214-25 10 20 77

Percentages: FG: 41.2%. FT: 73.8%. 3-point
goals: 4-13 (Thomas 0-2, Smith Jr. 3-6, Buford 1-5).
Team rebounds: 2. Blocked shots: 3 (Williams 2,
Sullinger). Turnovers: 12 (Thomas 3, Sullinger 2,
Craft 2, Williams 2, Smith Jr.,, Buford, TEAM). Steals:
4 (Sullinger, Thomas, Craft, Thompson).

Syracuse Total FG FT  Reb.

(34-3) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Fair 31 12 66 13 0 4 8
Joseph 37 411 23 20 0 1 10
Christmas 16 33 00 02 0 4 6
Jardine 33 512 122 01 6 3 14
Triche 28 4-10 56 01 1 2 15
Waiters 20 28 56 01 2 5 9
Keita 24 13 122 37 0 4 3
Southerland 11 2-4 00 01 0 5 5
Totals 200 22-5320-258-18 9 29 70

Percentages: FG: 41.5%. FT: 80.0%. 3-point goals:
6-16 (Joseph 0-2, Jardine 3-7, Triche 2-4, Waiters O-
1, Southerland 1-2). Team rebounds: 4. Blocked
shots: 7 (Keita 4, Christmas 2, Joseph). Turnovers:
12 (Joseph 4, Jardine 2, Triche 2, Waiters 2, Fair,
Keita). Steals: 6 (Joseph 3, Waiters 2, Jardine).
Halftime: Tied 29-29. Technical foul: Syracuse
head coach Jim Boeheim. Officials: Higgins, Nance,
O'Neill. A: 19,026.

and Thomas netted a putback to give OSU
eight straight points.

After a three by James Southerland of
Syracuse made it 41-36, Sullinger went strong
to the hole for a basket and then created his
own shot between two Orange defenders to
push the lead to nine. Lastly, Smith ended
the run at 13:47 with 1 of 2 free throws just
moments after Craft sent the Buckeyes into
a media timeout in a frenzy by taking a
charge on Waiters.

Syracuse got the lead down to one point
twice with around seven minutes left, but
the Buckeyes hit a string of important shots
to push it back to as much as eight in the
final minute. Particularly big baskets were a
three-pointer by Smith that extended OSU’s
lead from one to four at 55-51 with 7:11 on
the clock and a floater by the sophomore
that made it 62-55, baskets that bookended
five straight OSU points by Sullinger.

Things really looked good when Thomas
hit a tough shot along the baseline with 1:47
left to make it a six-point game at 64-58.
The Orange made the last few minutes har-
rowing, however, getting it down to a one-
possession game at 70-67 with 37 seconds
remaining. But Ohio State made 13 of 14 foul
shots down the stretch to ice the victory.

Syracuse committed 29 fouls in the game
— including a first-half technical foul on
Boeheim as he argued a call - to just 20 for
Ohio State.

As inconsistent as the officiating was,
it didn’t take away from the quality of play
— and the amount of drama — in the contest.

“I thought it was a high-level college bas-
ketball game, probably the way it’s supposed
to be in the regional finals,” Matta said. “We
beat a tremendous basketball team tonight.”

The reward was Matta’s second Final
Four in eight years and first since 2007. It
was first celebrated by a trip up a ladder to
cut down the nets, but the ultimate prize was
a visit to the Big Easy.

“It’s a great feeling,” Thomas said. “I love
it. This is everybody’s dream. At the end of
the game I wanted to cry, but I held it in.
That’s how emotional it is because every-
body wants this.”
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By JEFF SVOBODA
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Not even head coach Thad Matta knew
how good his young Ohio State team was
going to be in 2011-12.

As it turns out, the Buckeyes were good
enough to advance deeper into the NCAA
Tournament than either of their star-studded
predecessors.

Ohio State clinched that designation
March 22 in front of a crowd of 18,796 at
Boston’s TD Garden, using its own brand of
inconsistent but ultimately redeeming bas-
ketball to down sixth-seeded Cincinnati by an
81-66 final in the Sweet 16.

The win was the second-seeded Buckeyes’
30th of the season, but given the round in
which it came — and Ohio State’s demise in
the regional semifinal each of the past two
seasons — it was surely the sweetest.

“I couldn’t be happier for this team,” Matta
said. “If you would have told me in November
this team was going to win 30 games, I would
have said there’s no way. And to their credit,
they've done a great job of putting us in the
position.”

The Buckeyes controlled three-quarters
of the game against their in-state rivals in a
heavily anticipated matchup - just the 10th
in the alltime series and the second in the
past 50 seasons — but that one slip-up left the
Queen City challengers in position to get the
win.

Despite taking a 12-point lead into half-
time, Ohio State (30-7) allowed the Bearcats
(26-11) to retake the lead within the first six
minutes of the second stanza.

But instead of folding, OSU showed its
newfound mettle, putting together a 17-1
run over six minutes and change to punch
its ticket to the Elite Eight for the first time
since 2007.

“We lost a lot of close games like this
where some guys punched at us and we kept
backing up,” sophomore point guard Aaron
Craft said. “But from the Big Ten tournament
on, we try to stand our ground as much as
possible.

“We understand that these are great
teams that are going to go on runs. It's going
to happen. We just can’t get too down on our-
selves, try to stay as positive as possible, and
it worked today.”

There were a number of keys to the win,
from the dominating frontcourt pairing of
Jared Sullinger and Deshaun Thomas - who
combined for 47 points and 17 rebounds
— against Cincinnati’s undersized lineup to
the steady contributions of all five starters on
the floor.

But the biggest difference was Ohio State’s
defensive intensity. In addition to its late shut-
tering of the UC attack, Ohio State forced
18 turnovers out of a Cincinnati team that
entered the game losing only 10.6 per game
to place ninth in the country in that statistic.

“At the end of the day, we didn’t take
care of the basketball,” UC head coach Mick
Cronin said. “We gave ourselves no chance
to win. They’re hard enough to guard, but
with 18 turnovers we just gave ourselves no
chance.”

Ohio State kept the Bearcat attack under
wraps in the opening 20 minutes while taking
a 37-25 lead into the break. The Buckeyes
forced Cincinnati into nine turnovers in the
opening period while keeping it to a 10-for-
26 showing (38.5 percent) from the field.
Reserve forward Justin Jackson had eight
points and five rebounds, but leading scorer
Sean Kilpatrick was held to only four points

SONNY BROCKWAY

STATE CHAMPS - Ohio State earned a Sweet 16 victory against Cincinnati on
March 22 thanks in large part to a 23-point, 11-rebound performance by OSU

sophomore Jared Sullinger.

thanks to the stiff defense of OSU senior
William Buford.

On the other end, Ohio State’s offense
efficiently made the extra pass on most of
its possessions, assisting on nine of 14 field
goals. Thomas was dominating, posting 20
points by the intermission, while Sullinger
added 10 points and nine rebounds as the
Buckeye duo had its way with Cincinnati’s
zone defense.

“I was really good in that zone, flashing
and kicking it down to Sully and just getting in
the open area and just knocking down shots,”
Thomas said. “That’s what got me going.”

However, Cincinnati would not go qui-
etly. The Bearcats switched to man-to-man
defense to slow down the Buckeyes, but the
real story was how Cincinnati finally was able
to pierce the OSU defense. Kilpatrick ignited
the rally with the Bearcats’ first eight points
of the second half, and Cashmere Wright
gave the Bearcats a 44-43 lead at the 14:05
mark with a three-pointer.

When forward Yancy Gates made a free
throw coming out of the under-12 media
timeout, the Bearcats’ lead had reached four
at 52-48.

“For some reason, guys thought that they
were going to stop fighting,” OSU guard

Lenzelle Smith Jr. said. “We got into our
relaxed mode and took a chill pill, but they
came out fighting.”

But just as quickly as Ohio State had
lost its defensive chops, the Buckeyes found
them. Cincinnati’s next 10 possessions ended
with five turnovers, four missed shots and a
single made free throw by Dion Dixon.

On the other side of the floor, Ohio State
pulled away. Sullinger hit three free throws in
arow to make it a one-point game before Craft
put the Buckeyes ahead for good at the 10:23
mark, making it 53-52 with a jump shot.

Ohio State 81, Cincinnati 66

March 22, 2012
TD Garden; Boston

Cincinnati Total FG FT  Reb.

(26-11) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Gates 29 37 11 05 0 3 7
Wright 34 612 22 1-3 3 5 18
Dixon 38 310 1-2 1-1 1 3 8
Kilpatrick 36 6-12 00 01 2 2 15
Parker 32 410 1-3 2.4 2 2 10
Davis Il 2 0-0 00 00 0 O 0
Jackson 20 45 00 33 0 5 8
Mbodj 5 00 00 02 0 O 0
Guyn 2 00 00 00 O 1 0
Sanders 2 00 00 00 0 0 ©
Totals 200 26-56_5-8 8-21 8 21 66

Percentages: FG: 46.4%. FT: 62.5%. 3-point goals:
9-23 (Wright 4-6, Dixon 1-5, Kilpatrick 3-8, Parker 1-
4). Team rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 5 (Jackson
4, Gates). Turnovers: 18 (Jackson 4, Wright 3,
Kilpatrick 3, Parker 3, Dixon 2, Gates, Mbodj, Guyn).
Steals: 5 (Gates 2, Dixon, Parker, Guyn).

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.

(30-7) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Sullinger 37 7-13 9-10 56 3 3 23
Thomas 39 916 34 33 0 2 24
Craft 39 2-7 610 044 5 1 11
Smith Jr. 35 78 00 15 2 1 17
Buford 30 1-8 12 23 1 4 4
Scott 6 14 01 01 3 0 2
Thompson 2 00 00 00 O O 0
Ravenel 2 O 0-0 00 0 0O O
Totals 200 27-56 19-2712-23 14 11 81

Percentages: FG: 48.2%. FT: 70.4%. 3-point goals:
8-17 (Sullinger 0-2, Thomas 3-5, Craft 1-4, Smith Jr.
3-4, Buford 1-2). Team rebounds: 2. Blocked
shots: 1 (Thomas). Turnovers: 11 (Craft 4, Buford 4,
Sullinger, Thomas, Scott). Steals: 13 (Craft 6, Buford
3, Smith Jr. 2, Sullinger, Scott).

Halftime: Ohio State 37, Cincinnati 25. Officials:
Luckie, Eades, Irving. A: 18,796

After Thomas hit a tipin on a missed
Buford dunk, Dixon scored from the char-
ity stripe to make it 55-53, but the Buckeyes
responded with the next 10 points. Smith
started the run with a trey from the right
wing, and then Craft coolly nailed another
three — one of eight makes in 17 tries for
OSU - before Smith hit a layup after a great
entry pass from Sullinger, who finished the
run with a jumper to make it 65-53 with 5:55
to go.

Two games after a career-high 31 points to
begin the NCAA Tournament against Loyola
(Md.), Thomas finished with 24 points to lead
the attack. Sullinger had his 16th double-
double of the year with 23 points and 11
rebounds. Smith had 17 points on 7-0f-8
shooting - including 3 of 4 on threes — and
Craft had 11 points and five assists.

Buford struggled, going 1 of 8 from the
floor and finishing with four points in an
offensive performance much like his 2-for-16
showing against Kentucky last season that
helped contribute to OSU’s upset loss to the
Wildcats.

Unlike that game, however, the Buckeyes
lived up to the old survive-and-advance man-
tra this time around.

“We made it farther than we made it my
last three years here,” Buford said. “That’s all
that matters to me.”

Wright led the Bearcats — who fell to 4-6
all-time vs. OSU - with 18 points before foul-
ing out late while Kilpatrick added 15.
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OHIO STATE MEN'’S BASKETBALL

Second-Seeded OSU Races Past Greyhounds, Zags

By MARCUS HARTMAN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer

Had the Ohio State basketball team
been victorious in the Big Ten tourna-
ment’s championship game March 11,
the Buckeyes likely would have been
rewarded with a No. 1 seed in the NCAA
Tournament.

Despite falling by a 68-64 final score to
Michigan State in a hard-fought game remi-
niscent of a contest you'd see deep in the
NCAA Tournament, the Buckeyes entered
the Big Dance feeling like they were play-
ing their best basketball of the season.

Being assigned to the No. 2 seed in the
East Regional, the Buckeyes hoped the
experience gained in their third battle of
the year against the Spartans — a No. 1 seed
in the tournament — would pay dividends.

In the first weekend of the NCAA
Tournament it did as the Buckeyes
advanced to their third Sweet 16 in as many
years with wins over No. 15 Loyola (Md.)
and No. 7 Gonzaga in Pittsburgh.

What follows are capsules from the
games against the Greyhounds and
Bulldogs. Complete recaps were published
in the March 20 electronic issue of BSB
available to all paid subscribers. If you
have not already signed up for this free
service, see the instructions on page 5 of
this issue.

Gonzaga, March 17

Fighting through physical play in the
paint that stopped him from dominating
inside for most of the game, sophomore

All-American Jared Sullinger scored six
crucial points during the final 3:36 to boost
the Buckeyes to a 73-66 win over seven
seed Gonzaga in front of 18,588 fans at the
Consol Energy Center.

Sullinger, who made a basket off the
glass over 7-foot Robert Sacre to extend
the Buckeyes’ lead to five at 66-61 with 1:03
remaining, helped Ohio State close out a
pesky Bulldogs squad to advance to the
tournament’s Sweet 16.

While Sullinger was either out of the
game with early foul trouble — he logged
only nine minutes in the first half - or being
contained in the paint by Gonzaga’s athletic
big men, it was a balanced offensive attack
that kept Ohio State in the game.

Sullinger and sophomore guard Deshaun
Thomas led the Buckeyes with 18 points
apiece, but perhaps the best offensive game
of Aaron Craft’s career kept the Buckeyes
constantly afloat. The sophomore point guard
had season highs with 17 points and 10 assists,
accounting for his first career double-double.

Freshman guard Gary Bell Jr. led the
Bulldogs (26-7) with 18 points while junior
forward Elias Harris added 16. Freshman
point guard Kevin Pangos totaled 10 points,
but he was blanketed by Craft throughout
the game and made only 3 of 13 shots from
the field. Pangos also had only one assist
against two turnovers

Sacre finished with eight points and six
rebounds in 24 minutes on the floor.

Ohio State led 52-42 with 14:22 remain-
ing in the game, but Gonzaga switched to a
zone defense and tied the game at 61 with
4:03 to go.
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Ohio State 73, Gonzaga 66

Ohio State 78, Loyola (Md.) 59

March 17, 2012
Consol Energy Center; Pittsburgh

March 15, 2012
Consol Energy Center; Pittsburgh
Reb.

Gonzaga Total FG FT Reb. Loyola (Md.) Total FG F b.
(26-7) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts. (24-9) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Edi o 12 22 03 1 2 4 Walker 28 38 12 04 1 4 8
Harris 34 6-14 24 25 0 4 16 Etherly 37 612 7-8 34 2 1 19
Sacre 24 36 23 155 1 4 8 Cormier 28 512 22 12 0 1 14
Pangos 34 313 22 1-0 1 1 10 R.J.Williams 22 11 00 00 4 5 2
Bell Jr. 36 59 56 13 5 2 18 Olson 33 1-11 46 05 1 3 7
Carter 2 0-0 00 00 0 O 0 Winbush 1M1 00 00 01 0 O 0
Stockton 14 02 12 01 5 1 1 Drummond 15 26 00 00 1 5 4
Spangler 2 00 00 01 0O O © Latham 15 03 222 01 0 3 2
Moenninghoff 1 0-1 00 00 0 O 0 P.Williams 1 00 00 00 0 O 0
art 15 00 00 1-1 0 3 0 Brooks 8 -1 12 02 0 2 3
Dower 18 49 00 51 1 2 9 Wandrusch 2 00 00 00 O 0
Totals 200 22-56 14-1913-21 14 1966 Totals 200 19-5417-22 519 9 24 59

Percentages: FG: 39.3%. FT: 73.7%. 3-point goals:
8-23 (Edi 0-1, Harris 2-6, Pangos 2-8, Bell Jr. 3-5,
Stockton 0-1, Moenninghoff 0-1, Dower 1-1). Team
rebounds: 3. Blocked shots: 1 (Sacre). Turnovers:
9 (Dower 3, Sacre 2, Pangos 2, Harris, Bell Jr.). Steals:
3 (Pangos 2, Hart).

Percentages: FG: 35.2%. FT: 77.3%. 3-point goals:
4-14 (Walker 1-3, Cormier 2-4, Olson 1-6, Drummond
0-1). Team rebounds: 1. Blocked shots: 8 (Etherly
4, Walker 2, Latham, Brooks). Turnovers: 12 (Walker
3, Cormier 3, Drummond 3, Etherly, Olson, Brooks).
Steals: 6 (Walker 3, Olson, Drummond, Latham).

Ohio State Total FG FT Reb. Ohio State Total FG FT Reb.

(29-7) Min. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts. (28-7) in. M-A M-A O-D A PF Pts.
Sullinger 26 59 67 13 0 3 18 Sullinger 32 414 34 47 2 2 12
Thomas 39 715 1-2 52 1 3 18 Thomas 35 13-22 44 75 1 1 31
Craft 40 79 222 12 10 2 17 Craft 33 12 66 05 4 3 8
Smith Jr. 28 26 22 05 1 2 7 Smith Jr. 25 12 13 08 0 3 3
Buford 40 4-13 34 05 1 3 13 Buford 29 511 44 03 2 3 17
Scott 1M1 01 00 00 0 2 0 Scott 20 14 01 02 0 2 2
Thompson 1 0-0 00 00 0 O 0 Thompson 13 01 222 2-1 2 1 2
Williams 4 00 01 00 0 1 0 Weatherspoon 3 0-1 0-0 00 0 1 0
Ravenel 11 0 0-0 02 0 1 0 Ravenel 0 11 12 11 0 3 3
Totals 200 25-53 14-18 9-22 13 17 73 Totals 200 26-58 21-2616-33 11 19 78

Percentages: FG: 47.2%. FT: 77.8%. 3-point goals:
9-24 (Sullinger 2-2, Thomas 3-7, Craft 1-3, Smith Jr.
1-4, Buford 2-7, Scott 0-1). Team rebounds: 5.
Blocked shots: 4 (Thomas 2, Smith Jr., Williams).
Turnovers: 11 (Thomas 2, Craft 2, Smith Jr. 2,
Ravenel 2, Sullinger, Buford, Scott). Steals: 6 (Craft
3, Sullinger, Buford, Scott).

Halftime: Ohio State 39, Gonzaga 37. Officials:
Corbett, McCall, Breeding. A: 18,588.

Percentages: FG: 44.8%. FT: 80.8%. 3-point goals:
5-14 (Sullinger 1-1, Thomas 1-3, Craft 0-1, Smith Jr.
0-1, Buford 3-7, Scott 0-1). Team rebounds: 3.
Blocked shots: 8 (Sullinger 5, Thomas 2, Ravenel).
Turnovers: 18 (Craft 5, Smith Jr. 3, Buford 3, Thomas
2, Ravenel 2, Sullinger, Scott, Thompson). Steals: 6
(Craft 3, Sullinger, Buford, Scott).

Halftime: Ohio State 42, Loyola (Md.) 31. Officials:
Breeding, Eppley, Porter. A: 19,413,

Sullinger answered with a baseline
bucket to give the Buckeyes a two-point
lead at 63-61 with 3:36 remaining in the
game, and then Thomas made 1 of 2 free
throws to extend his team’s lead to 64-61 at
the 2:41 mark.

Pangos had a chance to tie the game
with a wide-open look from the corner, but
he misfired, one of six misses the Gonzaga
freshman had in eight long-range attempts
for the game. OSU senior William Buford
came down with the rebound and Sullinger
made the shot over Sacre at the other
end that helped put the game out of the
Bulldogs’ reach.

In addition to his double-double, Craft
had three steals in the game, pushing
his season total to 88 and breaking Mike
Conley Jr.’s single-season record of 87,
set during the 2007 run to the NCAA
Tournament title game.

Loyola (Md.), March 15

Thomas set a new career scoring high
with 31 points and tallied his third career
double-double, pacing the Buckeyes to a
78-59 victory against 15th-seeded Loyola
(Md.) in the NCAA Tournament’s second
round.

The OSU sophomore’s 31 points topped
by one his previous best — set Dec. 17
against South Carolina — and he added 12
rebounds to fall one shy of a career high.

“I was just trying to get in the right spots
at the right time, run a play, run with pace
like Coach always tells us,” Thomas said.
“Then I was just knocking them down. I
was just feeling it a bit.”

Thomas was an equal opportunity scor-
er, leading Ohio State with 14 points in the
first half and at one point in the second half
posting 13 of the team’s points in a row.
He finished 13 of 22 from the field, falling
just one shy of OSU’s NCAA Tournament
record for field goals in a game set by Jerry
Lucas in 1960 and equaled a year later by
the Buckeye legend.

The Greyhounds (24-9) actually jumped

out to a 5-1 lead in the early going behind
a big dunk by junior forward Erik Etherly
and a three by sophomore guard Dylon
Cormier before Ohio State’s athleticism
allowed the Buckeyes to slowly pull away.

Sullinger was hard to handle early as
he scored the Buckeyes’ first six points —
including a trey from the left wing — before
an old-fashioned three-point play by sopho-
more Lenzelle Smith Jr. stretched OSU’s
advantage to 13-7 with 13:20 remaining in
the opening half.

Ohio State’s lead fluctuated between
four and nine until the 7:49 mark of the half
when Sullinger drove the lane and laid it in
to make it 31-20.

The lead got as high as 15 two different
times before the Buckeyes finished the
first half up 42-31. In addition to Thomas’
14 first-half points, Ohio State got 12 from
Sullinger. Each had six rebounds as well.
Smith added seven rebounds.

The second half was in many ways a
replication of the first. The Ohio State lead
swung between 12 and 19 for the first 14
minutes and change until Thomas’ bucket
with 5:35 left gave him his career-high
point total and made the score 70-50.

Ohio State (28-7) was finally able to pull
away behind a shooting percentage of 60.9
in the second half, but the Greyhounds did
cut the OSU lead to 11 at 70-59 with 2:18
left, prompting head coach Thad Matta to
insert his starters back into the game for a
final 8-0 run.

Buford hit two three-pointers in the clos-
ing moments to finish with 17 points, while
Sullinger had his 15th double-double of the
year with 12 points — none in the second
half — and 11 rebounds. The Buckeyes also
held a 49-24 advantage on the glass.

Loyola — a team whose home gym holds
2,100 but who was playing in front of a facil-
ity-record 19,413 fans — was led by Etherly,
who had 19 points and seven rebounds
while Cormier added 14 points.

BSB staff writer Jeff Svoboda contributed
to this report.
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Offense Looking For New Faces To Emerge This Spring

Continued From Page 1

coaching with him for the first time. Running
backs coach Stan Drayton and wide receiver
coach Zach Smith worked with Meyer dur-
ing his stint as head coach at Florida from
2005-10, but he last shared a staff with run-
ning backs and tight ends coach Tim Hinton
when the two were graduate assistants at
Ohio State in 1986.

Prior to the start of spring practice, Meyer
said he liked the direction the acclimation
process had taken so far.

“It's great,” he said before describing
regular early-morning meetings in which
members of the coaching staff taught each
other what they would be doing with their
position groups.

“The most underutilized resource on a
staff is each other, and I'm not going to
let that happen,” Meyer added. “I'm going
to use everybody. There are a lot of good
coaches on this staff. They've been a lot of
good places with a lot of great ideas. Let’s
use them. By noontime I'm ready to go jump
out a window. I'm tired of sitting in meetings
with coaches, but it’s been very good.”

Needless to say, the spring of 2012 fig-
ures to be a busy one for the Ohio State
football program.

Offensive Holes To Fill

The heavier graduation losses hit the
Buckeyes on the offensive side of the ball,
but Meyer can look forward to a returning
starter at the most important spot in his
innovative offense.

Quarterback Braxton Miller is back after
taking over as the starter in the fourth game
of last season. The freshman endured some
growing pains but still completed 85 of 157
passes for 1,159 yards and 13 touchdowns
with only four interceptions. Opponents had
more reason to worry when he pulled the
ball down to run, however, as Miller left
countless defenders in his wake en route to
running for 715 yards on 159 carries. He also
scored seven touchdowns on the ground and
was named Big Ten Freshman of the Year at
the conclusion of the season.

Junior Kenny Guiton returns as the likely
backup with true freshman Cardale Jones
and walk-ons Justin Siems and Ross Oltorik
also looking for reps. Oltorik is in his second
tour of duty with Ohio State. The Cincinnati
Moeller product, who began his college
career as a Buckeye, transferred to Arizona
before returning to Columbus for his senior
season.

Though Miller’s 2011 numbers were
impressive, they would have looked bet-
ter if not for taking 39 sacks that cost him
207 yards. Some were the fault of blocking
breakdowns, and others came when he held
the ball too long.

How much help he gets from the big guys
up front remains to be seen as the offensive
line was the spot on the team hit heaviest by
graduation. Three multiyear starters — center
Mike Brewster and tackles Mike Adams and
J.B. Shugarts — exhausted their eligibility,
and Meyer has expressed some displeasure
with what he found left in the cupboard upon
his arrival.

The line could be configured any number
of ways by the time spring practice is over,
but Andrew Norwell and Jack Mewhort give
Warinner two solid blocks to build around.
Both started every game last season as
sophomores and have the ability to play
guard or tackle, though Mewhort seems bet-
ter suited inside.

Norwell is expected to slide back outside
to left tackle, where he started the first five
games last season before moving to left
guard to make way for the return of Adams
from a season-opening suspension, while
Mewhort could end up at right tackle.

Mewhort started every game at guard but
also saw some time at tackle when Shugarts
missed a November game with a knee injury
and backup Antonio Underwood struggled in
his place as a true freshman.

Mewhort looks like a lock to be one of the
top five when all is said and done, but where
he ends up likely will be more determined
by the performance of the rest of the line. He
could play guard if one of two newcomers to
the offensive line room, senior Reid Fragel
and true freshman Taylor Decker, can prove

to be quick learners at tackle, but that is a lot
to ask either of them.

Fragel was a regular contributor at tight
end for the past three seasons but chose to
move to tackle with an eye on playing there
in the NFL. Decker was a late recruiting
steal by Meyer, who sees in the four-star
prospect a lot of things to like, starting with
his 6-8, 315-pound frame. Fragel also goes 6-
8 with a listed weight of 298 that is 18 pounds
heavier than last season.

There is no shortage of candidates to play
guard. Aside from Mewhort, juniors Marcus
Hall and Corey Linsley bring game experi-
ence to the table and figure to be ready to
play expanded roles. Also in the mix will
be Underwood as well as redshirt freshmen
Tommy Brown and Chris Carter.

Also joining the mix is Darryl Baldwin,
a 6-6, 292-pounder who played seven games
on the defensive line last season as a redshirt
freshman.

Center is also a question mark heading
into spring practice after Brewster start-
ed the past 49 games there. Sophomore
Brian Bobek is considered by many to be
Brewster’s heir apparent, but he has limited
experience after only one year in the pro-
gram. If Bobek falters, Linsley or Mewhort
could be next in line. Both have repped
at center in the past, though Linsley often
struggled snapping the ball during practices
open to the media last year.

Competition at running back and wide
receiver figures to be fierce after the head
coach put himself on record as being con-
cerned about what types of assets he has on
hand at the skill positions.

“I don’t know who is going to catch a
pass,” Meyer said to reporters. “I'm sure you
guys don't either. There’s no track record.
You go back and watch the film and go, ‘1
don’t know.” I don’t know who is going to
carry the ball.”

Two-year starting tailback Boom Herron
is gone to graduation as is wide receiver
DeVier Posey.

Senior Jordan Hall could find himself
helping to cover for the loss of both in
Meyer’s offense after rushing for 408 yards

Players On The Spot

about that.

young WRs.

Jack Mewhort and Corey Linsley.

e Braxton Miller, quarterback — With a new coaching
staff comes a new offense with new responsibilities. How will
Miller adapt from last year’s conservative attack to one that
has been described as a power spread? It will be an interest-
ing spring on many levels, but Miller's development in Urban
Meyer’s system will definitely be in the spotlight.

e Bri‘onte Dunn, tailback — If pre-spring talk is worth
anything, Dunn could be the next big thing at running back
for Ohio State. The 6-1, 214-pound freshman is
joining the Buckeyes for spring drills and could very
well emerge as the No. 1 tailback from a talented
group of holdovers. Of course, Carlos Hyde, Jordan
Hall and Rod Smith might have something to say

e Wide receivers — It wouldn't be overly criti-
cal to characterize as mediocre the production
from last year’s receiving corps. Devin Smith, Corey
Brown, Chris Fields, Verlon Reed, T.Y. Williams and
Evan Spencer combined for 53 receptions last year.
In 2010, Dane Sanzenbacher caught 55 by himself.
The time to step up is now — right now — for those

¢ Brian Bobek, center — Ohio State has been spoiled at
the center position for most of the last decade with the likes
of LeCharles Bentley, Nick Mangold and Mike Brewster man-
ning the position. The 6-2, 275-pound Bobek would seem
to be next in line, and gets a chance this spring to show he
deserves the starting nod over such possible challengers as

tion.

Leo.

Reid Fragel

¢ Reid Fragel, offensive tackle — Fragel making the
switch to tackle has generated some buzz, most notably from
Meyer. Just since the Gator Bowl, the former tight end has
added 18 pounds to his 6-8, 280-pound frame and seems
intent on making a serious run at the vacant right tackle posi-

¢ John Simon, defensive line — While some players
such as Fragel have picked up weight, Simon has gone in the
opposite direction. Perhaps because he seemed
to wear down a bit at the end of last season, the
senior-to-be has dropped about 10 pounds and is
now listed at 6-2, 260. That would seem to be the
ideal size for the defensive end spot opposite the

e Curtis Grant, linebacker — We kept wait-
ing for Grant to make an impact last season and it
never happened as the former prep standout never
quite got the hang of the OSU defensive scheme.
Now, with an entire season of experience, we're
looking for the 6-3, 235-pound wrecking ball to
have a spring coming-out party.

e Christian Bryant, safety — There is no
doubting that Bryant maximizes his athleticism in a 5-10, 190-
pound package. He finished third on the team last season in
tackles, led the Buckeyes in breaking up passes and tied for
second in passes defended. But we're looking for more con-
sistency this spring — a lot more consistency — and we're fairly
sure the new coaching staff will be as well.

- Mark Rea

on 100 carries and picking up another 114
yards on 10 catches last season. The 5-9, 198-
pound Hall is built like a slot receiver and
able to make tacklers miss in space, perhaps
making him a better fit in the new Ohio State
offense than the old one.

“Jordan Hall has had a decent career,”
Meyer said. “I would not say good. I would
say decent. I watched him compete and he
should do better. He’s a competitor. I like
Jordan. He had a very good offseason - not
good, I mean borderline great.”

The other three candidates to replace
Herron in the backfield are all bigger backs.
The 6-0, 235-pound Carlos Hyde ran for 566
yards and six touchdowns on 106 carries
last season as a sophomore while Rod Smith
(6-3, 230) ran for 116 yards and a touch-
down on 29 totes as a redshirt freshman.
Both could find themselves in a heated bat-
tle with touted incoming freshman Bri’onte
Dunn. The 6-1, 214-pound Dunn enrolled in
January and impressed his new head coach
enough to be included among the top per-
formers on the team when winter workouts
concluded.

As for wide receiver, junior Corey “Philly”
Brown leads a group that learned mostly on
the fly last season while Posey sat out 10
games because of twin suspensions.

“He’s a competitor, showed up every day
with high energy,” Meyer said of Brown,
who caught 14 passes for 205 yards and a
touchdown last season as he battled an ankle
injury off and on. “(He is) a sponge who is
always in here trying to get extra work. He
shows a lot of ability on the field. I haven’t
seen him catch, but running the routes and
doing things.”

Devin Smith led the team in receiving
yards (294) last season as a freshman and
was listed as the No. 2 wide receiver in
Meyer’s eyes coming out of winter. He
was followed by classmate Evan Spencer,
junior-to-be Chris Fields and sophomore
T.Y. Williams.

Verlon Reed, a starter for the first five
games of last season as a redshirt freshman
before tearing a knee ligament late in a 10-7
loss to Michigan State on Oct. 1, is expected
to be able to take part in some spring drills
but will be limited.

“They’re all showing up,” Meyer said.
“I'm anxious to see what they can do.”

Last and certainly not least are the full-
backs and tight ends. In fact, Meyer described
the group consisting of seniors Zach Boren,
Adam Homan and Jake Stoneburner as well
as sophomores Jeff Heuerman and Nick
Vannett as the best on the team during win-
ter workouts.

“We're not known as a fullback/tight end
offense, but you’re going to see some forma-
tions of that,” Meyer said. “We have to get
our best 11 on the field. If they’re our best
11, there are creative ways we can get those
guys involved.”

Meyer and Herman will work together
to combine their versions of spread offense
and hope to find some basics on which to
rely early on.

“I think all of us have gone through these
transition periods as coaches, and I think
you have a good idea of, ‘Here’s who we are,
here’s our base philosophy,” ” Herman said.
“Now, what can we be successful doing?
How do the pieces of the puzzle fit and jell
with each other? Maybe then you adapt and
say you have to slow down or keep moving
forward. It’s a fluid deal as you go through
spring practice, but you start with the nuts
and bolts and then start to broaden.”
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MATTHEW HAGER
LOOKING FOR BETTER RESULTS
- Co-defensive coordinator Everett
Withers will work with defensive
coordinator Luke Fickell on improv-
ing the Ohio State defense in 2012.

Focused On Improvement

What's in store for the defense is a bit
more of a mystery heading into spring prac-
tice, but the personnel are more familiar on
that side of the ball.

Eighteen of the 22 players listed on the
last depth chart of the 2011 season are back,
as are Fickell and Vrabel from the coaching
staff.

The only regulars to graduate were
linebacker Andrew Sweat and nickel back
Tyler Moeller, but the returnees are not
likely to look much to last season for inspi-
ration as youth, injuries, blown assign-

ments and poor tackling marred a disap-
pointing season.

Fickell was tightlipped when asked
about potential changes in the defense, but
Withers indicated a major shake-up is not in
the cards.

“We have a lot of similar ideas,” said
Withers, the defensive coordinator at North
Carolina from 2008-10 before serving as
interim head coach there last season. “As we
met a while back when I had a chance to sit
down with him, there are a lot of similar phi-
losophies. I don't think it is going to be hard
at all. We will be up and running really fast.”

He said to expect the Buckeyes to continue
to have a base defense with four down linemen
with an emphasis on stopping the run first.

“I have a lot of respect for what Coach
Fickell has done here at Ohio State with the
defense and how hard and passionate they
played,” Withers said. “I think it is always
good when you get a chance to be around
somebody else that has done it - is doing it
— and you can put ideas together. I always
thought two heads are better than one, so I
am looking forward to it. It is going to be a
great opportunity and a great journey.”

John Simon and Johnathan Hankins head-
line a defensive line that returns six of eight
members of the depth chart.

Simon, a 260-pound end, had a team-high
seven sacks and 16 tackles for loss last sea-
son and earned first-team All-Big Ten hon-
ors as a junior while Hankins (three sacks
among 11 tackles for loss) enjoyed a break-
out sophomore campaign playing mostly
tackle. Joining them as returning starters are
senior nose guard Garrett Goebel and junior
end Adam Bellamy.

They will be pushed by Michael Bennett,
who impressed in a part-time role as a fresh-
man last season, and Joel Hale, a rising

COVER STORY

sophomore who has dropped 15 pounds
from his 6-4 frame to check in at 295 for
spring practice.

Also back are sophomores Steve Miller
and J.T. Moore while Kenny Hayes and
Chase Farris hope to impress as redshirt
freshmen.

All indications are that the defense will
continue to include a pass-rushing end
known as the Leo, but who might fill that
role is unclear as senior Nathan Williams will
not be available for the spring following knee
surgery that kept him out of every game but
the opener last season.

Simon filled the role admirably, but he is
expected to go back to his more natural spot
on the other side.

Miller and Moore tried their hands at Leo
last season but proved unready. They could
get another shot, but the answer in the short
term might turn out to be Se’Von Pittman,
a four-star prospect from Canton (Ohio)
McKinley who enrolled shortly before the
start of spring quarter.

At linebacker, Etienne Sabino and Storm
Klein are back after sharing the middle
linebacker role to mixed reviews last year as
juniors, but sophomore Ryan Shazier could
steal the show. He came on late in 2011 after
head and elbow injuries knocked Sweat out
of the lineup and impressed with his athleti-
cism and natural play-making ability. Shazier
had 34 tackles in the last three games
despite playing at only around 210 pounds.
The 6-1 native of Plantation, Fla., is up to 226
heading into spring ball and has fans excited
about his potential.

Spring practice also figures to be a cru-
cial developmental time for Curtis Grant, a
five-star recruit from Richmond, Va., who
failed to have much impact as a freshman
last season after struggling to pick up the

defense in preseason camp. Fickell praised
his development in midseason after moving
from middle linebacker to the strong side,
but his progress never manifested itself in
significant playing time.

Also joining the mix for spring ball are
early-enrolling freshmen Joshua Perry and
Luke Roberts.

All four starters are back in the second-
ary, but they will be under new guidance.

Coombs inherited a thin but talented
bunch at cornerback, where there are only
three scholarship players. Travis Howard
was expected to have a breakout campaign
last season as a junior, but instead it was
then-redshirt freshman Bradley Roby who
turned heads. Both are back for their second
seasons as starters with Doran Grant hoping
to build on a freshman campaign that was
spent mostly on special teams.

Depth is not a problem at safety, but
Withers will look for more consistent play
out of returning starters C.J. Barnett and
Christian Bryant, both juniors who have
flashed big-play ability but inconsistent tack-
ling so far in their careers.

Senior Orhian Johnson, a former starter,
provides another veteran option, and juniors
Corey “Pittsburgh” Brown and Jamie Wood
are waiting in the wings. Wood will be lim-
ited by a lingering shoulder problem, and
senior Zach Domicone will not take part in
spring drills as he continues to rehab a knee
injury.

Also looking to earn a spot on the safety
depth chart for the first time will be redshirt
freshman Ron Tanner and true freshman
Tyvis Powell, who enrolled in January.

Where Meyer should have no problem
with attrition is in the kicking game as both
senior punter Ben Buchanan and junior
kicker Drew Basil return.
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