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UK Volleybal has mutiple ways

By LARRY VAUGHT
Contributing writer

Kentucky coach Craig
Skinner has led UK vol-
leyball to nine straight
Southeastern
Conference
championships but he
doesn’t talk a lot to his
team about winning.

“We talk about whether
we play in ways that are
deserving of winning. We
have to continue to find
different ways to win
because that will be
required in the NCAA
Tournament,” said Skin-
ner.

Kentucky should be
one of the four No. 1 seeds
in the NCAA Tournament
when pairings are
released on Sunday. That
would mean as long as
Kentucky kept winning, it
could play four games in
Memorial Coliseum until
reaching the Final Four in
Kansas City.

“We have really
embraced playing on the
road this year. Part of you
almost likes winning on
the road more because
there is nothing more
satisfying than winning in
front of opposing fans,”
UK associate coach Kyle
Luongo. “But come
tournament time you
want to be in front of your
people and keep the same
routines you had during
the season. You get to
sleep in your own bed,
practice in your gym. The
support we've had lately
has been incredible and
that’s why we have been
fighting so hard to be a
regional host.”

Kentucky has road wins
over No. 3 Texas, No. 6
Texas A&M, No. 7
Louisville and No. 24
Penn State along with
home wins over No. 8
SMU and No. 18 Ten-
nessee. Kentucky's only
regular-season losses
were to No. 1 Nebraska in
Nashville and at No. 4
Pittsburgh.

That brutal schedule
made sure there was no
“false sense of confi-
dence” for Kentucky.

“That false sense of
confidence is one of the
most dangerous things
you can have is to think
you are good but yet you
really haven’t been
exposed or tested,”
Luongo said. “And if you
feel you are good enough
to get the wins eventually,
it doesn’t really hurt you
to lose big matches early
in the season. It might not
feel good and not look
great record-wise but you
learn so much from
playing non-conference
matches like we did.”

Skinner led Kentucky to
the only national cham-
pionship ever won by a
SEC team in 2020. This
team obviously will have
a chance to challenge for
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Kentucky players celebrated after winning another SEC title but have never lost track of the end goal - a national

championship.

another title.

“We don’t have to rely
on one thing. We can do
alot of things to let us be
successful. If something
is not working we don’t
have to panic. We are not
just one-hit wonders. We
need multiple ways to be
successful and we have
that,” Skinner said.

The coach likes that his
team’s work ethic has not
changed from September
until now.

“They are working hard
and are not satisfied. We
like to be a little bit edgy
and not comfortable with
our play,” Skinner said.

Luongo joined Skin-
ner’s staff this year
because the expectation
at Kentucky is to compete
for championships. That’s
the same expectation that
brought SEC Player of the
Year Eva Hudson from
Purdue to Kentucky this
season.

“Eva has had plenty of
individual success and
some team success. She
was hungry for a little bit
more than just more
player of the week nods or
all-conference
selections. She loved
them but she was most
hungry for a deep tour-
nament run in Decem-

ber,” Luongo said.
That’s why she did not
hesitate to become
teammates with UK junior
Brooklyn DeLeye, the
2024 SEC Player of the
Year and also an All-
American like Hudson.
“From an insider’s
perspective I can tell you
they realize they need one
another and they can also
empathize with each
other because they both
know what it feels like to
be relied on and be the
one expected to make
plays,” Luongo said.
“They know what it is like
to have the responsibility
on them to come through
for the team. They quickly
built trust with each other
and it would be hard to
separate who was more
valuable to the team’s
success. They are both
legitimate national player
of the year candidates.
“Their on-court per-
sonalities and playing
styles are different but
they both know what it is
like to be a dominant
outside hitter. Eva would
not have had the season
she did without Brooklyn
and vice versa with
Brooklyn needing Eva.
They are a great one-two
punch and I don’t think
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any other team has that
same caliber of players.”

Few teams have a setter
as talented as freshman
Kassie O’Brien, the SEC
Freshman of the Year and
top candidate for national

freshman of the year.
Luongo works with UK’s
setters and admits he is
“super proud” of O’Brien,
who was not UK’s starter
early in the season.

“She would tell you that

to win

early in the fall she was
not very sure of herself.
Even as a staff we were
not sure who would be
our starting setter,”
Luongo said. “Her
moment came at
(defending national
champion) Penn State in
our big win when she
came in and things just
changed for us.”

Both Skinner and
Luongo praise Kentucky’s
depth that has made it
possible for Skinner to
make in-game personnel
adjustments with confi-
dence.

“You don’t always see
depth only in matches.
You need depth in prac-
tice,” Skinner said. “I tell
our players you have to
stay ready so you don’t
have to get ready when
your moment is called.”

There will be plenty of
key moments in the
NCAA Tournament for
Kentucky but Skinner has
not only star power but
plenty of reliable team
players who understand
their roles.

“I like the horses we
have in our barn,” Chris
Shoals, Kentucky Assis-
tant Director of Athletic
Communications and
Public Relations for vol-
leyball, said.

So does Luongo.

“We had a great regular
season and it was great to
see the individual awards
some of our players got,”
the UK assistant coach
said. “But we have higher
aspirations and have
never lost track of the end
goal.”
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