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LOS ANGELES — They sat in
silence in the Staples Center lock-
er room, defeated, heads bowed.
Only this was a different kind of
loss for the Washington State
men’s basketball team, which had
been eliminated in the Pacific-10
tournament semifinals, 70-61, by
Southern California minutes ear-
lier on Saturday.

“It’s nice to be in here and not
looking around going, ‘Man,
that’s it,’ ” junior forward Robbie
Cowgill said. “The silver lining
— there aren’t really moral victo-
ries — is to know we’re still really
playing for something.”

For the first time in more than
a decade, Washington State’s sea-
son wasn’t over. 

Instead, the Cougars (25-7),
regular season runners-up in the
Pac-10, are headed to the NCAA
tournament for the first time
since 1994. A No. 3 seed in the
East Region, they will face 14th-
seeded Oral Roberts on Thursday
in Sacramento.

To be playing this late in
March could be seen as a crown-
ing accomplishment for Washing-
ton State, which had more wins
this season than in the previous
two combined.

But the Cougars want more
from this season than a short-
lived feel-good story.

“It’s an honor to play in the
NCAA tournament,” junior point
guard Derrick Low said. “But I
think we have the ability to do
well in it, hopefully take it as far
as we can.”

Despite returning five players
who started last year, Washing-
ton State, which went a combined
23-33 the past two seasons, was
picked by most pundits to finish
last in the Pac-10 for the second
consecutive year. A 77-67 victory
on Dec. 5 over Gonzaga, then the
18th-ranked team in the nation,
served notice that these weren’t
the same Cougars. A subsequent
run of eight wins in nine games,
interrupted only by a 55-52 loss
to top-ranked UCLA, ensured
they would remain in the national
forefront. 

What spurred the program’s
startling transformation?

“No question the keys have
been the fact that we finally . . .
have some upperclassmen in this
program,” Coach Tony Bennett
said. “Robbie Cowgill, Derrick
Low, Kyle Weaver have played a
lot of Pac-10 games. They’ve had
to eat a lot of dirt.”

Low (13.6 points per game)
and Weaver (4.5 assists per

game) have anchored Washing-
ton State’s back court most of the
season, while the 6-foot-10, 211-
pound Cowgill provides a lanky
yet effective shot-blocking and re-
bounding presence. 

“We have a lot experience on
this team,” Low said. “A lot of
Pac-10 experience, a lot of game-
time experience. I think [that’s
given] us a lot of advantage over
the younger teams in the Pac-10,
and because of that, we’ve been
pretty successful this season.”

The Cougars, unlike many of
the nation’s top teams, lack a
marquee player. Instead, they
have made their mark as a unit,
playing a methodical half-court
style. 

On offense, they often go deep
into the 35-second clock before
selecting a shot, patiently moving
the ball until an open man is
found. On defense, they guard
with stifling intensity. Washing-

ton State’s opponents have aver-
aged only 59.1 points per game. 

The result has been a winning
season, a welcome change.

“It has made it a lot sweeter,
going through the tough times to-
gether, and really fighting with
these guys, and seeing everyone
struggle, and wondering, ‘Are we
ever going to get this done?’ ”
Cowgill said. “This group has
really done it together. Believed
in each other. Believed in the sys-
tem.”

Ironically, Bennett, the 37-
year-old architect of that system,
began the season with no college
head coaching experience. The
Pac-10 coach of the year, Bennett
is a finalist for the Jim Phelan
Award, given to the nation’s best
college coach.

“It’s kind of overwhelming,” he
said. “Because I know there’s so
many good coaches in our league
and in the country. I almost feel
undeserving.”

Said Cowgill: “He deserves ev-
ery [accolade] he gets. He’s an
unbelievable coach. He really is a
joy to play for. You’re excited to
go get better every day, to go to
work out and practice. He knows
what it’s like to be a player. It
wasn’t too long ago that he was a
player himself.”

After a standout career at Wis-
consin-Green Bay and a three-
year, injury-shortened NBA ca-
reer, Bennett was an assistant to

his father, Dick, from 2000 to
2006 at the University of Wiscon-
sin and Washington State. 

“He’s really given our team . . .
a kind of underdog mentality that
we’re going to have to scrap and
work harder than other people to
beat them,” Cowgill said. “Guys
have fed off that, and trusted him,
and trusted what he’s told us.”

Bennett intended to use the
loss to Southern California — the
first in three games against the
Trojans this season — as in-
structional material for the
NCAA tournament. The lesson
his team needed to learn: remem-
ber who you are.

“If we’re not really locked
down defensively — just a few er-
rors or just a little bit off — we’re
vulnerable,” he said. “That kind
of alertness and readiness to start
a game, especially defensively, is
important.”

His players agreed and were
more than optimistic about their
chances of rebounding once the
tournament began. 

This opportunity, Cowgill said,
isn’t one they’re taking for grant-
ed.

“It’s something you dream
about as a little kid,” he said.
“You watch the tournament on
TV. You hope that one day, you’ll
be a part of that. We finally will
be. . . . We’re going to enjoy that,
and then get ready to go battle
. . . [to] prove that we belong and
try to go make a run.”

It’s Been a Long Time for Washington St.
Resurgent Cougars Are Making Their First NCAA Appearance Since 1994
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Derrick Low, left, Kyle Weaver and Robbie Cowgill have been in the starting lineup together for all but one game.

Back court: The Colonials’ strength all
season has been the combination of
Maureece Rice and Carl Elliott. Rice
scored 16, 22 and 12 in three Atlantic
10 tournament games while Elliott’s

leadership from the point guard spot
has helped keep the Colonials loose

in demeanor during their run.
Vanderbilt’s Alex Gordon
turned over the ball just 46

times, the lowest by a
starting guard in the SEC.
Senior guard Dan Cage led
the SEC in three-point
accuracy at 46 percent.

Front court: Vanderbilt
guard-forward Shan Foster

finished second on the team
in scoring (15.4 points per

game) and shot 35 percent from
three-point range. Commodores

forward Ross Neltner can play
inside but has a nice shooting touch,

too. He shot 53 percent while grabbing
5.9 rebounds. GW forward Regis

Koundjia has been important on the
defensive end. He mans the top position in the

Colonials’ two most effective zone looks and is
responsible for pressuring ballhandlers. Forward

Dokun Akingbade had 15 points and nine
rebounds in the Atlantic 10 championship game

against Rhode Island.
Benches: Colonials forward Rob Diggs, a former

starter, is expected to play after injuring his nose in
last week’s conference tournament. Diggs, who took an

elbow to his nose, averages 10.7 points per game and has
played well as a reserve. Meantime, Ted Skuchas (6 feet
11) gives the Commodores some size off the bench while
Jermaine Beal (6-3) gives the Commodores a bigger point
guard.

Coaches: GW Coach Karl Hobbs has turned in perhaps
his best coaching performance in Foggy Bottom, guiding
a Colonials team light on expectations to its third
straight NCAA tournament. Vanderbilt Coach Kevin
Stallings returns to the tournament for the first time
since bringing Vanderbilt to the round of 16 in 2004. 

— Marc Carig

[6] VANDERBILT vs. 
[11] GEORGE WASHINGTON

WHEN: 5:05 p.m. WHERE: Arco Arena, Sacramento (17,317). TV: WUSA-9.
RADIO: WTWP (107.7 FM, 1500 AM), WTEM (980 AM).

RECORDS: Commodores (SEC at-large), 20-11; Colonials (Atlantic 10 champion), 23-8.
WINNER FACES: Washington State-Oral Roberts winner on Saturday in Sacramento.

No. Name Pos. Yr. Pts. Rb. Ast.
1 Travis King G Fr. 5.6 1.9 2.5

5 Rob Diggs F So. 10.7 5.1 1.1

10 Jeff Del Favero G Fr. 0.0 0.0 0.0

11 Hermann Opoku F Fr. 0.4 0.3 0.0

12 Johnny Lee G Fr. 0.5 0.3 0.2

15 Cheyenne Moore F So. 4.3 1.6 0.5

22 Damian Hollis G Fr. 5.2 3.1 0.9

23 Regis Koundjia F Sr. 7.4 5.0 1.5

25 Carl Elliott G Sr. 13.1 5.1 4.9

31 Noel Wilmore G So. 2.9 0.7 0.3

33 Maureece Rice G Jr. 16.2 3.6 2.1

41 Peter Laplante F Fr. 0.2 0.1 0.0

42 Dokun Akingbade F Sr. 7.3 5.5 1

52 Dominic Green F So. 0.2 0.2 0.1

STARTERS ARE SHADED

COLONIALS ROSTER

George Washington’s
Maureece Rice must be
effective on offense for the
Colonials. Rice has excelled at
creating his own shot. GW
thrives on forcing turnovers and
scoring in transition, but Rice
provides a stable scoring source.

DIFFERENCE MAKER

NOVEMBER

at Boston U. W, 70-57 at Kennesaw St. W, 69-52

Dartmouth W, 94-49 at Providence L, 86-67

Longwood W, 74-60

DECEMBER

vs. Virginia Tech W, 63-62 UMBC W, 72-51

Md. Eastern Shore W, 79-56 vs. Air Force L, 66-52

vs. Southern Cal L, 74-65 vs. Colgate W, 75-42

JANUARY

Fordham W, 70-59 Charlotte W, 76-68

Marshall W, 74-65 Saint Joseph’s W, 74-65

at Massachusetts L, 91-84 at Rhode Island W, 82-78

St. Bonaventure W, 80-63 at Dayton L, 84-69

at Richmond W, 63-58

FEBRUARY

at Saint Louis L, 63-53 Temple W, 84-72

Xavier L, 87-58 Richmond W, 68-49

at Saint Joseph’s L, 62-56 at La Salle W, 86-74

MARCH

at Charlotte W, 62-60 vs. Saint Louis* W, 60-40

Duquesne W, 88-80 vs. Rhode Island* W, 78-69

vs. Saint Joseph’s* W, 58-48
*ATLANTIC 10 TOURNAMENT

RESULTS

No. Name Pos. Yr. Pts. Rb. Ast.
0 Jermaine Beal G Fr. 3.9 1.9 1.8

3 Alex Gordon G Jr. 7.7 2.3 3.4

4 Derrick Byars G-F Sr. 16.8 4.9 3.4

11 Alan Metcalfe F Jr. 2.4 2.0 0.2

14 Aubrey Hammond G Jr. 0.8 0.4 0.3

20 Dan Cage G Sr. 11.2 3.0 2.1

31 JeJuan Brown F Fr. 3.3 2.6 0.6

32 Shan Foster G-F Jr. 15.4 4.8 2.4

34 George Drake G Fr. 2.6 1.4 0.6

41 Ross Neltner F Jr. 9.9 5.9 2.2

54 Ted Skuchas C Sr. 4.0 2.4 0.4

STARTERS ARE SHADED

COMMODORES ROSTER

NOVEMBER

Georgetown L, 86-70 Elon W, 81-70

at Wake Forest L, 88-78 Furman L, 70-62

DECEMBER

Toledo W, 98-93 vs. PR-Mayaguez W, 102-59

E. Tennessee St. W, 104-62 vs. Tenn. Tech W, 75-62

Lipscomb W, 59-50 vs. Appalachian St.L, 87-79

Georgia Tech W, 73-64 Alabama A&M W, 86-47

Nicholls State W, 76-40

JANUARY

at Rice W, 74-69 at Kentucky W, 72-67

at Auburn L, 68-65 at LSU W, 64-53

Tennessee W, 82-81 Mississippi W, 85-80

at Georgia L, 85-73 at Florida L, 74-64

Alabama W, 94-73

FEBRUARY

Georgia W, 66-61 at Mississippi St. L, 83-70

at Tennessee L, 84-57 Kentucky W, 67-65

South Carolina W, 78-68 at South Carolina W, 99-90

Florida W, 83-70

MARCH

Arkansas L, 82-67 vs. Arkansas* L, 72-71

*SEC TOURNAMENT

RESULTS 
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NCAA Tournament
EAST REGION

Coach Karl Hobbs
has led George
Washington to its
second Atlantic
10 tournament
title in three
seasons and its
third straight
berth in the NCAA
tournament.

Derrick Byars emerged as the
SEC player of the year because of
his ability to create shots for
himself and for his teammates.
His ability to get to the basket on
offense will be particularly
important today if George
Washington concentrates on
extending its defense to

neutralize the Commodores’ weapon of choice: the
three-point shot.

DIFFERENCE MAKER

range and forced 62 turnovers —
the team’s profile has risen. Plenty
of people are talking about GW’s
pressure and traps, even if the sub-
ject is disconcerting to some.

Vanderbilt Coach Kevin Stallings
spent most of his 10-minute media
session Wednesday addressing
questions about how his half-court,
three-point-oriented Commodores
(20-11) plan to deal with the harass-
ing Colonials (23-8).

“We’ve read things where we’ve
never faced anything like what we’re
going to see tomorrow, and it will be
a shock to our system, and that peo-
ple can expect lots and lots and lots
of turnovers,” Stallings said.

The matchup has created a meas-
ure of intrigue because it features a
direct contrast of styles. Vander-
bilt’s preference is to shoot from the
perimeter; GW’s defense is de-
signed to put pressure on that same
space.

“What we’re trying to do is create
the pace of the game, and the flow of
the game,” Colonials Coach Karl
Hobbs said.

Despite upsetting defending na-
tional champion Florida and sweep-
ing Kentucky this season, Vander-
bilt enters the tournament just 5-5 in
its last 10 games, the last two being
back-to-back losses to Arkansas.
The Colonials, by contrast, have
won eight straight while playing
their best basketball of the season.

“Apparently, we are the under-
dog, and we’ll just have to deal with
that,” Stallings said after the line of
questions about GW’s defense.

Turning up the heat has been part
of the GW repertoire during
Hobbs’s tenure, and the Colonials’
long, athletic personnel reflects that
emphasis. In the last three weeks,
GW has sharpened its execution.

After his team stumbled through
a four-game losing streak from Jan.
31 to Feb. 14, Hobbs called for a re-
turn to fundamentals, which includ-
ed a refresher course on solid de-

fense. The change began at the top,
where the Colonials have managed
to increase their pressure on ball-
handlers, a key part of GW’s success
in its zone defense looks.

Some of the success also revolves
around the people actually in charge
of applying the pressure. The emer-
gence of freshmen Damian Hollis (6
feet 8) and Travis King (6-2) has
given the Colonials two larger
guards capable of using their size
advantage on the defensive end.

“I think it helps a lot that we’re
bigger guards,” Colonials guard
Carl Elliott said. “We can defend any
position on the floor, which gives us
a huge advantage. We can all switch,
and we can all defend.”

Some of the improvement also
has come from familiarity, which
Colonials assistant coach Greg Col-
lucci said is as important on defense
as it is on offense. As a result, the
Colonials have cut down on defen-
sive breakdowns.

“Early in the season, we were
kind of allowing teams to split our
traps,” Collucci said. “But now
when we’re getting guys trapped,
it’s kind of been a smothering deal.
Guys have been having a hard time
getting out of there and finding the
holes.”

The defensive improvement
hasn’t been lost on the Commo-
dores, who have studied tape lead-
ing up to the game. 

“We’re not as long and lengthy
and bouncy as them,” Vanderbilt’s
Derrick Byars said. “But you just
have to be solid defensively and try
to negate their pressure.”

Vanderbilt guard Dan Cage said
the Commodores’ roster of upper-
classmen should help in dealing
with the defense.

“There might be times where we
have to do something different than
what we want to do offensively,”
said Cage, a 46 percent three-point
shooter. “But we’re smart, veteran
guys. It’s going to be hard to try to
limit us from doing what we want to
do.” 

Colonials Have Been Cooking
Thanks to Pressure Defense
COLONIALS, From E1
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“We’re not as long” as GW, Vanderbilt’s Derrick Byars said of today’s foe.

East Region
When: Today, 2:30 p.m.
Where: Sacramento.
Records: Golden Eagles 23-10, Cougars
25-7.

[14] Oral Roberts vs.
[3] Washington State


