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Willing her way to the top
Junior point guard welcomes challenge of new season

Women’s Basketball

By SABrinA nuñEz
The Prospector

Junior point guard Kelli Willingham 
will be one of three returning starters 
for the women’s basketball team. At 5 
feet, 6 inches tall, Willingham’s record 
from last season includes 7.9 points 
per game, 2.5 rebounds and 2.7 as-
sists, with an average play time of 26.7 
minutes per game. Willingham leads 
the Miners in free throw percentage 
with a .804 success rate. By maintain-
ing a cumulative GPA greater than 
3.2, Willingham was named to the C-
USA All-Academic team.

Q: You have been named to the 
2012 C-USA All-Academic team, 
what are the requirements and what 
does the recognition mean to you?

A: �e requirements are that you 
have to either be a starter, or play a 
lot, and have one of the highest GPAs. 
It meant a lot to me. I’m a student ath-
lete; student comes before athlete, so I 
try to make sure I focus on my grades 
[and] take my schoolwork seriously. I 
hate making Bs, I’ve never made a C, 
so I try my best to keep my GPA up. 
I’m trying to get it again this year, but 
we’ll see.

Q: How do you balance school and 
basketball? Is there anything else 
you are involved in?

A: Sometimes it gets tough to bal-
ance it, but you’ve just got to stay 
on top of everything. Make sure you 
keep everything written down; keep 
reminders and just stay on top of it.

(I hang) out with friends, but 
other than that, it’s just school and 
basketball.

Q: How do you get along with 
your teammates? 

A: We say “sisters” at each huddle. 
I like my sisters and I hang out with 
them a lot. 

Sticking together as a team is one 
of those things I’ve learned. Some 
teams, you have your ups and downs 
between the team, but last year we 
really stuck together and had each 
other’s backs.

Q: Does the memory of your 
�rst season a�ect your interaction 
with the newcomers this season? 
A: It a�ects a lot. Having been in their 
shoes before, it allows me to have 
more patience. Like with drills or 
plays, I think (to myself), I used to be 
in that same position. �e same mis-
takes they’re making, I used to make, 
so it let’s me see (things) from their 
point of view.

Q: You’re UTEP’s all-leader in free 
throw percentage, can you expand 
on that?

A: I’ve always been pretty good at 
free throws. I used to always get in 
free throw competitions. I know ev-
ery time we have a chance, coach is 
going to ask me to shoot the free 
throws. I make sure I shoot a couple 
everyday and just try to get better. I’m 
trying to raise that percentage this 
year, so we’ll see about that.

Q: Your parents live in DeSoto, 
near Dallas, and have been driv-
ing down for nearly every home 
game since your freshman year. 
What does that mean to you? 
A: I love to see them. Before the game 
starts, I look for them until I �nd 
them, then I’m like, okay, they’re here. 
It means a lot for me to look up and 
be able to see them. �ey try to make 
all the home games. �ey go to Tulsa, 
Memphis, both the Houston games, 
Southern Miss and UAB. I know it’s 
a long drive, but it just means even 
more that they’re willing to drive this 
long distance to see me play. We used 
to do that for my brother, too. He 
played at Kansas State and we get to 
play them at home this year. It’s cool 
that I’m going to be able to play on the 
court that he played on.

Sabrina nuñez may be reached at prospector@utep.edu.

FILE PHOTO
Junior point guard Kelli Willingham is UTEP’s all-time leader in free throw percent-
age with a 80 percent success rate.

Men’s Basketball

Tucker adds a veteran presence to young Miners

KarIna rOdrIgUEz / The Prospector
Graduate student Konner Tucker (center) joined the Miners after finishing his 
undergraduate studies at Sam Houston State University, where he was the leading 
scorer for the Bearkats in the 2011-12 season.

By HErMAn DElGADO
The Prospector

It’s not common for  student-ath-
letes to pursue added playing time 
once they’ve completed their stud-
ies as undergraduates. For shooting 
guard Konner Tucker, playing his �-
nal season of eligibility as a graduate 
student at UTEP, it was an easy choice 
to make.

“(It was) mainly the coaching sta� 
with (head) coach (Tim) Floyd and 
his assistants, they’re pretty big time 
and they’ve been around and done 
some really good things,” Tucker said. 
“�e basketball tradition that UTEP 
has and the school is great too.  I got 
one year le� of college ball, I am look-
ing forward and excited for the sea-
son to start and hopefully we can do 
some big things as a team.”

Tucker received his bachelor’s de-
gree from Sam Houston State Univer-
sity, where he was the team’s leading 
scorer in the 2011-12 season. He’s 
now working towards his master’s de-
gree in leadership studies and playing 
on more year of basketball while at it. 

“It’s a pretty neat degree; the leader-
ship and organizational subjects, that 
kind of �ts me well because I want to 
be a college coach when I get older,” 
Tucker said. “I would like to play 
for money and if I’m good enough I 
would like to play overseas, if it’s the 
right situation. If not, that was an-
other reason why I came here. I knew 
coach Floyd was a big time coach … 
and I know he can help me out with 
what I want to do when I get older.” 

Tucker, who turned 23 in Septem-
ber, joined the Miners at the start of 
the fall semester. He said he feels con-

�dent about his role on the team and 
where him and his teammates are.

“I think we’ll be �ne, we have a lot 
of good pieces on this team,” Tucker 
said. “�ey had a young team last 
year, but then we got some experi-
ence with (junior) John Bohannon, 
(senior) Jacques Streeter and with me 
coming in.  I’m just really trying to do 
whatever I can to help the team win. 
�at’s the main goal, for us to do well 
as a team.”

Floyd said he’s looking forward to 
having Tucker on his team and feels 
that he brings some veteran experi-
ence to it.“We really don’t know what 
kind of a role Konner (Tucker) will 
play for us. We found him in late July 
and  we know that he was a highly 
recruited player who was at Wake 

see TuCKEr on page 9
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By Edwin dElGAdO
The Prospector

A�er playing two seasons in both 
football and basketball, junior Kevin 
Perry has decided to let basketball 
go and focus on getting better on the 
gridiron to chase his dream of playing 
in the NFL, just like his father Gerald 
did.

Q: Why did you choose UTEP?
A: It was the environment, I liked 

the coaching sta� and how they han-
dle things, and when I came to visit 

I thought it was a great city and de-
cided to come here.

Q: What was your �rst love, bas-
ketball or football?

A: I actually started playing football 
at the age of 5, in Georgia, but then 
in ��h grade I switched to basketball 
and I really focused on basketball 
from ��h grade all the way to college, 
I played football, but the school I was 
in was more of a basketball school 
and I just played so I wouldn’t have to 
run cross country.

Q: How challenging was it to do 
both sports?

A: It’s tough, it’s challenging but it’s 
something that I love to do, some-
thing that I’ve been doing my whole 
life. I never had an o�season, as far as 
playing sports in my entire life. I was 
used to do it, and it was a routine to 
me so it wasn’t that challenging. 

Q: Why did you decide not to do 
basketball this season?

A: I’m just going to try to focus a 
little bit more on football. I feel that 
I have a good chance of playing pro-
fessionally. Basketball helps a lot with 
footwork, handling, coordination and 
conditioning, just competing year 

round it helps, but I think it’s about 
time that I give my body a little rest 
and prepare myself to try to make a 
run to the next level.

Q: How does not playing basket-
ball anymore help you improve in 
football?

A: I think not playing basketball re-
ally gives me an opportunity to rest. 
I think that was one of the biggest 
problems, when I played basketball 
I would have like three or four days 
o� a�er the football season, and 
when basketball was over, I was back 
in football, and my body never had 
time to rest and recuperate a�er two 
seasons. I think it’s going to be a big 
help for me, being able to recuperate, 
come out and be fresh, because I was 
fatigued for a couple of years and I 
feel that if I’m rested I could do some 
amazing things.

Q: Your father played in the NFL, 
and your cousin Stephen Jackson is 
currently playing in the NBA (San 
Antonio Spurs), was that added 
pressure for you or was it more of a 
motivation?

A: It’s more motivation, my dad 
played 10 years in the league, it makes 
it a lot easier for me because the road is 
already passed. I know what to do and 
what not to do, and the rest is up to me 
to perform and get my shot in the NFL.

Q: Did basketball help you be-
come more agile and athletic?

A: I think my skill set came from 
basketball, as far as being able to 
catch while I’m running, the footwork 
aspect and knowing how to use your 
body, use leverage and stu� like that 
all came from basketball.

Q: Why did you choose to be a tight 
end?

A: I actually didn’t choose to be a 
tight end, the coaches told me that I 

had the frame to pick up weight to 
about 265 pounds and I trusted them 
since they knew what they were do-
ing, so I put my faith in them and 
switched to tight end. Before I played 
receiver, linebacker, defensive end, 
but never tight end before I got here.

Q: How di�erent are coaches Mike 
Price and Tim Floyd?

A: �ey are very di�erent. Coach 
Price, during practice, he is a more laid 
down kind of guy while coach Floyd is 
a get-a�er-it kind of guy, he is intense 
all the time; he’ll crack some jokes 
here and there, but a�er you laugh at 
the joke you have to get back to work. 
Coach Price makes it a more enter-
taining kind of practice and I think he 
has to do that because the game is such 
a physical game and it’s tough mental-
ly, so he tries to take some of the edge 
out for you.

Q: NFL All-Pro tight ends like 
Tony Gonzalez, Antonio Gates and 
Jimmy Graham all played college 
basketball, do you look to them as 
motivation?

A: De�nitely, they show that ath-
letes able to do more than one sport, 
standout when they focus on one, 
because the whole time they were 
good at playing two sports, but when 
they focus on one they’re just amaz-
ing, and that gives me motivation and 
con�dence that I can do it as well. 

Q: Who are your favorite NFL 
players?

A: My favorite tight ends would be 
Jimmy Graham and Tony Gonzalez. 
Defensively, it has to be Ray Lewis all 
the way. Quarterback wise it’s Peyton 
Manning, I love Manning and my all 
time favorite is Michael Irvin.

Edwin delgado may be reached at prospector@utep.edu.

Perry gives up hoops to follow in father’s footsteps

FILE PHOTO
Junior tight end Kevin Perry spent the last two years as a dual-sport athlete, competing in both football and basketball for the 
Miners. Perry will now solely concentrate on football in hopes of  playing in the NFL like his father once did.
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Promising season ends on a bad note

aaRON MONTES / The Prospector
Freshman Taylor Kidd was part of  team that ended the regular season with a 10-10 record including a 3-8 mark in conference 
games. UTEP finished as the runner-up in the 2011 season.

By AudREy wESTcOTT
The Prospector

A�er �nishing as the runner-up 
in Conference USA last season, the 
Miners were out to improve on that as 
they also host this year’s C-USA tour-
nament. Twenty games later, UTEP is 
on the outside looking in, �nishing 
the season with at 10-10 mark.

All season long, the Miners strug-
gled to capture any wins on the road, 
as they lost eight of 10 games away 
from home.

“I think we struggle when we are 
away because of the simple fact that 
we do not have our home crowd,” ju-
nior mid�elder, Gina Soto said. “�e 
atmosphere of being at home to that 
of when traveling is very di�erent. 
When you travel somewhere every-
thing about the environment is dif-
ferent. From the locker room, to the 
�eld, to even the weather and it is al-
ways di�cult to adapt to.”  

With conference games coming to 
an end, the Miners’ last opportunity 
to qualify for the conference tour-
nament rested on the outcome of 
UTEP’s match up against Houston.

However, the Miners lost to the 
Cougars, 3-0.

“I really thought we were all men-
tally ready, but a�er they scored that 
�rst goal on us, all of us shut down,” 
senior forward, Brittany Kindzier-
ski said. “It was not just one or two 
individuals, it was the whole team, 
and we were just defeated. If we had 

just scored in the �rst half, it would 
have just changed everything, and the 
game would have ended di�erently.”

After another road defeat, the 
Miners looked to finish their sea-
son on a high note at home against 
Colorado College.

Despite having the support of their 
home crowd and spirits high from 
the Senior Night celebration, UTEP 
came up short, losing their last game 
against the top seeded Tigers, 2-0.

“�ings have not gone our way this 
season,” head coach, Kevin Cross said. 
“We felt that we had a team that was 
capable of beating anybody like we 
did when we beat Memphis, but we 
have a lot of bad luck with six out of 
21 season ending injuries, eight play-
ers, six while we were on the road, 
and some bad referee calls, so things 
have not really gone our way.”

�e Miners �nished with a confer-
ence standing of 3-8, losing all of their 
C-USA road games. 

“�is season is de�nitely not what I 
expected,” Soto said. “We had a lot of 
talent this year and we were expecting 
a lot of great outcomes. Unfortunately 
we did not get to where we want to 
be and it hurts because we know what 
were capable of and it just did not 
play out in our favor.”

While the season for the Miners 
may be over, the soccer action is only 
picking up in El Paso, as the univer-
sity preps to host the 2012 C-USA 

see PROMiSinG on page 10
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