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Seventh-grade libero Abby Herald serves an ace
during Lady Dragons two-match win over the
Lady Rebels. The matches ended 21-16 and 21-9.
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grade games over the Rebels on Thursday night.
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Eighth-grader Kaylee Sharpe prepares for serve
receive during the Lady Dragons’ two-match win
over the Lady Rebels. The matches ended 21-7 and

21-16.

the Eagles.
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Seventh-grader Ana Kae Ferguson serves the ball
during seventh grade vicotry against Casey Coun-

ty Rebels.
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arlie Staten builds momentum

Moreno could be one of the best freshmen in country
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Texas coach Sean
Miller was not surprised
at how well Kentucky
7-footfreshmanMalachi
Moreno played against
his team last week.

“Malachi is a terrific
youngplayer.Ithinkhe’s
one of the best freshmen
in the country and cer-
tainly has a big role in
Kentucky’s team,” Mill-
er said after Moreno
had eight points, six as-
sists and four rebounds
in 26 minutes in UK’s
win against his team.

“I think he’s improv-
ing. Everyone likes to
judge these guys on
one snapshot, but you
forget he’s 19 years
old and from Northern
Kentucky. He’s play-
ing in games that he’s
never played before. I
think he’s only going to
continue to get better.”

Moreno, who hit the
game-winning shot at
LSU, was Kentucky’s
Mr. Basketball and a
McDonald’s All-Ameri-
can after leading Great
Crossing to the 2025
boys high school state
title. Still, few expected
him to be averaging 8.9
points, 6.3 rebounds, 1.5
blocks and 22 minutes
pergameinlateJanuary.

“He’sdoinggreat.He’s
really filling up the stat
sheet with blocks, as-
sists and rebounds,” UK
senior Otega Oweh said.
“It helps us a lot when
he’s being that efficient
and that aggressive.”

Moreno has been
forced into a much big-
ger role because Jayden
Quaintance was not
clearedtoplayuntilmid-
December after last sea-
son’s knee injury at Ari-
zona State. He played
only four games before
the knee flared up and
kept him from playing.

Kentucky coach
Mark Pope calls More-
no “really smart” and
liked the way he avoid-
ed committing fouls
in the win over Texas
defending Matas Voki-
etaitis, who leads the
nation in fouls drawn

“Malachi had a com-
plicated guard all over
the court. Complicated
in ball screens, com-
plicated curl protects,”
the UK coach said.

He also liked that
Moreno led the team
with assists and had the
ball in his hands often
to start UK’s offense.

“Halftime I'm putting
a play call in, and Mal-
achi’s like, ‘No Coach,
we already got it. We
already talked about it
as a team. We already
figured out what we
want to do,” Pope said.
“He is a coach on the
floor as a freshman, as
a 7-foot freshman. I'm
proud of him, and he
continues to get better
and better and better.”
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Cincinnati Moeller
quarterback Matt
Ponatoski verbally
committed to Kentucky
when Mark Stoops
was the head coach
but didn’t hesitate to
sign with the Wildcats
after Stoops was fired
and Will Stein became

.,
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Texas coach Sean Miller believes Malachi Moreno

is one of the best freshmen in the country. (Vicky

Graff Photo)

the new coach. Stein
had recruited Ponatos-
ki, a four-star recruit
ranked as the 21st best
quarterbackin his class,
when he was offensive
coordinator at Oregon.

Stein called him a
“really accurate pass-
er and winner” who
put up big numbers
against good high
school competition.

“Cincinnati Moeller
is a fantastic school.
He is a two-sport ath-
lete. He was Mr. Foot-
ball and Mr. Baseball. I
mean, that’s pretty in-
credible,” Stein said. “A
Gatorade Player (of the
Year) in both. I think
he is one of like three
guys ever to do that.

“I recruited Matt at
Oregon. He was some-
body that we were

super high on, really
wanted, ended up tak-

ing another kid just be- |

cause of the timing of it
out at Oregon. But had

the relationship with |

him and his dad and
mom, great people. He
is extremely accurate,
throws the ball on time.”

The 6-foot-2,
190-pound Ponatoski
joined Pro Football Hall
of Famer Randy Moss
and National Base-
ball Hall of Famer Joe
Mauer as the only play-
ers to be named Gato-
rade Player of the Year
in their state in two
sports in the same year.

He had a bevy of foot-
ball scholarship offers
but also drew almost
as much interest for his
baseball prowess where
he could be a high pick

in the upcoming Major
League Baseball draft.

Ponatoski plans
to also play base-
ball at Kentucky for
coach Nick Mingione.

Stein is not worried
about Ponatoski maybe
opting out of football if
he is a high draft pick.

“Everything that he
said to me is that he
wants to be a big-time
college football player.
So is it (the draft) con-
cerning? No.I mean, I'm
just really grateful to be
abletohavethechanceto
coach Matt,” Stein said.

“I think his best
years are to come in
football. He is obvi-
ously an outstanding
baseball player and 1
would love to get him
on the diamond here at
Kentucky too and let’s
do this thing together.”

Notre Dame trans-
fer Kenny Minchey is
expected to be UK’s
starting quarterback

next season but Stein
likes other quarter-
backs on the roster.

“Ilike(redshirtfresh-
man) Brennen Ward a
lot. I'm excited about
Brennen. I've gotten
to know him more and
more just watching his
tape from practice here
last year and watching
his high school tape.
Son of a coach. I mean,
he can really throw
the rock. He has got
great intangibles too.
I think he is a natural
leader, a great com-
municator. So excited
about him,” Stein said.

“We added JacQai
(Long) from Marshall,
who has played and
started games. Carson
Cruver from FAU. I
think the room is com-
petitive, which is fun.
Guys that might not
haveatonofexperience,
but I think the upside
of the ceiling on these
kids is really high.”

—— EJ

Kentucky coach Will Stein made a trip to Cin-
cinnati last week to see quarterback signee Matt
Ponatoski.



