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£ 1o expand
' attack.” gaj
senior wide recejver Shunndclpg
Hayes. “So we're going to
hu\.’ul' 4 balanced attack ™

he reason to focus more
on the Passing game s
because the team lost several
key offensive slarters 1o
graduation,

“T would say we've got
some good wide receivers.”
said offensive cuordin;ﬁtor
and wide receivers coach T.J,
Weist.
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T‘hc decision
to focus more
on the offense
caused

“They have been great
as far as their

Wide receivers

y and Smith look for more airtime in u

Rooney
and Smith a
lot of credit

E some Ar for han-
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ing spring prac. ~ are competitors, They  Sision s0
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senior . Cagey have been
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Smith were sup- attitude,”
posed to com- he said.

pete for the starting quarter-
back job, :

But there was plenty of
depth at quarterback, and the
Wide receiver position was
thin.

“I was a little disappointed
at first,” Rooney said. “But
you should do what’s best for
the team. And if | can make
more plays at receiver and
help the team, that’s best.”

Coach David Elson gives

“Those guys are competilors.
They just want to play.”

Last year the Hilltoppers
averaged 11 passing attempts
for 112 yards per game. So far
the coaching staff has indicat-
ed they might pass as much as
50 percent of the time this
year.

Rooney caught 29 passes
for 603 yards and two touch-
downs last season, Hayes
grabbed 20 balls for 241

J
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yards and one touchdown,
They are the top two
receivers returning from last
season.

“We expect to throw the
ball a lot more,” Rooney said.
“Last year we ran the ball
about 83 percent of the time.
This year we're hoping to go
50-50, but we're most likely
going to (run) 60 percent of
the time.”

Even though it might
sound like Western is sacri-
ficing its reputation as a run-
ning school, Hayes insists
that this is still a team that
likes to run the ball. '

“They set (the number of
passes per game) high, but
we're still a running team,”
he said. “We still plan to
pound the ball in.”

Reach Josh Buckman at

sports@wkuherald.com. y ; 3
F wide receiver Perez Smith.
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Running backs

Miller sticks around, wins job

By MiICcHAEL
CASAGRANDE
Herald reporter

Running the ball was the
bread and butter of the Western
offense during the Jack
Harbaugh era. Now, with David
Elson at the Hilltopper helm, the
running game looks to be as
strong as ever.

Elson tabbed senior Chris
Miller as the starting halfback
with fellow senior Maurice
Bradley leading the way at full-
back;

“We feel real good about our
situation in the backfield,” Elson
said. “We just want to make sure
we hold onto the football.”

Western lost its top three rush-
ers from a team that was ranked
sixth nationally last season in
rushing.

After spending his first three
seasons in a backup role, Miller
will finally get his chance to be
the feature back in Western's
offense. The 6-foot-1 Miller

rushed for 317 yards on 59 car-
ries last season behind Jon
Frazier.

Miller has respect for Frazier
for the work ethic he brought to
the field on a daily basis. Elson
compares Miller to Frazier in the
sense that they both waited until
their senior season to take over as
d starter,

“If I had to give up my start-
ing position to anybody, it would
be Jon Frazier because he is a
hard worker,” Miller said. “To
me, he was one of the most ver-
satile players because he has
played receiver, slot back and
tailback.”

Replacing a top-20 running
back will not be easy for Miller,
but he feels he has paid his dues
and it’s time to step up. p

“I"m excited, real excited,”
Miller said about his chance to
start at halfback. “l came in a
lot more focused, and I think a
lot more mature coming in for
my last year.

“This summer 1 came in and
told myself that I need to make
up for the last three years that |
could have played. It's time to
seize the moment.”

While Miller can be com-

pared to Frazier in terms of his

work ethic, his running style
couldn’t be more different.

“They are totally different
backs,” Elson said. “Miller is not
as agile, but is more powerful.
We feel he can be just as produc-
tive as Jon.”

Miller chuckles at any kind of
comparison to Frazier when it
comes to their running styles.

*I don’t try to do too much
dancing, 1 like to play hard-
nosed football,” Miller said.

Bradley will move to fullback
after spending time last season at
the halfback position. Bradley is
the Topper's leading returning
rusher with 580 yards gained last
season,

Reach Michael Casagrande at
sports@wkuherald.com.
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Special teams

Claybourn, Veals lead unit

Lange wins
kicker battle

By WEs Warr
Herald reporter

For the first time in three
years, Western will have a new
place kicker. Many fans felt
comfortable the last three years
because Peter Martinez was
almost automatic when lining
up the goal posts.

Now they may be squirm-
ing.

Martinez, who scored 103
points and missed just two tries
over 40 vards last season will
be hard 1o replace.

Senior Matt Lange — who
is I-for-1 in in extra point
attempts in his three-year
career — has been chosen to
replace Martinez as Western's
placekicker.

“He's been a pleasant sur-
prise here in camp,” coach
David Elson said. "I like the
way he handles the pressure, |
feel totally confident with Matt
in any situation.”

Lange said the best thing 10
do is to treat every situation the
same. No matter if it's an extra
point or a 45 yard potential
game-winner,

“It's just another kick.”
Lange said. “You got to think
of it that way."

But Lange didn’t get the job
by default. First he had to beat

out senior Wilson Wickerham.
“We've just looked at all the
numbers through out preseason
camp,” Elson said. “Matt has
just been more consistent.”
But Elson said if Western
needs 10 make a long field
goal, he’ll go with punter Brian
Claybourn. Claybourn, who
was an all-Gateway
Conference honorable mention
last season, will be the man

“He is critical. He adds
value to our overall
tearm and ability.”

— David Elson
oil puirter Brian Claybourn

called up for anything over 45
yards.

“If it is an end of the half
situation where we think we
can get a 52 yarder or some-
thing like that, we will go with
Claybourn for a real long one,”
Elson said. “But other than
that, it's Matt Lange.”

Claybourn averaged 39.8
yards per punt last season. And
19 kicks trapped opponents
inside the 20 yard line. But
Claybourn said he is still work-
ing to get better.

*Consistency,” he said. *“I
need to be more consistent.”

Claybourn will play a major
factor in field position because
of his ability to pin opponents

within the shadow of the goal
line. 3

“He is critical," Elson said.
"He adds value to our overall
team and ability. We need to
take advantage of his talent.”

Another talented member of |
the unit is return specialist
Antonio Veals. Veals has
already garnered all-confer-
ence honorable mention after
averaging 14.7 yards per punt
last season. Veals also scored
an 86-yard touchdown on a
punt return in the first round
playoff win over Murray State
in 2002.

“I am excited about what he
can do at kick return,” Elson
said. “He has greal years
ahead of him."

Veals said he has worked
hardey to prepare for this sea-
son because he knows special
teams coaches will have their
eye on him this time around.

" ] like to think I improved a
lot,” Veals said “I have to go
have the best game I can.”

Claybourn will also kick off
for the Toppers and is a key
cog in what could be a talented
special teams unit. And it’s not
just when Western is giving the

- ball away.

The return units in 2002
gaye up just 164 yards per
kick off return and less than 10
yards per punt,

Reach Wes Watt at
sports@wkuherald.com.
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