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M
ississippi State's remark-
able women's basketball
team has made statement

after statement, rolling to a 17-0
record and a No. 4 national rank-
ing.

Sunday, playing at perennial
powerhouse Tennessee, State's
17th statement required
an exclamation point at
the end of it. Finally!
Vic Schaefer's MSU
team won for the first
time ever at Tennessee,
proving once and for
all that if for the first
16 times you don't suc-
ceed, try and try again.

Seriously, before
nearly 9,000 fans, State
won 74-64 over a Ten-
nessee team that had won six
straight games before Sunday. If
you really want to know how huge
it is for a visiting team to win at
Tennessee's Thompson-Boling
Arena, consider this: Before Sun-
day, Tennessee's record in the

building was 422 victories and just
34 defeats.

Yes, it was a monster win,
State's 12th away from the friendly
confines of The Hump in
Starkville, where they will play the
Florida Gators in a home game
Thursday night. The Lady Bull-

dogs are now 5-0 at
home, 6-0 on the road
and 6-0 at neutral
sites.

Although they have
a perfect record,
Schaefer, who is noth-
ing if not demanding,
says they are far from
a perfect team. “We
have a long way to go
to be the defensive
team I want us to be,”

he says. “We can handle the ball
better. Sometimes, we are too care-
less with the ball. We can rebound
better. We are far from the domi-
nating team I know we can be.“

Yet, they are 17-0, and that's as
much because of their depth, bal-

ance and experience as any other
factors.

Depth? State has 10 players who
play an average of 10 minutes or
more. Schaefer doesn't hesitate to
substitute at any part of any game.
For instance, when Schaefer de-
cides to rest 6-foot, 5-inch senior
post player Chinwe Okorie, he
brings in 6-foot-7 Sophomore
Teaira McGowan. Against Ten-
nessee, McGowan came off the
bench for 14 points and nine re-
bounds and played the socks off 6-
foot-6 Tennessee star Mercedes
Russell. Blair Schaefer, the coach's
daughter and another super sub,
was clutch off the bench in the
back-to-back road victories over
Arkansas and Tennessee,.

Balance? Victoria Vivians, Mis-
sissippi’s all-time leading high
school scorer, leads the Bulldogs
with 17 points per game, but nine
players in all average more than
five points per game. On any given
night, any of the Bulldogs can get
you. At Tennessee, Morgan

William, the team's little point
guard and sparkplug, led the way
with 21 points, 10 above her aver-
age. Just as importantly, she had
four assists and did not turn the
ball over in 33 minutes.

Experience? State won 77
games over Schaefer's first three
seasons, playing largely with
young players he recruited into the
program. Freshmen and sopho-
mores have become juniors and
seniors. They have been there,
done that. “Nothing surprises
them,” Schaefer says.

“We have great players at every
position,” Schaefer says. “To win a
championship, you can’t have a
player that the other team says,
‘We can slough off her and help on
someone else. We don’t have to
guard her.’ You can’t have that.
And you can’t have a player that is
so weak defensively, the opponent
says, ‘She can’t guard. Let’s attack
her.’ I don’t think we have that ei-
ther offensively or defensively.”

Vivians, Mississippi's all-time

leading high school scorer, has be-
come a much more complete
player. She could always shoot the
basketball, but she is taking better
shots, shooting a higher percentage
– and she has become a much,
much better defender.

But here's the deal: She and all
the State players must continue to
improve to have a shot at the big
prize, the national championship.
That has become practically the
private property of the University
of Connecticut, one of the most
dominant teams in any sport in
American history. The Lady Bull-
dogs know this better than most.
They finished last season in the
Sweet 16 against UConn and were
drubbed 98-38. Says Schaefer of
UConn, “They are what we are
trying to be.”

Lately, State has been doing a
spot-on imitation.

Rick Cleveland is a Jackson-
based syndicated columnist. His
email address is rcleveland@mis-
sissippitoday.org.

CLEVELAND

F
our days ago, excitement
and passion sat in the hearts
of college football fans

around the country as the Clem-
son Tigers prepared to face off
against the Alabama Crimson
Tide or better
known as the good
ol’ Saban boys.

Coach Saban and
the Crimson Tide
were favorites to
win the champi-
onship. With a win,
Saban could have
tied Alabama leg-
end Bear Bryant
with five Associ-
ated Press (AP) na-
tional championships.

However, on a cool, pleasant
Monday evening for two teams to
compete for a national champi-
onship at Raymond James Sta-
dium, it was the Tigers who
silenced the Crimson Tide crowd
in the final seconds of the game
when Clemson quarterback and
two-time Heisman Trophy final-
ist Deshaun Watson threw the
game-winning touchdown off of
an old-fashion pick play against
the Alabama defensive backs.

What a dramatic ending to an-
other exciting year of college
football.

Beyond that, however, let’s
take a look at the Southeastern

Conference.
The SEC started off with six

teams in the preseason AP Top 25
in Alabama at No.1, LSU at No.
5, Tennessee at No. 9, Ole Miss
at No. 11, Georgia at No. 18 and

Florida at No. 25.
After the final week

of the regular season in
college football, four
teams remained at the
end of the 2016-17
bowl season, five teams
finished in the Top 25
with Alabama at No. 2
after losing to Clemson
in the national champi-
onship game, LSU at
No. 13, Florida at No.

14, Tennessee at No. 22 and
Auburn at No. 24.

Consider these rankings with
the conference finishing 6-7
overall in bowl games this year.

Every year, college football an-
alysts state how dominant the
SEC is as a conference in com-
parison to other conferences such
as the Atlantic Coastal Confer-
ence (ACC), the Big Ten, the Big
12 and the Pac-12, for example. 

In most cases, to be very clear,
the SEC remains a powerhouse
for college football each year.

On the biggest stage of football
– college football bowl games –
the SEC looked less dominant as
a conference and suffered some

tough yet unexpected losses dur-
ing this year’s bowl season.

For SEC fans, Alabama was
the saving grace to give the con-
ference a bowl record of over
.500. The Clemson Tigers, how-
ever, made other plans and saw
the fruits of their hard labor come
to a reality, securing a national
championship.

But there is no sense in crying
over spoiled milk, right? 

Secondly, while Alabama is
and has been the premier team in
the SEC, it is not the only team
who plays within the conference.

The Crimson Tide could have
used some help from from SEC
competitors to uphold the
league’s spirit of dominance.

This bowl season, however,
was not the greatest one for SEC
teams to earn victories.

South Florida, a team in the
American conference, defeated
South Carolina, 46-39. 

In other ACC-SEC action, NC
State defeated Vanderbilt, 41-17,
Virginia Tech defeated Arkansas,
35-24. Not to mention, the Ra-
zorbacks were ranked at No. 17
during Week 8 of the regular sea-
son.

LSU handled its business to
defeat Louisville, 29-9, dominat-
ing in all aspects of the game but
more so defensively in putting
enormous pressure on Heisman

Trophy winner and Cardinals
quarterback Lamar Jackson.

In SEC-Big 12 action, Texas
A&M losing to Kansas State, 33-
28, served as a good way to sum
up the Aggies’ up-and-down see-
saw kind of season. Georgia, who
witnessed many ups and downs
during the regular season, man-
aged to defeat TCU but Okla-
homa quarterback and Heisman
Trophy finalist Baker Mayfield
picked apart Auburn’s defense as
the Sooners defeated the Tigers,
35-19.

Thankfully, Tennessee
squeezed out a victory against
Nebraska, 38-24, Florida domi-
nated Iowa, 30-3, Mississippi
State won a narrow victory
against Miami Ohio, 17-16, and
Alabama defeated Washington in
the College Football Playoff
semifinal game, 24-7.

Looking at the outcomes of the
bowl games, it makes you look
and wonder if the SEC was as
dominant as the analysts said the
conference was in the preseason
and throughout the regular sea-
son. 

Much like the NFL, a team can
finish with a record of 12-4, 13-
3, 14-2, 15-1 or 16-0, get to the
playoffs and lose in the first or
second round or advance to the
Super Bowl and lose.

Ask Bill Belichick and the

2007 Patriots’ team, who went
18-0 with 16 regular season wins
and two playoff victories but lost
in Super Bowl XLII to the New
York Giants, 17-14.

Here is the moral of the story. 
It matters the most how you

play in the biggest moments.
Teams are remembered for the
way they dominate and perform
in high-pressure games and diffi-
cult situations.

The hurdles and problems that
NFL teams face in the regular
season serve as a “springboard”
for how they will deal with simi-
lar situations in the playoffs. In
the playoffs, you are playing for
a Super Bowl, the Vince Lom-
bardi Trophy. 

As for college football players,
the regular season prepares them
for potential college football
bowl games. The bowl games are
where the competition matters
the most, where records really do
not serve as a major factor of
who will win the game, where
shining moments are witnessed
and legacies are solidified.

When you reflect back on the
2016 college football season,
take a look and see how domi-
nant the SEC was during the reg-
ular season versus where the
legacy and dominance counts the
most, winning bowl games and
winning national championships.

Dear SEC, The question of dominance 

NFL playoffs heat up heading into Divisional Round
I

’ll be honest, I haven’t
watched as much of the NFL
this season as I usually do,

besides catching most of every
Saints game and the
occasional decent
primetime game on
NBC or ESPN, so I
didn’t get the chance
to form opinions on
how I think the play-
offs will play out. 

I sat down Satur-
day afternoon with
the intention to
watch all four Wild
Card Playoff games,
and I did for the most part –
well, besides the second half of
Seattle’s dominating win over
Detroit. I came away with two
thoughts: 1) this Aaron Rodgers
guy is really, really good (like

we didn’t know that already); 2)
the Steelers are a legitimate
threat in the AFC. 

All throughout the week there
was a discussion on
whether Cowboys
fans wanted to face
Rodgers and the
Packers, or a team
that beat Dallas
twice this season in
the New York Gi-
ants. The Giants
were obviously the
lesser team entering
the playoff
matchup, and Dal-

las thought there was no way a
team could beat them three
times in one season, so most
Dallas fans didn’t want to see
Green Bay in the Divisional
Round. 

I guess I agree with that
school of thought, because
Rodgers and Green Bay, despite
being decimated with injuries,
is one of the hottest teams in
football. The Packers have three
running backs on injured re-
serve and another going through
concussion protocol, while wide
receiver Jordy Nelson left last
week’s game with a rib injury.
Those are just playmaking-type
players on the injury report, and
it doesn’t include some other
players on the long list. 

How have the Packers been
able to win seven-in-a-row? I
don’t have the answer for that,
but it’s really hard to bet against
Rodgers right now. 

As far as the Steelers go, the
first eight minutes of their game
with Miami was really impres-

sive. Ben Roethlisberger,
Le’Veon Bell and Antonio
Brown is one scary three-
headed monster. Pittsburgh
scored those two touchdowns
early in the first quarter, and the
Dolphins never had a chance
after that start. 

Now, the Steelers travel to
the Chiefs next Sunday after-
noon. When I lived in Missouri
for those eight short months, I
fell in love with the city of
Kansas City and the sports
teams there. At the time, the
Royals were on their World Se-
ries run (the year they won it),
and Chiefs were having a de-
cent season. The fans there love
the teams like no other city in
the country that I’ve seen. It’s
incredible. Ever since I’ve
moved back, those teams have

been a close second favorite
team behind the Saints and
Braves. 

The Pittsburgh-Kansas City
game should be an epic Divi-
sional Round matchup to along
with the other games. Really,
the Houston-New England
game will be on the only snooze
fest of the weekend. The Texans
defense looked kind of impres-
sive against Oakland, but how
impressive can you look against
a third-string quarterback? 

My picks for the NFC and
AFC Championship games:
Seattle-Green Bay and New
England-Pittsburgh. 

Follow Camal on Twitter via
@PineBeltSPORTS or email
him: camal@PineBelt-
SPORTS.com
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MSU women are proving they belong one win at a time


