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RC: Welcome everybody to another episode of The Way Podcast, the official podcast of the College of Health Sciences here at the University of Kentucky. I'm Ryan Clark, your Director of Communications
BC: And I am Bernadette Cortez, the Director of Recruitment.
RC: And Bern it's an exciting time on campus now right we are coming back well in the in CHS we always have classes so like we're always here we want to make sure that we don't forget about those folks always but the rest of the campus will be welcoming back a huge population of students none of us will be able to park anywhere again and we're all getting excited for that but one of those things that comes around is we also get the fall athletics season. 
BC: Yes. 
RC: And I know we're all excited about that. We have a new football coach on campus. Everybody's going to be excited. What we also have is a returning national finalist volleyball team. They went all the way last year, unfortunately dropped the last match. It didn't work out exactly the way they wanted, but they still got some big fatty old gold rings for being in the national champion. If you guys haven't seen those, those are awesome. You got to go out and see. They are amazing. And it really is a testament to the accomplishment that those girls had last year, those women had last year. An amazing season. And they were led by, just so happens, now a junior outside hitter from Chapel Hill, North Carolina, Asia Thigpen, who also just happens to be a pre-med HHS major in the College of Health Sciences.
BC: Boom. I don't know how she does it. She even said like people later on, you know, maybe try to swear from a tougher major, but pre-med and being involved in sports, like there are so many things you have to do. Follow an academic plan. You have to commit to training and practice. You prepare for games. You have to have physical health, mental health, manage time effectively, follow the NCAA rules, develop as a team player. Like, there's so many things that you have to do to be a student athlete.
RC: That was really impressive.
BC: And I'm sure I probably forgot something in there.
RC: Just going down the list is difficult. That's our point. That was really good, though. So yeah, you're right. All of those things, kind of amazing. It's why I like to have athletes on here because we don't know what that's like, but I feel like these folks have really mastered the time management aside. So we have that and not only is she is she doing this, but she's thriving. She won the award for having the highest GPA of all of the athletes who were on the final four teams in the final four for volleyball last year, which as we talk about is something she wanted to win. 
BC: Yes. 
RC: I think Asia is, you would admit, very competitive. But I think that's kind of the way you have to be to get to this point, right?
BC: You do, you do. Especially, I'm telling you, especially being a student athlete, like there are just so many things that you have to be on top of and having a really high, I mean, really high GPA.
RC: Right.
BC: Yeah, I mean, that's not easy.
RC: And I think one of the things that she talks about is the support that she's able to get. So we're going to get into all that and we're going to preview the volleyball season and preview the academic season as well. And come along. Here's Asia Thigpen, everybody.
AT: Hi, my name is Asia Thigpen. I'm from Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I am a junior outside hitter playing for the Kentucky volleyball team and I'm a pre-med major.
RC: Asia, thank you so much for taking the time. I know that this is going to be crazy time for you coming up shortly. When does the season actually start for you guys now?
AT: So we've been in the summer, which basically means that we're not allowed to be with any of the coaches, but we can be with our strength coach. So we’ve been working out at 7:00 AM Monday through Friday for the past month and a half, I would say. And then we will start preseason with the coaches in around like 2 1/2 weeks. I think our official practice day is July 29th, maybe?
RC: Oh, wow. Okay. And then first match.
AT: August 23rd.
RC: Okay. A little bit later. August. Okay.
AT: Yeah. So we've got a little bit of preparation before.
RC: August 23rd. And so, but 7 a.m. every day.
AT: Every day. Yep.
RC: Every day. And now it's just routine, right?
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AT: At first it was really hard to get into it, but once you kind of get used to getting up early, it's just like, all right, well, it's kind of nice because we're done so early, we play afterwards. So my day's kind of wrapping up around like 11 and then I have a lot of free time after that.
RC: Hey, that's cool.
AT: Yeah.
RC: Does that turn into a lot of naps?
AT: I cannot let myself nap because if I do it ends up being like a three-hour thing I all my teammates love to nap but I just like if I get in bed I'm not getting out so like I really try not to let myself.
RC: Committed. A lot of people I will say I think and I've seen over the past four or five years definitely that this sport has grown in attendance, it's grown in enthusiasm and attention exponentially at this school and I think you came in in the golden era of Kentucky volleyball and I don't know if that was part of the reason that you made the decision to come here but uh somehow we swiped you out from underneath North Carolina's grasp how did that happen?
AT: Um well my dad coached there for a while and I felt like I was just in their facilities all the time and I kind of wanted something new um love it like fresh yeah where I don't know everyone around so that was really nice and then yeah I feel like the culture that Craig has built has just made such an impact on everyone you knew you see a lot of people ending up like coming back um and like even coming in and saying hi during the middle of practice and they played like five years ago um and then our assistant coach played for Craig and I think that just kind of speaks measures like his impact and a lot of people that played through the program like want to come back and give back to the program that they play for.
RC: Do you see yourself doing that in the future?
AT: I don't know if I want to go into coaching just because my dad was never really home and just kind of seeing that side of the coaching of like the long hours and just traveling all the time. He couldn't really come to a ton of my games, so I'm not sure if that's. I think maybe when I'm in my 20s, maybe like doing like a side coaching job with a club team or something, but I don't think I would see myself coach to the capacity of college, but definitely coming in and saying hi.
RC: Or even just coming back just to visit.
AT: Yeah, for sure. For sure.
RC: Call up a recruit.
AT: Yeah, for sure. We were just talking about how we like are super excited when we all get married and like we get to like go to each other's weddings with like all the coaches and stuff.
RC: That's cool. I've seen that. I've seen that on Instagram, you know, really fun. So we have had some luck in the past with having a few student athletes in our college. One of them is Avery Skinner. And we have had a real thrill following her in the Olympics and hopefully in the next two years. I couldn't go to Paris, but maybe I can convince them to go to LA. I think.
AT: Yeah, I just saw the tickets just went online for sale.
RC: They did. Yeah. I'm in the I'm in the pool to see if I can. If I can do this. If you got any strings you can pull, you let me know.
AT: Yeah, I got you. I'm sure I'm going to go out. She's got a ton of tickets to.
RC: No kidding. Yeah. This is really Maddie might be on that team too you never know so yeah yeah we're excited about her as well even though she did even though she did transfer out whatever that's fine I'm not talking about that. So you have a lot to look forward to this season we um one of the things we need to note is last year what an amazing year for you athletically and academically I know it didn't end exactly how you wanted it to, but y'all just got your rings for national runner up. That's still got to be an amazing thing.
AT: It's good and bad because I mean, obviously it's not the finish that we all wanted, but it's easy to like only focus on that. And we feel like we constantly have to remind ourselves that we two time SEC champion won the tournament and the regular season and then we ended up getting the final four, which was our goal. So I think in the moment it felt so sucky that we just were so close and couldn't be able to do it. But in the grand scheme of things, it's just like, okay, we had so much success. Everyone was like best friends. It was like an almost perfect season.
RC: And no matter what, and I know it's hard in the aftermath, especially right now, but you're going to be remembered and beloved forever for that run. That was extraordinary to watch and really dramatic. There were some moments, especially in the Final Four, there were some moments in that Final Four match that led up to the national championship that was just extraordinarily dramatic to watch. And so congratulations on that. Before that, you won a pretty big award from the Final Four folks. I don't even know exactly what the award is called, but it's like the elite academic awesome student or something?
AT: Yeah, it was the Elite 90 NCAA award and basically just says out of all the people in the Final Four, like all the girls that were playing, I had the highest GPA.
RC: That's pretty cool.
AT: Thanks.
RC: Tell me about this. Now, I'm going to guess and I don't I don't know you personally. I'm just going to guess. You seem like you're a pretty competitive person.
AT: Yes, for sure.
RC: Is that right? Did I get that right?
AT: Yes, absolutely.
RC: Did that mean something to you to have the highest GPA out of everybody that was there?
AT: Yeah, I think for sure. Because a lot of the times in high school and even in college, a lot of people kind of sway student athletes away from like doing a tough major. Like you don't see a ton of pre-meds or like engineering just because it is hard. So I feel like I took the challenge and I was proud of myself for I don't know, in my head I was like, I just beat everyone here in the academics thing. But that meant a lot to me because I know a lot of people were trying to talk me out of doing like a science major and things like that, just because it's a lot with athletics as well.
RC: And afterward, I think you gave a shout out to your, forgive me, I don't know the exact term, but your academic counselors at UK. Yeah, yeah. I think one of them is the former football player.
AT: Yeah, Ricky.
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RC: Ricky Lumpkin, right? 
AT: Yeah.
RC: That's really cool. That's really, I just, I don't know a lot of times where I see athletes give a shout out to their academic folks, and I think that was really neat. That's a cool thing that they can share in kind of with you, I think.
AT: Yeah.
RC: Well, that's super cool. So what went into we can just kind of go off on this real quick. What went in what went into the decision to be HHS with the pre-med track? Have you always wanted to do something in health care or do you?
AT: Honestly, at first I thought I wanted to do something with kinesiology, maybe be like an athletic trainer or something like that. But when I was doing really well in all my science classes, I was like, I think I can go a little bit further than that. So then I was like, okay, let's do PA, thinking about PA. And then just like learning more about myself and knowing that I'm naturally like a leader, I felt like personally, I think I needed to have that leadership role when I got older as well. So like, PA has the flexibility of working a bunch of different, you can be pediatrics, you can do anesthesia, things like that. But I felt like for me personally, I wanted at some point open my own practice. And that's just something that PA just can't do. So I feel like in the sense that I wanna bring the leadership stuff that I've learned all throughout my career as a volleyball player into what I do afterwards. So yeah, I felt like that was the biggest portion for me, which drove me to want to be on the pre-med track.
RC: I love this because one of the things in these conversations that we have on this show is how there is overlap between the things that people do. And frequently when we have athletes on, I think there is a lot of overlap, especially when you're talking about leadership qualities. Can you expand on that just a little bit more and just tell me kind of like what specific things you think will help you to open your own practice? What can you take with you for being a standout volleyball player? What will what will help you in that regard?
AT: I think for me, because my dad is also a coach, he was a coach, he It was very blunt with me. He just very straight up. My family doesn't really sugarcoat a ton of things. So when I played with other people on the court, I had to learn that not everyone likes to be communicated that way. And it took me a very, very long time to realize if someone wants something, you have to learn a little bit more about the personality and the communication styles because how I want to be communicated with might not be how the other person. would want to be communicated with. So I think just that and like learning more about how to get points across again, when you have a bunch of different personalities and like styles that they like to be talked to, I feel like will definitely help when I have my own practice of like, yes, I like things to be blunt, but if that's not working, then how else can I communicate my, my points across to someone?
RC: Makes total sense. We've talked about this several times. It doesn't matter what field we're focusing on. It can be medicine, it can be business, it could be creative, it can be the arts, it can be whatever. But more and more employers who are hiring graduated seniors from college are looking for a few simple things. And it doesn't really matter what your GPA is or what you are trying to focus on. It's simple. Can you communicate? Can you be a part of a team? Can you help problem solve? And what about your attitude? It's those things that all people who are hiring anyone are looking for in their employees. You know, a lot of times, you know, sometimes employers are hiring folks and bringing them in and they'll say, you know what, we'll teach them. If they have the right attitude and they can communicate and they can learn and they can work with other people, then we can teach them what they need to know. But a lot of those things are things that sometimes people either have them or they don't. And I feel like all of those things are things that you have to have to do what you do. 
AT: Yeah. 
RC: I feel like it's going to work no matter what. 
AT: For sure. 
RC: So you got your rings. You've already been working for six weeks going into this this season. It's going to be, you know, you've added some folks. You've said goodbye to some folks. It looks to be though you guys are going to be stacked again. And I know there are those expectations are just there. They're going to be now, right? UK volleyball is the thing that's there. It's not just, well, we made it one time and now we're done. One of the big, big cool events, cool things you guys got coming up. Tell me about this Wrigley field trip and are you excited about that? What is that? What's going on?
AT: I'm super excited just because I think it's another opportunity for us to bring more awareness and attention to the sport.
RC: Yeah, what are you doing?
AT: I will say I am a little bit nervous. We're playing outside in the Wrigley Field, the professional baseball stadium.
RC: You guys are going to Chicago?
AT: Yeah, completely outside.
RC: It's like a 14 thing?
AT: Yeah, so I think it's a tournament where if you win. So like we’re playing Penn State and Missouri is playing another Big 10 school. Yeah. And so the winners will play the winners and losers will play the losers. I'm pretty sure, not sure if that's clear right?
RC: And it's outside at Wrigley Field?
AT: Outside. And I used to play beach volleyball. And so there's a lot of strategy going into when we have wind involved. So I'm wondering if we're gonna maybe talk with the beach coach or something talking about like serving and setting and stuff when you have because it's completely different if you're facing the wind versus like if you're back towards the wind. So I'm wondering if we're going to tap into that whenever we get start to get a little bit closer to September.
RC: We've got the elements involved now. Yeah.
AT: Yes.
RC: And Chicago, like it's kind of weird weather. I don't know if you know about that's a weird place and you're kind of right on the near the lake up there and you get weird wind off that. It's going to be interesting.
AT: Yeah, for sure.
RC: What a showcase, though, again, I mean, we've done a couple of these in the past, not necessarily outside, but I think you guys were in Nashville last year. Is that right? If I remember right. 
AT: Yeah, we were in..
RC: Big build up for that one as well. 
AT: I think it was music Broadway tournament.
RC: Either way, it's good to have Kentucky in these things because showing out again for the SEC, which is suddenly a lot more powerful than it used to be. We have a string of about 1000 SEC conference titles in a row. We're going to have to keep that going. And then adding the SEC tournament title for the first time last year too. I guess this is the thing that we're going to keep going right now. The SEC tournament is here to stay.
AT: Yeah, for sure. I think the fact that it was us and A&M in the finals just speaks measures. Usually it's a Big 10 school and to just kind of have I think Jalen Reyes is talking about it. He's an assistant for Nebraska and he was talking about like the struggle of like playing in conference and not really having a one and done type feeling. And then just going to the tournament and it's like, boom, you're playing A&M in the Elite Eight to go to the Final Four versus us. Yeah, and then it's over. So for us, it was almost mimicking that idea of one and done. We played five, four days in a row, three days in a row, something like that, a lot of games. So yeah, I think it was really good for us.
RC: It definitely seemed to have a good effect anyway, worked out pretty well. So one of the things I'm always interested in, and we got this excitement. Now you've done this for two years. When I say this, I mean college. And I think now you seem very settled. It seems like you have been able to navigate that world pretty effectively well. How do you balance all of these things that you have to do for athletics with all these things you have to do for academics? Like you said, you didn't choose an easy major and you took that on willingly. How difficult was that at first and how do you balance all that stuff? I mean, I know you have help.
AT: Yeah, I think for me personally, I just like to keep volleyball and academics, my brain kind of flipped a switch. So for me at least, if I'm in practice, I try not to let myself think about like, okay, I have an exam in two days, just being very present with what I'm doing. And then when I'm studying or doing homework or something and I don't have the best practice, I just move on. I'm like, I've got harder things to worry about right now. So I kind of keep those two separate and then I've just kind of been comfortable with recognizing what classes I pour more effort into. Like for example, if I have a busy work class versus an organic class, I try and get my busy work done when I have a lot of free time, maybe in between classes, maybe before practice. So I'm knocking out maybe a quiz or an online paper or something like that, versus my harder studying classes, like my physics, my orgo, where I need a couple hours to sit down. So I try and get all my busy work stuff in my classes done in the beginning of the week and in the beginning of the day, so I don't even have to worry about it. So then after practice and when I'm done, I can just really focus on those harder classes that I can sit and study.
RC: I think that's good advice for anybody who's doing anything. If you have a little bit of time.
AT: Sorry, my cat is like complaining right now.
RC: Your cat?
AT: Yeah, I have a cat. His name is Sushi.
RC: Your cat Sushi is acting up at the moment.
AT: Yeah, he's he's whining.
RC: He wants to be on the podcast. I understand. It's fine.
AT: Here he is. Sushi.
RC: Sushi.
AT: Got him from the Humane Society.
RC: Sushi actually doesn't look as thrilled about being on the podcast as I thought he might.
AT: You want to say hi? And his first name was Batman, if you can like see the mask on his face.
RC: I see it. For anybody who's not seeing this, It looks like he has a Batman mask on. He's black in that area. And then the rest of him is white. And he is also very much not wanting to be a member of this podcast.
AT: You wanted to be in here. You were just whining at the door and he's whining.
RC: He wanted to be here and now he doesn't want to be here. I think your advice about managing your tasks is something that everybody can take. If you have a little bit of time, knock out a little bit of stuff if you can. It makes a lot of sense. So can you tell everybody real quick who maybe you hasn't jumped on this train? I really don't think there's a lot of people out there anymore who haven't. I think volleyball has quickly become one of those things at UK that people know. I'm going to go. It's really exciting. You guys have an arena that is amazing that, you know, the home now is just super neat to be to be a part of that. Personally, I know now that I have the rooting interest in y'all, it's nerve wracking to watch this as a spectator sport. Do you have any sense of that? You're in the moment, you're playing in that, but as a fan, it is a nerve-wracking thing to watch.
AT: For sure. I, well for me at least, watching it is a lot more impressive than it is playing it. And I felt that way when I watched the Final Four and I was like, I was like shell shocked. Sometimes like I'm like a fan girl and I'm like, wow, like that's amazing. And when you watch it and then when you play it, it's just like, it's just different. But I felt like the electricity when we played Creighton at home to get to the final four that was probably one of my favorite matches because we had sold out the crowd yeah we absolutely smoked crayon and it was super fun.
RC: So can you tell folks is there any way to verbalize how or why it is so much fun to watch for those who don't know you know It's so fast-paced. And then the other thing is, we're really, really good. You guys are really good. So like, what do you say? What do you say if people ask you?
AT: Um, I stop.
RC: Hi Sushi.
AT: I feel like it's one of the best sports to watch because there's not as many like rules and doesn't take as long to kind of pick up the rules and stuff. For example, like soccer, I feel like is really hard to watch just because there's not a lot of action and there's so many rules like I don't even know what offsides is. I don't even know what it's called. I don't even. Yeah, I don't even know what that is versus volleyball, you don't really have to know a ton of rules to understand like, you understand that there's three touches, things like that, but also it's just like the height and the athleticism a lot of players play at is super impressive. And then yeah, I just think it's super fun in the fact that it's fast-paced. every set every rally I think is around like 10 seconds eight to 10 seconds so um there's a lot of action going on there's not a lot of standing around that doesn't really happen not like baseball or like a soccer or things like that.
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RC: You're right that's all that's all really and it's similar to get those rallies that go on for a minute 
AT: Yes.
RC: You know and you get those crazy saves where some gals are jumping into the crowd and stuff yes I will say this too all sports require a certain amount of athleticism and you know you're right about soccer where sometimes it can seem like there's not a lot going on. Obviously they're very athletic. Baseball should seem like there's not a lot going on at some point. Obviously they're they're great athletes. What I would say in volleyball is your athleticism is always on full display. There's always something going on and when you know I would equate. a really amazing spike, a really amazing kill to a really amazing dunk.
AT: I mean, it's yeah, I was gonna say that like a dunk.
RC: Yeah, and you feel it like when you're watching it, you know whether you can actually verbalize it in that way or not, you're like, oh, like that girl got up. 
AT: Yeah, yes.
RC: I mean, that is an impressive thing. I think that's part of it. I really do. I think as a spectator sport, it is fun, you know, when the team went on its run the COVID year and won the national championship, there was a lot of stuff going on at Kentucky at that time that was hard. I mean, we were coming out of, you know, a really, really sad, tough time because of that illness, for one thing. We started playing sports again and everybody's like, can we have fun again? Is it okay? And then Kentucky's basketball team had like its worst season in like 100 years, and we were all just like this sucks.
AT: I'm pumped yeah.
RC: And then y'all's team went on and won the national championship and it was weird it was broken up into two half seasons they played a little bit in the fall they finished up in the spring they played in the bubble and I think it was in I think it was in Nebraska maybe they went and played.
AT: Think it was Omaha Yep.
RC: Omaha yeah and so we couldn't go that was the thing but we all watched it on TV and we all kind of cried after it was over with because it was such a big thing. And I think then, you know, obviously Craig's teams had built up a lot of goodwill over the course of those seasons. Leah Edmond was a big name that everybody always talks about. But then that happened and it was just like, I think we all were just like, we're going to follow this team forever. For as long as he's here, for as long as y'all keep coming, like we're going to be there. So, that's going to be great. And I'm looking forward to seeing you guys again. And it's so much fun. And it's so much fun to be able to talk to you about this and to support you for being in our college. The last thing that I always ask folks who are in our college, athlete or non-athlete, doesn't really matter. I wonder, what would you tell somebody who wanted to follow in your academic footsteps? Somebody wanted to come in and be in HHS and be pre-med and do that. What do you tell them about your classes, about your faculty? What's your recommendations in that way? 
AT: I would just say that the professors themselves already have so much respect for the fact that you did pick a hard major and knowing that they like want you to succeed. A lot of the times people aren't really utilizing all the resources that we have at UK we have a lot of peer tutoring we have everyone has office hours you can go to and get help. Just knowing that like being a pre-med and doing that route is in itself hard. And so there are structured, the classes are structured for you to get help, right? There's so many resources outside of class. There's peer tutoring, so many things that you can do. So if you are struggling with your class, you know, like there's so many things that you can do outside of that to be successful.
RC: That's great. I gotta tell you, let me just be the member of the communications team here. I think I can speak for all of us when I say we are so happy that you came from North Carolina to be a Wildcat. And even more than that, we're happy that you chose to take your classes here in our college. So we are going to be so excited to follow you. And thank you for taking the time to chat with us as we lead up into the season.
AT: Thank you so much for having me today.
RC: And tell Sushi. We appreciate it. He does not look like he appreciates it.
AT: He's just like annoyed right now. He's annoyed right now because he was locked out.
RC: Bye, Sushi.
AT: Say bye. He said bye.
RC: All right, everybody. Asia Thigpen, amazing athlete, amazing student here in the College of Health Sciences. We're getting ready for volleyball. Bern.
BC: I can't wait. I'm excited. I talk about how great our volleyball team is to students, oh my gosh, you guys have to watch a game. You have to watch a game. And she talked about a rally being like 8 seconds long. And sometimes when it's longer. There's just, everyone's paying attention. Oh my gosh, like everyone's excited, especially when it keeps going. And then it's not our fault that it ends, it's even better.
RC: It is so, and I think I said this too, it's like, it is so stressful when you wanna, I would love to be able to watch a match and not care. I can't do that, that's not in me. So folks who have followed this program, you know, which is been one of the best programs in the country for the last 10 to 15 years now. It really is one of the great spectator sports to go to a match live. You know these fans are crazy about this and they should be because I mean there is a real argument to be made or hasn't been a more successful, athletic team on UK's campus over these over the past decade. This is it folks so get behind these gals because they're going to have another successful year. One of the things that we want to talk about is September 6th to be a big day, not only for UK volleyball, but for UK in general, because it's never happened before. Wrigley Field, historic Wrigley Field in Chicago is going to host the Kentucky volleyball team as well as the teams from Penn State, Nebraska and Missouri. September 6th, I believe at 7 p.m., these volleyball teams will face off in outdoor matches on Wrigley Field. So tickets are still available for that. And it would be fun to go. 
BC: Oh, yeah. That's awesome.
RC: Right. For those of you who've never been to Wrigley Field, for those of you who've never been to a volleyball game, knock them both off. Two birds with one stone right there. There we go. We hope you guys come out there because look, these other schools, they're gonna bring people. Nebraska folks are insane. They will bring thousands to this game. So come out and support these very, very, very talented ladies. Awesome, awesome to hear Asia's story, how we just went and snatched her from Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I still can't believe that we got her away from the Tar Heels, but I'm happy that we did. Just an impressive young lady.
BC: And she already has goals to open up her own practice. So kind of thinking about what she wants to do in her future.
RC: After, of course, she is a professional beach volleyball player.
BC: Right.
RC: We all just have these choices to make. When do I want to open up my practice? After I have my beach volleyball program. Wow, okay. Thanks, everybody. Thanks to Asia Thigpen. Thank you, Bernadette.
BC: Thank you, Ryan.
RC: Thanks to all the listeners out there. We love bringing you these fascinating stories from the people from the College of Health Sciences at the University of Kentucky. Until next month, when we have more great stuff to talk about. Bye, everybody.
BC: Bye.
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