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Bearkats Are Prepared for FBS Transition

Welcome to the FBS, Sam Houston! The Bearkats arrival at the highest division in college
football now gives the state of Texas a 13th FBS team and Sam Houston will play two of those teams
this season in Houston and UTEP. The FCS finale season didn’t go to play for the team from Huntsville,
Texas. The Bearkats opened the season 0-2 and had just a field goal to show for their efforts on offense,
a stark contrast to the 41 points per game they scored on opponents in 2021. Sam Houston did win five
in a row but bookended the season with two more losses and missed out on the FCS postseason. We’re
only three years removed from Sam Hosuton’s magical 10-0 season in 2020 that ended in the program’s
first FCS National Championship. Head coach K.C. Keeler has been with the program since 2014 and
has posted six double-digit winning seasons in his nine seasons. Obviously, he and the program face
quite the challenge in transitioning to the FBS but Sam Houston has done a lot of winning in the last
decade and expects to do the same in Conference USA. Part of last year’s disappointing 5-4 season is a
bit of a smokescreen considering that the Bearkats opted to redshirt several key players in order to be
ready for the inaugural season in the FBS.

The offense plummeted from 41 points per game to just 18.3 in 2022. The Bearkats had to
replace Eric Shmid at quarterback and did so with mixed results. Jordan Yates was named the starter at
the beginning of the year but was benched early in the season after a tough start (47.1 completion
percentage, 0 touchdowns/3 interceptions). Keegan Shoemaker came in and guided the Bearkats to
the win column but he was even less accurate, at least from a statistical standpoint (46.6%). Both
Shoemaker returns as well as Trapper Pannell who was primarily used at quarterback to run the ball (22
carries for 155 yards). Yates is back too, but has since transitioned to running back. The Bearkats
brought in Grant Gunnell from the portal after previous stops with Arizona and North Texas. Sam
Houston threw for 200 yards or more just twice last season. The passing game loses their top receiver
Cody Christ but returns the next five. A’'Vonte Woodard caught 16 passes for 215 yards and Noah
Smith, KeSean Raven, and Ife Adeyi all hauled in double-digit completions for 100 yards or more.

Because the passing game struggled so much, opposing defenses were able to make life
challenging for the run game, too. Zach Hrbacek still had a solid season with 495 yards and a 5.8
average yards per carry. With Dezmon Jackson gone, the next three leading rushers were the
quarterback trio with Carles Crawford adding six carries for 29 yards. Utah State transfer John Gentry
adds some badly needed depth at running back. The offensive line allowed only 15 sacks in nine games
last season but this year’s competition ramps up and the two returners Ethan Hagler and D’ary Patton
will need to lead the way. The offense as a whole is young with several sophomores expected to play
significant time. The lone seniors (by eligibility, not seasons played) in the projected starting lineup are
tight end Jax Sherrard and Shoemaker.

Even without some of their best defensive players due to redshirts last season, the defense
remained strong and allowed just over 20 points per game. The 2021 tackle leader Trevor Williams joins
fellow linebacker and 2022 tackle leader Kavian Gaither. Sincere Jackson missed all of last season
with an injury and and returns. Markel Perry also used a redshirt season due to injury but returns to a
defensive line that could be disruptive. Jevon Leon recorded two sacks in his four games of eligibility.
The result of all of the players missing from last season is that there is now quality depth at several
defensive positions and nine returning starters on defense only helps. The secondary brings in a lot of
FBS talent from the transfer portal with the like of Jordan Morris from Coastal Carolina and Jabari
Johnson from ULM.

The Bottom Line: Barring any major upsets, Sam Houston will likely be rudely welcomed to the
FBS with an 0-3 start. Once they get into the conference schedule, however, | expect the Bearkats to

compete well and while | do have them finishing last in the conference, | don’t expect too many blowouts
and wouldn’t be surprised if this team gets better as the season moves along.

Projection: 3-9 (9th in Conference USA)

Points Scored Rush Yards Pass Yards = Turnover Margin

18.3 162.3 250.9 +7

Points Allowed Rush YDS Allowed Pass YDS Allowed
20.8 127.5 240.8
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KEY PLAVERS

Week Date Team
Zach Hrbacek - RB

Hrbacek was a “boom or bust” kind of player last

season. In six games throughout the season he had

3,1, 5, 8, 23, and 10 yards, respectively. In the other

three games he had 131 (Texas A&M-Commerce),

111 (Eastern Kentucky), and 203 (Tarleton) yards!
Hrbacek should see more consistent carries this
season and it will be exciting to see his production
in 2023 even against FBS opponents.

1 Sat, Sept 2

2 Sat, Sept 9 ;;1;@ vs. Alr Force*
3 Bye Week ‘ ‘

@ BYU

@ Houston Kavian Gaither - LB

With Trevor Williams and other players on the defense

4 Sat, Sept 23

defense. He contributed 79 tackles, 3 sacks, two
forced fumbles, and an interception and was not only
named to the first team All-WAC squad but was
named the WAC Defensive Player or the Year. In

just a single season Gaither went from fill-in starter ‘

. to one of the stars of this defense. His linebacker .
@ N. Mexico St. group should be a quality unit this season.

o

out with either injury or their redshirt status (or both),
5 Thu, Sept 28 & vs. Jax State Gaither stepped up in a major way for the Bearkat
6  Thu Oct5 A @ Liberty

7 Wed, Oct 11

8 Wed, Oct 18 vs. Florida Intl
e A t 2022 RESULTS
9 Wed, Oct25 a vs. UTEP (5-4)

@ Texas A&M (L 0-31)

10 Sat, Nov 4 égi vs. Kennesaw St. Northern Arizona (L 3-10)
A&M-Commerce (W 27-17)

e .
11 sat,Novil _m&% @ Louisiana Tech Stephen F. Austin (W 17-16)
= @ E. Kentucky (W 25-17)

@ Utah Tech (W 18-13)

12 Sat, Nov 18 & @ W. Kentucky @ Tarleton (W 40-21)

Abilene Christian (L 28-45)
13 Sat, Nov 25 & vs. Mid Tenn Southern Utah (L 7-17)

Conference Games in Bold

KEY GAMES

Thu, Sept 28: vs. Jacksonville State - Which SAM HOUSTON
program is further along in the FBS journey? The BEARKATS
winner will have some bragging rights and can point t /
themselves as the answer. It’s likely Sam Houston will
be 0-3 entering this game and could be just a little
more desperate.

Wed, Oct 18: vs. Florida International - The Panthers
have just two road wins in the past four seasons (both
came in 2022, however) so could the Bearkats take
advantage and win at home?

Sat, Nov 25: vs. Middle Tennessee - It’s difficult to
predict what Sam Houston’s season will look like but
in any case a win in the season finale will build
positive momentum into year two of their FBS era.

RECRUITING
2023 Class Ranking

95th

(Via 24/7 Sports)
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