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Illinois to Make Noise in West

In his seven seasons with Wisconsin, Bret Bielema was known for dominating offensive lines,
elite running backs, and stifling defense. His system worked with the Badgers to the tune of a 68-24
record and, while a stop in Fayetteville, Arkansas was quite forgettable, Illinois reaped the benefits in
2022 in what was their best season in over a decade. The defense was the very best in the country in
scoring defense allowing a minuscule 12.8 points per game. The secondary was flat-out elite and the
defensive front was ferocious and disruptive at times.

The defense will look different this year as the Fighting lllini lose talent to the NFL including
cornerback Devin Witherspoon who was drafted fifth overall. Mastermind defensive coordinator Ryan
Walters is now the head man at Purdue so Aaron Henry steps in as the new lllini DC. The cupboard isn’t
completely bare for Henry even though there are significant gaps that will need filled. Jer’Zhan Newton
is one of the best defensive lineman in the country and after 62 tackles and 5.5 sacks he was a first-team
All American. He’s joined by Keith Randolph who is equally as dangerous on the front lines of Henry’s
3-4 scheme. Linebackers Gabe Jacas, Tarique Barnes, and Seth Coleman all made appearances on
the honorable mention All-Big-Ten team in 2022 and their return gives lllinois one of the better linebacker
corps in the conference. Don’t be surprised if it takes lllinois some time to recover from the losses
sustained to the secondary. Few, if any, programs had more secondary talent depart to the NFL. In
addition to Witherspoon, defensive backs Jartavius Martin (2nd round - Washington) and Sydney Brown
(8rd round - Philadelphia) are now professionals. Tahveon Nicholson now becomes the primary option
at cornerback although Mathew Bailey did haul in three interceptions as a true freshman last year.

Star running back Chase Brown was also drafted (6th round - Cincinnati) after covering 1,643
yards finishing behind only Minnesota’s Mohamed Ibrahim for most yards in the conference. He was a
dominant back even before Bielema arrived in Champaign and finishes second in all-time rushing yards
in lllinois history. His backup was Reggie Love who now assumes the starting role. Josh McCray saw a
handful of carries last season but the ground game could take an understandable step back. However, it
may not be as big of a step back as one might expect due to the strength of the offensive line. The left
side, in particular, is strong with guard Isaiah Adams and tackle Julian Pearl who could both wind up in
the NFL after this season. The other three projected starting members all played in every game for the
lllini last season.

Tommy DeVito handled most of the snaps at quarterback for the lllini after transferring in from
Syracuse and once again Bielema turns to the portal to find his quarterback. Luke Altmyer spent the
last two seasons at Mississippi but he was never able to earn the starting role. He’ll have an opportunity
to start for lllinois but not without some competition from Ball State transfer John Paddock who threw
for 2,719 yards with the Cardinals last season. Wide receiver Isaiah Williams was far and away the top
option for the lllini and his 82 catches more than doubled the catches from the #2 option. He finished the
season with 715 yards and is quietly one of the best receiver options in the conference. He’s extremely
athletic and actually initially signed with lllinois to be a quarterback. lllinois will work him into the run
game from time to time and give him “touch” passes to utilize his blazing speed. Pat Bryant and Casey
Washington both return after each caught around 30 passes. Tight end Tip Reiman also returns for
lllinois. In short, the passing offense could be the best it's been since Nathan Scheelhaase patrolled the
quarterback position from 2010 to 2013.

The Bottom Line: lllinois should savor what remaining time they have left in the Big Ten West. The
Fighting lllini avoid both Ohio State and Michigan and get Penn State at home and while they do face
lowa and Minnesota on the road, the schedule is fairly manageable as a whole. Replacing the production
lost on both sides of the ball will be a big challenge but lllinois is now in year three under Bielema’s
system and | fully expect the lllini to go bowling again this season. If they do, it will be the first time
lllinois has made back-to-back bowl appearances since 2010-2011. While | personally favor Wisconsin
and lowa in the West, lllinois is capable of making some major noise in the division.

Projection: 8-4 (3rd in Big Ten West)
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2023 lllinois Schedule

Week Date Team
1 Sat, Sept 2 vs. Toledo
2 Fri, Sept 8 @ @ Kansas

vs. Penn State

3 Sat, Sept 16 é. e
Sat, Sept 23 &
5  Sat, Sept 30 é_i
Fri, Oct 6 é‘f’b
R
8 Sat, Oct 21 é’&
9 Bye Week
& @ Minnesota
12 Sat, Nov 18 @

13 Sat,Nov25 ‘}’|

N

vs. Fla Atlantic

@ Purdue

D

vs. Nebraska

7 Sat, Oct 14 @ Maryland

vs. Wisconsin

10 Sat, Nov 4

11 Sat, Nov 11 vs. Indiana

@ lowa

vs. Northwestern

Conference Games in Bold

KEY GAMES

Sat, Sept 16: vs. Penn State - The last time these
two schools met the game ended in a wild and
bizarre 2-point conversion shootout in 7 overtimes.
The lllini just missed out on a signature victory against
#3 Michigan last year, can they upset Penn State to
make an early statement in 20237

Sat, Oct 21: vs. Wisconsin - Expect a good old-
fashioned slugfest when the Badgers come to town.
The lllini allowed just two rush yards against
Wisconsin in a convincing 34-10 victory last year.
Sat, Nov 25: vs. Northwestern - Given the turmoil
within the Wildcats’ program, lllinois has a chance to
assert their dominance in the “Land of Lincoln” rivalry
just like have done the past two seasons.

KEY PLAYERS

Jer'Zhan Newton - DT

He’s technically a defensive end in lllinois’ 3-4 scheme

but Newton will likely fill the tackle role on Sundays.

However, there’s a whole season to play between
now and then and lllinois is grateful for Newton’s
return. He’s a beast inside and, according to PFF,

is the best defensive tackle in college football.

He was uber-productive with 14 tackles for
loss, 5.5 sacks, and the most quarterback
hits in the country (19, via PFF).

Keith Randolph - DT

Randolph and Newton make up one of the best
defensive lineman pairs in the entire country.
Randolph towers over his opponents at 6’5”, 305
pounds and is a major disrupter on the line. In the

offensive lineman to reach the quarterback.

2022 RESULTS
(8-5)

Wyoming (W 38-6)

@ Indiana (L 20-23)
Virginia (W 24-3)
Chattanooga (W 31-0)

@ Wisconsin (W 34-10)
lowa (W 9-6)

Minnesota (W 26-14)

@ Nebraska (W 26-9)
Michigan State (L 15-23)
Purdue (L 24-31)

@ Michigan (L 17-19)

@ Northwestern (W 41-3)
Mississippi State (L 10-19)

ILLINGIS.

last two seasons Randolph has amassed 9.5

sacks and the big man has even pulled down
RECRUITING

an interception in both 2021 and 2022! The
2023 Class Ranking

former high school basketball star is athletic

and can both run through and around
(Via 24/7 Sports)
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