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Can Hilltoppers Nab Elusive Conference Title?

Bailey Zappe rewrote much of the NCAA passing record book in a historic season in 2021 that
included 5,967 yards and 62 touchdowns. When Zappe was drafted by New England, the national media
seemed to turn their attention away from the Hilltoppers. Yet, Tyson Helton and his Western Kentucky
program posted yet another 9-5 season and quarterback Austin Reed quietly posted a tremendous
season (at least, from a national media perspective). There’s no way that Reed was going to top or match
Zappe’s production but he got about as close as you possibly can.

Reed, a former D2 transfer, made a seamless transition and threw for 4,744 yards and 40
touchdowns. He attempted a whopping 603 passes and completed 64.5% of those attempts. Thanks to
Reed and a plethora of talented athletes who surrounded him, the Hilltoppers had the best passing
offense behind only Washington. He returns as the clear-cut best quarterback in the conference and, like
Zappe, he’ll have a chance to prove himself at the next level following this season. Malachi Corley
exploded for 101 catches and 1,293 yards which ranked him 4th in the country. Nathaniel Dell, Charlie
Jones, and Rashee Rice were the only wideouts who had more yards than Corley and all three will be
playing in the NFL in 2023. Ohio State’s Marvin Harrison Jr. is understandably considered as the top
receiver in college football but make no mistake, Corley should be right in that conversation. The
Hilltoppers will miss Daewood Davis (872 yards) and Jaylen Hall (869 yards) but that just means more
touches for Michael Mathison and Dalvin Smith which should only be a good thing. Transfers will add
additional depth to the wide receiver room. Blue Smith is a wild card from Cincinnati.

With such a powerful passing attack, it’s not too surprising that most plays run by the
Hilltoppers eventually result in the football flying through the air, but Western Kentucky had better
balance on offense than they have since the 2016 season that resulted in 45.5 points per game and 11
wins. Davion Ervin-Poindexter led with 542 yards and 3 touchdowns. He took the place of starter Key
Robichaux who had 496 yards but missed most of the second half of the season. LT Sanders had an
impressive 6.6 yards per carry and 292 total yards and the Hilltoppers also add Markese Stepp from
Nebraska. The depth is excellent and | expect a balanced attack again even though the passing game
will be simply elite. Offensive coordinator Drew Hollingshead is new but is a Mike Leach disciple and is
intimately familiar with the air raid style of offense.

Even though Western Kentucky has had nine wins in each of the last three full seasons of
college football, the defense has, at times, held the team back from fully realizing their potential and
winning a conference title. In 16 of the team’s last 17 losses dating back to 2019, the Hilltoppers have
allowed 30 or more points. Tyson Summers provided an immediately jolt in the defense in his first year as
coordinator and Western Kentucky allowed just 23.4 points per game compared to the 29.4 they allowed
in 2021. This year, however, there are only four returning starters and only four of the top 13 tacklers
return. Thankfully, one of those returners was the team’s leader JaQues Evans who added 9 sacks to his
106 tackles. He plays the “jack” position which allows him to flow freely between a linebacker role or
lining up on the defensive line. The secondary does have returning talent including safety Lalique Allen
and corners Upton Stout and Kendrick Simpkins but the rest of the defense will rely on younger
players as well as a handful of transfers. A pair of FCS transfers Keynote Davis and Jayden Loving will
look to bolster the defensive line.

The Bottom Line: Western Kentucky will be one of the most fun teams to watch in college football
yet again. Austin Reed and the air raid offense will be electric and a 5,000 yard season from the senior
quarterback isn’t out of the question. With some of the departures in the conference, Western Kentucky
emerges as clear favorites this season but that doesn’t mean it will be a cakewalk to their third
Conference USA title. The defense has substantial turnover and expecting the Hilltoppers to hold
opponents to 23.4 points per game this season may be too big an assumption. However, the offense will
cover a multitude of mistakes and double-digit wins are on the table without question.

Projection: 9-3 (1st in Conference USA)

Points Scored Rush Yards Pass Yards  Turnover Margin
36.4 145.1 352.2 +10
15th in FBS 70th in FBS 2nd in FBS 17th in FBS

Points Allowed Rush YDS Allowed Pass YDS Allowed 0o
23.4 147.6 236.1
44th in FBS 61stin FBS 85th in FBS
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2023 Western Kentucky Schedule

Week Date Team

1 Sat, Sept 2 vs. South Florida

vs. Hou Christian

o

2 Sat, Sept 9

Ve
3 Sat, Sept 16 . p:i @ Ohio State
4 Sat, Sept 23 @ @ Troy
5  Thu, Sept 28 & vs. Mid Tenn

—
6 Thu, Oct 5 J:_;‘ @ Louisiana Tech
7 Bye Week

8 Tue, Oct 17 @ Jacksonville St

9 Tue, Oct 24 vs. Liberty

10 Sat, Nov 4 @ UTEP

vs. N. Mexico St.

& vs. Sam Houston

Conference Games in Bold

KEY GAMES

Sat, Sept 23: @ Troy - Two conference favorites will
matchup for the second straight year after the Trojans
edged out the Hilltoppers 34-27 last season. This
game has the potential to be the Group of 5 game of
the year.

Thu, Sept 28: vs. Middle Tennessee - “100 Miles of
Hate” gets the attention of a national audience on a
Thursday night. The Hilltoppers have claimed the last
four meetings and have won the last two games by 45
points combined.

Tue, Oct 27: vs. Liberty - The Flames appear to be a
key contender in the conference and a Tuesday night
home game might go a long way in deciding the
Conference USA regular season champ.

11 Sat, Nov 11

popp

12 Sat, Nov 18

13 Sat, Nov 25 @ Florida Intl

KEY PLAYERS

Austin Reed - QB

Reed was simply superb last season and somehow

accomplished the task of replacing Bailey Zappe.

4,744 yards and 40 touchdowns later, Reed

demonstrated his big arm and incredible ability as

one of college football’s best quarterbacks. What
makes Reed even more special is his ability to
escape the pocket and scramble when the
situation demands and he led Western Kentucky
with 8 rushing touchdowns. The sky is the limit for
Reed in 2023.

Malachi Corley - WR

It helps to have a quarterback like Reed throwing
the ball but Corley’s talent speaks for itself. He
caught three touchdowns in the opening week
win and never looked back. 1,293 yards later, he

2022 RESULTS
(9-5)

Austin Peay (W 38-27)

@ Hawaii (W 49-17)

@ Indiana (L 30-33)

Florida International (W 73-0)
Troy (L 27-34)

@ UTSA (L 28-31)

@ Mid Tennessee (W 35-17)
UAB (W 20-17)

North Texas (L 13-40)

@ Charlotte (W 59-7)

Rice (W 45-10)

@ Auburn (L 17-41)

@ Florida Atlantic (W 32-31)
South Alabama (W 44-23)
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was undeniably the conference’s best receiver

with 20 more catches than any other athlete
RECRUITING

in Conference USA. He makes playing
2023 Class Ranking

wide receiver look unbelievably easy and

he’s a legitimate first-round talent.
(Via 24/7 Sports)
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