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Aggies Found Both Their Coach and a Home

When Jerry Kill took over as the head coach of New Mexico State, the program was in dire
need of a facelift. The Aggies had topped the three win mark only once in the last decade which,
unfortunately, was par for the course historically speaking. The one positive season occurred in 2017
where the Aggies went 6-6 and reached a bowl game (2017 Arizona Bowl) for the first time since 1960!
They claimed an overtime victory against the Utah State Aggies to grab their seventh win but the
success didn’t carry over to following seasons. After a 15-34 overall record and a 10-22 conference
record, the Sun Belt booted the Aggies from the conference after just four seasons. New Mexico State
was now “homeless” as an FBS Independent and an 8-36 record in the following five seasons didn’t
endear themselves to potential suitors. Enter Jerry Kill. Kill was a well known name in college football for
his previous stops at Northern lllinois and Minnesota and he had most recently been named the interim
head coach of TCU for the final month of the 2021 season.

Expectations heading in to 2022 were understandably low. The Aggies had just two wins over
FBS program in the last three years and even lost to a Division Il team in the spring of 2021 after Covid
cancelled their entire 2020 season. Kill’s team got off to a very inauspicious start. Nevada cleaned up the
Aggies in a Week 0 contest and Kill’s former team Minnesota pitched a 38-0 shutout. New Mexico State
played UTEP close but Wisconsin waxed them just a week later and suffered an all-too-familiar 0-4 start
to the season. Then, the switch flipped. The Aggies got a huge victory over Hawaii to kick off a stretch of
six wins in the final nine games. Along the way the Aggies ran over Liberty 49-14 as 24-point underdogs!
The season ended with a big win in the Quick Lane Bowl over Bowling Green. So, don’t look now, but
the Aggies bring in a three-game win streak into 2023.

New Mexico State averaged just 8 points per game in their 0-4 start. Then, the offense came
alive with 45 points in the win over Hawaii and they topped 40+ two more times. The play of quarterback
Diego Pavia directly contributed to the strong finish to the season. He threw three interceptions in the
opening week loss to Nevada and his playing time was spotty until November. In a win over UMass he
showed off his wheels and excelled in the passing game and picked up a ton of confidence. He was
superb against Liberty with six total touchdowns and he gutted out a close win over Bowling Green in
the bowl game and picked up several key third down conversions with both his legs and arm. Outside of
Justice Powers, the entire receiver group is back including Jonathan Brady and Bryce Childress. Tight
end Thomaz Whitford had 206 yards in 2021 and would love to return to that level of production. Gavin
Frakes split time with Pavia at quarterback and also returns.

Where the offense really improved from 2021 to 2022 was in the run game. The Aggies took
the “running back by committee” strategy to a whole different level with six players topping 25 carries
including both Pavia and Drakes. Star Thomas was the team’s leader with 520 yards and Jamoni Jones
added 383 yards and 6 touchdowns. Ahmonte Watkins is also back and should see more carries after a
quality performance in the bowl game and an average of 6.4 yards per carry. The offensive line is more
experienced than it was last season.

The defensive improvement last season was shocking. The Aggies, led by defensive
coordinator Nate Drilling allowed just 23.9 points (after giving up 40.4 in 2021) and were especially stingy
defending the pass. Drilling faces a big challenge in 2023 now that his top four tacklers are gone and
only four starters return. Andre Seldon had 44 tackles and five breakups at his corner position as a
freshman and leads a young group of cornerbacks. A few transfers will help fill holes on the front six
including Dion Wilson (Arizona), Tyler Maritinez (JUCO) and Jamari Buddin (Penn State).

The Bottom Line: The Aggies are no longer homeless and are now a member of Conference USA.
As such, their schedule is extremely manageable and provides opportunity for a second straight bowl
appearance. A 4-1 start isn’t even out of the equation, in my opinion. | do expect the defense to take a
bit of a step back but the offense could be better especially if they can recapture the momentum from
the final few weeks of last season.

Projection: 7-6 (6th in Conference USA)

Points Scored

25.5
82nd in FBS

23.9
48th in FBS

Rush Yards
161.5
57th in FBS

149.5
65th in FBS

Pass Yards

169.2
120th in FBS

Points Allowed Rush YDS Allowed Pass YDS Allowed

186.8
16th in FBS

Turnover Margin
-5
T-101st in FBS
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2023 New Mexico State Schedule

Week Date Team

Ve
0 Sat, Aug 26 &
1 Sat, Sept 2 @‘;&
3 Sat, Sept 16 @'a

vs. UMass
vs. W. lllinois
2 Sat, Sept 9 @ Liberty
@ New Mexico

4 Sat, Sept 23 @ Hawaii

¢

5 Bye Week
6 Wed, Oct 4 vs. Florida Intl

7 Wed, Oct 11 vs. Sam Houston

D P B

8  Wed,Oct18 70 @ UTEP
"
9  Tue,Oct24 _m&X_ @ Louisiana Tech

10 Sat, Nov 4 vs. Mid Tenn

o »

11 Sat, Nov 11 @ W. Kentucky

@ Auburn

b

12 Sat, Nov 18

vs. Jax State

13 Sat, Nov 25 @
Conference Games in Bold

KEY GAMES

Sat, Sept 16: @ New Mexico - Welcome to the 113rd
edition of the Rio Grande rivalry! The Lobos have
dominated this rivalry historically but the Aggies
claimed a 21-9 victory last year and could turn the tide}
of this rivalry.

Sat, Sept 23: @ Hawaii - Former WAC opponents
face off in a game that marks the third straight road
game for New Mexico State. Will fatigue be a big
factor? Hawaii fell victim in last year’s contest 45-26.
Sat, Oct 24: @ Louisiana Tech - Louisiana Tech is
used to getting to bowl games and is working on
getting back there. New Mexico State is not used to
reaching bowl games but is working on staying there.
New Mexico State is winless in Ruston.

KEY PLAYERS

Diego Pavia - QB
After early season struggles Pavia caught fire as the yeaff
went along culminating in a brilliant performance
against Liberty. He completed 16 of 21 passing
attempts for 214 yards and three touchdowns and
ran the ball 20 times for 125 more yards and 3 more
touchdowns! The result was a 35-point blowout
victory against a team favored by 24. He was
magical at times in the Quick Lane bowl
victory and his return as the full-time starter
should cause excitement in Las Cruces.

the quarterback play improved so too did
Thomas’ production as a pass catcher so
don’t be surprised if New Mexico State
looks to get the ball in Thomas’ hands in a
variety of different ways.

2022 RESULTS
(8-5)

Nevada (L 12-23)

@ Minnesota (L 0-38)

@ UTEP (L 13-20)

@ Wisconsin (L 7-66)
Hawaii (W 45-26)

Florida International (L 7-21)
New Mexico (W 21-9)

@ UMass (W 23-13)
Lamar (W 51-14)

@ Missouri (L 14-45)

@ Liberty (W 49-14)
Valparaiso (W 65-3)
Bowling Green (W 24-19)

Star Thomas - RB

Thomas led a punishing New Mexico State
RECRUITING

running game last season. If given the choice,
2023 Class Ranking

he’ll run right over defenders but has enough

speed to break off a long run if needed. As
(Via 24/7 Sports)
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