Big South Conference
Predicted Order of Finish
1.
Gardner-Webb
2. (tie)
Liberty

Stony Brook 
4. (tie)
Coastal Carolina



VMI
6.
Charleston Southern
7.
Presbyterian College*
Ineligible for conference championship

Players of the Year
Offense: 
QB Tim Maypray, VMI, Sr.

Defense:

LB Jeffrey Williams, Gardner-Webb, Jr.

Biggest Shoes to Fill
Rashad Jennings, RB, Liberty
Power back Jennings ran up big numbers for the Flames, helping to lead them to back-to-back Big South titles. He led the conference in rushing (1,500 yards) and scoring (19 touchdowns, 114), finishing fifth and sixth nationally in those categories. In his three seasons in Lynchburg, Jennings ran for 3,633 yards and scored 46 touchdowns. How central to the offense was Jennings? The Flames called on him to run the ball 633 times in three seasons.
Preview

The Big South Conference continued to push a growth plan in 2008. Liberty dominated with its second straight unbeaten league record, spending the season in the Top 25 and just missing the playoffs despite a 10-2 mark and wins over Youngstown State and Elon. In literal growth, the league welcomed Stony Brook as its sixth football member, a critical piece to the automatic qualifier puzzle. The Seawolves made an immediate impact with a 3-2 conference record, tying for second place.
The Big South expects progress to continue in 2009 as it should be even more competitive within and – hopefully for the conference – without.

Liberty lost a big chunk of its team and will be challenged in its effort for a third conference title. This year’s league race will be open to a group of challengers – basically everyone but Presbyterian College, which is still not eligible for the conference title.
Stony Brook and Charleston Southern tied for second place and have enough back to challenge again. Coastal Carolina and Gardner-Webb – both former Big South champions – continue to search for the right formula for a return to the top. VMI improved under Sparky Woods a year ago, notching four wins after getting just three in the previous two seasons combined. Presbyterian has called on another alumnus to guide the Blue Hose through their third season of FCS play.
Who will win the Big South 2009 football race? It’s really up for grabs this time, so buckle up for an exciting season.

Gardner-Webb lines up another try at a breakthrough season, and the Runnin’ Bulldogs just may have the squad to do it.

The Bulldogs’ defense should be a good one. Last season, Gardner-Webb fielded one of the nation’s best defenses despite losing preseason Big South Defensive Player of the Year Mario Brown from the get-go. Another linebacker, Jeffrey Williams, won the season Defensive Player of the Year while Brown’s replacement, Marty Patterson, earned a spot on the conference second-team defensive unit. Brown, Williams, and Patterson all return along with first-team defensive back Cedric McGowan and second-team defensive lineman Jordan Woods. 

Both Williams and Brown have all-American ability. Williams contributed 119 tackles a year ago. Brown, who in the spring worked at both linebacker and a hybrid end position, has 228 tackles in his career. In 2008, Patterson made 81 stops, including 12 tackles for loss. Woods notched six sacks, and McGowan tied Williams for the team lead in interceptions with three.

During the spring, the staff shifted a few players to add depth to the defense. Luke Stein moved from tight end to the defensive line, Darren Rogers from wide receiver to safety, and Brian Wittenberger from defensive back to linebacker.

Offensively, the Bulldogs have leaned toward the pass, but need to continue searching for the right kind of balance that can help them get those one or two key plays a game that sometimes plagued them in 2008. Devin Campbell turned in several great passing games when he took over at quarterback for an injured Stan Doolittle. Campbell has finished his Gardner-Webb career, but Doolittle returns for his senior campaign. He will compete with John Rock for time behind center. Last year, Doolittle completed 106 of 174 passes for 1,059 yards but had six interceptions to four touchdowns.

Doolittle and Rock will have some experienced and talented receivers on the field with them despite the loss of leading receiver Dobson Collins. James Perry III came on as a freshman to earn second-team All Big South honors. He snared 55 passes for 661 yards and two touchdowns. Joining Perry at wide receiver will be Nick Melton (17 catches), Tyson Petty (15), and Jamal Patmon (11). Tight end Josh Miller (18 catches) also returns.

Four running backs still have eligibility. Philip Peoples ran for 602 yards and six scores while Patrick Hall contributed 381 yards and seven touchdowns. David Montgomery rushed for 307 yards and caught 16 passes, and Brandon Jackson added 151 yards on the ground and three touchdowns.

The line leading the way for the skill position talent will be slightly re-worked with the loss of all-conference left tackle and four-year starter Demario Deese. Corey O’Daniel, a 6-7, 310-pound tackle, made the Big South second team and leads the returning linemen. Others expected to get time up front are Kyle Webber, Harrison Martin, Steve Demilio, and Patrick Wilson.

While a new punter must be found, Ryan Gates comes back after a fine freshman year as place kicker. He was true on 27 of 29 extra points and connected on 16 of 22 field goals with a long of 49.

The Bulldogs once again will test FBS waters with a trip across state to North Carolina State, its first against an in-state FBS squad, and a long road trip to the University of Buffalo. Another intriguing non-conference game is the September 12 visit to Western Carolina.

To defend its back-to-back Big South titles, extend its 11-game conference win streak, and continue its push for a playoff spot, Liberty must replace 14 players chosen either first- or second-team All Big South. Head coach Danny Rocco and staff lost a key player at almost every position. That doesn’t mean the Flames are devoid of talent and out of the league race. 

Liberty has been a power running team, thanks largely to the work of All American running back Rashad Jennings. The Flames also lost Zach Terrell, who likely would have started at many other schools. B. J. Hayes is the top returning runner, having averaged 10.8 yards per carry a year ago and adding 17 receptions. Courtney Anderson and Aaron Hewlett also should be in the mix.

Rocco and staff have to find a new quarterback as well. Three-year starter Brock Smith, who threw for 2,620 yards and 19 touchdowns in 2008, finished his career.  Four players worked out at the spot in the spring. Mike Brown, who also caught passes and ran the ball last year, finished spring as the number one quarterback. He’ll face competition from South Carolina transfer Tommy Beecher in the fall. Tyler Brennan, Spencer Landis, and Zach Williams also played the spot in the spring.
Wide receivers Dominic Bolden and Jonathan Crawford and tight end Corey Rasberry have to be replaced, too. Bolden leaves a big hole having made the All Big South squad as a receiver (First Team), punt returner (First), and kick returner (Second). Virginia Tech transfer Ervin Garner made some noise in the spring and will look for playing time along with Kyle Pearmon, Chris Summers, and Zach Duke. Freddie Brown, another transfer from South Carolina, is expected to add depth to the wide receiver position.
Only the right side of the offensive line returns, but it’s a couple of big boys with experience. Right guard Bryan Mosier (6-2, 300) and right tackle Josh Weaver (6-4, 285), both seniors, will be the anchors on the line.

Like the offense, only four starters return to the defense, but 23 letter winners are back on that side of the ball. The linebackers may be the key spot as half of the starting quartet returns. Chad Brown made 48 stops and a couple of sacks while Patrick Bannon added 28 tackles. Pierre Tinsley and Wes Cheek stepped up at the spot in the spring.

Up front, defensive end Trey Jacobs returns after making 40 tackles and four sacks in 2008. The other returnee on defense is free safety Chris Rocco, the second-leading tackler on the team a year ago with 78. Tim Torrence will play a big role in the secondary as well. 
Matt Bevins (56 points) and Ben Shipps (33) have experience as place kickers. Mike Larsson has the inside track to be the punter.

The Flames open at West Virginia and two weeks later visit Lafayette, one of the two teams to defeat Liberty last year. Then it’s a huge home game with James Madison.
Sometimes it’s best to just keep things simple and go in one direction. Wracked by injuries against a tough schedule, Stony Brook chose to focus on the run and turned around its 2008 season. 

After a season-opening upset of eventual playoff team Colgate, the Seawolves lost five straight games. Once they got the ground game rolling, however, the Seawolves won four their last five games to finish their inaugural Big South football campaign 3-2 and tied for second place. The lone loss down the stretch came in the form of a 34-33 decision to Gardner-Webb.

The two runners at the heart of Stony Brook’s football infantry return to help the program challenge for the Big South crown in 2009. Senior Conte Cuttino and sophomore Edwin Gowins ran for 1,195 and 1,310 yards respectively. Gowins, 2008 national Freshman of the Year, scored 11 times on the ground and averaged 119 yards a game. Both players topped the 200-yard rushing mark in each of the final two games.

Guiding the offense from under center is quarterback Dayne Hoffman, who threw for 1,636 yards and 11 touchdowns. If he can improve on his 48 completion percentage, the Seawolves will present opponents enough offensive balance to cause headaches. His leading receivers are gone, however, and Hoffman will look to wide receivers Michael Lepore and Jordan Gush to propel the passing game.

Gowins and Cuttino will run behind a partially rebuilt offensive line that lost first team All Big South guard Steve Council and second team All Big South tackle Lawrence Lovell. They’ll rely on three returnees: center Paul Fenarali, right guard Christopher Pugliese, and right tackle Jeff Santos.

The Seawolves will look to its linebackers to guide improvements on the defense. Stony Brook gave up more than 26 points a game last year and needs more key stops to make the push for conference leadership. Tyler Santucci had 79 stops and Stephen Schwicke 60 from the middle of the defense. Outside linebackers – Carl Teague and Julian Glenn return as well. 

Head coach Chuck Priore and staff will count on the defensive secondary for leadership as Cory Giddings, Dayton Guillory, Chris Richards, and Arin West all have starting experience.
The 2009 schedule features several obstacles to an overall winning record. The Seawolves travel to CAA teams Hofstra and UMass as well as playoff team Colgate in the three of the season’s first four games. They also venture to the upper Midwest for a contest with North Dakota before venturing into league play.
After a strong three-year run at the top of the Big South standings, Coastal Carolina has been fallen off the pace. In the first four years of the program (2003-2006), the Chanticleers won a remarkable 34 games and went 28-6 from 2004 to 2006. They dominated the league those three seasons, winning 11 of 12 conference games, two outright titles, and a share of another. 

Since that initial set of players left, however, the team has gone 4-5 in the Big South and 11-12 overall. One of the keys has been Coastal’s ability to find the difference in close games. During the big run from 2004 to 2006, CCU won 11 of 13 games decided by a touchdown or less. The past two years, the team has posted a 5-6 mark in those games.

The press to recapture the league crown begins on offense where quarterback Zach MacDowall returns after throwing for 2,064 yards and 16 touchdowns. He completed 61 percent of his passes and tossed just six picks. Jamie Childers and Chris Presley did most of the work in the spring game and could figure into the quarterback mix.

Wide receiver Brandon Whitley caught 32 passes, three for scores, last year and headlines the receiving corps. Marquel Willis averaged 14 yards on his 27 receptions and scored six times. 

The Chanticleers have always liked a strong running game, and again will look to a group of runners. Eric O’Neal is the top returning runner after gaining 405 yards and three scores on the ground a year ago. 

The offensive line should be a strength as four starters return. Only all-conference left tackle Britt Leggett is gone. Guards Seth Smalls and James Sims are back along with center Ryan Boehm and right tackle Bryan Brooks.

Coastal Carolina ventures into a significant season this fall. Not only will the school play its second and third games ever against FBS opponents (they lost at Penn State last year), CCU meets one of its home state’s two FBS programs. The Chanticleers have a Halloween contest in Death Valley against Clemson. They open the season at Kent State. The rest of the non-conference schedule features winnable games at home with Monmouth and North Carolina A&T and on the road against Towson.

It seems an odd twist of logic to call a team that finished 4-7 overall and 1-4 in the league the most improved, but VMI may have been the Big South’s most improved team in 2008.

Sparky Woods stepped into the rebuilding project in Lexington, VA, last season and led the Keydets to their most wins since the back-to-back 6-6 campaigns of 2002 and 2003. When VMI stunned Coastal Carolina 47-20 on October 11, it won its first Big South contest since 2005. The Keydets suffered no blowouts in conference games in 2008, dropping a seven-point decision at Gardner-Webb and losing by 12 to Big South champ Liberty after the Flames burned them by 39 in 2007. The Keydets also beat Presbyterian 49-27 – the Blue Hose won the 2007 meeting by 24 points – in a game that didn’t count in the league standings.

VMI likely will continue running toward more improvement in 2009. The Keydets led the nation in rushing, averaging 357.4 yards a game on the ground. Woods and his staff often played all-purpose king Tim Maypray to quarterback last year, and he responded with 1,266 yards rushing, third-best in the Big South. Running back Howard Abegesah added 775 yards despite missing a couple of games while Chaz Jones (407 yards), Zach Collins (332), and Gabe Itoka (232) helped make the ground game potent. All of these players return, as does quarterback Kyle Hughes who brought experience, some passing, and 110 more rushing yards to the attack.

Though the focus is on the run, the Keydets made the most of their passing opportunities. They completed only 36 passes all season, but a third of them went for touchdowns. VMI led the Big South in passing efficiency.

All of those runners will have experienced blockers in front of them. The entire starting offensive line of tackles Ben Brandt and Steven Hite, guards George Handler and Bo Wren, and center James Boatwright returns, and these players are either sophomores or juniors.

One of the factors that should work in VMI’s favor derives from the roster. Almost everyone is back. The Keydets have lost only four or so players each of the past two seasons, so the staff has had the opportunity to build some depth and get players stronger. It also improves practice in a program that a few years ago struggled to find enough bodies to go 11-on-11.

VMI hopes to show improvement on defense after finishing last in the Big South in the major defensive categories and surrendering 33.5 points a game. Five of the team’s leading tacklers return.

Up front, young defensive ends Damiso Alexander and Emilio Calvin return to harass opponents. Alexander led the team with five sacks while Calvin made 53 tackles. Linebackers A. J. Gross – the squad’s leading tackler at 67, Kyle Nikmard, and Patrick McKinney bolster the defense. Gross paced the Keydets with 14.5 tackles for loss.

Defensive back Byron Allen and Bryant Youngblood return to solidify the secondary. Allen and Youngblood finished second and third in tackles on the team with 62 and 59 respectively. Though that’s not necessarily a good thing, it shows the importance of the players to the team.

The kicking game should be sound as both place kicker Greg Stevens and punter Patrick Sweeney return. Stevens hit 48 of 50 extra point tries and connected on six of 12 field goals with a long of 38.

Improvement will be difficult to show against a tough 2009 schedule. The slate includes stops at Liberty and Coastal Carolina plus non-conference road games against defending FCS champion Richmond, James Madison, and Army. VMI bookends in the season with a pair of winnable games at home – Robert Morris to open the season and new football team Old Dominion to close it.
Charleston Southern sails into 2009 on a four-game winning streak, having won seven of its last nine games a year ago to notch its third winning campaign in four seasons. The Bucs capped the season with a 24-0 victory over rival Coastal Carolina.
The defense finished strong in 2007, allowing just 45 points over the last four games, and giving up 22.3 per game, second-best in the league. In four of their losses – to Miami, FL; Wofford; Miami, OH; and Liberty – the Bucs surrendered 173 of the 268 total points they allowed in the season.  Charleston Southern also had a positive turnover margin and made fewer penalties than its opponents.
The lone returning linebacker is Andrew McKain, the team’s leading tackler a year ago. McKain contributed 74 tackles, eight tackles for loss, an interception, and six passes broken up. Defensive end Dorein Perkins will be counted on to lead up front. A couple of junior college signees – defensive end Joel Walton (12 sacks last season) and defensive tackle Antonio Brown – came in early to add depth to the front line. Ryan Ard and Wes Brown will join them up front.
In the secondary, Charleston Southern will look to returning lettermen Matt Bach, Jacques Bazile, Shawn King, Chris Kuzdale, and A. J. Millis to hold opposing passing games in check.

Only Ard on the front line, McKain in the middle, and Bazile in the secondary are returning starters.

The Bucs will have a new quarterback leading the offense after Tribble Reese completed his one year of eligibility at the school. It appears to be a two-man race. A. J. Toscano started once but quickly got hurt after going seven of 11 for 74 yards and a touchdown. Junior college transfer Andrew Trudnowski (6,200 yards and 50 touchdowns passing in two seasons) came in early and threw for 163 yards and a touchdown in the spring game.
The new quarterback will lean on the multi-talented Gerald Stevenson. Listed as a wide receiver, Stevenson caught 45 passes in 2008, nine for scores. He averaged 10 yards on punt returns and 25 per kickoff return. Stevenson also led the team in scoring with 68 points and finished second in rushing with 298 yards (7.6 yards per carry).

Wide receiver Tim Jones caught 29 passes and turned in a solid performance in the spring. Wide receiver Alex Neal also returns as do both tight ends, Clayton Coffman and Tyrese Harris. Both Coffman and Harris caught four touchdown passes last year.
Running back Antwan Ivey led the squad with 380 yards on the ground a year ago and added 19 receptions. DeMarcus Moon provides depth at the running back position. 
The offensive line returns center Jordan Lancaster, right guard B. J. Baker, and right tackle Jarrett Johns. Levi McFatter, Zach Mitchell, and J. W. Myers are returning lettermen on the offensive line.
Place kicker John Paglia hit 10 of 14 field goals in 2008 and notched 48 points for the Bucs. Punter Andy Brown also returns.
Charleston Southern’s schedule once again starts strong and features a late home opener. The first three games are at defending FBS champion Florida, at Wofford, and at South Florida. The Bucs open at home September 26 against North Greenville University. They do get Liberty, Stony Brook, and Coastal Carolina at home.
Presbyterian College’s transition to full FCS status experienced a transition of its own when Bobby Bentley – the alumnus hired two years earlier to helm the move from Division II – abruptly made a career change, taking an administrative position with the school district in which he took a high school football program to national prominence.

The Blue Hose responded quickly by going back to its alumni and hiring Harold Nichols, a former PC quarterback and assistant coach. Nichols takes on his first head coaching assignment after serving as offensive coordinator at Bucknell. He previously was offensive coordinator at Rhode Island and also did a turn as an assistant coach at Georgia Southern in the 1990s.

Bentley’s Blue Hose teams focused on the pass. After notching a 6-5 record in its first FCS season in 2007, PC toughened its schedule and slipped back to 4-8. The team went 0-4 against Southern Conference teams, and its big win came November 1, a home upset of Liberty that certainly contributed to the Flames missing the playoffs.
Nichols finds himself filling lots of holes on the roster. One place where he doesn’t have an open spot is at quarterback where both Brandon Miley and Tim Webb return. Miley took over last year when Webb went out with an injury. Miley threw for 1,712 yards and eight touchdowns while also running for five scores. In 16 games over the past two seasons, Webb has thrown for 3,225 yards and 24 touchdowns.
It’s a little more dicey after that. Mario Carter is the top returning runner after netting 164 yards on the ground last year. Also, the team must replace its top four receivers of a year ago. They combined to snare 187 passes and 14 touchdowns. Wide receivers Patrick McCoy (18 catches), Matt Quinn (17), and Jeremy Cole (16) and tight end Robert Bumgarner (17) are the top returning receivers.

Just two starters return on the offensive line: left guard Nic Lanzo and center Grayson Sumner.

Defensively, the Blue Hose surrendered 480 yards and almost 35 points a game. They’ll seek to improve in 2009 despite losing top tacklers Antwan Thomas and Anthony McKnight, each of whom went triple digits in total tackles.
Chris Bowman (90 tackles) and Brian Leonardi headline the linebacking corps. In the secondary, Nichols will look to returnees Bo Tribble and Justin Bethel. Tribble recorded 65 tackles while Bethel, as a freshman, made 54 stops and two picks.

Up front, defensive linemen Brian Davis and Derren Evans return. Also back are linebacker Bryce Smiley and safety Torrell Funderburk.

The Blue Hose face another challenging schedule in 2009. Presbyterian opens the season with four SoCon teams (at Furman, Elon, Chattanooga, and at The Citadel). Other than a trip to new FCS team Old Dominion, it is Big South squads the rest of the way.
