2011 OUTLOOK


There is certainly a large amount of enthusiasm surrounding the 2011 Arkansas State football season, emulating the energetic approach Hugh Freeze originally brought to the program as offensive coordinator in 2010 and now as the Red Wolves’ new head coach.


After enjoying successful stints as both a head and assistant coach at the NCAA FBS, NAIA and high school levels over the last 18 years, Hugh Freeze was named Arkansas State’s 27th head football coach on Dec. 2, 2010.


His up-beat attitude and motivational skills were on display at his introductory press conference as head coach and remained highly visible during A-State’s spring practices that were conducted with an obvious passion by both the coaching staff and players.  Freeze guided the Red Wolves’ offense to a record-breaking year in 2010, making an immediate impact on the program by guiding the offense to a No. 43 national ranking in total offense one year after the Red Wolves finished toward the bottom of the NCAA FBS rankings at No. 95.  In just their first year under Freeze’s up-tempo spread offense, the Red Wolves broke nine offensive school records that included 4,841 yards of total offense ranked No. 2 in the Sun Belt Conference.


Freeze has assembled his first coaching staff, which includes new defensive coordinator and safeties coach Dave Wommack and new assistant head coach and linebackers coach Tom Allen.  Both Wommack and Allen are coaching veterans and well-known for their successes.  Other new faces on the coaching staff include defensive line coach Chris Kiffin and quarterbacks and passing game coordinator Grant Heard.  A new defensive scheme was installed this past spring after ASU finished ninth in the SBC in total defense last year, and ASU has the proven talent to be successful with the change.


Upon being named head coach, Freeze immediately began working on his first recruiting class at ASU that included 24 high school and junior college standouts from seven different states.  The class was made up 14 high school players, including 10 all-state selections.  The Red Wolves’ also signed six players that received a three-star or higher ranking at some point during their careers by a recruiting web site.


The highly-touted recruiting class, along with a talented corps of returning players have made the enthusiasm level in Jonesboro rise that much higher.  The Red Wolves return 54 lettermen, including seven starters on both sides of the ball.  Among the returning players are six 2010 All-Sun Belt Conference selections, including first-team selections Ryan Aplin at quarterback and Demario Davis at linebacker.  Along with Aplin, wide receiver Allen Muse was named Sophomore All-America last season, and defensive lineman Amos Draper was a Freshman All-America choice.


The Red Wolves have placed 16 different players on at least one of the major preseason football publication’s 2011 All-Sun Belt Conference teams.  The Red Wolves also have three players that have been named to one of the major award watch lists, including senior wide receiver Dwayne Frampton on the Biletnikoff, senior center Tom Castilaw on the Rimington and Davis on the Lombardi.


A-State has at least one player listed on a preseason all-conference squad at 11 different positions, including quarterback, running back, wide receiver, center, offensive tackle, defensive tackle, defensive end, linebacker, cornerback, safety and punt return.


Offensively, the Red Wolves return their leading passer, top five rushers and three of their four most productive receivers from last year’s team that finished second in the Sun Belt in total offense.  The Red Wolves also return starting tight end Kedric Murry.  While A-State graduated four of its five starting offensive lineman on last year’s team, the Red Wolves can look to Castilaw to anchor a line that came on strong during spring camp and will benefit from the addition of its incoming recruiting class this fall.


ASU returns seven starters on defense, including four of its top six tacklers, seven players that accounted for 17.5 of its 27 sacks and five more that recorded eight of its 11 interceptions.  Not included in that group is cornerback Darron Edwards, who led ASU with 10 pass break-ups last season.

QUARTERBACK

The Red Wolves are set at the quarterback position with returning first team All-Sun Belt Conference selection Ryan Aplin, who broke the school records last season for total offense and passing yards.  The junior is on pace to break almost every major career record at ASU for total offense and passing.  ASU also returns Phillip Butterfield at the position, a highly touted recruit and now highly-regarded player who took plenty of snaps last season.  Butterfield proved to be an effective threat a year ago, averaging 5.7 rushing yards per attempt while running and passing for one touchdown.

RUNNING BACK

ASU has used a running-back by committee approach last season, led by Derek Lawson who returns for his senior season in 2011.  The Jonesboro native posted a team-high 500 rushing yards and has been a dependable back throughout his career.  In fact, Lawson enters the season with a career 5.6 rushing average per attempt, which currently is the fourth highest in ASU history.  He also needs just 260 rushing yards to become the 15th all-time leading rusher in school history and 551 yards to become the 12th player in A-State history to rush for 2,000 career yards.  He will be pushed by senior Jermaine Robertson, who put up the best numbers of his career last season with 348 yards, and sophomore Sirgregory Thornton.  Thornton averaged a team-best 6.8 yards per carry last season and the speedy back is a threat to make a big play every time he touches the ball.  Freshman Frankie Jackson was ranked as the No. 3 running back in the state of Louisiana when he signed with ASU in 2009 and could figure into the mix as well.

WIDE RECEIVER

With players such as Dwayne Frampton, Allen Muse and Taylor Stockemer returning, wide receiver is one of the most talented and deepest positions on the team.  Those three players combined for 145 receptions, 1,933 yards and 16 touchdowns last season.  Frampton recorded 69 receptions, the second most in school history, last season alone, while Muse and Stockemer both had breakout seasons and are deep-threat targets for ASU’s quarterbacks.  Muse and Stockemer both averaged at least 15.1 yards per reception last season.  The Red Wolves also expect to get big production from R.J. Fleming and Carlos McCants, who could play bigger roles in 2011 after showing flashes of great potential as freshmen last season.  Additionally, junior college transfer Josh Jarboe is a highly touted recruit that could make an immediate impact.

TIGHT END

The Red Wolves return two of their three starting tight ends, including an athletic Andre Smith who was originally signed as a quarterback and an intimidating 6-3, 265-pound Kedric Murry that has played a factor in both the passing and running game in the past.  The two players combined for just 15 receptions and 116 yards last season, but have the potential to play a bigger receiving role in 2011.  ASU also signed junior college transfer Anthony Kincy, who was a mid-term signee and went through spring camp with the Red Wolves, and freshman Chris Stone to give it more depth at the position.

OFFENSIVE LINE

While the offensive line will have four new starters and feature players that are somewhat short on experience at the FBS level, the Red Wolves have plenty of talent to reload at the position.  The line will be anchored by senior Tom Castilaw, one of the premier centers in the Sun Belt Conference and nation.  Castilaw is a popular preseason first team All-SBC pick and has received a large amount of recognition this year.  The Red Wolves signed five junior college transfers to immediately help fill the void left by their large number of departed players at the position group, but also have experienced players such as Delano Moore, Eric Allen and Alex Kauti coming back.

DEFENSIVE LINE

Led by 2010 All-Sun Belt Conference pick Dorvus Woods, the Red Wolves defensive line again appears to be one of its strengths heading into the season.  The Red Wolves lost the services of first team all-conference pick Bryan Hall on the interior, but will have proven players such as 2010 Freshman All-America choice Amos Draper and seniors Greg McCall and Alfonzo Simmons back to help ease that loss.  On the outside, A-State has proven players Justin Robertson, Brandon Joiner, Elroy Brown, Jeremy Gibson and Tim Starson returning.  Joiner and Robertson led the group last year, both accounting for at least 34 tackles and three sacks.

LINEBACKER

The Red Wolves will again have the services of senior Demario Davis, a well-known playmaker who will lead a strong group of linebackers.  Davis has returned both a fumble and interception for touchdowns during his career that has seen him pile up 160 tackles, 12.5 tackles for loss, four sacks, five forced fumbles, three interceptions and two fumble recoveries.  A-State also brings back its leading tackler from last year at the position in Nathan Herrold, who recorded 78 stops during his sophomore season.  Nick Nelms and Najel Byrd posted the best numbers of their career last season as well and will be big factors in the play of ASU’s linebacking corps this year.

SECONDARY

The Red Wolves return six players that started at least one game in the secondary last season, including every-game starters Darron Edwards at cornerback and Kelcie McCray at safety.  McCray is ASU’s top tackler on the team among returning players after finishing last year with 79 stops and Edwards posted a team-high 10 pass break-ups.  Among the other players returning that started at least one game a year ago, nickelback Tausean Holmes, safety Adrian Hills and cornerback Darryl Feemster all posted at least one interception.  Junior corner Chaz Scales, senior safeties Jaquan Kilcrease and Graham Bates, redshirt freshmen Andrew Tryon (CB) and Sterling Young (S) and junior college transfer Don Jones (NB) are all expected to compete for starting jobs in the fall as well.

SPECIAL TEAMS

The Red Wolves are in an entirely different situation at special teams than they were a year ago at this time.  With the exception of deep snapper, A-State had no players with game experience filling any of its special teams positions entering the 2010 season.  Now, ASU must fill its deep snapper position, but returns its leaders at every other spot.  Among that group are kickers Bobby Zalud and Brian Davis after making six field goals each in 2010.  Senior Neely Sullivent handled most of the punting responsibilities last year, ranking fourth in the SBC in yards per attempt.  At kick returner, Rod Hall posted the second most kickoff return yards in school history last year with 854 to his credit.
