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TACKLING 
MACHINE

Linebacker Micah Kiser’s Presence  
In The Middle Of The UVA Defense  

Is Crucial To Its Success



BY BRAD FRANKLIN

WHEN BRONCO Mendenhall took over as the head 
coach at Virginia, he was adamant that he wasn’t 
planning to watch film of his new players. He thought 
the past needed to be left in the past. And so, when 

spring ball began, he got his first real feel for what the team would 
look like. 

Without fail, one of those he kept noticing was the player in the 
middle of the defense: third-year linebacker Micah Kiser. 

“One or two practices in,” Mendenhall recalled recently, “it just 
didn’t take long at all to notice him and have that appreciation. 
I’ve said to the defensive staff numerous times, ‘Man, he’s a good 
player.’ That just seems to be coming out frequently.”

MAN IN THE 
MIDDLE
Linebacker Micah Kiser Plays  
An Important Role For The UVA Defense
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Kiser, a 6-2, 240-pounder from Balti-
more, had a special season last year. He led 
the ACC (and finished 17th nationally) with 
9.8 tackles per game. In fact, he and safety 
Quin Blanding were the only teammates 
in the Football Bowl Subdivision to finish 
the year first and second in their respective 
conferences in tackles. Kiser also went on 

to become an All-ACC first-team selection. 
It’s no surprise, then, that even as he tran-

sitioned from the 4-3 defense of the pre-
vious regime to Mendenhall’s 3-4, Kiser 
continued to make plays. It’s why he was 
named to several preseason watch lists in-
cluding those for the Bednarik, Nagurski 
and Butkus awards. 

Last season, Kiser averaged an ACC-best 9.8 tackles per game and was named first-team 
all-conference. 
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Much like a basketball coach would love 
to build around a point guard, a defensive 
coach wants to build around the middle 
of his defense. And that’s absolutely what 
Mendenhall got in Kiser. 

“You have to have someone who can set 
the front and communicate every time,” he 
explained. “It’s not too big of a stretch to 
say that the Mike linebacker is that posi-
tion, and Micah is that player.” 

To Kiser, changing defensive schemes 
was more about terminology than it was 
about the actuals X’s and O’s, at least at first. 

“I think I have a pretty good feel for the 
game,” he said. “I can just play off my in-
stincts, and I think I find the ball pretty well. 
At the end of the day, defense comes down 
to ‘See ball, hit ball.’ And that’s what I do.” 

That’s not to say that the change didn’t 
come without work. Kiser said he benefits 
greatly from being coached by assistant 
Shane Hunter, who himself played line-
backer for Mendenhall at BYU. 

“Having Coach Hunter as a coach is 
great. He’s played this position in this de-
fense, and he’s played for Coach Menden-
hall and knows what he expects,” Kiser ex-
plained. “Having him is a great help. I’ll 
say, too, that our previous coaching staff did 
a really good job of preparing me and teach-
ing me football, what offenses are trying to 
do. We understand what college football is 
all about. 

“The change was more about learning 
different terminology, and learning what 
the coaches wanted out of us and what they 
expected from us. It hasn’t been too bad 
for us.” 

Kiser opened the season with a 14-tackle 
effort against Richmond, and after four 
games led the Wahoos with 40 total and 
18 unassisted. He was also tied for third on 

the team in tackles for loss (3.0) and first in 
sacks (2.5). 

Despite his continued production, the for-
mer Gilman School standout knows there is 
a lot of work to be done as the season moves 
forward. 

“I’m still working through some of those 
kinks,” Kiser said. “As far as the 3-4 goes, a 
lot of it is just adjusting. The defensive line 
doesn’t penetrate quite as much. They want 
the ball to go very flat whereas before, we 
were a one-gap defense. You got in the gap 
and got vertical to get penetration. 

“Learning the fits has been the biggest 
thing, and that’s what we’ve been working 
on a lot so far this season — stopping the 
run. 

“I think you saw that against UConn. We 
made that an emphasis, and to hold them to 
just 120 yards rushing and three a carry was 
good for us.” 

“The game is slow to Micah,” Menden-
hall said. “A lot of it is because of how 
smart he is, but a lot of it is because of how 
prepared he is. Of our existing defensive 
players, there are really two who stand out 
in that regard. 

“A lot of time, NFL personnel guys will 
ask us how a player learns. They’ll ask us 
if a player is a ‘rep learner.’ Micah and 
Quin are both ‘see it one time or tell them 
one time’ sort of guys. It’s grasped and it’s 
applied. 

“Their ability,” he added, “to take con-
tent either visually or through what they 
hear and then apply it on the field correctly 
stands out. In relation to all of the guys I’ve 
coached, they’re at the highest tier. That’ll 
allow them to make more plays and appear 
faster on film because of their ability to 
diagnose.” 

Of course, the defense doesn’t just have 
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to rely on Kiser or other veteran guys. In 
fact, with injuries to fourth-year cornerback 
Tim Harris and third-year outside linebacker 
Malcolm Cook, the Cavaliers are relying on 
a host of younger players to an even greater 
degree than expected: There are only three 
starters who are seniors compared to seven 
who are making major contributions for the 
first time in their careers.

That includes UVA’s starting outside 
linebackers Jordan Mack and Chris Peace. 
A first-year who moved to outside line-
backer this preseason, Mack is totally 

green, whereas Peace, a redshirt second-
year, is getting his first consistent time from 
scrimmage. 

“You’ve just got to be very patient,” Kiser 
said of the defense’s youth. “I think that 
when you hold yourself to a high standard, 
it allows you to hold others to a high stan-
dard. But you also have to patient. 

“A lot of our guys just haven’t really 
played a lot yet. Our DBs, some of our guys 
up front, guys at outside linebacker, they all 
haven’t played much. You just have to be 
patient and help them come along.” 

Kiser, a 6-2, 240-pound third-year from Baltimore, led the Cavaliers in tackles through 
the first four games this season, posting 40 hits. 
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That work started in the summer, even 
before the 2016 signees arrived. Kiser said 
he and fourth-year middle linebacker Zach 
Bradshaw spent a lot of time getting that 
group ready for what was ahead of them. 

“In our meeting room, Zach and I were 
teaching the young guys all summer,” he 
said. “We tried to make them see the little 
things like the pass to the back, slide steps, 
what kind of protections the O-line will be 
running. Those little things help the game 
slow down for you, but overall, it comes 
down to patience. 

“Zach and I can play off each other pretty 
well, but we’ve got young guys on the out-
side like Jordan and Chris, who has devel-
oped into a great pass rusher,” Kiser added. 
“We just try to be patient with them, com-
municate as much as possible, and allow 
them to be themselves. 

“I’ll tell Jordan, ‘If you just force it to me, 
I can come in and make the tackle.’ That all 
comes with familiarity and experience. We’ll 
get there as we keep moving forward. I think 
we went through some growing pains at the 
start of the season but now, we’re coming 
together. I think people are going to keep 
seeing that.” 

Despite the 1-3 start, Mendenhall re-
mained convinced that the defense was mak-
ing strides. 

“Mastery level leads to changing out-
comes of the game,” Mendenhall said. 
“Outside of doing your job and doing it ef-

fectively, it means making the critical play at 
the critical time that allows the outcome of 
a game to change. As that production con-
tinues to emerge, with sacks and tackles for 
loss and interceptions, it will simply reflect 
the next level of the players’ development.”

“Position mastery comes down to know-
ing what you’re supposed to do, knowing 
where you’re supposed to be and doing it,” 
Kiser said. “ I think we’re taking good steps 
in that direction. As a defense, success will 
come with time.” 

Kiser will not be surprised in the least 

when it does. In fact, he remembers one of 
his earliest conversations about the new staff 
and the defense that they would implement 
in Charlottesville. 

“I knew Coach Mendenhall’s track record 
and that he always has top-25 defenses,” 
Kiser said. “I was happy to get him here and 
get going. 

“One of our graduate assistants, Vic 
So’oto, told me in the spring that this de-
fense was made for linebackers to make 
tackles. And that’s exactly what I like to do. 
So far, it’s been working out.” 

Given the amount of work that the team 
still has to do, as it faces the rest of its 2016 
schedule Kiser will clearly be an integral 
piece of the puzzle.

“He’s in the right place at the right time 
doing the right thing consistently,” Menden-
hall said. “And players who do that are typi-
cally very good football players.”  ◆

“You have to have someone who can set the front and 
communicate every time. It’s not too big of a stretch  
to say that the Mike linebacker is that position, and  
Micah is that player.” 

HEAD COACH BRONCO MENDENHALL
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