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Highlana feotball cosch Mike Gibbens Is the 2025 Gazette Fall Coach of the Year,

Chase greatness

Gibbons has led Highland football to consistent success

Albert Grindle
The Gazette

ike Gibbons no larger bun
mv-bops along e line of
scrimmage weating jetsen

Na, 40 far Mentor |ake Cathaolic, but
Uhe ser focus that made him s last
tcam All-Ohs linchacker remaims a
significant part of his lite

Discipline, structure and embrac-
ing the pracess of greatness con
sume Highland's 11th-year footbal)
coach, The 42 year okl s day ta-day
scheduwe tuives on routine W such
an extent that casual conversanans
alimost aways levwl rusbed because
in e back of Gibbons' mind there
Is always something clie to be
sceomplished,

Gibbons grow up on the Lake
Cathalic sidelne watching his fall of
fame father, John, lead the Cougars
ta consecutive state titles in 1991 and

Gazette Fall Coach of the Year
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1992, He was astate championship
Linebacker under his brother-in-kow
tom Lombarde, In 2001 and capruncd
twe Division 1T national croans as 4
first-team All-American for Jegendary
Mount Unlon coach Larry Kehres
Gibbons is quick to point out he
stll had to pass the school of hard
knocks when he transibaned 1o
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coaching. The realine is he kncras na
other vasy than how o run s top
shelf football program

In 3 mastter of five short vears,
Gibbons has taken Highland to the

next level, The Homets' 549 wins sinee

the chaatic COVID- 19 season of
2020 are tixd among current Ohlo
D1 schoals. trailing onky Avon (64),

which beat Cincinnati Anderson
37-20 for its second stralght state
championshi p Thunaday night, and
Archbeshop Hoban [80).

The sustained suceess that
Induded anotber record-breaking
season made Gibhons the Cazerte
Fall Coach of the Year,

“Thae No. 1 thing is 10 be consis-
tent,” Gihbans said as his often cliché
TeSpPanses grew moce passionate and
detalled throughout a lengghvy inter-
view. ‘I you look at our practices oe
howe we Lt weghts, you hane to be
cansistent and da things the right
way. The results speak for them-
selves. We dont talk about results Its
muoee of, “Thid you succeed teday and,
it not win? I not, you've got o be
hetter tomormox” That's hene we nm
every day, one dav ata time and be
camsistent with max effart,

See GIBBONS, B2
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Bucks, Hoosiers

to decide title
tonight in Indy

Michael Marot
The Azzoziates Press

INTHANAPOLIS — Indiana
coach Cust Cignetti has been
here befare. Twice.

s second-ranked [oo-
siers, just ke firg-ranked Ohvo
State, have nol

For the first time in more
than & decade and just the
third time since canference
championship games wete
standardized, the natian's
top-ranked teams will play
for a title.

1he twa previous top-rankad
conference title gunes wene in
the Southcastern Conference
in 2008-08
when Florida
and Alabama
went hack ta
Lack.

Cignetri
was on Nick
Saban's Ala-
bama coach-
ing stafl. And,
yos, oxperi-
ence could
matter

year
late,” Cigneti
joked alter
Indiana
punched its
thcket by rout-
ing Purdue.
“I had the
oppottunity
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we  played

Florida and

(Tim) Tebow

and Urban

Meyer) twa

years L a row.

It’s gaing to ke a great atma

sphere. | think — no | know
you're plaving Cis game fo

areason. A Kg Ten champion-

ship means an awful lot”

Ihe Huckeyes (12-01 and
Hoosiers (12-0) are in similar
positions. The are plavofflocks
with good chances at a Lirst-
roamd bve no matter what hap
pens o lodianapolis tonight.

The contrast hetwern these
progruns coubdat be starker

Ohia State owns cight
national champlonships, Is
clasing in on program win No
1,000 and has claimed at least
three Big Ten crowns in every
decade from the 19305 turough
W10,

Despite the steady parade of
players om Coluwnbes W te
NFL. the Buckeyes watchoxd the
Last Soux Binglil.‘r};.ums freen
home — a drought that coin-
cided with their four g Jas

ing streak 1o dreaded Michigan,

See OSU, B2
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*Knowing what type ofkids
we're coaching we have smant
kicks and we have tough kids, Ve
cam put a ot on our kids sche
maticaly and twey can handle
it As loug as they've been
desvloped the right way, they'ne
ahic to at the end of the day:
They vaart w play hand for their
testrmumates, coaches, fxmily
and school. I've gotten all that
Lomall people — my dad. Tom
(lamhardo), Larry Kehmes, They
might have each dane things a
little dillerently, but that’s what
[ take from all of them.”

‘The evolution may go unno-
voed ta casual phservers, but
the Homets ane deardy Gib
Dons” prograan pow, There ae
any Svers Lo the youth
level an up that separate them,
Including aspects many schools
can’t cantrol such as alfuent
havsters ancd academically
advancad student-athletes, and
lew dosed-erolinent dstics
in Nartheast Obio hine hoen
ahic to march up consisently

Chief amoag them is phiver
develppment. Giibans cootrac-
wally is a physical educaton
teacher bt spends hisday
teaching a “spead and stremgrh
tor atlhibetes” class st is
required lor footbell players but
open to all students The foot-
bedl boosters club also funds
further pervanal training at 5
Medma.hased business when a
plaver teaches Uie LU grade,

That extends 1o the ower
levels with philasophics. The
wp prionty of the youth teams
directe] by fasan Haney i
plaver tocruiument and reten-
ton the seveath and eighth
pracles ane split inta expual.
y-halanoed "\ and *B" teams
o iz plavicg tiow snd
the junior varsity rotstes quar-
webacks because addod devel-
Ot 10 the SAme's most
camplicated pesitan can leaxd
o late hlaomens Tike 2002 grad-
uate Aaron Filips, who Gibbons
praied multiple times for the
PIORIAMS risc

‘Thete aso is continuiry.
Defersive ooandimatar Chris
Meyer, special eams coot-
dinator Mike Netling, wide
roorivers coach Jardan Grhhle
and freshman coach /! former
offersive line coach Nate How-
ared have been with Gibbors
trom the beginning, and former
Higludand vasity coondinatons
Tim Sacak and Paul Tushes —
hath are now retined — onached
e currens senioes al e
eighth grade level.

‘The formes four have lmpres-
sve backgrounds, as Meyers
father hm onached Pra Foothall
Elall of e Jason Taylor a
the University ol Akroa and
LeBron lames ar S Vineent-St
Mary, Netting was the 2008
Ohio Athletic Confenence
Linebackerafthe Year at Jobn
Carrol lonmer Brasswick star
Gribble renains oae ol the
most pralific wide roceivers
in Medina Couney history and
Floavard wss o tight endd at Ash-
lard University:

Last but not kst thwee is

daily routine. Highland wcords
each practice — these daysa
drone 5 wsad for a bird's-eye
view — and calling up old lilmn
on Hudl.com from, say, 2118
wouldnt Jook much diffecent.
The Hornets fine-tune plays

as conditoning — something
Lambarda revakitionized at the
school In te late 20108 — and
skill players and linemwen are
split mukriple ways thmughoot
(o teceive spedalzed insuuc-
tioon.

Motlvation is not bullt
arnund rah-rh speeches or
screaming at kids, stuff ald
school players romanticize.

It's ahoot prexision, redentless
fandamentals and aceount-
abilite sspects Uit have led

1o the Hornets going 1oc to toe
with Avon in the D11, Region 6
championship game in each of
the pest thece seasons

*Ir's great to be in that cate-
gorv with thase great programs.
Thats exditing,” Gibbons said
“I'm defmitely proad of our
kids and our entlie program. Ie's
awesorme, and we want o coa-
tioue that and push oursches

“Ultimastedy, aur goal is to win
a s@te rithe, @ welre gaing to
work realy hard 1o get o that
game amd wan ie*

Chbans inherited the pro-
wram lroee Lomiberdo in 2015
and was injtally intent on
malntaining the status quo. The
Hormets kept the speead op
tion offensse installed fou cue
of the county’s first dual threat
cuarethack stars, Jery Schalle,
as well as e comservative 4-3
defense designed 0 ot g,
plivs and the pregame traditon
of the head coach sprinting
onw the ficld abead of his plin-
(24N

When he first tonk aver,
Gibbous, who calls the oftease,
wsed Uie base oplion tus ol
mside mone and power read, as
weell a5 slot reosiver jet sweep,
maore than 50% of the time,
They're still taught heavily ac
the middle schaol and fresh.
man Jevels to get players com-
Sortable with tae systeae, bt
the varsine has ranséarmed meo
amoce dvers: altack with out-
side zones, counters and deep-
shot, play-action passcs that
hove helped the Hornets break
the school tecord for scoting in
conseculive semons

The same has applied to
Jefense, where Highland began
the Gibboos tenure using 3
gap-soamd “bulld the wall*

hy thst rarely blitzed
and stayed in four- deep cover
age This season, the Homets
cisgnised coverges an nearly
every play — Uy olten lned
up widh two deep saletes and
milad pne ineo the box after the
sanap — and blitzed lrequentiv
o take advantage of the sthlet-
wism of lincbackers lameson
Goaton and Paan Foust,

Gehbans, who hehind coswed
dooes hus a broad sonile with
squrnted eyes bot rarely s
ol Lis intensity when players
are wround, ook coedit tor Lit-
the. f any, of that. kootbal Is
the ultimate copyeat sport, so
ereervane needs (o check their

epos at the door I implement-

Ing idees froom tivals is the path,
s beir.

Most notaldy, e Homets
slode Uie sane play Avon
wsed for afsyand touchdown
agains them in 2004, an option
concept that can result ina
running back sweep to one side
ar a quarterback counter trey
10 the othee, Quarterback Grady
Gibb and Lust-team All-Cluo
running back Casey Myser wene
aeady unstoppable running it
this season.

“Whoever makes a sugpes-
tion, we're alwirys open ears
wit,” Gibbons said. * [Meyer)
obviously does an oustanding
b and he does have free nvin,
Bt he's noe stubborn by any
means., [ el ke wete the sune
wary on offense. We've neaer
breen closed-mind and always
listen and see if you cin pick
something up. My backgound
w defense, so now jumping aver
o the offerse side. | tell him,
“This is hard 1o go againsy’

“Pery offscasan we e o
figure out how do we get bet-
ter, andd its belped we've been
together for 11 years now so
were all speaking the same lain
aege | ahweas tell (Veyer] hiw
hard it s that not only does
Jaon hiree great pliyers, they
create o much movement ar
e point of attack. We studiad
up on them In the offscason
and took their defense into part
aof ours.”

Even with a geaerational tal-
ent ke Mywer renorning o the
hackfield and despite a winning,
pedigree al e lower Jevels,
Highland planvers got tiredd of
hearing they couldnt replace
elite linemen Carson Neonan,
Ryan 2w, Brady Bendau
and Ben: Coyre and tuee stast-
e in the secandane Gibhons
s pever Dewa keen 10 buving
o the us-against-twe-wodd
crutch — almost every top
coiach doesn’t — but he allowed
his players to use that as moti-
waoon if they wanted to.

The erxd result wars one of
e most dominating seasons
in schoeol istosy. The Howoets
runnmg-clocked 10 of thear
lirst 11 opponents, aliwed
one linst-string touchdown in
the regular scason, broke the
schoal recond for sconing aver-
age (44 5), neariv toppled the
1962 standaed for points per
game allvwed before fimshing
w75 and swrrendered lewet
Usan 200 vards per gaome lor an
unprecodented fifth straight
Season,

Mywer broke Meding County
career recovds for points [552,
total tonehdoans 152) and
rushing touchdowns [80), and
retusmning stasters Josh Messina
L1y, Fous [ TR R), Gondan
(LB}, Codv Bendau (DT), Lucas
Gerding (WR), Nick Dobkeraski
IWHI, Kalken Whiding (LB} and
Chris Mertger (CB) teok the
next sep

Gibbous was mest prowd,
however of first-war senior
starters such & Gibb (QB), wiw
cuen an incredible 8258%
of his passes, Bendau (RG],
Thomis Fesrn [RT), Dan Miller
{DE), Ryam Zahir (DT), Dob
Kowsk (1), Cooper Zelinski

(SS) and Liam Zidinshi (CB)
hecose quality phiers often
suust bide their Lo o a win-
ning poograns

Ihe challenge will he greates
next season with only 5-0l-22
starters retuming xs Highhied
wansitions to the deeper Sub-
urbam Leagoe Nativoal Confer-
ence. Gibhons knows bis ply.
ers wonlt back down,

“Coming mto ths ywar we
knew we had same really pood
players back,” be said. *That
helps, but also we had really
good players the previous year,
and 1 felt like the while off:
season people wanted o talk
Ehout e prople Wal we Jost,
That's nobody's faule, but our
Kids played with a litde bitof
a chip on their shoulder this
past vear, 1hoey're siving things
ahout FHighland that these kids
toak persomal and prravexd pen-
ple wrorg, That's whst stoed
out most. They did @ great job
iy m and day onx,

“1 teel like in our situation,
we have i ot of matune plavers.
Thev've been through adot It
helps we've made same deep
playnffrums s our semsars had
been (o tie regional Inals as
saphamares and jumiars. That's
four carra woeks each of those
vears. That's been really impoct-
ant that these kids got those
oxtra reps”

Something striking hap
penad as teass Howed and hugs
ahounded alter g dosec-Uian-
it-appearnd 3614 less to faan
in U regicoal linals. Gibboos
had finished his rounds, lvoked
1o his kids and asked, "Are vou
ready to go home?" befone
heing meerrepted by Fous.

With & calon, cakeulated Wi
af vaice, Foust asked if the
players pould dissert film ar the
lieldhouse e pext moing.
Gibbons sald yes, woke up the
next moming and deove from
his Montville Toranship home
undock the fleldhouse so a play-
ers-ondy session could be held.

A rradinon started by Filips
was 0ot going o be dscanded,
even in defest. The account-
ability of what It takes to main-
tain the standard has nothirg
to da with what Gihbans forces
his playess o do. They do so
vahintarik,

There are few things a roach
<an be more proud of Ui that.
“Its pretty cool to son,” Goh-

boos sapd, "Last vear, same
thing, We lost in the regians]
finad and they had film session
o0 s omun. Now the kids,
ance the season s onver. they're
watching L e next Gay.
Thaat’s 10075 them, but other
days they'ne out thee an the
lield ing va their oavn,
Thene definitedy want to con-
thnwe on.

“1 think thats the higgest part
af onr pogram: player- led Jead.
ensup. IS one g or & ceadh
to tell yu do samething, That’s
only going to get you so fr, We
tell them, “This kid did it the
right way; this team & it the
right way. Follow them. They
soe sucness and they want to do
itemsedves”
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