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NFL Draft 2018 Scouting Report: OLB Leighton Vander Esch, 

Boise State 

*Our LB grades can and will change as more information comes in from Pro Day workouts, leaked 

Wonderlic test results, etc. We will update ratings as new info becomes available. 

  

Leighton Vander Esch is so assumed to be a great NFL prospect, a 1st round talent…that it seems like 

this should be a short and sweet report, an agreeing-with-the-mainstream venture. 

Here’s the problem… I studied Vander Esch a little before the NFL Combine and then more in-depth 

after, and I’ve walked away thinking the same thing both times – ‘I thought he’d be better’. 

The story is supposed to write itself – good/great Combine numbers, Defensive Player of the Year in the 

Mountain West Conference (MWC), two-time All-Academic in the MWC. When you watch the tape, he 

just looks and moves like a classic, passionate inside linebacker…a throwback player with speed. Some 

see him as a great movement 4-3 OLB with some 3-4 OLB potential. Others like him as a classic middle 

linebacker. The question by most isn’t whether he’s good, but ‘how good can he be?’ It’s kinda like 

Tremaine Edmunds…he’s such an assured (by analysts) top linebacker that when you’re not overly 

impressed with the tape – you feel like something may be wrong with you because the entire rest of the 

world has signed off on them as ‘great’. *Edmunds is a better prospect for the NFL than Vander Esch, in 

my opinion. 

I see a good NFL prospect with Vander Esch. I’m not saying he’ll bust or he’s a hoax. He graded fairly well 

for us. I just expected better grades. I expected a better linebacker on tape. He definitely has NFL 

movements/fluidity and plays with hustle and effort at/above the level of most NFL linebackers. He’s 

fast enough to cover, big enough to play the run, and the size/speed combo to come off the EDGE at 

times. He’s a legit prospect…but I wanted ‘more’, and I don’t see it in my studies. 

I see the ‘good’; I don’t see the ‘great’. Part of the draft-related issue with that is…this draft appears 

loaded with linebacker prospects. You don’t have to pay up for ‘good’ this draft year. But some team 

will… 

I have three issues noted from studying Vander Esch… 

1) He’s a fast and aggressive player, so he finds his way to make tackles/get tackle counts. However, he’s 

a pretty below-average tackler. He’s all arms and trying to wrangle ballcarriers instead of burying them. 

Many of his tackles are Vander Esch reaching with his long arms and athleticism to grab ballcarriers 

running away from him. Up the middle, he gets into a wrestling ‘lock up’/upper body battle and loses 

ground as he tries to wrangle a ballcarrier down…and that’s facing Mountain West Conference 

athletes…what will happen in the pros when he tries to wrestle top NFL runners? 

https://www.fantasyfootballmetrics.net/college-football-metrics/cfm-home
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This is a fixable issue, but his instincts seem more finesse-oriented…and his background is a little finesse-

oriented as a great high school QB and basketball player. You don’t want a lot of finesse at linebacker. 

2) He gets taken out of plays up the middle on blocks way too much. When defenders get on him, 

Vander Esch doesn’t instinctually or physically shed them…he stays locked up way too much for a 

supposed elite linebacker. 

3) He didn’t start/break out for Boise State until 2017. You’d think an athlete like him would force his 

way onto the field for a Boise State right away. He was little to nothing for two years before a big 2017. 

A big tackle count and a so-so (for a top guy) count of TFLs and sacks. 

People see the one-year starter ‘thing’ as ‘an upside as he learns’, and I get that…but my thought on it 

was – if he’s so great, why isn’t he impacting right away at a Boise State? 

Vander Esch is a good off-the-field guy…strong academically, a team captain, gregarious personality. 

He’s going to get high marks off the field, high marks from the Combine, and a glossed-over on-field 

performance. I get it…he’s a nice raw piece of clay to work with, but investing a 1st-round pick – I don’t 

know. This might take time for him to grow into an NFL starter. At a certain level, his athleticism and 

passion are worth the investment, but I have my questions on how high his ceiling is. 

  

Leighton Vander Esch, Through the Lens of Our OLB Scouting Algorithm: 
 

20 tackles in 2015, 27 tackles in 2016…before he reeled off 141 tackles in 2017 (14 games). 

He came out of the gates hot in 2017…3.0 TFLs and 3.0 sacks in the first 2 games…and then 2.5 TFLs and 

no sacks over the next 11 games before ending with 3.0 TFLs and 1.0 sacks in his bowl game. Vander 

Esch went a big stretch of 2017 against mediocre Mountain West Conference teams without making 

TFLs or sacks…despite being moved all around the field on defense – including rushing the backfield. His 

backfield tackles/sacks should’ve been much higher. I’m just saying, something just isn’t sitting right 

with me here. 

He registered sacks in just 4 of his 28 career games. TFLs in just 9 of 28 games…19 games without a TFL 

in the MWC from a Combine stud and 1st-round NFL prospect. It just doesn’t make a lot of sense. 

  

2018 NFL Combine measurables… 

6′4.2″/256, 9.75″ hands, 33.87″ arms 

4.65 40-time, 2.69 20-yard, 1.56 10-yard, 4.15 shuttle, 6.88 three-cone 

https://www.fantasyfootballmetrics.net/college-football-metrics/cfm-home
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20 bench reps, 39.5″ vertical, 10′4″ broad jump 

The measurables are spectacular…top 15 material. It’s his production numbers that make no sense given 

this is the kind of athlete working in the MWC. 

 

The Historical OLB Prospects to Whom Leighton Vander Esch Most Compares Within Our 

System: 

 

Brian Cushing isn’t a bad comparison…athletic but didn’t fully live up to his pre-draft billing…but he was 

a good NFL defender for a little while. Stephone Anthony is another…never quite lived up to the hype. 

Vander Esch is better than the prospects on this list in some senses because he’s so much more 

physically gifted. 

 

ILB 
Score 

Last First Yr 
 

College H H W Tackle 
Strngth 
Metric 

Speed 
Agility 
Metric 

Pass 
Rush 

Metric 

8.221 Vander Esch Leighton 2018 Boise St. 6 4.2 256 8.12 10.06 8.41 

8.137 Cushing Brian 2009 USC 6 2.7 243 7.48 9.72 8.92 

6.051 Wilson Martez 2011 Illinois 6 3.6 250 8.72 9.58 8.41 

6.974 Anthony Stephone 2015 Clemson 6 2.5 243 7.56 7.95 6.81 

7.816 Falemalu Paipai 2013 Hawaii 6 2.5 241 6.85 7.64 6.96 

3.973 Misi Koa 2010 Utah 6 2.5 251 6.18 6.75 5.32 

 

*A score of 8.00+ is where we see a stronger correlation of LBs going on to become NFL good/great/elite. 

A score of 10.00+ is more rarefied air in our system, and indicates a greater probability of becoming an 

NFL elite LB. 

All of the LB ratings are based on a 0–10 scale, but a player can score negative, or above a 10.0 in certain 

instances. 

Tackle-Strength Metrics = A combination of several physical and performance measurements. An 

attempt to classify the LB prospect's ability to stop the run, as well as a gauge of how physical the player 

is and the likelihood of higher tackle counts in the NFL. All based on profiles of LBs historically. 

Speed-Agility Metrics = A combination of several speed, agility, and size measurements...as well as game 

performance data to profile a LB for speed/agility based on LBs historically. A unique measuring system 

to look for LBs that profile for quickness, pass-coverage ability, and general ability to cover more ground. 

https://www.fantasyfootballmetrics.net/college-football-metrics/cfm-home
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Pass Rush Metrics = A combination of the physical measurements, but also proven on-field ability to get 

to the QB/backfield in college. 

 

2018 NFL Draft Outlook: 

He’s projected 1st round by everyone, so 1st round he will go. Everything points to him as a 1st-round 

draft pick/prospect. 

If I were an NFL GM, I see the athletic gifts and I’d like to work with them…but if I’m spending a top 20 

draft pick? I might ‘pass’ given how many talented linebackers there are this year. 

 

NFL Outlook:    

Will be solid…he’s too athletically gifted to just fail. He can wear too many hats on defense to be a pure 

bust. He’s going to be good, possibly great. If he can fix the issues with the tackling and with 

his athleticism, he could be a star…no denying it. There’s just something that doesn’t sit right with me. 

Perhaps I’ll just have egg on my face for doubting. 
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