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DAVIE - About this time last year defensive end Phillip Merling was getting pushed around 
plenty during Dolphins practices. And on quite a few occasions he found himself on the ground, 
which isn't a good sign for a front line 3-4 defender expected to hold his ground. 
 "He was a little bit awkward out there," coach Tony Sparano admits. "Kind of had to find his 
legs, going through a little bit of a period in the weight room that was different than what he was 
used to." 
 
These days, as the Dolphins conclude the team's third week of the organized training program, 
Merling finds himself looking down at the rest of the competition vying for the starting spot 
created by the release of Vonnie Holliday. 
 
While veterans such as Randy Starks and Tony McDaniel, whom the Dolphins acquired in a 
trade this offseason, are presently the more polished options, the Dolphins are banking on seeing 
growth from the former Clemson standout, who entered the draft as a junior.
The Dolphins selected Merling with the 32nd overall pick in the 2008 draft, and had high 
expectations he'd become an immediate factor. But, to the surprise of many, 2008 third-round 
pick, Kendall Langford, outperformed him, immediately earning a starting spot, and showing 
enough promise to unseat Matt Roth as the starting left end. 
 
Langford went on to have a solid rookie season, contributing 31 tackles and two sacks. The 
Dolphins are hoping that Merling, who contributed 26 tackles, one sack, and intercepted a Brett 
Favre pass in the regular-season finale against the Jets and returned it 25 yards for a touchdown, 
is a late bloomer. 
 
He's exclusively worked with the starting unit this offseason because Sparano wants to see how 
he reacts with a "bull's-eye is on his back." 
 
Replacing a seasoned veteran such as Holliday, a team captain who contributed 46 tackles and 
3.5 sacks in 15 starts last season, will not be an easy task for any of the team's options, which 
also include Lionel Dotson and Rodrique Wright. But Merling plans to follow the advice he 
received - and is still receiving to this day - from Holliday. 
 "Vonnie was a great player, and we have to keep that production up over there," Merling said.  
 "I am just taking in what he said last year and just keep remembering it." 
 
Merling said playing with the first unit has helped his confidence, and it increases his 
opportunities to learn from the more polished players he is lined up with, and going against. 
 
What Sparano has seen lately is Merling on the ground a lot less. 
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 "He's done some really good things from a pass-rush standpoint so I have been impressed that 
way. Consistency I think with Phil is the key," Sparano said. "

Allen has work to do
Jason Allen, the team's first-round pick in 2006, has been working with the second- and third-team 
defense during the OTA sessions. Sparano said Allen needs to be more consistent to work his way up the 
depth chart. 
 "He's a big guy that can run," Sparano said of Allen, who started two games as the nickel cornerback 
last season before breaking his hand in the Nov. 23 loss to the Patriots. "So he needs to play like a big 
guy that can run out there and cover. There's no secret in our division we need big corners."

Sparano senses change
Sparano said his approach during practice hasn't changed from his rookie season, but he has noticed a 
change in how his players react to him. 
 "The difference is they're paying attention a little bit more right now," Sparano said. "Where last year 
I think they were paying attention out of what might have been fear. ... The unknown was out there. ... 
Here we have a little bit more credibility as staff because they understand that some of the things that 
we've done have worked." 
 
Staff Writer Omar Kelly contributed to this report.

http://patriots

