


If the Curt Cignetti story was a Disney movie, it would be mocked as 
absurd and completely unrealistic. A coach who waited several years 
for his first big shot finally gets it with the losingest program in college 
football history, and Indiana goes 16-0 to win the national championship 
in his second season.

“Hoosiers” was a classic movie based on a true high school basketball 
Cinderella story in the 1950s, and Cignetti basically scripted the 
sequel.

“What if I told you at the end of the 2023 season that Indiana would 
have an undefeated national champion in two years? There’s no chance 
anyone would have believed me,” DraftKings oddsmaker Matt Grill said. 
“You would say there’s absolutely no way in hell that could happen. It 
was a forgotten program. I still don’t know how he did it.”

Indiana lost its 2023 season finale at Purdue to finish 3-9. In their history, 
the Hoosiers never had a 10-win season and owned only three bowl 
wins. In two years in Bloomington, Cignetti has a 27-2 record. Last year, 
he upset Ohio State to win the Big Ten championship before blowing out 
Alabama in the Rose Bowl and Oregon in the Peach Bowl on the way to a 
victory over Miami for the national title.

“Cignetti is amazing,” Grill said. “I think Indiana is going to keep it 
going, but pretty much no one is betting Indiana.”

Ohio State, Notre Dame and Texas are attracting a majority of the 
affection as college football futures action heats up in Nevada and across 
the country. In their bid for a repeat, the Hoosiers are getting a cold 
shoulder from the betting public at most books. Indiana is posted at 10-1 
odds as the fifth choice on the board at Circa Sports.

“Texas is currently the favorite to win the title, though it didn’t open 
that way, and it’s because we’ve taken sharp action on them,” Circa vice 
president of operations Mike Palm said. “We took our sharpest limit bet 
on Texas at +750.”

The limit bet on Longhorns was for $10,000, Palm said. Texas is the +650 
favorites at Circa, followed by Ohio State (+700), Notre Dame (+725), 
Oregon (+730) and Georgia (+950).

“We’ve seen a ton of public interest in Notre Dame and Oregon — those 
are our two biggest realistic liabilities,” Palm said.

Boomer’s Sportsbook director Nick Bogdanovich said the public is 
“betting Notre Dame with both hands,” driving the Fighting Irish from 
8-1 to 6-1 odds.

Notre Dame started last season 0-2, losing games to Miami and Texas 
A&M by a total of four points, and finished 10-2. The Irish were 
controversially excluded from the 12-team College Football Playoff and 
are expected to stage a revenge tour behind coach Marcus Freeman and 
a veteran team headlined by sophomore quarterback CJ Carr.

“Notre Dame should be able to navigate this schedule to an undefeated 
regular season,” Palm said. “Whether the Irish are good enough to beat 
Texas and Ohio State is a different question.”

Two years ago, the Irish eliminated Indiana and Cignetti in the first 
round of the CFP and fell to Ohio State in the national title game. The 

Buckeyes are currently the +600 favorites at DraftKings, ahead of Notre 
Dame at +650.

“We took a lot of money on Notre Dame early when we opened 10-1,” 
Grill said. “I’ve got Ohio State as my No. 1 team right now.”

Grill’s power ratings show Notre Dame and Indiana tied at No. 2, 
followed by Oregon, Georgia, Texas, Texas Tech, Miami, Texas A&M and 
Alabama. Grill said he’s not sold on the Longhorns and quarterback Arch 
Manning, who was overhyped entering last season.

“I’m sure I’ve got a similar Top 10 to about everyone else out there,” Grill 
said. “The potential is there with Texas. It’s an embarrassment of riches. 
If Arch is improved and slinging it, they could be phenomenal. But Texas 
disappoints every year for how long now?”

Texas hosts Ohio State on Sept. 12 in one of the season’s most pivotal 
games. Manning was a bust in the teams’ season opener a year ago, 
when the Buckeyes won 14-7. In addition to the game at Texas, the 
Buckeyes will face road tests against Indiana, Iowa and USC as part of a 
grueling schedule.

“My top three teams are Ohio State, Oregon and Notre Dame,” South 
Point sportsbook director Chris Andrews said. “I know we have action 
on those three, plus USC.”

With coach Lincoln Riley under pressure entering his fifth year, the 
Trojans are 35-1 longshots at DraftKings. USC hosts Oregon in late 
September, hosts Ohio State in late October and plays at Indiana on Nov. 
14.

Aside from Cignetti, the coach who’s probably talked about the most in 
the media is Lane Kiffin, who ditched Mississippi prior to the CFP and 
took the LSU job. The Tigers are a 16-1 shot at Circa.

“We’ve seen sharp interest in LSU, and USC has been bet from 50-1 down 
to 30-1,” Palm said.

Not everyone believes in and roots for Kiffin, of course, and his childish 
diva act gets annoying. The most action the Boomer’s book has seen 
in the Yes/No playoff market, Bogdanovich said, is on LSU to miss the 
playoffs at -125.

Texas and Georgia are the SEC’s best bets to break the Big Ten’s three-
year championship reign strung together by Michigan, Ohio State 
and Indiana. The Hoosiers must replace Heisman Trophy-winning 
quarterback Fernando Mendoza, and the Heisman market is generating 
action all over the board with a surplus of marquee QBs this season. At 
DraftKings, Carr is the Heisman favorite at +700 and Manning is the +800 
second choice.

“The expanded playoff certainly creates more futures action in Yes/No 
playoffs as well as to win the national championship,” Palm said. “The 
expansion to 12 teams tripled the handle in those markets. I don’t want 
to see more than 16 teams. I actually think 12 is a very practical number, 
and beyond 16 will include too many teams with no chance of winning 
the title.”

Not long ago, before Cignetti showed up and changed everything, 
Indiana seemed to be a team with no shot of winning a championship.

nobody believed then.
nobody’s betting now.

by Matt Youmans



The college football landscape is changing 
literally and figuratively this season, as 
the Pac-12 is back with eight teams, the 
Mountain West looks a lot different, and a 
team from California will play in the MAC. 
Home-field advantage is probably more 
dynamic than ever, in the sense that it 
depends on a variety of factors. Having one 
simple baseline probably isn’t enough, but 
having something is better than nothing 
and that has been my approach over the last 
several seasons.

Playing at home is never really going to 
be a bad thing, so there is still an inherent 
“advantage”, even though its value will 
always be subjective. Weather, rest, travel, 
and all of the usual factors come into play, 
but there are others. A night game in Death 
Valley (either one) is going to carry more 
weight than a noon kickoff against a Group 
of Six school. A school where the basketball 

program outpaces the football program could see home-field lessened once 
November rolls around and students are more invested in hoops. How invested 
are the alums and adults in that particular program nowadays? It’s very hard to 
pin down these qualitative factors.

But, at least if we have some kind of value in mind, we can adjust accordingly, 
whether we actually attempt to quantify all of those variables or just keep them 
in mind when handicapping the game. To find that baseline, I’ve decided to take 
a three-year sample of home records, as that would seem to capture the team’s 
current state and also create a sample size large enough to minimize some noise. 
With over 100 different head coaches and thousands of transfers in FBS over 
the last three seasons, even three years may be tricky, but it seems like a happy 
medium.

Based on the straight up (SU) and against the spread (ATS) home win percentages 
for these teams, I’ve created a series of buckets. The standard home-field 
advantage I’ve settled on is two points. For teams that sit between 40% and 
59.99% at home, their home-field advantage is two points. For teams above or 
below those thresholds, the HFA varies.

For this season, there are 24 teams with my max HFA of 3.5 points for having a 
SU + ATS Win% of 70% or higher. There are 16 teams with 3 points of HFA for 
a SU + ATS Win% of 65-69.99%. There are 24 teams with 2.5 points of HFA for 
60-64.99%.

On the flip side, there are eight teams with 1.5 points of HFA for 35.01-39.99% 
and eight teams with 1 point of HFA for 35% or lower. Again, I want to stress 
that I consider these numbers to be starting points for creating point spreads on 
games. All of those factors and variables mentioned above should be considered 
on a case-by-case basis.

The home records are courtesy of Steve Makinen and his extensive 
database, so my thanks go out to our VSiN Analytics Guru.

Here are those teams for the 2026 season.

With the HFA numbers established for all 138 FBS teams, those are then put 
together with my college football power ratings to produce a game spread. If 
my power ratings have Ohio State 14 points better than USC and the game is in 
Columbus, that would make my line on the game Buckeyes -17.5 with their 3.5 
points of home-field advantage.

This season, I expect to have some deviations on a week-to-week basis in 
conference play, since we have Sacramento State in the MAC, Northern Illinois 
in the Mountain West, and Texas State in the Pac-12, just as some examples 
of conference realignment and how those teams will be visiting new venues, 
playing at elevation, or having long travel with some odd kickoff times. Similarly, 
teams that go to them will be doing something different.

As I continue to say, home-field advantage is an “inexact science”, but a true case 
of ‘something is better than nothing’ and at least there is some sort of criteria that 
teams meet in order to have the values that they do.

QUANTIFYING 
COLLEGE 
FOOTBALL’S BIGGEST 
ADVANTAGE:
HOME-FIELD ADVANTAGE

by Adam Burke

3.5 POINTS (SU + ATS HOME WIN% OF 70% OR HIGHER)
Alabama
Boise State
BYU
Georgia Southern
Indiana
Iowa
Jacksonville State
James Madison
Marshall
Miami (OH)
Mississippi
Missouri

North Dakota State
Notre Dame
Ohio
Ohio State
Oregon
SMU
Texas
Texas Tech
Toledo
UTSA
Washington
Western Michigan

3 POINTS (65-69.99%)
Arizona
Ball State
Central Michigan
Connecticut
Delaware
Georgia Tech
Hawaii
Kansas State

LSU
Miami (FL)
Oklahoma
South Florida
USC
Utah State
Washington State
Western Kentucky

2.5 POINTS (60-64.99%)

1.5 POINTS (35.01-39.99%)
Arkansas
Baylor
Florida Atlantic
Michigan State

Middle Tennessee
Northern Illinois
Stanford
UCLA

1 POINT (35% OR LOWER)
Charlotte
Georgia State
Kent State
Massachusetts

Nevada
Purdue
Tulsa
UTEP

Arkansas State
Colorado
Duke
Eastern Michigan
Florida State
Georgia
Illinois
Iowa State
Kennesaw State
Liberty
Memphis
Michigan

Minnesota
Navy
North Carolina State
North Texas
Penn State
Pitt
TCU
Tennessee
Tulane
UNLV
Utah
Vanderbilt

*Note: Any team between 40-59.99%
has a standard HFA of 2 points.*



The recent history of the Heisman Trophy suggests it’s become 
a quarterback’s award. Travis Hunter, a rare two-way superstar, 
broke the mold in 2024, but he’s the exception — only five non-
quarterbacks have won since 2000. That trend has only intensified 
since college football’s NIL era officially kicked off in July 2021. 
Since NIL money started flowing openly, four of the last five 
winners have been quarterbacks.

There’s a newer wrinkle worth watching, though: three of the 
last four winners have been hired guns. Caleb Williams, Jayden 
Daniels, and Fernando Mendoza all won after transferring in 
from other power programs, and that’s a pattern to keep in mind 
entering the 2026 season.

One more thing to file away: the preseason betting favorite rarely 
actually wins. Depending on the book, CJ Carr and Arch Manning 
currently top the oddsboard. Both enter the new season with 
outrageous hype, and it’s warranted given what we saw from them 
last season. Still, if either one ends up hoisting the trophy, it’ll mark 
the first time since 2014 that the preseason favorite has won.

Considering all of that, let’s get into some picks to win the Heisman 
Trophy in 2026. Here are four of my favorites, but I’ll also mention 
that I’m closely monitoring Alabama’s quarterback competition 
between Keelon Russell and Austin Mack. 

DARIAN MENSAH
MIAMI (12-1) 

Nobody’s raiding the portal quite like Mario Cristobal. With 
the help of offensive guru Shannon Dawson, Miami has landed 
Cam Ward, Carson Beck, and now Mensah in the portal era. The 
Hurricanes helped Ward become the No. 1 pick in the 2025 NFL 
Draft, as he was undeniable after throwing for 4,313 yards with 39 
touchdowns and only seven picks in his final college season. Beck 
didn’t go in the first round of the 2026 NFL Draft, but he was picked 
in the third after throwing for 3,813 yards and 30 touchdowns. Now 
it’s Mensah’s turn to go to work in this quarterback-friendly system.

Mensah arguably arrives in Coral Gables as a more polished player 
than Ward and Beck were at the same stage. Last season, despite 
being surrounded by underwhelming talent, Mensah threw for 3,973 
yards with 34 touchdowns and only six interceptions. He also posted a 
PFF passer grade of 85.0. Mensah is extremely dangerous throwing to 
every part of the field, makes big-time throws in the face of pressure, 
and has played in some massive games. He’s the total package.

Mensah now gets to play for one of the biggest brands in football, and 
he’ll be surrounded by weapons. Malachi Toney was one of the best 
players in college football last season, Cooper Barkate was Mensah’s 
top receiver at Duke, and Miami has high hopes for 6-foot-4 sophomore 
Joshua Moore. Mensah will also be working behind a better offensive 
line than he had in either of his previous two college seasons.

There’s a real chance Mensah puts up ridiculous numbers for a 
Hurricanes team that should win double-digit games and reach the 
College Football Playoff. That makes him the best of the chalkier 
options when you’re looking at the Heisman Trophy odds.

JOHN MATEER
OKLAHOMA (25-1)

It’s a little surprising to see Mateer available at 25-1 odds. Early 
last season, Mateer looked like he was on his way to winning the 
Heisman Trophy. Through four games, he was putting up absurd 
numbers as both a thrower and a runner. But a broken thumb on 
his throwing hand changed everything. Mateer came back and 
threw three interceptions against Texas on October 11, and it felt 
like he was never the same quarterback afterward.

Mateer enters the 2026 season at full strength. That means he should 
hit the ground running, even with Oklahoma playing a difficult 
schedule. Mateer is back in Ben Arbuckle’s offense, which he’s 

mastered at this point. He also has an excellent group of pass-catching 
options and should be operating behind an improved offensive line.

Rushing upside has always mattered when it comes to this award, 
and that gives Mateer something other candidates don’t have. Two 
years ago, Mateer rushed for 826 yards and 15 touchdowns for 
Washington State. He might not have that in him in the SEC, but his 
legs will still be a major factor for the Sooners.

With so many showcase games on the schedule — at Michigan, at 
Georgia, vs. Texas, vs. Ole Miss, vs. Texas A&M — Mateer has a real 
chance to rack up Heisman moments. Oklahoma just needs the 
slightest bit of team success to put him back in the conversation. 

MARCEL REED
TEXAS A&M (30-1) 

Reed didn’t receive any votes for this award last season, but he wasn’t 
far off from having a seat at the table. Reed threw for 3,169 yards 
with 25 touchdowns, rushed for 493 yards and six scores, and was 
the drink-stirrer for one of the best teams in college football. With 
another year of experience, things are likely to ramp up a little.

Texas A&M will have a new offensive coordinator in Holmon 
Wiggins, but he was the wide receivers coach and co-offensive 
coordinator last season. That means this offense shouldn’t change 
too much, and it’s one Reed is fully comfortable with. The Aggies 
don’t ask too much of him as a passer, but he’s capable of making 
most throws. There’s also room for improvisation, and that’s where 
Reed’s elite rushing ability shows up.

Reed is going to have a very good wide receiver group this season, 
with Mario Craver, a first-team All-SEC performer last year, leading 
the pack. He’s also going to have a large offensive line blocking for 
him. Reed just needs to cut down on his interceptions, as the 12 
he threw in 2025 were unacceptable. Reed also happened to throw 
eight of those in his final five games, meaning he made his biggest 
mistakes in the biggest games.

With one more year of seasoning, and improved decision-making, 
Reed should make a real run at the Heisman. At the very least, 
a healthy Reed should make a strong early case, presenting 
opportunities to monetize a ticket later on. If Texas A&M can pick up a 
road win over LSU on September 26, there’s a good chance the Aggies 
will be 7-0 heading into a road game against Alabama on October 24.

DREW MESTEMAKER
OKLAHOMA STATE (75-1) 

Mestemaker led all of FBS in passing yards last year, throwing for 
4,379 yards, 34 touchdowns, and nine interceptions in a masterful 
freshman season. He then decided to follow head coach Eric 
Morris from North Texas to Oklahoma State, where he’ll be playing 
alongside several of his former teammates.

Mestemaker will have to adjust to a significant jump in 
competition, facing strong Big 12 defenses after seeing nothing but 
soft AAC units. Still, Mestemaker should be able to handle it. He’s a 
future first-round pick playing behind a better offensive line, he has 
serious talent at the skill positions, and he knows this offense like 
the back of his hand.

It’s just hard to imagine this being anything but a massive season for 
Mestemaker, but grabbing him means hoping for some team success 
at Oklahoma State. That’s the main concern here. The Cowboys are 
going to be excellent offensively, but will the defense be able to get 
off the field? The lineup on the defensive side of the ball features only 
four players with starting experience, so new defensive coordinator 
Skyler Cassity will be banking on a bunch of unknown commodities.

Making the College Football Playoff isn’t a requirement for Heisman 
contention, but Mestemaker probably needs to win eight or so 
games to really win voters over. That might be unlikely in Year 1, 
but he’s worth a flier at 75-1.
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A year ago, Fernando Mendoza did not top 
any preseason lists that ranked the elite 
quarterbacks in college football, and that 
turned out to be a big miss by many analysts. 
Mendoza managed to outplay several other 
overhyped quarterbacks en route to winning 
the Heisman Trophy, leading Indiana to the 
national championship and becoming the No. 
1 pick in the NFL Draft.

The importance of the quarterback to a team’s 
success is obvious, but scouting the position 
accurately is not 
always easy.

In 2024, a record 
six quarterbacks 
were selected 
in the first 
round of the 
draft, including 
the first three 
overall picks. 
Now, after back-
to-back down 
years at the 
position, some 
analysts believe 
the 2027 draft 
could challenge 
the first-round 
record.

Time will tell, but this has the potential to 
be “The Year of the Quarterback” in college 
football. While names like Manning, Chambliss 
and Carr are certain to garner their share of 
headlines during the upcoming season, the 
depth of this year’s class is what sets it apart.

Without further ado, this is how I rank the top 
quarterbacks entering this season.

2. TRINIDAD CHAMBLISS, OLE MISS
Was there a better single-game performance 
in 2025 than the masterpiece turned in by 
Chambliss in the Rebels’ 39-34 CFP quarterfinal 
win over Georgia? Eluding would-be Dawg 
defenders play after play, the Ferris State transfer 
threw for 362 yards against one of the nation’s 
stingiest stop units. Currently listed at 15-1 to win 
the Heisman, one could argue Chambliss is the 
best betting option on the board.

3. CJ CARR, NOTRE DAME
Manning and Chambliss share top billing, but it 
would be no surprise if Carr hoisted the hardware 
in Manhattan come the second Saturday in 
December. Draft analyst Todd McShay hailed 
Carr as the MVP at the recent Manning Passing 
Academy, proclaiming “it wasn’t even close.” 
The Irish are legitimate national championship 
contenders, so Carr’s possibilities for individual 
and team accolades seem endless.

4. DANTE MOORE, OREGON
After struggling as a true freshman at UCLA and 
then sitting behind Dillon Gabriel at Oregon as 
a sophomore, the Detroit native showed why 
he was one of the top recruits in the Class of 
2023, leading the Ducks to the CFP semifinals 
last season. Moore was projected by some as a 

potential top-five selection in this past April’s 
draft, but he opted to return to school.

5. GUNNER STOCKTON, GEORGIA
Despite an NIL deal reportedly north of $1 
million, Stockton drives a hand-me-down 1984 
Ford F-150 pickup gifted by his grandfather 
with over 300,000 miles. Like his truck, he’s 
an old-school throwback who may not throw 
the prettiest ball yet competes with grit and 
comes through in clutch moments.

6. JULIAN SAYIN, OHIO STATE
With college football’s top pass catcher, 
Jeremiah Smith, and an embarrassment of 
other riches at his disposal, Sayin is a solid 
bet to post Heisman-worthy numbers in his 
second season as the Buckeyes’ starter. Games 
against Texas, Indiana, USC, Oregon and 
Michigan certainly provide the platform to 
attract the voters’ attention. At a double-digit 
price (12-1 at Circa), Sayin may be worth a 
look in the Heisman market.

7. JOHN MATEER, OKLAHOMA
Opinions are mixed on Mateer, who was 
hindered by a bum thumb on his throwing 
hand throughout much of the 2025 campaign. 
Supporters say he’s among the nation’s elite at his 
position, while detractors want more evidence 
against top-shelf opposition. The tough Texan is a 
true dual threat, having rushed for 847 yards and 
15 TDs in 2024 at Washington State.

8. LANORRIS SELLERS, SOUTH CAROLINA
Gamecock quarterbacks have been sacked 
more than 40 times in each of the past three 
seasons. With more experience up front, the 
dynamic Sellers could shine with additional 
time to operate. At 6-3 and 245 pounders, 
Sellers is a load to bring down as evidenced 
by his 674 rushing yards in 2024. For those 
dreaming of a bigger Heisman payout, Sellers 
is currently 50-1 at the Westgate SuperBook.

9. SAM LEAVITT, LSU
After guiding Arizona State to the first-ever 
12-team CFP in 2024, Leavitt’s production 
dipped last season, primarily because of a 
foot injury which shortened his season by five 
games. The dual-threat Leavitt might not have 
a Cam Skattebo in his arsenal, but the Tigers’ 

receivers may be among the nation’s finest 
after scoring big in the portal.

10. DARIAN MENSAH, MIAMI
Coming out of St. Joseph High School in Santa 
Maria, Calif., Mensah was a largely-ignored 
two-star prospect who ultimately ended up with 
just two offers: Tulane and Idaho State. After 
spending one season each at Tulane and Duke, 
Mensah (56 career passing TDs) steps into the 
South Beach spotlight as he attempts to guide 
the Hurricanes back to the playoff.

11. BEAR 
BACHMEIER, 
BYU
As a true 
freshman, 
Bachmeier 
threw for 3,000 
yards or more, 
rushed for 
500 or more, 
accounted for 
at least 25 TDs, 
and had 10 or 
fewer turnovers, 
becoming only 
the 19th power 
conference 
quarterback to 
accomplish that 

feat in the past 20 
years. With a full offseason to sharpen his skills, 
Bachmeier is an intriguing Heisman long shot at 
80/1 at Westgate.

12. MARCEL REED, TEXAS A&M
At his best, Reed can beat opponents with his 
arm (more than 5,000 yards passing across 
the past two seasons) and legs (more than 
1,000 yards rushing during the same term). At 
his worst, the Nashville product has turned 
the ball over 21 times in 21 career starts - 
including a total of five in back-to-back losses 
to Texas and Miami to end the 2025 season.

13. JAYDEN MAIAVA, USC
The Honolulu native began his career at 
UNLV, but a stellar freshman season there in 
2023 (almost 3,100 yards passing) caught the 
eye of Lincoln Riley and others. Maiava has a 
big arm, but needs to protect the football (26 
interceptions in three seasons) and perform 
better on the road. If he does those things 
and new receivers emerge, he could be a dark 
horse contender for national honors.

14. BYRUM BROWN, AUBURN
The 6-foot-3, 232-pound dual-threat Brown had 
better rushing (1,008 yards) and passing (3,158 
yards) numbers at South Florida last season 
than Mateer did at Washington State in 2024. If 
Brown remains healthy, the Tigers could throw 
a wrench in someone’s playoff plans.

15. CJ BAILEY, NORTH CAROLINA STATE
At 6-foot-6 with a quick release and big arm, 
Bailey has certainly attracted the attention of 
NFL scouts. With 22 starts under his belt in 
just two years on campus - if he can refine his 
mechanics and sharpen his accuracy - it’s not 
out of the question that he could ultimately 
play his way into the first round of the draft.

THE YEAR of the quarterback
by Paul Stone

1. ARCH MANNING, TEXAS
Perhaps the most polarizing figure in all of college sports, 
Manning began the 2025 season as the Heisman favorite, but 
he sputtered in September and quickly fell from grace. From 
October on, however, the nephew of two former Super Bowl 
MVPs showcased his talents, throwing for 2,012 yards in the 
season’s final eight games, while accounting for 21 touchdowns 
against just three turnovers during that span. Expect to see the 
Longhorns utilize Manning more in the running game after his 
155-yard rushing outburst against Michigan in the Citrus Bowl.

“
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Date Opponent/Projected Line

Head Coach:
2025 Record:

Schedule strength field ratings (HOME/ROAD)

Opponent Power Rating

total offense defense

It has been a slow, steady decline 
for Florida over the last four years. 
Four of the last five seasons have 
seen the Gators post a losing 
record. They have just one bowl 
win since the Orange Bowl victory 
over Virginia in 2019, and the 
program has not appeared in the 
CFP rankings since 2020.

Enter Jon Sumrall.

Sumrall has known nothing but 
success as a head coach in college 
football. He enters his fifth season 
as a head coach at the FBS level 
looking for a fifth consecutive 
berth in a conference title game. 
Everywhere he goes, winning 
follows. It’s a different beast down 
south, but the excitement is real in 
The Swamp, and rightfully so.

Under 7.5
Sumrall is an insane program 
builder, but the run of conference 
title game appearances at new 
programs has to end at some 
point. He has all the pieces to turn 
Florida around this season and get 
them bowling at the very least, but 
eight or more wins seems like a 
difficult task.

The Gators will host Ole Miss and 
Oklahoma, which is obviously 
beneficial against foes that some 
believe can contend for the 
conference title. They go to Auburn 
and Texas this season, the latter of 
which will be extremely difficult, 
though both are losable contests. 
Florida also gets the short end of 
the stick in the annual meeting 
with Georgia, as it will take place 
in Atlanta due to renovations at 
EverBank in Jacksonville. That 
essentially makes it a road game 
for the Gators. FAU, Campbell and 
Florida State could all be wins, 
but outside of the first two there 
are hardly any high-probability 
victories on this schedule. Sumrall 
will have this team playing much 
better, but it’s unlikely eight or 
more wins is in the cards his first 
season.

33.5

9.5

52.5

60.5

54.5

54.0

66.0

67.5

61.0

47.0

51.5

50.0

FLA ATLANTIC (-25.4)

CAMPBELL (-49.1)

at Auburn (-0.9)

OLE MISS (+2.2)

at Missouri (+2.7)

SOUTH CAROLINA (-3.7)

at Texas (+14.1)

vs. Georgia (+12.2)

OKLAHOMA (+2.9)

at Kentucky (-5.7)

VANDERBILT (-6.4)

at Florida St (-2.2)

9/5

9/12

9/19

9/26

10/3

10/10

10/17

10/31

11/7

11/14

11/21

11/27

50.56
#7 toughest of 138

2.9 / -0.4

6713

4-8 SU & 5-7 ATS, 5-7 O-U
Jon Sumrall - 1st season

GATORS
FLORIDA



Three Burning Questions
for the 2026 Season

OFFENSIVE STATISTICS

POINTS PER GAME

YARDS PER POINT

PLAYS PER GAME
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Who will lead the Gators’ offense?

The likely answer to this question is Georgia Tech transfer Aaron 
Philo. Tramell Jones appeared in two games for Florida last year, but 
he is not Sumrall’s guy. Philo was not only brought in by Sumrall, 
but he also played under offensive coordinator Buster Faulkner 
at Georgia Tech the last two seasons. Philo — a four-star transfer, 
according to 247 — has some dual-threat ability to his game, but 
what the Gators will need most is for him to protect the football, 
as Florida was -1 in turnover differential. He will also need to turn 
around an offense which finished 116th in EPA per play through 
the air. There’s nowhere to go but up for this offense after 2025, but 
signal-caller is a massive question.

Can the defense do its part?

For the past six seasons, Florida’s defense has been shockingly 
average. In 2025 the Gators allowed 24 points per game and 5.7 
yards per play. They finished 67th in the country in adjusted 
opponent EPA per play and 82nd in success rate. A better offense 
should help this unit by just giving it more time off the field, but 
it still needs to be better. Six starters from last season are back, 
and Sumrall brought in defensive coordinator Brad White, who 
served under Mike Stoops at Kentucky in the same role. The top two 
tacklers from last season, Myles Graham and Bryce Thornton, as 
well as the two leaders in sacks, Jayden Woods and Kamran James, 
return. The pieces are there for improvement.

Does Sumrall’s magic translate to the SEC?

Sumrall is the college football version of King Midas. Everything 
he’s touched has turned into gold. He took over a Troy program 
that went 15-20 in the three previous seasons and went 23-5 while 
winning the Sun Belt twice. Sumrall then departed for Tulane, led 
the Green Wave to 20 wins in two seasons and the College Football 
Playoff. There’s no question that he knows how to build a program, 
but this is a big leap that many have failed in the past. It is unlikely 
he can get the Gators to the heights of the CFP — Florida has a 
daunting schedule — but improving on the four-win season Florida 
posted last season seems likely given Sumrall’s success at his 
previous stops.
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Date Opponent/Projected Line

Head Coach:
2025 Record:

Schedule strength field ratings (HOME/ROAD)

Opponent Power Rating

total offense defense

Clemson finally has some 
company. No, Miami didn’t 
finish the job and become the 
second champion from the 
ACC in the College Football 
Playoff era, but at least they 
were able to make a run. The 
Tigers have played 11 CFP 
games. The other ACC teams 
were Florida State in 2014 
and SMU in 2024 prior to the 
Hurricanes’ run last season. In 
other words, it took a decade 
for an ACC team other than 
Clemson to play more than one 
CFP game.

Ultimately, winning the last 
game of the season is what 
matters, but the Hurricanes 
did make some conference 
history and much-maligned 
head coach Mario Cristobal 
exterminated some demons, 
which was good to see given 
that those demons were once 
again present in the regular 
season with two losses as a 
double-digit favorite. With 
some raised expectations 
as the odds-on conference 
favorite, we’ll see if he can 
avoid those bumps in the road.

Under 10.5
Road games at Clemson and 
Notre Dame absolutely stand 
out here because of Cristobal’s 
penchant for losing a game 
that he shouldn’t as a big 
favorite. If the ‘Canes drop one 
of those two, then they have 
to run the table otherwise for 
this bet to go through because 
season win total wagers don’t 
include conference title games 
or the playoff. Miami should 
be in both, but that doesn’t 
mean Over 10.5 is the way to 
go here, though this looks like 
an excellent team on paper. My 
projection is for 10.62 wins.

39.0

-1.0

46.5

30.5

54.0

50.0

50.5

44.5

68.5

46.5

51.0

37.5

at Stanford (-22.2)

FLORIDA AM (-65.6)

at Wake Forest (-14.6)

C MICHIGAN (-35)

at Clemson (-7.4)

FLORIDA ST (-15.1)

PITTSBURGH (-14.8)

at North Carolina (-17.2)

at Notre Dame (+9.2)

DUKE (-17.6)

VIRGINIA TECH (-13.9)

BOSTON COLLEGE (-27.8)

9/4
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#61 toughest of 138

1.7 / 0.1
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13-3 SU & 11-5 ATS, 7-9 O-U
Mario Cristobal - 5th season

HURRICANES
MIAMI
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How do we evaluate last season?

A lot of things have to go right to legitimately contend for a 
championship and that did happen for Miami, as they saved some 
of their best football for the CFP. Carson Beck was excellent, the 
defense was ferocious, both coordinators were outstanding, and 
the Hurricanes beat Texas A&M, Ohio State, and Ole Miss before 
falling to Indiana. Here’s the thing - even in a 10-win season two 
years ago, Miami lost to Georgia Tech and Syracuse in big favorite 
roles. Cristobal lost to Georgia Tech as a 20-point favorite in 2023. 
A month-long perfect storm came at the right time, but Miami also 
got a little bit fortunate to backdoor into the CFP as an at-large after 
not even playing in the ACC Title Game. Which Miami was the real 
one?

Is the Miami offense even better?

Beck posted a 30/12 TD/INT ratio, with four of those interceptions 
coming in the regular-season loss to Louisville. He ultimately threw 
for over 3,800 yards and completed over 70% of his passes, but you 
have to wonder if Shannon Dawson’s offense has another gear with 
an objectively more talented QB. Darian Mensah had a 34/6 TD/INT 
ratio last season at Duke after a strong season at Tulane. He’s been 
extremely well-coached throughout his career and enters a great 
situation here with Mark Fletcher & Co. all back at RB and 1,200-
yard WR Malachi Toney back to lead a rebuilt group that includes 
Mensah’s Duke teammate Cooper Barkate, who had 1,100 yards 
himself. Dawson impressed me a lot in the CFP and this offense 
looks loaded.

But, how much will the defense drop off?

Corey Hetherman, another stellar coordinator, got a ton of 
production out of last season’s defense. Unfortunately, most of that 
production is gone. While leading tackler Mohamed Toure is back, 
it won’t be easy to replace 22 combined sacks from Akheem Mesidor 
and Rueben Bain. Jakobe Thomas was second in tackles and first in 
interceptions and he was drafted by the Vikings, while Keionte Scott 
was taken in the fourth round by the Bucs. This is and has always 
been a strong recruiting pipeline, especially on defense. Truth be 
told, offensive losses would concern me way more than defensive 
ones based on the program’s reputation. But, Hetherman will need 
to find new go-to guys pretty quickly.
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Date Opponent/Projected Line

Head Coach:
2025 Record:

Schedule strength field ratings (HOME/ROAD)

Opponent Power Rating

total offense defense

The makings of a good football 
team were present in Boca Raton 
last season. Even though Florida 
Atlantic finished 4-8, failing to 
reach six wins for the sixth straight 
season, you could see Zach Kittley’s 
plan in motion. The youngest 
coach in FBS, and big proponent 
of the Air Raid offense, had plenty 
of growing pains. One stat stood 
out well above the rest - the Owls 
were -21 in TO margin. Clean that 
up and we might have something 
here. It will be up to Caden 
Veltkamp to do that, after he threw 
17 interceptions, but the burden is 
also shared by DC Brett Dewhurst, 
whose defense forced a paltry eight 
turnovers.

In a conference desperately 
lacking returning starters, Kittley 
has a couple handfuls of them and 
brought in 30 more players via the 
portal, including some defenders 
capable of creating negative plays. 
This will be a high-variance team 
again with their high volume of 
pass attempts and a defense asked 
to survive in that environment, but 
Kittley has been a rapid riser up 
the coaching ranks for a reason.

Over 5.5
The season might start rather 
slowly with Florida and Navy on 
the docket, but the three games 
before the bye are very, very 
winnable. The back half of the 
schedule is a bit of a challenge, but 
this was a 4-8 team with a -21 TO 
margin that definitely has more 
talent in Year 2 of this new system. 
This isn’t a super strong opinion 
and more of a lean, but Kittley 
is a sharp football mind and he’s 
had a lot more time to evaluate 
the guys that fit and don’t fit what 
he’s aiming to achieve. Last season 
was also his first as a head coach 
and he did double duty as the 
OC. Surely he learned a lot. My 
projection is 5.64 wins.

55.5

44.0

28.5

22.0

3.5

40.0

27.5

34.5

41.0

32.5

41.0

40.5

at Florida (+25.4)

NAVY (+9.3)

FLA INTERNATIONAL (-7.1)

at LA Monroe (-8.5)

TEXAS SOUTHERN (-32)

at Army (+9.5)

RICE (-8.2)

at North Texas (+5)

TX-SAN ANTONIO (+5)

at Tulsa (+1)

SOUTH FLORIDA (+5.8)

at East Carolina (+10.5)
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#88 toughest of 138

2 / -0.5
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4-8 SU & 7-5 ATS, 7-5 O-U
Zach Kittley - 2nd season

OWLS
FLORIDA ATLANTIC

* = Returning QB
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Are we in the Caden Veltkamp camp?

Veltkamp is really the only starting QB for FAU and he needs to 
be better. Drew Devillier transferred in from Rice and redshirt 
freshman Jordan Magwood threw nine passes last season. 
Veltkamp was asked to throw a lot and FAU did trail a lot, so the 
17 interceptions may not all be on him, especially considering he 
had just 11 of them in three seasons at Western Kentucky. Easton 
Messer caught 104 balls for 1,052 yards and several others saw work 
in this scheme, including returnee Dominique Henry. Guys will 
put up numbers, but Messer is still the only true go-to guy and that 
could continue to hold Veltkamp back and the rest of the team by 
extension. Veltkamp threw seven picks over the first three games 
and six over the last three games, so he did show he could take care 
of the ball in the middle of the season. A silver lining, perhaps.

Can Kittley find some balance on offense?

The rushing numbers were downright laughable for the Owls. They 
averaged 105 yards on 3.5 yards per carry and even mustered just 
82 yards and 2.9 yards per carry in American Conference play. This 
is not exactly a conference known for a lot of physical, stalwart 
defenses, but there were no holes on the ground whatsoever. The 
OL was shifting to a very pass-heavy blocking scheme, so maybe 
that had something to do with it. While the OL has a lot of new faces 
and some guys playing new positions, the running back room looks 
more intriguing. Kaden Shields-Dutton had 5.5 yards per carry and 
Kittley went the JUCO route to get Leonard Farrow, who averaged 
over seven yards per carry at Fairmont State. If a running game 
and more ball control are attainable, that will help the defense 
tremendously.

Will the Owls stop the run?

The FAU defensive line was objectively terrible last season. 
American Conference foes ran for an average of 232 yards per 
game and that even includes a 68-yard performance from UAB. 
While the offense needs work, and the offensive line is very light on 
experience, Kittley and his staff really hammered the defensive side 
of the ball in the portal. Some guys are in Year 2 of the scheme and 
others are newcomers to the roster, but you can tell that the DL and 
really the front seven in general were focal points. It is wild to think 
that FAU averaged a 150-yard differential in rushing yards over their 
eight conference games. That simply cannot happen again.
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