Some handicappers view the early portion of a college football season as
a time to sit back and tread lightly, while waiting to see how the
various teams fare minus key players lost to graduation and perhaps even
the NFL.
On the other hand, many professional handicappers  — including Vegas
Sports Authority owners Jim Kruger and Paul Stone — see the early
college football season as a prime opportunity to take advantage of the
linemaker’s vulnerability as he relies heavily on past performance and
public perception in shaping the number.
A  handful of present-day college football juggernauts — including the
likes of Miami (Fla.), Oklahoma, LSU, Southern Cal, Michigan, Texas and
others — are almost certain to be ranked among the preseason top 15 in
virtually every handicapper’s power ratings during the next few years.
Their programs have ascended to the level of sometimes “reloading,” but
never rebuilding.
The names change at the above-mentioned programs, the talent level
remains virtually the same, however.
Other programs — such as SMU, Temple, Duke and Texas-El Paso — are on
the opposite end of the spectrum. Bottom feeders of college football
which are almost certain to remain there due to a variety of factors,
including recent historical performance; recruiting base; and stringent
academic standards in some cases.
The middle 100 or so teams in Division I college football, however, may
display flucuations in performance over any five-year period, winning
perhaps as many as nine games and going bowling in one
season-to-achieving only three wins and sending their head coach packing
in another during the same timeframe.
An example?
Our Midwestern friends need look no further than Illinois. In 2001, the
Fighting Illini won the Big 10 and played LSU in the Sugar Bowl
In the two seasons since their Big 10 championship season, however, the
Fighting Illini are a miserable 6-18, and head coach Ron Turner is
probably about an even-money proposition to be Illinois’ head football
coach at the start of the 2005 season.
The reason behind most college programs’ up-and-down, unpredictable
performance?
Well, obviously, some teams — even within the structure of the same
program — are better than others. A particularly-strong recruiting class
can spell major success for a school a few years down the road, as can
landing a big-time quarterback or running back who can carry a team’s
fortunes on their back.
Even an up-and-coming coach who neutralizes talent disadvantages by
spreading the field on offense and stunting regularly on defense can
maximize a team’s chances for winning big in any given season.
The question for those of us trying to beat “the man” in the game of
11-to-get back 10 is this, “How does one identify which teams or games
in the early season should be regarded as potential wagering
opportunities?”
As a starting point, we have identified four basic areas to carefully
examine when trying to undercover a potential early season gold mine. We
will keep them simple and easy to apply to individual games.
They are:
1. RETURNING STARTERS — Teams with 15 or more returning starters are
typically good “play on” teams early. Conversely, teams with 10 or fewer
returning starters are “play against” teams in September (Some programs
such as Miami (Fla.) are exempt from this rule due to its exceptional
depth of talent). Number of returning starters becomes less of a factor
starting about the fifth game or the month of October as
previously-inexperienced players gain experience and become proficient
at their assignments.
2. QUARTERBACK — All plays start with the ball in the quarterback’s
possession, and we do not believe this position can be overemphasized in
today’s college football landscape. Early last season, we jumped on
South Carolina plus the points when UVA quarterback Matt Schaub was out
with an injury and the Wahoos had to put untested sophomore Anthony
Martinez under center. The Cavaliers responded with only 170 total yards
as the underdog Gamecocks rolled, 31-7. If you find a game matching a
team with a talented, veteran quarterback against one with an
inexperienced freshman or sophomore starting for the first time, take
the former team if the number is reasonable and you are likely to make
money over the long haul.
3. OFFENSIVE LINE — Comedian Rodney Dangerfield is known for always
moaning, “I can’t get any respect.” Well, offensive linemen certainly
know how the veteran funnyman feels. The big uglies do not get much of
the glory, but are critical to a team’s offensive flow and success. A
college offense with two or fewer returning starters on the offensive
line is likely to be out of sync in the early going, with the end result
usually being missed assignments and/or critical drive-killing
penalties. Look closely at the amount of experience and talent on State
U’s offensive line as part of your handicapping approach. Center is
certainly the most important of the five interior line posts since it
all starts in his hands.
4. DEFENSIVE PLAYMAKERS — One’s definition of a defensive playmaker
could vary from one solid handicapper to the next. However, VSA looks at
front seven players who post high numbers of sacks and TFL (tackles for
loss) and secondary performers who make interceptions and break up a
high number of passes. Arizona State was pretty salty in 2002, going
8-5, and almost upsetting Kansas State in the Holiday Bowl. Defensive
end Terrell Suggs, perhaps the most disruptive force in all of college
football that season, left school early for the NFL following the 2002
season, however, and the Sun Devils declined to the massive ranks of
also-rans, falling to 5-7 despite having 16 returning starters and an
NFL-type quarterback in Andrew Walter.
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