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T hrough the second weekend in October last sea-
son, Big Ten football fans were salivating over 

the future of the soon-to-be 12-team league. Ohio 
State was the number-one team in the country and 
appeared capable of winning every game for as long 
as quarterback Terrelle Pryor was in uniform. Michi-
gan’s Denard Robinson and Nebraska’s Taylor Mar-
tinez were the most lethal fleet-footed quarterbacks 
in the nation through the early part of last season and 
would have two more years each to contend head-
to-head for Big Ten division championships. Michi-
gan State, Wisconsin and Iowa were positioned to be 
consistent threats to expand the league’s first tier. It 
appeared the Big Ten was on its way to challenging 
the SEC as the college football world’s best collec-
tion of superstar programs.

But by season’s end, the excitement had worn off 
and the familiar doubts about Big Ten national expec-
tations had set in. From that group of future Leaders 
and Legends, only Iowa and Ohio State had managed 
to win bowl games. By December, the Buckeyes were 
under scrutiny for potential NCAA violations that 
would ultimately result in an offseason full of unflat-
tering headlines and the unceremonious departures 
of Pryor and head coach Jim Tressel. Robinson and 
Martinez each suffered injuries and their respective 
teams struggled down the stretch. Michigan’s head 
coach Rich Rodriguez was canned as a result of the 
Wolverines’ slide.

Instead of a conference ready to step up as a whole, 
the Big Ten is a conference in transition heading into 

the 2011 season. Is Ohio State’s dominant run over 
the last decade about to come to an abrupt halt? If 
so, are there any programs truly ready to fill those 
elite shoes?

Nebraska joins the league this fall and may be an 
immediate contender for the conference champion-
ship. But the Cornhuskers might also still be a year or 
two away from being a national contender. Wisconsin, 
Penn State, Michigan State, and Iowa should all be 
decent this fall as well, but our metrics don’t indicate 
that any of those teams will be BCS bound. We project 
six Big Ten teams ranked between No. 22 and No. 33 
this year, so the conference title race may be totally 
up for grabs. And with new head coaches at the helm 
at Ohio State and Michigan, it is oddly discomfort-
ing to find our F/+ projections favoring the two most 
distinguished programs in Big Ten history in position 
to come out on top.

We don’t have numbers that can identify what will 
happen with all the turmoil in Columbus, and the in-
stallation of a new offense in Ann Arbor may not be a 
smooth one. But five-year performance and recruiting 
success favor the Buckeyes and Wolverines to meet in 
Indianapolis for the first ever Big Ten Championship 
game. Strangely enough, that title game is scheduled 
to be played exactly one week after Ohio State travels 
to the Big House to play Michigan in their traditional 
regular season-ending clash. It seems like the pecu-
liarity of back-to-back games might be the only ap-
propriate conclusion to what we expect will be a wild 
year in the Big Ten. 

Big Ten Conference
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Despite everything that has transpired this offsea-
son, our projections have identified Ohio State as a 
division favorite and given them a strong chance at 
a seventh straight Big Ten championship. A cloud of 
uncertainty hovers over the short- and long-term fu-
ture of the program following Jim Tressel’s resigna-
tion and Terrelle Pryor’s exit to the NFL supplemen-
tal draft. There are still five-game suspensions to be 
served by other key contributors on both sides of the 
ball, and at some point in the coming months, more 
sanctions could be levied against the program. Nev-
ertheless, Ohio State has assembled more talent than 
any other team in the Big Ten and interim head coach 
Luke Fickell should be capable of making the transi-
tion post-Tressel as smooth as possible.  Even if the 
Buckeyes don’t exhibit national championship form, 
there are enough weapons to claim the Leaders divi-
sion title and a conference championship game berth.

Despite Pryor’s departure, there are strong contribu-
tors on the offensive side of the ball. Ohio State ranked 
seventh nationally last year in points scored per offen-
sive drive with a balanced attack as good as it has ever 
been in Columbus. Running back Daniel “Boom” 
Herron racked up 1,155 yards (plus-9.0 Adj. POE) 
and scored a touchdown in each of the Buckeyes’ last 
12 games in 2010. Herron and top returning receiver 
Devier Posey (848 yards, 7 TDs) won’t see the field 
until after serving five-game suspensions in the wake 
of the tattoos-for-memorabilia scandal. Lightly tested 
but talented sophomore wide receiver Corey Brown 
will be the top target early on. Senior Joe Bauserman 
and incoming freshman Braxton Miller are expected 
to share quarterback responsibilities to start the year.

Of course, the defense truly steers the ship in Co-
lumbus, and with former defensive coordinator Fick-
ell in charge, that isn’t likely to change. Ohio State 
ranked fifth nationally in limiting opponent third-
down conversions (30.2 percent) and were second 
best in the country on third-and-short (44.8 percent 
on opponent third-down attempts with one to three 
yards to go). The Buckeyes are reloading at several 
key positions, losing six of the top ten tacklers from 
2010 to graduation. But linebacker Andrew Sweat 
and defensive linemen Nathan Williams and John Si-
mon will anchor the front seven, a group that helped 
Ohio State force three-and-outs on 47 percent of op-
ponent possessions last year, the second best defen-
sive rate in the nation.

The Buckeyes were once again a leader in field posi-
tion advantage in 2010, bolstered not only by a strong 
defense but one of the top kickoff return units in the 
country. Ohio State had a field position disadvantage 
in its four closest games last year, wins over Arkan-
sas, Iowa, Illinois, and the loss to Wisconsin. When 
they controlled field position, they comfortably beat 
everyone else. 

The schedule isn’t particularly daunting overall, but 
a road trip to Miami and the Big Ten home opener 
against Michigan State won’t be a picnic without Her-
ron and Posey. Ultimately, though, the Leaders divi-
sion will likely be settled on October 29th when Wis-
consin visits Columbus.

2012 NFL Prospects: C Michael Brewster (1-2), OT 
Mike Adams (1-2), RB Daniel Herron (3-4), WR Devi-
er Posey (3-4).

BIG TEN LEADERS

No. 15 Ohio State Buckeyes (10-2, 6-2)
2010: 12-1 (7-1) / F/+ #5 / FEI #8 / S&P+ #3

Program F/+ +24.6% 2 Returning Starters: 7 OFF, 4 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 10
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ +9.1% 17 Defensive F/+ +17.3% 3 Field Position Advantage 0.543 10
Offensive FEI: 0.333 16 Defensive FEI -0.534 2 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 124.6 11 Defensive S&P+ 140.7 2 Mean Wins 9.5
Rushing S&P+ 126.7 9 Rushing S&P+ 132.7 7 Proj. F/+ +13.2% 15
Passing S&P+ 123.1 16 Passing S&P+ 148.9 3 Offensive F/+ +4.9% 32
Standard Downs S&P+ 117.8 21 Standard Downs S&P+ 138.4 2 Defensive F/+ +8.3% 17
Passing Downs S&P+ 120.1 27 Passing Downs S&P+ 157.9 2 Strength of Schedule 0.351 60
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No. 22 Wisconsin Badgers (10-2, 6-2)
2010: 11-2 (7-1) / F/+ #12 / FEI #12 / S&P+ #10

Program F/+ +12.2% 19 Returning Starters: 4 OFF, 6 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 44
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ +14.7% 6 Defensive F/+ +5.7% 36 Field Position Advantage 0.545 7
Offensive FEI: 0.551 5 Defensive FEI -0.188 34 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 127.4 9 Defensive S&P+ 117.6 26 Mean Wins 9.6
Rushing S&P+ 132.9 4 Rushing S&P+ 110.1 35 Proj. F/+ +11.9% 22
Passing S&P+ 124.5 14 Passing S&P+ 124.5 16 Offensive F/+ +9.0% 13
Standard Downs S&P+ 127.5 7 Standard Downs S&P+ 105.5 42 Defensive F/+ +2.9% 46
Passing Downs S&P+ 143.8 4 Passing Downs S&P+ 116.5 27 Strength of Schedule 0.431 77

There were moments last season when Wisconsin ap-
peared to be as invincible as any team in the country. 
Down the stretch of the regular season, the Badgers 
won seven straight Big Ten games by an average 
score of 48-22. A trip to the Rose Bowl was spoiled 
by TCU’s heroics, but the foundation is solid for pe-
rennial Big Ten championship contention. All coach 
Bret Bielema needs is a quarterback, and a few others 
to step into key roles vacated by graduated Badgers.

The passing game hasn’t been the focal point of 
Wisconsin’s attack, but that’s largely because depart-
ed two-year starter Scott Tolzien was so consistently 
efficient and reliable. Wisconsin ranked fourth na-
tionally in quarterback passer rating last season and 
14th in passing S&P+, but preferred to keep the ball 
on the ground on 68 percent of its plays, the ninth 
highest rate in the country. Running backs Montee 
Ball (996 yards, plus-13.4 Adj. POE, 18 TDs) and 
James White (1012 yards, plus-16.1 Adj. POE, 14 
TDs) return to the backfield, and each will be fea-
tured frequently throughout the season. In late June, 
Wisconsin lured former North Carolina State quar-
terback Russell Wilson to play his final season of 
college football in Madison. Wilson threw for 3,500 
yards last year and has the size and speed to make 
plays with his feet. However, there are questions 
about his accuracy (59 percent completions, 14 in-
terceptions) and limiting mistakes will be critical. 

Wisconsin turned the ball over only nine times last 
year, fewest in the nation.

Defensively, Wisconsin will be pressed to find an-
other menacing defensive end to replace all-confer-
ence standout J.J. Watt (20.5 tackles for loss, eighth 
most in the nation). Junior linebacker Mike Taylor is 
the team’s leading returning tackler and seniors Anto-
nio Fenelus (four interceptions) and Aaron Henry (two 
interceptions, each returned for a touchdown) anchor 
the secondary. A particular area of focus on defense 
will be getting off the field. The Badgers only forced 
three-and-outs on 30 percent of opponent possessions 
last year. Wisconsin allowed a 65 percent conversion 
rate on third-and-short, 99th nationally and worst in 
the Big Ten. TCU converted 60 percent of its third 
down attempts in the Rose Bowl against the Badgers, 
allowing the Horned Frogs to extend possessions and 
control the game.

Wisconsin hosts Nebraska and Penn State and 
should be favored to win every game at Camp Ran-
dall this season. Road trips to Michigan State and 
Ohio State are the toughest road tests, and the Badgers 
won’t have to face either Michigan or Iowa from the 
Legends division. 

2012 NFL Draft Prospects: G Kevin Zeitler (2-3), S 
Aaron Henry (3-4), OT Josh Oglesby (4-5), WR Nick 
Toon (5-6).
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It wasn’t a devastating year in Happy Valley last sea-
son, but there wasn’t too much to be happy about ei-
ther. The Nittany Lions had only one victory over an 
F/+ top-40 opponent (Michigan) and only two wins 
versus teams that earned bowl eligibility (Michigan 
and Northwestern). The when-will-Joe-Paterno-
retire drum has been beating for a while now, but 
he’s ramping up for his 46th straight season at the 
helm. And there are reasons to believe Penn State 
will improve.

There remains an unresolved quarterback compe-
tition, but unlike a year ago, both sophomore Rob 
Bolden and junior Matt McGloin bring significant 
game experience to the position this fall. They may 
both see the field again, though McGloin has the 
momentum after taking over midseason in 2010 and 
posting breakout 300-yard passing games against 
Indiana and Michigan State down the stretch. Run-
ning backs Silas Redd and Stephon Green will share 
the load vacated by Evan Royster, who led the Nit-
tany Lions in all-purpose yards each of the last two 
seasons. Four offensive linemen, led by senior left 
tackle Quinn Barham, have logged significant start-
ing experience for a unit that surrendered only 12 
sacks last year.

The Nittany Lions return their entire starting sec-
ondary, and they’ll have an opportunity to build off 
of late-season success from a year ago. Penn State 
held each of its last six opponents below their passing 
yards per game average. The Nittany Lions need to 
step up in quarterback pressure, having recorded only 
1.3 sacks per game, one for every 20.6 opponent pass 
attempts (91st nationally). Defensive tackle Devon 
Still anchors an experienced line that will be respon-
sible for boosting those stats. Despite the departures 
of Chris Colasanti and Bani Gbadyu, the linebacker 
position is stocked with playing experience. 

Penn State welcomes Alabama to Happy Valley on 
September 10th, a thrill for fans of big time intercon-
ference play, but Penn State won’t have much of a 
shot to topple the Tide. The Nittany Lions can show 
improvement in 2011 by having success against the 
league’s middle tier. Road trips to Ohio State and Wis-
consin will be very difficult, but with Nebraska and 
Iowa making the trip to State College, a 5-3 confer-
ence season is manageable.

2012 NFL Draft Prospects: DT Devon Still (3-4), CB 
D’Anton Lynn (3-4), LB Nathan Stupar (4-5), DE Jack 
Crawford (5-6), WR Derek Moye (6-7).

No. 45 Illinois Fighting Illini (7-5, 4-4)
2010: 7-6 (4-4) / F/+ #33 / FEI #35 / S&P+ #31

Program F/+ +3.3% 47 Returning Starters: 6 OFF, 6 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 37
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ -0.8% 66 Defensive F/+ +10.2% 17 Field Position Advantage 0.520 36
Offensive FEI: 0.032 55 Defensive FEI -0.311 26 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 102.6 58 Defensive S&P+ 122.6 13 Mean Wins 7.3
Rushing S&P+ 106.1 49 Rushing S&P+ 129.6 9 Proj. F/+ +3.9% 45
Passing S&P+ 98.0 73 Passing S&P+ 117.4 26 Offensive F/+ -3.0% 80
Standard Downs S&P+ 101.8 58 Standard Downs S&P+ 117.3 22 Defensive F/+ +7.0% 23
Passing Downs S&P+ 103.5 53 Passing Downs S&P+ 120.4 24 Strength of Schedule 0.493 89

No. 30 Penn State Nittany Lions (8-4, 5-3)
2010: 7-6 (4-4) / F/+ #50 / FEI #56 / S&P+ #42

Program F/+ +14.2% 14 Returning Starters: 7 OFF, 8 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 24
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ -1.9% 73 Defensive F/+ +4.2% 40 Field Position Advantage 0.506 54
Offensive FEI: -0.118 77 Defensive FEI -0.051 49 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 102.1 62 Defensive S&P+ 111.4 38 Mean Wins 7.8
Rushing S&P+ 100.3 68 Rushing S&P+ 110.1 34 Proj. F/+ +7.6% 30
Passing S&P+ 104.2 54 Passing S&P+ 111.5 34 Offensive F/+ +0.4% 54
Standard Downs S&P+ 109.3 37 Standard Downs S&P+ 103.3 45 Defensive F/+ +7.1% 21
Passing Downs S&P+ 102.4 56 Passing Downs S&P+ 121.7 20 Strength of Schedule 0.192 21
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Ron Zook is now the third longest-tenured coach in 
the Big Ten behind only Joe Paterno and Kirk Ferentz. 
It seems he has entered almost every year in Cham-
paign on the proverbial hot seat, and he has amassed 
a 28-45 record in six seasons. But the Illini produced 
big scoring outbursts down the stretch last year and 
whipped Baylor in the Texas Bowl to finish 7-6. As 
long as expectations aren’t too great at Illinois, Zook 
should be able to maintain such modest successes for 
as long as they’ll let him.

The offensive firepower late in the year was helped 
by the fact that Illinois faced six bottom-30 FEI de-
fenses in its last seven games. The Illini led the con-
ference in rushing yards per game (246) but when 
adjusted for opposition, they were merely a bit above 
average (49th in rushing S&P+). Mikel Leshoure took 
his team-leading 1,700 yards to the NFL, so dual-
threat sophomore quarterback Nathan Scheelhaase 

is the key on offense in 2011. He built confidence 
against weaker defenses in the second half of the year 
and will look to carry that experience forward against 
the meat of the schedule this fall.

The Illinois defense was a strength last year, but with 
only six starters returning, there should be some regres-
sion. Three leading tacklers are gone, and the depar-
tures of juniors Martez Wilson and Corey Liuget will 
be toughest to replace. Linebacker Ian Thomas had his 
career-best game in the season opener last year and 
could be the anchor for a strong start again this season. 

In order to get to bowl eligibility, Illinois will need 
a fast start. A tough stretch from mid-October to mid-
November features Ohio State, Penn State, Michigan 
and Wisconsin in a five-week span.

2012 NFL Prospects: S Tavon Wilson (4-5), RB Jason 
Ford (6-7), K Derek Dimke (6-7).

It has been a very rough start in West Lafayette for 
head coach Danny Hope, who would love to have a 
healthy team as much as anything else this fall. Knee 
injuries took out two Purdue quarterbacks and the 
starting wide receiver and running back all by midsea-
son a year ago. If a six-game losing streak to finish the 
year isn’t totally excused, it certainly can be explained 
by debilitating injuries.

Running back Ralph Bolden looked very good in 
2009 (935 yards, plus-1.4 Adj. POE, nine touchdowns) 
before missing all of last season, and he should factor 
into the game plan significantly this fall. At quarter-
back, three men with varying skill sets saw action last 
year and perhaps all three might have a shot again in 
2011. Rob Henry earned the most experience passing 
last year, but Robert Marve had the edge in efficiency. 
Efficiency would be a nice change – Purdue avoided 
three-and-out only 52.4 percent of its drives last year, 

the fifth-worst mark in college football.
On defense, Purdue will have to find production 

from someone other than defensive end Ryan Kerri-
gan, a one-man wrecking crew who seemed to single-
handedly keep Purdue competitive. Combined, the 
linebackers and secondary return six of seven starters, 
and that group led by safety Logan Link was success-
ful a year ago in limiting big-play drives. Up front, 
defensive tackle Kawann Short (six sacks, 12.5 tack-
les for loss) will be more of a focal point for opposing 
offensive linemen in Kerrigan’s absence.

Purdue has the toughest conference schedule in the 
Big Ten according to our data, with games against 
Michigan, Wisconsin, Ohio State and Iowa in consec-
utive weeks. Hope will be happy if the Boilermakers 
just have enough healthy bodies to compete.

2012 NFL Draft Prospects: K Carson Wiggs (6-7).

No. 76 Purdue Boilermakers (4-8, 2-6)
2010: 4-8 (2-6) / F/+ #87 / FEI #87 / S&P+ #80

Program F/+ -1.2% 66 Returning Starters: 7 OFF, 9 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 64
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ -13.1% 112 Defensive F/+ +4.4% 38 Field Position Advantage 0.483 81
Offensive FEI: -0.417 110 Defensive FEI -0.074 44 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 81.8 110 Defensive S&P+ 108.2 43 Mean Wins 4.4
Rushing S&P+ 87.8 102 Rushing S&P+ 106.5 43 Proj. F/+ -3.8% 76
Passing S&P+ 76.2 109 Passing S&P+ 109.9 40 Offensive F/+ -11.2% 115
Standard Downs S&P+ 81.1 110 Standard Downs S&P+ 101.7 52 Defensive F/+ +7.3% 20
Passing Downs S&P+ 75.1 113 Passing Downs S&P+ 106.2 44 Strength of Schedule 0.314 54
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There are low points at programs around the country, 
and then there are days like November 13, 2010, when 
a conference opponent buries you with 83 points on 
the scoreboard. Wisconsin made that epic drubbing 
look easy against Indiana, and it was easy consider-
ing the field position the Hoosiers spotted the Bad-
gers. On average, Wisconsin started its non-garbage 
time possessions of that game at midfield. It was the 
same song throughout the season for Indiana. Poor 
special teams play and minus-7 turnover margin put 
the Hoosiers in a field position hole in seven confer-
ence games last year.

This year, newly minted head coach Kevin Wilson 
takes the reins and would love to not have to play 
catch-up on field position all day. The former offen-
sive coordinator at Oklahoma has experience coach-
ing a prolific offense, but is still seeking a new starting 

quarterback. Injury-prone unning back Darius Willis 
(plus-6.5 Adj. POE in 2009) carried only 64 times last 
year and will take on more of the load behind a veter-
an offensive line returning four starters. Defensively, 
the line is the most experienced unit while almost the 
entire secondary will be overhauled. That’s probably a 
good thing since the Hoosiers were 115th in the nation 
in passing S&P+ and allowed at least 250 yards pass-
ing in six Big Ten games last year. Linebackers Jeff 
Thomas and Leon Beckum were the most productive 
run-stoppers last season, but everything’s relative. If 
Indiana can improve from dreadful to merely bad, 
Wilson might be able to eke out a couple of confer-
ence victories. Realistically, the Hoosiers are at least a 
few years away from making any noise.

2012 NFL Draft Prospects: None.

No. 86 Indiana Hoosiers (4-8, 1-7)
2010: 5-7 (1-7) / F/+ #88 / FEI #89 / S&P+ #86

Program F/+ -7.8% 80 Returning Starters: 6 OFF, 7 DEF 5-Yr Recruiting Rank 72
2010 Offense 2010 Defense 2010 Field Position

Offensive F/+ +0.9% 54 Defensive F/+ -10.2% 107 Field Position Advantage 0.438 117
Offensive FEI: 0.083 47 Defensive FEI 0.233 94 2011 Projections
Offensive S&P+ 103.3 55 Defensive S&P+ 84.8 111 Mean Wins 4.0
Rushing S&P+ 87.8 101 Rushing S&P+ 95.3 72 Proj. F/+ -6.9% 86
Passing S&P+ 110.6 41 Passing S&P+ 76.7 115 Offensive F/+ +0.7% 51
Standard Downs S&P+ 91.9 91 Standard Downs S&P+ 87.7 106 Defensive F/+ -7.6% 106
Passing Downs S&P+ 120.2 26 Passing Downs S&P+ 71.8 118 Strength of Schedule 0.333 56


