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It has been a few years since Oklahoma State wasn’t led 
by the duo of Mason Rudolph (third last season in quarter-
back rating and yards per attempt, first in overall passing 
yards) and James Washington (1,544 yards and 20.9 yards 
per catch). The pair have torn up the Big 12 for three straight 
years, but now both have gone to the Pittsburgh Steelers, 
leaving the Cowboys with only 44 percent of their offensive 
production returning in 2018 (115th). The departures also 
include Marcell Ateman, who was second on the team with 
1,156 receiving yards (an also-insane 19.6 yards per catch), 
and two all-conference linemen in Zach Crabtree and Brad 
Lundblade. It’s a huge blow to an elite offense, and a little 
scary. Under Rudolph, the Cowboys were no worse than 
19th in offensive S&P+, during his first season as a starter. 
But they were 78th in offensive S&P+ in 2014 when Daxx 
Garman was quarterback.

There’s a wide-open race for Rudolph’s replacement 
between senior Taylor Cornelius, sophomore Keondrew 
Wudtree, Hawaii grad transfer Dru Brown, redshirt junior 
John Kolar, and four-star freshman Spencer Sanders. Corne-
lius, Rudolph’s primary backup last season, seems to be the 
front-runner, but he only attempted ten passes last season. At 
receiver, Jalen McCleskey, Dillon Stoner, and Tyron Johnson 
look like the most likely top targets, but the first two averaged 
7 yards per catch less than either Washington or Ateman. In 
a passing offense that ranked eighth in passing IsoPPP last 
season through Rudolph’s insanely good RPO reads, the hope 
is that someone—maybe Johnson—can become an explosive 
receiving option.

The good news is that at least the new quarterback will have 
running back Justice Hill to shoulder some of the load. Few 
backs got more touches than Hill last season (11th in the coun-
try overall in carries). So Hill is a workhorse back, but his 
1,467 yards were relatively inefficient, as was the entire run 
game. Hill gained 5 or more rushing yards on just 36.9 per-
cent of his carries (the offense was 89th overall in opportunity 
rate), getting stuffed at or behind the line on more than a fifth 
of rushes (84th). Losing two top offensive linemen doesn’t 
help here. 

The Cowboys defense was mediocre overall (70th in 
S&P+), but did a good job creating havoc up front (27th in 
defensive line havoc rate). The main problem was on third 
downs, where they ranked 96th in defensive S&P+ and 68th 
in opponent third-down conversion percentage. The concern 
is at the back end of the defense, which loses Tre Flowers 
and Ramon Richards, although some younger guys got into 
the rotation. But that’s nevertheless the biggest concern. For 
a defense that already was liable to give up big plays—81st 
in 20-plus-yard plays allowed and 92nd IsoPPP, meaning 
that they both gave up a lot of big plays, and those big plays 
were usually pretty big—new starters in the secondary can 
be concerning. 

Nevertheless, Oklahoma State has few games on their 
schedule when they aren’t likely to be favorites. Their most 
difficult game is their rivalry against the Sooners. TCU, Boi-
se State, and West Virginia will all be challenges, but Mike 
Gundy has created a stable, efficient team over the last three 
seasons. 

21. Oklahoma State Cowboys (9-3, 6-3)
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Justin Fuente’s Hokies are entering a possible rebuild 
season. June wasn’t a kind month to Virginia Tech, leaving 
question marks in the secondary. Compounding those person-
nel losses is an unforgiving schedule, with an opening game 
against Florida State.

Quarterback Josh Jackson had a solid first season where he 
passed for nearly 3,000 yards at 7.6 yards per attempt and 
led the 45th-ranked passing S&P+ offense, which was similar 
to Jerod Evans’ year before him. After rumors of academic 
ineligibility, new reports in late June indicate that his status is 
resolved and that he is still with the team. As only a redshirt 
sophomore, Jackson is expected to build on a solid first sea-
son and help lead a team that would likely need the offense to 
compensate for losses on the defensive side of the ball. 

The options to backup Jackson include Ryan Willis, a red-
shirt junior transfer from Kansas who had a solid showing in 
the spring game; Hendon Hooker, a redshirt freshman who 
was a higher-rated recruit than Willis but appears to be behind 
him on the depth chart; and true freshman Quincy Patterson, 
who comes with high expectations but no experience. 

Fuente must also replace receiver Cam Phillips, who had 
more receiving yards than the next three most-targeted receiv-
ers combined. The receiver trio of Sean Savoy, Eric Kumah, 

and Henri Murphy are solid, but none equaled Phillips’ com-
bination of solid catch rate and yards per catch. 

The other big concern is in the defensive secondary. The 
Hokies already lost a lot of production from last season’s hav-
oc-creating defense. Brothers Tremaine and Terrell Edmunds 
combined for 16.5 tackles for loss and 29 run stuffs, defensive 
tackle Tim Settle contributed 12.5 tackles for loss of his own, 
linebacker Andrew Motuapuaka was fourth on the team with 
11.5 tackles for loss, and corner Greg Stroman led the team 
in interceptions and pass breakups. On top of those losses, 
the Hokies lost two more likely starting defensive backs with 
Adonis Alexander entering the NFL supplemental draft and 
JUCO transfer Jeremy Webb lost with an Achilles injury. 
That’s an insane amount of talent to replace, creating a very 
young team on both sides of the ball. The losses weren’t just 
to the NFL or injury—safeties coach Galen Scott resigned 
suddenly during the offseason, with Texas A&M analyst Ty-
rone Nix set to replace him. 

The good news is that Bud Foster is still a Hokie (as he 
has been since time immemorial and always will be) and that 
there is plenty of talent along the defensive line. But the de-
fense is probably going to take a step back from last year’s 
ninth-ranked unit simply due to personnel losses.

22. Virginia Tech Hokies (9-3, 5-3)
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The Ducks move on to their third coach in as many years 
with Mario Cristobal getting a promotion to replace the Flori-
da State-bound Willie Taggart. The consistency that Cristobal 
brings, along with a healthy Justin Herbert, could mean a re-
turn to form for the Ducks. They have languished since their 
2014 playoff championship appearance, finishing 23rd, then 
78th, and then 50th last season in the F/+ final rankings. But 
now, with one more hit of the reset button, the Ducks should 
develop some stability. 

That stability hinges on Herbert’s health. When healthy, he 
was one of the best quarterbacks in the country. He completed 
67.5 percent of his passes while averaging 8.9 net yards per at-
tempt (including sacks), which was tenth-best in the country. 
Oregon only lost two games when Herbert actually played—
against Arizona State (by two points) and the meaningless 
bowl game against Boise State. And nearly all of Herbert’s tar-
gets return, including Dillon Mitchell and Johnny Johnson III, 
while a number of new receivers arrive, including at least two 
blue-chip freshmen (which could be three: Oregon’s second-
highest rated recruit, receiver Jalen Hall, left after one practice 
but is still officially on the roster). Nearly as important, nearly 
everyone returns on a veteran offensive line that ranked 20th 
in adjusted line yards last season. Left tackle Tyrell Crosby’s 
loss hurts, but there is decent depth and a huge crop of fresh-
men, most of whom are a step up in talent by 247’s rankings. 
The line also adds Alabama grad transfer Dallas Warmack too. 
This is likely to be the most pass-heavy offense that Oregon 
has seen since Marcus Mariota’s Heisman season. 

If the offense has any questions, they are depth at quarter-
back—where then-freshman Braxton Burmeister averaged 
just 4.3 yards per attempt and a 7.8 percent interception rate—
and at running back. Royce Freeman, who finally left for the 

NFL after setting Oregon’s career rushing yards record, leaves 
only Tony Brooks-James and Darrian Felix as running backs 
with any experience. Brooks-James is on the smaller side but 
was less explosive than either Freeman or Kani Benoit. The 
Ducks will need at least one other back to emerge as a viable 
playmaking threat. 

Taggart’s lasting legacy at Oregon may be his hire of de-
fensive coordinator Jim Leavitt. The former Colorado coach 
brought an aggressive defensive style to Eugene that finally 
took the Ducks defense from terrible to average (and occa-
sionally good). In the three years after Oregon’s champion-
ship game appearance (where they weren’t exactly a defen-
sive powerhouse either), the Ducks have ranked 84th, dead 
last, and 41st in defensive FEI. 

Aggressive play is the key for Leavitt’s defense. Last sea-
son the Ducks effectively applied pressure—ranking 19th in 
overall havoc rating—and were therefore content to give up 
occasional big plays (ranking 104th in IsoPPP) to be efficient 
overall (26th in success rate). While only 63 percent of Or-
egon’s defensive production returns in 2018, the Ducks do 
have some star power, including defensive end Jalen Jelks (15 
tackles for loss), linebacker Troy Dye (13.5 tackles for loss), 
and Justin Hollins (11.5 tackles for loss). 

The major questions are depth on the line and in the second-
ary. The secondary is going to miss Arrion Springs and his 18 
pass breakups and Tyree Robinson, but a number of young 
players got experience last season, including cornerback De-
ommodore Lenoir and safeties Brady Breeze and Nick Pickett. 

The schedule sets up well, too. Washington is obviously the 
biggest challenge, but Stanford, Arizona, Washington State, and 
Utah are all more or less toss-up games. Take two out of those 
four and Oregon should have a relatively successful season.

23. Oregon Ducks (9-3, 6-3)
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Tom Herman’s first year as Longhorns head coach wasn’t 
exactly the kind of dream-season, immediate-turnaround year 
that Texas fans were hoping for. Finishing 7-6 and 41st in the 
F/+, the Longhorns generally lost the games they were sup-
posed to (Oklahoma, Oklahoma State, TCU, USC), and then 
threw in a few unexpected losses for good measure (Mary-
land, Texas Tech). 

The offense was the problem once again. Herman and of-
fensive coordinator Tim Beck juggled between Shane Buech-
ele and Sam Ehlinger all season due to injuries and relatively 
even play between them. Buechele, the incumbent sophomore 
who had previously elicited Colt McCoy comparisons, was 
frequently injured, causing the freshman Ehlinger to step in. 
The two remain in a quarterback battle going in to summer 
workouts. Last season Buechele completed 64.3 percent of 
passes to Ehlinger’s 57.5 percent, but Ehlinger averaged 6.3 
yards per play to Buechele’s 5.4, and Ehlinger also took far 
fewer sacks, at a rate of 3.8 percent to 9.7 percent. 

While neither quarterback had impressive numbers, they’re 
not necessarily the offense’s primary concern. Instead, that is 
either the offensive line or the skills positions. There are rea-
sons to be optimistic about the line, which may have been the 
offense’s biggest hindrance last season, ranking 90th in both 
adjusted sack rate and adjusted line yards. The Longhorns 
shuffled their starting line every game last season. While the 
inconsistency was bad for unit cohesion (and therefore, you 
know, blocking), the unit does benefit from a number of re-
turning players with experience. Texas also has Rice graduate 
transfer Calvin Anderson, JUCO transfer Mikey Grandy, two 
four-star sophomores in Patrick Hudson and J.P. Urquidez, 
and three additional blue-chip freshmen coming in for new 
offensive line coach Herb Hand. It’s easy to imagine the line, 
and therefore the entire offense, improving significantly with 
that mix of experience and young talent. 

The skill players are another question mark, in part because 
the line didn’t do the offense too many favors last year. Kyle 

Porter, Daniel Young, and Toneil Carter all played some, but 
no one had an opportunity rate above 36 percent, and Eh-
linger actually led the team in rushing yards. One of those 
three could emerge with a more consistent line, but Texas also 
added Cal transfer Tre Watson, who at the very least gives 
the Longhorns another weapon (though it’s not clear from his 
rushing numbers that he’s a no-brainer upgrade at the posi-
tion either). At receiver, both Collin Johnson and Lil’Jordan 
Humphrey return, while an incoming freshman like Brennan 
Eagles, Joshua Moore, or Al’vonte Woodard could crack the 
rotation as well. There’s no defined superstar yet, but the hope 
is that a more consistent line, less quarterback run-centric play 
calling, and a second year in Herman’s system can give the of-
fense the boost necessary to compete in the Big 12. 

For all of the offense’s issues, the Longhorns defense was the 
only unit to consistently slow the elite offenses they saw each 
week in conference play. They held Oklahoma to 29, USC to 
27, Oklahoma State to 13. Missouri and West Virginia didn’t 
crack 20. They were the nation’s best at third-down defense and 
created a fair bit of havoc, especially from the defensive back-
field. The only issue is that the Longhorns lose a star at each 
level of the defense: Poona Ford on the line, linebacker Malik 
Jefferson, and DeShon Elliott in the defensive backfield. That’s 
26.5 tackles for loss, 39 run stuffs, and six interceptions lost be-
tween the three of them. Overall Texas only returns 57 percent 
of their defensive production from a year ago (90th), so there 
are opportunities for new stars to emerge. Todd Orlando has de-
served a good amount of trust, however, and the Longhorns are 
bringing in a historically elite defensive back recruiting class to 
mitigate those losses. You never want to be in a situation where 
you’re forced to rely on freshmen for key roles, but they are 
bringing in two of the top three safeties in the country as well 
as four other blue-chip defensive backs. If Orlando can strike 
the right balance of elite young talent and veteran players, and 
the offense can take a few steps forward, then Texas might be 
competitive in the Big 12 race once again. 

24. Texas Longhorns (8-4, 6-3)



  NCAA TOP 50  411

The Aggies welcome the richest man in Texas (don’t quote 
us on that), Jimbo Fisher, to College Station after getting fed 
up with Kevin Sumlin’s inability to bring (best player in pro-
gram history) Johnny Manziel back for another year of eli-
gibility. To be fair, 7-6 and 59th in the F/+ isn’t really what 
fans have in mind for the program. But many of the program’s 
recent troubles can be traced to quarterback play, as both Kyle 
Allen and Kyler Murray left the program, then Nick Starkel 
got injured against UCLA. 

As a result of injuries, Starkel and Kellen Mond (a signifi-
cantly higher-rated quarterback coming out of high school) 
split time. Starkel averaged 2.6 yards per attempt more and 
had an 8.5 percent higher completion rate than Mond, but 
Starkel also had the benefit of both a redshirt year and ar-
guably easier competition—Mond made the starts against 
Alabama and Florida. Fisher has said that the competition 
will extend into fall camp, but Starkel made a statement by 
throwing for 499 yards in the bowl game against Wake For-
est (some context, though: Wake Forest’s Mike Elko-less 
defense was only ranked 87th in passing S&P+ last season). 
Mond does bring some rushing ability, averaging 6.7 yards 
per carry and 5 yards on a team-high of 47.1 percent of his 
rushes. Starkel finished with -2 rushing yards on just four 
carries. Either quarterback will have to deal with the loss 
of stalwart receivers Christian Kirk and Damion Ratley, al-
though sophomore Jhamon Ausbon had an impressive fresh-
man season (50-571-3). 

Besides quarterback, what the Aggies really need on of-
fense is an offensive line—that is apparent from comparing 
now-junior running back Trayveon Williams’ freshman and 
sophomore seasons. As a freshman, Williams averaged 6.8 
yards per carry, 8.0 highlight yards per opportunity, and a 41 
percent opportunity rate for the 26th overall rushing S&P+ of-
fense. As a sophomore, his numbers slumped to 4.6 yards per 
carry, 6.5 highlight yards per opportunity, and a completely 
inefficient 26.6 percent opportunity rate. The line was at least 
decent in pass protection, ranking 38th in adjusted sack rate, 
but 19.5 percent of rushes were stopped at or behind the line 
of scrimmage (65th). As Williams showed as a freshman, he’s 
more than capable of being a feature back and one of the best 
in the SEC. And since the line’s 2017 problems had to do pri-
marily with injuries and lack of continuity, there’s a chance 
that a more experienced, stable starting lineup could bring the 
run game back in to form.

Of course, both of those questions are dependent on the ad-
aptation to a more “pro-style” offense under Fisher. Fisher’s 
Florida State teams ran out of multiple sets and with the quar-
terback under center, and the Aggies are set to use a fullback 
reportedly about 70 percent of the time. 

Most of the Aggies’ questions are on the offensive side of 
the ball. While the defense was rated relatively worse than the 
offense, it benefits from 78 percent of last season’s production 
returning (27th), including a number of freshmen who estab-
lished major roles for themselves early on. 

25. Texas A&M Aggies (7-5, 4-4)


