
biggest upsets in college football history

biggest upsets in college football history have captivated fans and reshaped the landscape of the
sport time and again. These moments, where underdogs defy expectations and topple highly favored
opponents, are etched into the memories of college football enthusiasts across generations. From
historic bowl games to regular-season clashes, the thrill of an unexpected victory continues to fuel
the passion surrounding college football. This article explores some of the most remarkable upsets,
highlighting the teams, games, and circumstances that made these events unforgettable. Delving
into the strategies, key plays, and the broader impact, the analysis provides a comprehensive
overview of the biggest upsets in college football history. Readers will gain insight into how these
games influenced rankings, coaching careers, and the sport's narrative. The following sections will
detail classic upsets, recent surprises, and legendary moments that define the unpredictability of
college football.

Historic Classic Upsets

Modern Era Shocks

Iconic Bowl Game Upsets

Underdog Triumphs and Their Impact

Historic Classic Upsets
The annals of college football are rich with classic upsets that have stood the test of time. These
games often involved small or unheralded programs defeating perennial powerhouses, reshaping
perceptions of team strength and competitiveness. Historic upsets demonstrate the unpredictable
nature of college football and the capacity for any team to achieve greatness on a given day.

Appalachian State vs. Michigan (2007)
One of the most iconic upsets in college football history occurred when Appalachian State, then a
Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) team, defeated fifth-ranked Michigan at Michigan
Stadium. This game shocked the college football world as Appalachian State secured a 34-32 victory,
marking the first time an FCS team beat a ranked Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) opponent. The
upset is frequently cited for its David vs. Goliath narrative and its lasting impact on how smaller
programs are perceived.

Stanford vs. USC (2007)
In a major Pac-10 upset, Stanford, a 41-point underdog, stunned top-ranked USC with a 24-23
victory. This game is notable not only for the point spread but also for the dramatic finish, as



Stanford blocked a last-second field goal attempt to secure the win. The upset halted USC's
dominance and remains a testament to the unpredictability and excitement inherent in college
football.

Other Notable Historic Upsets

Notre Dame vs. Army (1946) – Notre Dame scored a last-minute touchdown to win, ending
Army’s 25-game winning streak.

Texas Western vs. Kentucky (1967) – Marked a significant cultural moment in college sports,
with Texas Western's unexpected win breaking racial barriers.

Miami (OH) vs. No. 1 Michigan State (1966) – Known as the “Thin Thirty” upset, Miami
overcame the top-ranked Spartans despite a depleted roster.

Modern Era Shocks
The modern era of college football has continued to produce stunning upsets that defy preseason
predictions and rankings. Advances in coaching, recruiting, and analysis have not diminished the
occurrence of surprise results. Instead, these modern shocks often highlight emerging programs and
the evolving competitive balance within college football.

UMass vs. Michigan (2016)
UMass, a program with a struggling football history, pulled off a surprising 26-16 victory over
Michigan in 2016. This upset was remarkable given Michigan’s storied program and higher
expectations. The victory provided a rare highlight for UMass and demonstrated how preparation
and execution can lead to unexpected outcomes regardless of program prestige.

Boise State vs. Oklahoma (2007 Fiesta Bowl)
Boise State’s victory over Oklahoma in the 2007 Fiesta Bowl is often cited as one of the greatest
upsets in college football bowl history. Trailing late in the game, Boise State executed a series of
trick plays, including a famous “Statue of Liberty” touchdown on a two-point conversion to win 43-42
in overtime. This game cemented Boise State’s reputation as a giant killer and showcased creative
coaching under pressure.

Memorable Modern Upsets List

Florida Atlantic vs. Miami (2017) – FAU shocked Miami 52-45 in a high-scoring affair.



Georgia Southern vs. Florida (2013) – Georgia Southern defeated Florida 26-20, marking a
major FBS upset.

North Dakota State vs. Iowa (2016) – An FCS powerhouse beat a ranked Big Ten team for the
first time ever.

Iconic Bowl Game Upsets
Bowl games often serve as the grand stage for college football’s most memorable upsets. These
postseason contests pit top teams against each other, and when favorites are toppled, the
shockwaves are felt across the sport. Iconic bowl game upsets have a lasting legacy, often
influencing rankings, recruiting, and coaching careers.

Boise State vs. Oklahoma (2007 Fiesta Bowl)
As previously mentioned, the 2007 Fiesta Bowl is a quintessential example of a bowl game upset.
Boise State’s daring and unconventional plays in the final minutes exemplify how bowl games can
produce drama and unpredictability unmatched in regular-season play. This victory elevated the
stature of non-traditional football powers on the national stage.

Toledo vs. Boise State (2001 Humanitarian Bowl)
Toledo’s 40-23 victory over Boise State in the 2001 Humanitarian Bowl was unexpected given Boise
State’s rising prominence. This game showcased Toledo’s ability to perform under pressure and
altered perceptions about the strength of Mid-American Conference (MAC) teams in bowl
competitions.

Other Noteworthy Bowl Upsets

Michigan State vs. Alabama (2014 Cotton Bowl) – Michigan State defeated a top-ranked
Alabama team 41-14.

Marshall vs. Louisville (2000 Motor City Bowl) – Marshall dominated Louisville 25-14 despite
Louisville’s favored status.

Utah vs. Alabama (2009 Sugar Bowl) – Utah’s win helped prove the strength of non-BCS
conferences.



Underdog Triumphs and Their Impact
Underdog victories in college football are more than just surprising results; they often lead to
significant consequences in rankings, program funding, and recruiting. These triumphs can inspire
fan bases, enhance team morale, and alter the trajectory of entire programs. Understanding the
impact of these upsets provides insight into why they are so celebrated and remembered.

Effects on Rankings and Polls
Big upsets frequently result in dramatic shifts in national rankings. Teams that pull off surprise wins
often receive a boost in polls, while the defeated favorites may experience steep drops. These
fluctuations can influence bowl selections and championship considerations, underscoring the high
stakes of college football games.

Coaching Careers and Program Momentum
Upset victories can define or revitalize coaching careers. Coaches who lead their teams to
unexpected wins often gain recognition, job security, and recruiting advantages. Conversely, losses
in these situations can lead to scrutiny and staff changes. The momentum gained from such
triumphs can fuel program growth for years.

Psychological and Cultural Significance
Beyond tangible outcomes, upsets carry psychological weight. They embody the spirit of competition
and hope, reminding fans and players alike that no outcome is predetermined. Culturally, these
games contribute to the lore and identity of college football programs and their communities.

Biggest upsets create lasting memories for fans and players.1.

They highlight the importance of preparation and resilience.2.

Underdog victories can shift power dynamics in college football.3.

These games often lead to increased media attention and financial opportunities.4.

Upsets enrich the narrative tapestry of college sports history.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the biggest upset in college football



history?
One of the biggest upsets in college football history is when Appalachian State, a Division I FCS
team, defeated the fifth-ranked Michigan Wolverines in 2007.

Why was Appalachian State's 2007 win over Michigan such a
significant upset?
Appalachian State was a lower-division team (FCS) and Michigan was a top-five ranked FBS team
playing at home, making the victory highly unexpected and historic.

Which top-ranked team suffered a historic upset in the 2007
Fiesta Bowl?
Boise State defeated the top-ranked Oklahoma Sooners in the 2007 Fiesta Bowl in a thrilling
overtime victory, considered one of the biggest upsets in bowl game history.

Has a No. 1 ranked team ever lost to a significantly lower-
ranked or unranked opponent?
Yes, for instance, in 1997, the No. 1 Michigan Wolverines lost to unranked Michigan State, which
was a major upset as Michigan had been undefeated and top-ranked.

What role do underdog teams play in college football upsets?
Underdog teams often play with high motivation and less pressure, which can lead to surprising
performances and upsets against highly favored teams.

Are there any notable upsets involving traditional college
football powerhouses?
Yes, traditional powerhouses like Alabama, Ohio State, and Notre Dame have all experienced
shocking losses to lower-ranked or unranked teams over the years.

How do biggest upsets impact college football rankings and
playoffs?
Big upsets can dramatically alter rankings, bowl game selections, and playoff berths by knocking out
top teams and elevating underdogs in the standings.

Additional Resources
1. Underdogs Unleashed: The Greatest Upsets in College Football
This book chronicles some of the most shocking and memorable upsets in college football history.
From David versus Goliath matchups to last-second victories, it explores the stories behind the
games that defied all expectations. Readers will gain insight into the players, coaches, and moments



that turned underdogs into legends.

2. When Giants Fall: Legendary College Football Upsets
“When Giants Fall” delves into the iconic games where powerhouse programs were toppled by
unlikely opponents. The narrative highlights the strategy, emotion, and sheer willpower that fueled
these historic wins. It also examines how these upsets reshaped the college football landscape.

3. Shockwaves on the Gridiron: College Football’s Biggest Surprises
This collection presents detailed accounts of college football’s biggest surprises, focusing on games
that stunned fans and analysts alike. It includes interviews with players and coaches who lived
through these unforgettable moments. The book paints a vivid picture of the unpredictability that
makes college football so thrilling.

4. David vs. Goliath: The True Stories of College Football’s Greatest Upsets
Focusing on the classic underdog theme, this book tells the true stories behind some of the most
improbable victories in college football. It explores how smaller programs overcame the odds to
defeat nationally ranked teams. The inspiring tales showcase resilience, teamwork, and
determination.

5. Miracle Moments: Iconic Upsets That Changed College Football
“Miracle Moments” captures those rare games where everything aligned perfectly for an upset win.
It highlights key plays, turning points, and the emotional impact on players and fans. This book
serves as a tribute to the unpredictable nature of the sport and the magic of an upset.

6. Breaking the Mold: College Football’s Most Shocking Victories
This book examines games where conventional wisdom was shattered and underdogs rewrote the
rules of the game. Featuring in-depth analysis and historical context, it explains how these shocking
victories influenced coaching philosophies and team dynamics. Readers will appreciate the strategic
brilliance behind each upset.

7. The Upset Playbook: How Underdogs Win in College Football
“The Upset Playbook” is part memoir, part tactical guide, offering insights from coaches and players
who orchestrated some of the biggest upsets. It breaks down the game plans and mental approaches
that enabled underdogs to triumph. This book is both inspirational and educational for football
enthusiasts.

8. Giant Killers: The Underdog Stories That Shook College Football
Highlighting the teams and individuals who defied expectations, “Giant Killers” celebrates the spirit
of competition and perseverance. The book features compelling narratives that go beyond the games
to explore cultural and social impacts. It’s a heartfelt tribute to the heart and soul of college football.

9. Against All Odds: The Most Unexpected Wins in College Football History
This volume provides a comprehensive overview of the most unexpected victories across decades of
college football. It contextualizes each upset within its season and the broader sports world. Readers
will find a blend of thrilling game recaps and thoughtful reflections on what makes an upset truly
unforgettable.
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