
 

 

The  AP  College  Football  Polls  1936-2016 

Playing  Against  The  No. 1  Team 

In  the  81  years  of  the  Associated  Press  College  Football  Polls,  the  No. 1  ranked  team  has  won  761  times,  lost  132  games  and  
tied  13  for  an  outstanding  0.847  winning  percentage.   Currently,   Ohio  State  has  been  number one  105  times,  the  most  of  any  
college.    Oklahoma  is  second  with  101,  Notre  Dame  is  in  third  place  with  94  and  Southern  California,  with  its   2003-2005  record  
run  of  33  consecutive  weeks  at  No. 1,  is  in  fourth  place  with  91  No. 1  rankings.   Ninety-three  times  the  No. 1  team  dropped  from  
first  place  even  after  winning  and  three  other  times  when  they  were  in  a  bye  week  (idle)  situation.   This  summary  looks  at  the  
success  of  both  individual  coaches  and  colleges  when  they  have  played  the  No. 1  team.  

COACHES 

 Nick  Saban’s  teams  played  No.1  eight  times,  winning  six  while  coaching  Michigan  State  against  Ohio State  (1998)  and  five  more  
at  Alabama  against  Florida  (2009),  Louisiana  State  (2011),  Notre  Dame (2012),   Mississippi  State  (2014)  and  Clemson  (2015).   Joe 
Paterno  at  Penn  State  had  played  the  No. 1  team  on  13  occasions,  winning  four  of  those  games  against  Pittsburgh  (1981),  
Georgia  (1982),   Miami-FL  (1986)  and  Notre  Dame  (1990).  Lou  Holtz’s  teams  played  No. 1  six  times,  winning  four  while  coaching  
Arkansas  against  Texas  (1981)  and  three  more  at  Notre  Dame  against  Miami-FL  (1988),  Colorado  (1989)  and  Florida  State  (1993).   
Jimmy  Johnson,  while  at  Miami-FL,  won  all  four  times  that  he  played  No. 1,  beating  Auburn  (1984),  Oklahoma  (1986 & 1987)  and  
Florida  State  (1988).  His  only  loss  was  to  number-one ranked  Nebraska  in  1983  while  coaching  at  Oklahoma  State.   Purdue’s  Jack  
Mollenkopf  also  won  four  times  against  No. 1  while  losing  only  twice.  Michigan  State  (1957),  Minnesota  (1960)  and  Notre  Dame  
(1965 and 1967)  were  his  victims.  

Three-time  winners  against  No. 1  include  Paul “Bear” Bryant,  Dennis  Erickson,  Urban  Meyer and  Barry  Switzer  who  also  had  two  
ties  in  his  seven  meetings  with  the  No. 1  team.  Other  notable  coaches  who  beat  the top-ranked team  were  Elmer  Layden’s  Notre  
Dame  team  over  “Pappy”  Waldorf’s  Northwestern  Wildcats,  who  three  weeks  earlier  beat  Minnesota  in  the  very  first  loss  of  No. 
1  in  1936.   In  1942,  Harry  Stuhldreher,  Layden’s  Four  Horseman  teammate,  beat   Paul  Brown’s  1942  Ohio  State  National  
Champion  team  in  a  game  played  at  Wisconsin. 

COLLEGES 

The  Miami-Fla  Hurricanes  have  defeated  the  No. 1  team  nine  times  out  of  16  games  including  eight  in  a  row  starting  with  Penn  
State  in  1981.  The  wins  include  two  against  preseason  No. 1  teams:  Auburn  in    the  1984  Kickoff  Classic  at  Giants  Stadium  and  
Florida  State  in  1988  in  the  season  opener  at  Miami.   Notre  Dame  has  defeated  No. 1  on  eight  occasions  and  their  total  of  25  
games  against  No. 1  is  the  most  by  any  college.  In  their first  try,  they  beat  Northwestern  in  1936  but  then  lost  nine  times,  plus  
the  famed  0-0  tie  with  Army  in  1946  at  Yankee  Stadium,  before  their  second  win,  denying  Texas  the  National  Championship  in  
the  Cotton  Bowl  at  the  end  of  the  1970  season.  Alabama also has eight wins against the No. 1 team out of 12 games.  

Oklahoma,  Purdue  and  Southern  California  each  have  seven  wins, Ohio State and Texas five,  and  Auburn,  Arkansas,  Ohio  State,  
Penn  State,  UCLA  and  Wisconsin  each  have  four.   Illinois,  Michigan,  Michigan  State  and  Minnesota  have  defeated  the  No. 1  team  
on  3  occasions.   A  total  of  50  colleges  have  enjoyed  beating  the  No. 1  team (see page SVI-30 for the complete list), Clemson  the  
most  recent  when  they   defeated  Alabama  in  the 2016 season.  The  worst  defeat  of  No. 1  was  in  the  1942  game  at  Fenway  Park,  
when  unranked  Holy  Cross  upset #1 Boston College  55-12,  and  the  loss  possibly  saved  many  lives  as  the  Eagles  “victory”  party  at  
the  Coconut  Grove  nightclub  was  canceled.  Four  hundred  ninety-two  people  died  that  November  28th  in  a  tragic  fire.  Also,  it  has  
been  Boston  College’s  only  No.  1  ranking. 

Northwestern  has  played  the  top-ranked  team  18  times  without  a  victory  since  the  1936  win  against Minnesota,  Indiana  16,  
Missouri  and  Pittsburgh 14  games  without  a  win  and  in  1948,  Indiana  lost  in  consecutive  weeks  to  Notre  Dame  and  Michigan.  
The Wolverines  are  3-17-1  against  the  No. 1  ranked  team.   In  2013,  Auburn  became  the  twenty-fifth  team  to  play  #1  twice  in  a  
season,  ranked No. 4  and  winning  34-28  at  home  against  Alabama  and  then,  ranked  No. 2,  losing  34-31  to   Florida  State  in  the  
BCS  Title  game  at  Pasadena. 

On  13  occasions,  the  No. 1  team  has  lost  in  bowl  games BCS  title  games and playoff games,  denying  them  the  National 
Championship.  Before  the  Final  Poll  was  taken after  the  bowl  games,  Oklahoma  (1950  season),  Tennessee  (1952),  Maryland  
(1953),  Alabama  (1964)  and  Minnesota  (1960)  all  lost  in  bowl  games  after  being  voted  National  Champion.   Notre  Dame  remained  
No. 1  after  losing  to  the  Great  Lakes  Naval  Training  Station  team  in  1943  and  Army  (1946)  and  Notre  Dame  (1966)  remained  No. 
1  after  ties. 
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