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Preface

There are two possible outcomes. If the result confirms the hypothesis, then 
you’ve made a measurement. If the result is contrary to the hypothesis, then 
you’ve made a discovery.

—Enrico Fermi, Italian physicist

THe nATIonAL FooTBALL League’s goals and NFL bettor’s goals 
are mutually exclusive. The NFL operates in what I like to call 

“Straight-Up America,” where most people root for fun and self-esteem. 
Pointspreads do not exist. Pointspread players can live in Straight-Up 
America, but the smarter ones eventually move to ATS World, where 
they absorb more pertinent information—the information that’s criti-
cal to their winning on Sunday. “ATS” is a common abbreviation for 
“Against the Spread.” Straight-Up is often referred to as simply “SU.” The 
two short references will be used throughout the book.

The book sheds light on the ranges of NFL results that usually occur 
year after year, yet still seem to puzzle many people. Remember, cavemen 
couldn’t predict weather unless they saw it coming at them. Today, we 
have a pretty good idea of what the weather will be at any particular spot 
in the world, a week to ten days before it gets there. It’s a similar kind 
of look-ahead ability that the smart NFL bettor must strengthen if he is 
to move beyond a misinformed routine of circling hunches on an office 
pool ticket, or waking up on Sunday morning game-day, scratching the 
head, and forcing fantasies for the sake of making wagers. The process of 
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x  PreFACe

picking more NFL winners than before starts with the realization that we 
will rarely know as much as we think we know and even when we do, it’s 
not always easy to retain and recall that knowledge. The chapters herein 
are grouped into three sections, the first being “The Mindset.” The objec-
tive of this first section is to gradually draw distinctions between groups 
of people who melt into the landscape of the NFL audience and make it 
hard to pin down what it really takes to be right and win money vs. the 
spread on a consistent basis. It will examine: 

•	 Perceptions	of	fans	who	do	not	wager	vs.	perceptions	of	the	men	(and	
women) who do, and how the former can set traps for the latter;

•	 The	difference	between	having	an	opinion	and	expecting	something	to	
happen because you’ve seen it happen before;

•	 Learning	to	de-emphasize	the	easily	seen	and	the	commonly	known,	
and where to look for critical information that exists but is largely 
unseen; 

•	 Understanding	that	math	we	all	learned	in	junior	high	school	can	be	
employed as confidence-boosting and eye-opening tools in the process 
of making NFL projections; 

•	 Becoming	comfortable	with	prioritizing	coaches,	and	de-prioritizing	
players; 

•	 Gradually	tuning	out	the	presence	of	the	bookmaker,	a	mere	middle-
man at best, friend of the devil at worst; 

•	 And	knowing	when	you	are	being	 fed	a	bunch	of	bull	by	 so-called	
handicapping experts cutting corners at your expense.

Tuning in minds to what is really going on in the NFL and the 
wagering marketplace will give every person in the $12 billion universe 
of NFL bettors a better opportunity to become more sophisticated, 
selective, and successful. As the book progresses through the next two 
sections, the intent is to set the reader on a progressive and confidence-
building	 path	 lined	 with	 facts	 that	 have	 remained	 off	 the	 radar	 for	
decades. Readers will learn how to minimize popular but damaging 
traps and position themselves to recognize and capitalize upon more 
valuable opportunities. New takes on the football wagering practice 
include instruction on how to anticipate next season’s “surprise” and 
“disappointment” teams before they happen, and learning to think 
along with the coaches leading up to game day. To help improve the 
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PreFACe  xi

readers’ organizational skills and focus within this discipline, specific 
classes of situations that arise during an NFL season are demonstrated. 
Important historical data, and specific examples of successes and mis-
takes are included. For further empowerment, instruction on building 
and	maintaining	 an	 effective	 arsenal	 of	 information	 resources	 is	 also	
discussed.

When the NFL itself, and the concept of wagering on it are each 
demystified, you can begin to see things that were not previously appar-
ent, gaining the confidence to engage in your own more sophisticated 
trial-and-error processes to help fine-tune your skills. You learn from mis-
takes, lose bad habits, and pick up good ones.

As an assistant coach for the Denver Broncos said about the head 
coach Mike Shanahan, “One of the great things Mike taught me was that 
sometimes you get some ideas that aren’t right. And you have to let them 
go. It’s easy to say as a coach, ‘I’m going to make this work. I’m the one 
who made this decision.’ But he always hounded us, ‘Hey, if you make a 
mistake	on	a	player,	if	you	make	a	mistake	in	a	game,	let	it	go.	Go	on	to	
the next one. That’s part of the job.’ ”

The NFL wagerer needs to take the same approach. When you win, 
you made a measurement. When you lose, you made a mistake. Let it go, 
but only after learning something from it that minimizes future losses 
and makes for more wins. In that case, you’ve made a discovery. 

•     •     •

Shortly after the first edition of How to Beat the Pro Football Pointspread 
was published in 2008, it was truly a thrill to receive so much positive 
feedback from readers. Many of them were previously unfamiliar with 
me, not being readers of Sports Reporter, the flagship football forecasting 
weekly published since Moby Dick was a minnow by the company of the 
same name. There was not a single negative response via email, and one 
reader went so far as to say it was on the list of best books he’d ever read. 
(I’m	guessing	he	never	read	The Great Gatsby, or The World According to 
Garp.)	They	were	people	who	seemed	to	genuinely	appreciate	the	effort	
made to introduce them to new concepts they could embrace, utilize, 
and possibly improve upon themselves.

On the Internet, a couple of reviewers weren’t so kind. Judging by 
their exact criticisms, they didn’t even read the book. My guess is that 
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they worked for rival handicapping companies whose key decision-
makers habitually go through the motions, are too lazy to consider 
writing a book, and were firing a protective volley. “Somebody in this 
business is attempting to educate NFL bettors! We want to keep them as 
uninformed as possible and under our wing, not his! Trash him!”

Life is about overcoming obstacles. Internet “reviews” can be written 
by anyone and the right to publish them isn’t earned by qualification. 
They are earned by giving up an email address. “Whoop-de-damn-doo,” 
as former pro hoops player Derrick Coleman used to say. Review websites 
are loaded with negative comments about the best restaurants in anyone’s 
area, probably written by rival restaurateurs, or the brothers-in-law and 
cousins	of	rival	restaurateurs.	It	may	seem	like	I’m	getting	off	track	here,	
but I’ll compare a negative book review to a football forecast laced with 
comments from an injury report that suggests a team with some injured 
players on it has no chance to win or cover the spread.

You don’t know about the injured team’s ability to overcome those 
perceived problems until the game is played; you don’t know about a 
restaurant’s quality until you eat there yourself, perhaps more than once; 
you don’t know about a book’s worth until you read it yourself, sometimes 
twice.

One year after the original edition of How to Beat the Pro Football 
Pointspread	 had	 been	 published,	 the	 2010	 Green	 Bay	 Packers,	 if	 you	
believed the majority of written reports during the course of the season, 
had too many injuries to field a competitive defense. But they made the 
playoffs.	Before	the	postseason	began,	a	writer	named	Alex	Peterson	had	
the following to say about them, which basically summarized what the 
narrative	on	Green	Bay	had	been	all	along	that	year:

“The Packers defense has been decimated this season, suffering injuries 
almost every week to key defensive players. After the heart and soul of their 
defense, Nick Barnett, took a seat for the season early with an injury, it looked 
like the Packers were going to have a difficult time this season holding their 
own on defense. However, he was only the first of a plethora of other injuries 
that were to follow; with six of the 11 Opening Day defensive starters missing 
time at some point this season…”

Obviously, Peterson had seen the Packers overcome many obstacles 
in that season, because he concluded his piece by writing the following: 

xii  PreFACe
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“No one is going to want to see the Packers during this year’s playoffs, 
because great defenses led by great players like Charles Woodson and Nick 
Collins win championships; and now, a championship is the only thing 
left to achieve for the Packers.”

Although I don’t buy the concept of, “Nobody wants to face that 
team	in	the	playoffs”	(because	it	is	a	mindlessly	parroted	cliché	and	plays	
against competitive nature), Peterson and I definitely shared a mindset. 
The Packers looked great, and would be relatively short numbers in the 
point spreads for as long as they lasted in that particular postseason. I 
wanted	to	roll	with	the	combination	of	Aaron	Rodgers	and	their	offense,	
their good special teams, and their defense’s takeaway ability in a spread 
range	where	back-door	covers	by	the	opponent	weren’t	a	real	threat.	(For	
those of you unfamiliar with the lingo, an example of a back-door cover 
is when an underdog scores what the announcers and sportswriters call 
a	“meaningless	touchdown”	very	late	in	the	game	that	doesn’t	affect	the	
straight-up outcome, but makes that straight-up loser the point-spread 
winner.)

That Packers team was the underdog at both Philadelphia and Atlanta 
to	start	the	playoffs,	winning	outright	by	5	and	17	points,	respectively.	
Favored	by	only	-3.5	at	Chicago	in	the	NFC	Championship	Game,	Green	
Bay won by 7. Favored by only -2.5 in the Super Bowl vs. Pittsburgh, the 
Packers	won	the	Big	Game	by	6.	

Since How to Beat the Pro Football Pointspread was published, my 
Super	Bowl	record	is	5-2	against	the	spread	(ATS),	losing	only	the	San	
Francisco vs. Baltimore game and the New England vs. Seattle matchup. 
That Baltimore team made a run through the postseason that was very 
similar	to	Green	Bay’s:	First,	favored	by	less	than	a	touchdown	on	their	
home field vs. Indianapolis, then underdog by more than a touchdown 
at Denver and New England. Finally, in the Super Bowl, the Ravens were 
the underdog again, by more than a field goal, vs. San Francisco. I was 
ticked	off	at	myself	for	only	using	Baltimore	in	two	of	the	four	games,	
and	not	riding	them	from	the	outset	of	the	playoffs	all	the	way	through.	

One reason I don’t have an 71% winning rate overall in the span since 
the	original	edition	was	published	(another	reason	being	that	it’s	impos-
sible to win that frequently over time) is that I sometimes, for reasons 
that escape me, forget to take my own advice. Beating the pro football 
pointspread is all about making decisions. Once you do your homework, 
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you still have to follow through with choices. Unfortunately, during the 
course of a normal week leading up to game-day, the NFL bettor is bom-
barded by information that can easily lead him or her astray. Sometimes, 
that information is involuntarily accessed while performing responsible 
due diligence to unearth and filter the best possible information. When 
something new is introduced, try as I might to avoid it, I’ll stray from 
previously successful concepts and chase the latest news. For instance, an 
injury, suspension, or benching announcement causes me to toss aside the 
more important statistical, schedule, or strategic strength/weakness factors. 

A great example of this unfortunate tendency happened on the final Sunday 
of the 2014 NFL season. The Cleveland Browns had benched the #1 quar-
terback, Brian Hoyer, for lousy performance. The #2 quarterback, Johnny 
Manziel, a rookie who hadn’t played much and stunk when he played, got 
hurt. Cleveland announced that undrafted rookie Connor Shaw would be 
the starting quarterback against their AFC North division rivals, the Ravens. 
Baltimore opened as a -9.5 favorite, and the line eventually shot up to -13.5 as 
everyone, myself included, digested the notion of “Connor Shaw, first NFL 
game, on the road, vs. Baltimore’s good defense,” and thought, “Ravens! Kill 
shot!	They	need	to	win	to	make	the	playoffs!	Cleveland	has	been	eliminated!”

Such	a	fantasy	ignored	the	fact	that	the	Ravens’	offense	had	experienced	
a hell of a time scoring points against the Cleveland defense in recent 
seasons. Baltimore hadn’t scored more than 25 points in a game vs. the 
Browns since 2009, yet the line of -13.5 and total of 40 was asking them 
to	score	26.5.	Going	the	way	of	the	“late	info”	also	ignored	the	very	strong	
probability that the Browns would not lay down in a game that could have 
given the team an 8-8 record for the season, removing the “loser” tag from 
a franchise that was trying to avoid an eighth straight sub-.500 season. 

Shaw	and	the	Cleveland	offense	didn’t	do	much,	but	neither	did	the	
Baltimore	offense.	Cleveland	led	the	game	10-7	late	in	the	third	quarter;	
Baltimore eventually grinded out a 20-10 win. Maybe people who played 
Baltimore on Thursday won at -9.5. Maybe. But Sunday’s game-day 
Baltimore bettors all lost.

Know your pars

I made one important omission in the original edition of this book. The 
NFL bettor should always note the game par, also called the spread score, 

xiv  PreFACe

Book 1.indb   14 2/17/2015   5:00:06 PM



PreFACe  xv

for every game on the card, before making any bet. Seeing the spread 
score can trigger information more important than any injury, suspen-
sion, or substitution, and it helps to simplify what we handicappers can 
sometimes make too complicated. 

As mentioned a few paragraphs ago, the spread score for the Cleveland-
Baltimore	game	(at	the	line	of	13.5)	was	26.5	to	13.5.	If	Baltimore	wasn’t	
going to top their six-season high score vs. Cleveland, then they probably 
weren’t going to cover the spread by much, if at all. A relatively handy 
win by the score of 24-10 would have covered by only a half-point. A 
more careful consideration of the par score vs. past performance would 
have enabled me to determine that while Cleveland wasn’t a great bet, 
Baltimore was a bad bet.

Seven days after the Cleveland-Baltimore game, our Sports Reporter 
weekly paper had a Best Bet on the Dallas Cowboys -7 over the 
Detroit	Lions	in	a	first-round	playoff	game.	Once	again,	more	careful	
consideration of the spread score would have determined that while 
Detroit	didn’t	necessarily	jump	off	the	page	as	a	standout,	Dallas	was	
going to be hard-pressed to win by more than 7 points, if they won 
at all. The line of 7 and total of 48.5 made the spread score 28.25 to 
21.25. The problem, then, was two-fold: First, how were the Cowboys 
going to score at least 29 points when the Lions—with the #1 ranked 
defense in the NFL—had allowed 24 points or fewer in 14 of their 
16 regular-season games? Then, if Dallas was destined to score fewer 
than 29 points, how could they cover the -7 spread comfortably when 
they had allowed an average of 22 points per game, and the Lions had 
scored an average of 20.1? That left 28-21 as Dallas’ best-case winning 
scenario, a push.

Dallas won 24-20. Detroit didn’t crush the spread, but they covered 
it for 60 minutes out of 60. Cowboys -7 shouldn’t have been a best bet, 
because the spread score was trying to tell us to pay attention to some 
important, established scoring tendencies.

The spread score is calculated by a simple formula:

½ Total + ½ spread for the favorite;
½ Total – ½ spread for the underdog.

The set-up for the 2013 Super Bowl between the underdog Seattle 
Seahawks and the favored Denver Broncos looked like this: 

Book 1.indb   15 2/17/2015   5:00:06 PM



Side Line Total Spread Score
SEATTLE +2.5 48 22.75
DENVER -2.5 48 25.25

Denver was in a situation similar to that of Dallas vs. Detroit. How 
were they going to score more than 25 points against that season’s #1 
ranked defense, Seattle, who’d allowed only 14.4 per game? If the Broncos 
weren’t destined to score more than 25, then how would they hold Seattle 
to less than 23, when Denver had allowed 24.9 points per game and the 
Seahawks had scored 26.1 points per game? Many bettors were living 
in fear of Broncos’ future Hall of Fame quarterback Peyton Manning 
shredding and embarrassing Seattle’s defense. As it actually played out, 
the reverse happened. Seattle won, 40-8. The spread score had tipped it 
off.	You	really	didn’t	have	to	know	the	names	of	any	of	the	players	to	like	
Seattle. All you needed to know was fourth-grade arithmetic. All 
games should be that easy, right? To help make them easier, enjoy the 
next 20 chapters.
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