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How did Michigan go from rock bottom in 2020 to back-to-back College Football Playoffs?
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At 2:57 p.m., the smallest player who had been on the field during the Michigan–Ohio State game hopped on top of the Wolverines bench during a timeout at the start of the fourth quarter. Michigan, which
hadn’t won in Columbus since 2000, clung to a 24-20 lead. It’s no stretch to think that the only people among the 106,797 in Ohio Stadium who didn’t expect the Buckeyes to rally and defeat eight-point
underdog Michigan were dressed in all white on the Wolverines sideline.

But what all those other people thought didn’t matter. Certainly not to the player with the gold-tinged hair peeking out from a yellow Jumpman headband known to everyone inside the Michigan program as
“Mikey.”

“I want all you guys to take a look at their sideline. Look at them!” Mike Sainristil, Michigan’s wiry nickelback and team captain, yelled to his teammates gathered around him, as he pointed across the f ield to the Buckeyes sideline.
“They have their heads down. We know who the f— they are! They are exactly who we thought they are! Let’s keep our foot on the gas. Keep executing. Don’t give them anything. Keep taking everything.

“Y’all wanna win the natty? It starts right now!”
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Sainristil’s impromptu speech had his teammates riveted, heads nodding vigorously in agreement. Then linebacker Michael Barrett took his turn to ratchet up the intensity.

“We control our own destiny,” said Barrett as he looked in the eyes of his teammates and pointed at his chest. “We’ve been talking about this s— since January. What the f— we wanna do? Man, this s— is right in
our f— hands. Go out there and keep playing and finish that s—!”

Sainristil, still standing above all his teammates with his left hand gripping Barrett’s shoulder pad, brought the entire defense together one last time before he would walk into the Michigan offensive huddle as the
players went back onto the field.

“Let’s go! Let’s go! Hey! Hey! D on Me. D on THREE. WUUUUUUN! TWO! THREE!”

Each fall, there are hundreds of speeches that players make in-game during college football Saturdays to fire up their teams. But what happened on the Michigan sideline late in The Game felt different, perhaps
because what followed over that next hour best illustrates just how much the balance in the Big Ten has shifted — and why Michigan football has re-emerged as a national powerhouse.

The Wolverines went on to shock the crowd in Columbus — and to make a point to the rest of the college football world — in the fourth quarter. They outscored Ohio State 21-3 and piled up 174 rushing yards.
Sainristil made the biggest defensive play of the game, flying across the field to swat a sure touchdown pass out of Buckeyes tight end Cade Stover’s mitts on a third-and-4. Michigan also intercepted Heisman
hopeful quarterback C.J. Stroud twice.

The Buckeyes were ready to break, and they did. Michigan blew out Ohio State, 45-23.

In 2021, after years of futilely trying to out-personnel the Buckeyes, Jim Harbaugh and his staff overhauled their program in an effort to “out-culture” and “out-physical” Ohio State. As Sainristil saw it, that’s
exactly what happened this November, for the second year in a row. Just how they believed it would.

GO DEEPER

The quirkiest process in football: How head coaches fill out their staffs

“Sharks can always smell blood in the water,” Sainristil told The Athletic of his speech, “and in that moment, the Buckeyes were vulnerable.”
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Almost two years to the day before Michigan’s conquest in Columbus, Harbaugh’s program hit rock bottom. On a somber video call, Harbaugh and athletic director Warde Manuel discussed the cancellation of the
Ohio State game amid an outbreak of COVID-19 that ended Michigan’s season after six games.

The cancellation was a merciful ending to a miserable season. The Buckeyes dominated Michigan by a combined score of 118-66 in 2018 and 2019 and would have been massive favorites if the teams had played in
2020. In the wake of that 2-4 season, even the most optimistic Michigan fan would have struggled to imagine a world in which the Wolverines were dominating Ohio State and contending for national
championships.

“2020 was dark, man,” wide receiver Ronnie Bell said.

“Don’t give them anything! Keep taking everything!” Sainristil (left) gave a riveting speech during The Game this year.

Photo: Courtesy of Fox Sports broadcast
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By the end of Harbaugh’s sixth season, Michigan was broken — by the weight of unmet expectations, by Ohio State, by the confusion and isolation of 2020. Harbaugh’s future was in doubt, and even if he returned,
many outside of Schembechler Hall saw Michigan as a program relegated to mediocrity.

So what changed? In the span of one year, how did Michigan go from the nadir of a 2-4 season to a cathartic 42-27 win at home in the snow against the Buckeyes, the pinnacle of a Big Ten championship and a
trip to the College Football Playoff ? When many assumed 2021 was a one-year aberration, how did Michigan follow it up with the victory in Columbus, another Big Ten championship and a return to the CFP to
face TCU in the Fiesta Bowl?

Harbaugh has been asked similar questions many times over the past two years, most recently as he sat on the dais following Michigan’s victory against Purdue in the Big Ten Championship Game. As usual,
Harbaugh shot down the notion that he had to reinvent himself in some way for Michigan to become the program he always believed it could be.

“I don’t think I’ve changed one bit,” said Harbaugh, who turned 59 on Dec. 23. “I’m the same as I was before. When you get to this age, you’re not going to change. I really think it’s the players. I think the players
really appreciated that as well, that there was no change. We made it about the guys on the team getting good at football.”

People close to the program paint a more nuanced picture. It’s true that Harbaugh didn’t deviate from his core philosophies. In many ways, he doubled down in his determination to make Michigan a tough, rugged
program built on old-school values. Harbaugh also evolved in subtle ways: how he structured his staff and expressed affection toward his players, and by empowering Michigan’s leadership council to set the
direction of the program.

GO DEEPER

Meet Michigan's Biff Poggi: Jim Harbaugh's consigliere is the most interesting man in coaching

It showed at one point during 2021 preseason camp. Harbaugh, as The Athletic previously detailed, acknowledged to associate head coach Biff Poggi: “Yeah, I’m really proud of ’em. I really like coaching this team.”

At Poggi’s urging, he shared that sentiment with the players.

“Oh, yeah, everybody could notice it,” said Josh Ross, a former two-time Wolverines captain in the 2020 and 2021 seasons, when asked if Harbaugh had shown the team a different side emotionally. “He was just
more vulnerable. Of course, he was always passionate, but he was more open to the players and more raw, which was a beautiful sight to see.”
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Multiple players have alluded to the 2020 season and the roster purge that followed as a turning point. Coming out of that season, the program “didn’t really have a good culture,” left guard Trevor Keegan said,
with personal agendas overshadowing team goals. Twelve players transferred out that offseason, including quarterback Joe Milton (Tennessee), wide receiver Giles Jackson (Washington) and running back Zach
Charbonnet (UCLA). The players and coaches who stayed made a commitment to rebuild from the ground up.

McCarthy (9) won a quarterback battle that earlier in the season Harbaugh described as “biblical.” (Photo: Trevor

Ruszkowski / USA Today)
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“A team’s never going to be great with a few outliers,” said Sainristil, who played three seasons at wide receiver before moving to defense this year. “The saying, ‘You’re only as strong as your weakest link,’ I feel
that’s very true. It takes one person to expose weaknesses. You get that one person to say one thing to some other person, and then that person says another thing, and it just trickles down.”

Culture is a nebulous concept, one that’s hard to define but easy to spot — especially when it’s lacking. Sainristil defined a strong culture as “coaches and players meeting at the same point,” which is a fitting
description of the transformation that occurred at Michigan following the 2020 season.

“It was giving the players more of a say-so even with the small things,” Ross said, noting the songs the players chose to mark their emergence from the Michigan Stadium tunnel, the color scheme of the jerseys and
the Cartier sunglasses the 2022 team hands out as a sideline prop to any player who comes up with a takeaway.

“In years past, that would never have happened, and that has allowed the players to have more of an effect on the culture while working our butts off. We’ve had a leadership council in the past, but last year was the
first year where it was more of an open table like what we felt would make the team better, things funner.

“Coach Harbaugh is a great guy and a great role model. One of the things he does really well is he corrects what he thinks he may not have done well. Last year was the first year he gave the players and the
assistant coaches more empowerment. Every piece of the team feels like they are Michigan, and I feel like that is a real big key because there is that buy-in from everybody. It’s 100 percent bought-in.”

From the top down, everyone had to align. That started with Manuel, who had to decide whether to extend Harbaugh’s contract or move on. Despite outside pressure to make a change, Manuel negotiated a
contract that gave Harbaugh a chance to finally beat Ohio State and win a Big Ten title while sending a clear message about the urgency of the task.

“Warde was insistent, and rightly so, that Jim should be brought back,” said a person briefed on the negotiations but not authorized to speak publicly.

Harbaugh agreed to the new deal in January 2021 that slashed his salary virtually in half, from the nearly $8 million he was owed in the final year of his original deal to $4 million with a school-friendly buyout. In
turn, Harbaugh overhauled his coaching staff, replacing some of the old-school disciplinarians with younger, up-and-coming assistants.

GO DEEPER

Jim Harbaugh's new-look Michigan staff: 'Jim’s got (the right) guys now. They’ll have his back and Michigan’s' 

Harbaugh took a chance on Mike Macdonald, a 33-year-old first-time defensive coordinator, and struck gold. He promoted Sherrone Moore, then 34, to the role of offensive line coach and co-offensive
coordinator. He hired a core group of young coaches — Ron Bellamy, Mike Hart, Steve Clinkscale, George Helow and Matt Weiss — who brought new ideas and fresh energy.

Moore’s work with the offensive line is the foundation of everything Michigan has accomplished the past two seasons. The Wolverines were solid up front before Moore took over, but their offensive identity was
continually in flux. Coinciding with Moore’s promotion, Michigan committed to the trenches and rallied around its “Beat Ohio” drill, a nine-on-seven period that set the tone for dominant rushing performances
in the two wins against the Buckeyes.

Ohio State represented the thing the Wolverines — and Harbaugh — needed to conquer if they were ever going to re-emerge as a legitimate powerhouse. Earlier in Harbaugh’s tenure, some Michigan players said
it seemed the Buckeyes probably thought about beating Michigan every day, but that the Wolverines didn’t really think about the Buckeyes until Ohio State week. That mindset would change dramatically in the
offseason leading up to the 2021 season. Harbaugh’s friend Poggi, who would rejoin the Wolverines staff that summer, had told him of how his high school program devoted one practice period a day to beating its
archrival, IMG Academy. The nine-on-seven drill is an ode to smash-mouth football.

“We do it every day because we know IMG isn’t doing it every day,” Poggi told Harbaugh. “We know they’re running skelly and parading around their billion-dollar facility.”

The symmetry was perfect. A few weeks before the start of spring ball, star defender Aidan Hutchinson and Ross were in Harbaugh’s office.

“How can we change the nine-on-seven drill to make it more meaningful? How about if we call it ‘Eight-Mile Drill?’” Harbaugh asked his team leaders.

Nah.

“Then he came up with ‘Beat Ohio.’ And it’s perfect,” Ross said. “Having music blaring during that drill, which we didn’t do before. Seven dudes on defense and nine on offense. You’ve gotta fit your gap. There’s no
extra support coming in. It was gritty. When that music hit, and it’s that third-and-1, it’s a different type of mentality kicks in. We held that mentality the rest of the year.”
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In both of Moore’s seasons, Michigan won the Joe Moore Award as the top offensive line in college football. That’s a testament to the high standard Moore brought to the job, players say, and to the way his
positive approach has resonated.

“It’s not like he’s yelling at dudes and belittling them and then demanding them to do this,” said tight end Joel Honigford, a converted offensive lineman. “He’s lifting dudes up, like, ‘All right, let’s take this to the
next level.’”

Player accountability within the Michigan program directly led to on-field success. Photo: Courtesy of Fox Sports

broadcast
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Sainristil said the player-led accountability started last season with a simple commitment to clean up the locker room every day, a responsibility the players took on independently. This year, it extended to the way
players arrange their shoes in the weight room, stacking them in a neat row to conserve space. It’s a tiny detail, but that’s the whole point.

“If you can take care of these little details and make it a habit, the habits that really are important, the ones that matter the most on the football field, will be so much easier,” Sainristil said.

The transformation played out through a series of breakthroughs last season: Michigan’s first win at Wisconsin’s Camp Randall Stadium since 2001, Harbaugh’s first coaching victory against the Buckeyes,
Michigan’s first division title and first Big Ten championship since 2004. It culminated with the Wolverines’ first trip to the CFP and a 34-11 loss to Georgia, the eventual national champion, in the Orange Bowl.

Despite it all, Ohio State remained the Big Ten’s consensus favorite heading into 2022. Michigan had to replace Hutchinson, the No. 2 pick in the NFL Draft, and two other top draft picks on defense. The
Wolverines also lost running back Hassan Haskins and had a potentially volatile situation at quarterback with returning starter Cade McNamara, who led Michigan to its best season in two decades, locked in a
heated competition with sophomore J.J. McCarthy. On top of that, Harbaugh’s flirtation with the NFL — including his decision to interview for the Minnesota Vikings head coaching job in February —
prompted questions about whether the Wolverines could maintain the momentum of 2021.

None of it sat well with Michigan players.

“We had a chip on our shoulder, and we still have that chip,” cornerback DJ Turner said at Big Ten media days in July. “We just won the Big Ten, and they still didn’t have us No. 1 in the rankings.”

Ohio State received all 36 first-place votes to win the Big Ten East.

“We still have a chip on our shoulders,” said Turner, “and it’s a bigger chip, for sure.”

“People were wondering, was last year a fluke?” running back Blake Corum told The Athletic a few weeks before the Ohio State game. “We don’t care what others say. We know the work that we put in and we
believe in each other. We know what we’re capable of.”

After blowing through a lightweight and heavily criticized nonconference schedule, the Wolverines swept Michigan State and Ohio State in the same season for the first time since 2003 and finished 13-0, the
program’s first undefeated regular season since the 1997 championship year.

Michigan’s locker room didn’t fracture when McCarthy won the job and McNamara and tight end Erick All left the team mid-year and transferred to Iowa. The current leadership council — Sainristil, McCarthy,
Corum, Bell, freshman cornerback Will Johnson and others — kept Michigan focused on its ultimate goal of winning a national championship.

The credit for the change goes both ways: to Harbaugh for giving the players a louder voice, to the players for seizing the platform. In crunch time against Ohio State, it wasn’t Harbaugh or one of Michigan’s
coaches rallying the team on the sideline. It was Sainristil and Barrett, seniors who knew better than anyone what it took for Michigan to turn the tables on the Ohio State rivalry.

“Sometimes things are understood better when it’s coming from a player than it is a coach,” Sainristil said. “That’s definitely one thing coach Harbaugh has done a great job of, letting us take certain things into our
own hands.”

Watching The Game from 400 miles away in Baltimore, where he plays for Harbaugh’s brother John’s Ravens, Ross said it all felt so familiar even if no one else believed the Wolverines could win against the
Buckeyes again. On Ohio State’s first series of the second half, Sainristil and linebacker Junior Colson combined to make a stop on a third-and-short near midfield to force a punt. “It reminded me of last year, how
you saw Ohio State deflating with every possession,” he said. “It was a great sight to see.

“I saw them show Mikey standing up on the sideline, talking his mess, getting the team rallied, (and) I honestly thought, we’re about to win this game. That’s that confidence piece. The reason that we lost that
game all those years, we just didn’t have it when stuff went wrong. … That’s what we were missing in the years past, from being used to losing to Ohio State. So every time something happened, ‘Aw, it’s happening.’
But 2021 was that start of,  ‘Nah, we about to get this,’ and this year, it was, ‘We see who they are, and we’re gonna get this again.’”

After another defeat of the Buckeyes, it was no surprise when Harbaugh’s name surfaced once again in the NFL rumor mill. Harbaugh has a way of keeping everyone on their toes, but people around Michigan
believe he was sincere when he signed a contract extension in February and said he didn’t want the NFL to become an annual distraction.

Harbaugh stated earlier this month that he would “be back enthusiastically coaching the Wolverines in 2023” and fortified Michigan’s roster with seven players from the transfer portal, including three starting
offensive linemen from the Pac-12 and edge rusher Josaiah Stewart from Coastal Carolina.
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Harbaugh’s willingness to embrace the transfer portal and Michigan’s recent endorsement of name, image and likeness collectives are examples of the program evolving with the times. The coach who says he
doesn’t change has adapted to succeed in the modern game, and the players in his program have learned to appreciate Harbaugh’s throwback methods. Perhaps it took that experience of failure, those years of
futility against Ohio State and the rock-bottom ending in 2020 to get everyone pulling in the same direction.

“It really is surreal,” wide receiver Cornelius Johnson said, surveying newly installed murals inside Schembechler Hall that depict scenes from Michigan’s victories against the Buckeyes. “A lot of these guys weren’t
here in 2019 when Justin Fields and Chase Young came through and destroyed us. They weren’t here in 2020 when we couldn’t get it done on our home field. Now when it all comes full circle, it’s a beautiful thing
to see.”

(Illustration: Sean Reilly / The Athletic; Photos: Christian Petersen, Ben Jackson, Nic Antaya / Getty)
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