The Art of Sign Stealing: Michigan Football and a Pair of Ray-Bans

Max D’Ercole

In January of this year, Michigan won the College Football Championship. The first
championship the program hadn’t shared with another team since 1948.! While many of their
fans experienced rapturous joy, many others around the college football world couldn’t help but
place an asterisk on their championship. Why? Sign Stealing. In this blog post, I will walk you
through the scandal that rocked the Michigan Football program and explain how it involves a
pair of Ray-Ban Meta Smart Glasses.

In the swan-song year of Jim Harbaugh’s tenure as Michigan’s head coach, his program
once again found itself in another scandal.>? While many Michigan fans have hand-waived many
of these previous scandals as irrelevant to the team’s on-the-field results, it is pretty challenging
to argue that here.® Sign-stealing, college football play calling is done predominantly by team
staffers on the sidelines.* Sign-stealing provides an advantage by decoding the other team’s
signals.’ By doing so, the opposing team hopes to counter whatever the opposing side is setting
up.® For example, imagine how much easier it would be to dodge a punch if you know when,
where, and how it’s coming. Sure, it’s not fool-proof, but I’d bet you’d be much more likely to
dodge it. Essentially, that’s sign stealing.

Sign-stealing itself is not inherently illegal.” Michigan quarterback JJ McCarthy admitted
to sign-stealing in an interview just prior to the national championship game. The quarterback
stated that his program “had to adapt” because in “2020 or 2019 when Ohio State was stealing
our signs, which is legal and they were doing it, we had to get up to the level that they were at,
and we had to make it an even playing field.”® What seems lost on JJ and so many other
Michigan fans is that Michigan is not accused of an act “80%” of teams in college football
participate in according to him, but it is #zow they have been accused of doing it. That being their
extensive network of in-person scouting and utilization of, wait for it, technology.” The NCAA
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bylaws prohibit “off-campus, in-person scouting of future opponents (in the same season),” and
even further: “Any attempt to record, either through audio or video means, any signals given by
an opposing player, coach or other team personnel is prohibited.”!’

The person at the center of the scandal is former staff member Connor Stalions.!!
Stalions was a lifelong Michigan fan who was a longtime volunteer for the program before
joining the program officially as a paid staff member in 2022.'? The evidence surrounding
Stalions’ involvement in the scandal is quite extensive. The news of the scandal broke when
ESPN revealed that Stalions, an off-field analyst according to his now deleted LinkedIn page,
purchased tickets to over 30 games involving 11 different Big Ten Conference teams, all on his
credit card registered to his name.'* At least 12 of his ticket purchases were to Ohio State home
games.'* Also notable is the location of the seats, with the majority being on the opposite end of
the field from the coaching staff, between the 40 and 50-yard lines.'> This is significant because
these seats provide direct line-of-sight to the staff calling plays on the Ohio State sideline.'®
Further, a former Division III player was allegedly paid by Stalions to attend multiple games.!’
All of this ticket information might also be interesting when contextualized with Stalions yearly
salary, $55,000, particularly when the tickets he was purchasing amounted to “thousands” of
dollars.'® Stalions resigned in early November following the news breaking to the college
football world."

What does this have to do with technology? The answer might be tied in a particularly
fascinating twist of this story to a pair of Ray-Ban Meta Smart glasses. On September 1%, Central
Michigan played their home opener to Michigan State, a future Michigan opponent.?? Following
the news of the Michigan scandal breaking, images began to circulate of a figure with similar
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stature and profile as Stalions on the Central Michigan sideline, sporting a pair of black
sunglasses and facing the Michigan State sideline during a night game.?!' Fans quickly began to
hypothesize that these sunglasses were none other than Ray-Ban Meta Smart glasses, which are
capable of taking both photos and videos through cameras in the frame of the glasses.?? Outside
of a similar appearance, fans also believed the sunglasses to be the particular Smart glasses due
to images surfacing of a blue light emanating from the frame, which is something the Ray-Bans
do when recording.?* Following the revelation of these images, the Central Michigan coach nor
the administration could determine the identity of this individual and launched an investigation
which is still ongoing.?* The utilization of this technology would firmly place these actions into
violation of the second half of the NCAA bylaw.?’ It is also hypothesized that Stalions and his
associates very likely were recording the sideline from the vantage points of their 40 and 50-yard
line tickets, instead of merely memorizing the signs they observed.

And let me be clear, sure, the NCAA announced that they had found “no connection”
between Jim Harbaugh and the alleged sign-stealing program.2¢ I will, however, highlight a few
things of note to the reader. Heading into the 2021 season, coach Harbaugh was told he had to
either accept an NFL job or that he had one final year to “right the ship.”?’ The team had just
gone 2-4 in the previous season, and Harbaugh had neither beaten Ohio State nor finished a
season with less than 3 losses.?® Connor Stalions joined the team as a volunteer in 2021 and as a
paid staff member in 2022.2° Coincidentally, Stalions’ hiring coincided with an unprecedented
turnaround for the team, which went 12-2 in 2021 and 13-1 in 2022, before going on to win it all
in 2023 as 15-0, beating Ohio State each year.’° I am not attempting to imply the only reason for
this turnaround is due to Stalions and his alleged program; however, it is quite interesting how
his illegal network of scouting coincides with the team’s seeming revival. While it may not be
the sole cause of Michigan’s miraculous turnaround, it could easily have been a driving factor.

For those seeking to claim Stalions expertise of other teams’ signals couldn’t have
impacted game results, [ would suggest taking a look at the pictures of him on the Michigan
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sideline in the game against Ohio State in 2022.3! Notably, he stands next to Michigan defensive
coordinator (and defensive play-caller) Jesse Minter when Ohio State’s offense had the ball, and
then next to Michigan offensive coordinator (and offensive play-caller) Sherrone Moore when
the Ohio State defense was on the field.*?> Holding an extensive stack of papers in his hands,
Stalions was even recorded observing the Ohio State sideline prior to a play, before then pointing
up several times.*3 The next play was a 4-yard pass for a touchdown.** Conclusions can be left to
the reader and the NCAA, who have still yet to rule finally on the alleged violations.*> While 1
and many others might continue to question the actions of Michigan which they deem
coincidental and irrelevant, we are left waiting to hear how college football’s governing body
will rule on their sport’s national champion.
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