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When Deland McCullough walked into the Bir-
mingham, Alabama, home of Jordan Howard 
last December, he was pitching himself. 

Yes, he was talking to Howard about the possibility of Howard pursu-
ing his future at Indiana, but fi rst, McCullough wanted to develop a trust 
between him and Howard’s family.

The running backs coach, in his fi fth year at Indiana in the position, 
sat down on the white-and-yellow couch in the living room. Howard’s 
mother Flora Williams was sitting at the far end of the couch, and in a 
paisley chair to McCullough’s right sat Howard.

McCullough was the fi rst coach to visit Howard since UAB had an-
nounced it was discontinuing its football program, and McCullough had 
confi dence in himself that no coach who came after him could make the 
pitch he was about to make.

When McCullough spoke to Howard about his future — just as he did 
with Tevin Coleman and other prospects before that — McCullough was 
delving into his own past.

McCullough has taken a bit of a diff erent path to his 
current spot than many position coaches. He played at 
Miami (Ohio) and then had brief stints in the NFL and 

CFL, a usual trait of your average coach, and he coached at his alma mater 
before settling at a Big Ten school, another fairly normal characteristic.

However, between those two phases — player and college coach — 
McCullough was a teacher, then a high school coach and then a principal 
and administrator at multiple schools. The time he spent in those roles, 
and the situations he was in, shaped him into a well-regarded coach, a 
recruiter who relates exceptionally well to high school athletes and a man 
whose demeanor and values make him trustworthy to parents.

McCullough doesn’t go too in-depth about his early years, but what he 
saw growing up in Youngstown, Ohio, made him want to get out.

“It ain’t a utopia circumstance by any means,” McCullough said of 
Youngstown. “I know my upbringing was rough. Very rough. It can make 
you either say, ‘I’ve got to imitate what I’ve seen negatively,’ or in my case, I 
used it to say, ‘This is what I don’t want in my life.’”

He earned a chance to get out of Youngstown and play at Miami 
(Ohio), enrolling in 1992 and playing four years for head coach Randy 
Walker and off ensive coordinator — and current Indiana head coach — 
Kevin Wilson. 

McCullough put together the best rushing career in the history of 
Miami at the time, rushing for a school-record and a then-Mid-American 
Conference record 4,368 yards. His yardage mark currently ranks No. 62 
in Division I history, ahead of Bo Jackson, Matt Forte and other notable 
backs.

From 1996-2001, he signed to play with the Cincinnati Bengals and 
Philadelphia Eagles, the CFL’s Winnipeg Blue Bombers and the XFL’s 
Chicago Enforcers, but three ACL surgeries — two on his right knee and 
one on his left — limited him.

He returned to play from all three surgeries, but after his second one, 
he began to plan for life after football, knowing his knees wouldn’t let 
him play football much longer. He worked in the off seasons at residen-
tial treatment centers and group homes with adults and teens in tough 
situations. 

McCullough ended up moving back to Cincinnati in 2001, managing 

another group home. Some of the teens at the home went to a local 
charter school called Harmony Community School, a new charter school 
in town. 

A former teammate of his, Jeff rey Patterson, who played tight end 
and wide receiver with McCullough at Miami, was now a teacher there. 
With McCullough already working with teenagers, Patterson encouraged 
McCullough to join him at Harmony. Just a few weeks later, McCullough 
started teaching “Communication,” basically an English class.

Early on, in March 2001, McCullough connected with a student and 
might have ended up saving his life.

Wymon Parham came up in a single-parent 
household in a Cincinnati neighborhood called 
Over-the-Rhine, a hotbed for illegal and violent 

activity. By 2001, the 14-year-old had dropped out of school and was 
working at Kroger to help his mother raise four other boys.

Violence has defi ned the area for decades, even through 2007, when 
an Interdepartmental Correspondence Sheet from the City of Cincinnati 
reported that the average number of violent crimes in each city neigh-
borhood was 65. Over-the-Rhine had 606. The next closest neighbor-
hood had 243.

“It was a melting pot for everything,” Parham said. “Drugs, murders. 
Everything, man.”

A door opened for Parham to get out — just as football opened a way 
for McCullough to get out of Youngstown — when his younger brother 
began attending Harmony, and Parham was convinced to follow him.

In March 2001, after a particularly diffi  cult time in Communications 
class, Parham’s teacher — McCullough — pulled him aside and sat him 
down. Parham entered the conversation fairly closed off , but after a few 
minutes of talking with McCullough, began to understand that he wasn’t 
as alone as he thought he was.

“Talking with him, his story resonated with mine,” Parham said. “To me, 
it was like, all of the things that you could use as a reason not to make it, 
he shattered that because he found a way to get it done.”

The two talked, and Parham found an ally in McCullough. When asked 
what he wanted to do with his life, Parham said he wanted to play foot-
ball and had always had a knack for it. 

That fall, both McCullough and Parham became involved with the 
football team at Harmony. McCullough started as an assistant, but a few 
games into the season was promoted to head coach. 

Parham played at linebacker and at running back and did well at both, 
especially running back. Long before Coleman broke 2,000 yards at 
Indiana in 2014, Parham became McCullough’s fi rst 1,000-yard back. The 
game turned into Parham’s outlet and his passion, and he began to see 
attention from colleges.

McCullough provided a stable presence for his players, giving them 
rides home and always being available to talk. Along with his kindness, 
however, McCullough didn’t mess around on the fi eld and demanded 
the attention and respect of his players.

In a game against Dayton’s Jeff erson High School — which had a beef 
with Harmony as a result of an off -fi eld rivalry — Parham took a handoff , 
taking it for a long touchdown. He turned around once he arrived in the 
end zone expecting to be greeted by his cheering teammates. 

What he saw instead was Jeff erson players charging onto the fi eld, 
running at Harmony players. McCullough remained calm, and it spread 
to his players. They didn’t fi ght, they didn’t lose control. McCullough, his 
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staff  and security at the fi eld diff used the situation, and the teams fi led 
off  into their buses. 

That leadership ability caught the eye of the higher-ups at 
Harmony, and McCullough was promoted to athletic director. He 
continued to coach the football team and serve as AD, and then 
climbed the ladder once again, becoming the school’s principal (in 
addition to athletic director and head football coach).

As athletic director, McCullough spent his time coordinating 
class schedules, college visits and recruitments for players of all 
sports at the school. Learning the balance of class and school 
— which he had obviously done as a student athlete — came in 
handy as an athletic director and would come in handy again later 
in life. 

He would be the one to talk to college coaches as they visited 
the school. Some of the coaches saw collegiate potential in Mc-
Cullough’s coaching style and demeanor and encouraged him to 
look into the possibility. 

One was Wilson, McCullough’s former off ensive coordinator at 
Miami (Ohio), who was then the off ensive coordinator at Okla-
homa. Wilson visited Harmony to check out an off ensive lineman. 

As McCullough walked Wilson out of the building, Wilson told Mc-
Cullough to seriously consider coaching in college. It wouldn’t be 
the last time they would have that conversation.

Numerous players found college scholarships under McCullough, 
including Parham, who earned a scholarship to play at Urbana Uni-
versity in Urbana, Ohio. He, just like McCullough a decade before, 
had been able to use football to get out of a tough area and hard 
lifestyle. Just a week before leaving, Parham found himself in the 
middle of a shooting after giving a friend a ride home, cementing 
his thoughts that if he hadn’t met McCullough and hadn’t played 
football, he might not be around today.

“If it wasn’t for him, man, I’d be dead,” Parham said, not a hint of 
exaggeration in his voice. “I wouldn’t even be in jail.”

Instead, Parham played for Urbana and then transferred to the 
University of Cincinnati, where he played under current Michigan 
State head coach Mark Dantonio and was also briefl y involved with 
the Bengals. Now, the 31-year-old Parham is married with children 
in Cincinnati, opening a gym and speaking to groups of teens and 
young adults about his story, always remembering to give credit to 
McCullough.

From his time at Harmony forward, McCullough went through 
a series of swift changes. After leaving Harmony in 2008, Mc-
Cullough went to King Academy, an elementary school that 

didn’t have sports. 
Although he enjoyed administrative work and still coached his son’s 

football team, McCullough began to feel a tug to go back to coaching on 
a larger scale and on an everyday basis. Fortunately, a position became 
available at his alma mater. It wasn’t exactly a coaching role, but joining 
Miami in a quality control role put his foot in the door. 

He ended up helping out on off ense and special teams. After the 
RedHawks won the MAC title in the 2010-11 season, McCullough was 
promoted to running backs coach. Once again, however, McCullough’s 
situation changed rapidly.

One night shortly after his promotion, McCullough was out to dinner 
with his family after one of his son’s basketball games. Seated around a 
table at Frisch’s Big Boy, a burger restaurant chain, McCullough and his 
family seemed to fi nally have found a spot to settle for the time being.

“I’m at my alma mater,” McCullough told himself. “It can’t get any better 
than this.”

Then his phone rang.
McCullough looked down 

at his phone, saw the number 
and he knew this was going to 
be an interesting phone call. 
Years earlier, walking the halls of 
Harmony, his former off ensive 
coordinator had encouraged 
McCullough to pursue becom-
ing a college coach. Now, Kevin 
Wilson’s name popped up on 
McCullough’s phone with the 
new Indiana head coach seeking 
to open a door for his former 
running back.

Less than a week after he was 
ordering a burger in Oxford, 

Ohio, McCullough was walking into Memorial Stadium in Bloomington to 
be offi  cially named the team’s running backs coach. 

In just three years, he had gone from the principal of Harmony to the 
running backs coach at a Big Ten school, and each transition happened 
fairly suddenly. He might not have known it at the time, but the leaps 
between spots and jobs prepared him for recruiting situations down the 
line.

Nearly four years later, sitting in Reagan National Airport in northern 
Virginia, McCullough again had to put his quick-transition skills to work. 

He was out recruiting in the fi rst days of December when UAB 
cancelled its football program Dec. 2. McCullough scrolled through the 
Blazers’ roster and found a running back who had run for 1,587 yards 
the season before. Even before Wilson called him, McCullough knew he 
wanted to go after Howard.

McCullough remained in the airport, cancelled his planned fl ight and 
waited there until he could contact Howard and head to Alabama. How-
ard was granted his release Dec. 3, and McCullough pounced, contacting 
Howard and setting up a time to visit him and his family.

Fortunately for Indiana, McCullough beat the rush of coaches who 
fl ocked to Birmingham in the days following UAB’s announcement. 

“If it wasn’t for him, 
man, I’d be dead. I 

wouldn’t even be in jail.”
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He was the fi rst to contact Howard and the fi rst to visit, so by the time 
dozens of coaches swarmed the Birmingham airport, McCullough had 
already come and gone.

“Everything I had going with Jordan and his mom was set in advance 
of that,” McCullough said, “so when I got there, I wasn’t part of that whole 
thing. I went straight to Jordan’s house.”

McCullough walked into the living room, sat on the 
white-and-yellow couch and began his pitch. By 
this point in his coaching career, his approach was 

polished. He had immediately grown close with Tevin Coleman and his 
family in Illinois as well as Devine Redding and his family in Ohio. 

This was a bit of a diff erent situation, talking to a player who had al-
ready broken 1,500 yards in a season at the college level, but McCullough 
remained exactly the same. 

Williams, a mother looking out for her son who had never lived 
anywhere but Birmingham, took an immediate liking to McCullough. She 
saw that McCullough was a man who knew what he wanted and wasn’t 
going to give up until he got it, “like a Chow dog that keeps gnawing at 
you,” she would say months later with a laugh.

The years of playing at Miami and at the professional level gave him 
credibility with Howard from a football standpoint, but that was probably 
the least important qualifi er for him. Williams and Howard wanted to fi nd 
not only a place where Howard would fi t but also a person with whom 
he could relate.

Fortunately for Indiana and McCullough, he’s more prepared than 
most to relate to young men, and just as importantly, to their parents. 
He talks with a matter-of-fact confi dence about how easily he speaks to 
parents and knows exactly what their priorities are. As an administrator 
at Harmony, he dealt with parent feedback constantly and impressed 
Williams with his knowledge of everything from 
football to academics to basic lifestyle questions.

“He had all of the contacts, he had all of the 
answers,” Williams said. “Any question (Jordan) asked, 
he knew the answer to.”

She grilled him, having done her research and 
seeing that Indiana had fi nished a disappointing 4-8 
the season before. McCullough laid out the reasons 
for Indiana’s struggles, explaining why the future 
was brighter than the past. She and Howard asked 
about what his academic path might look like, and 
McCullough immediately got them in contact with 
an academic advisor, who walked Williams and 
Howard course-by-course all the way up to gradu-
ation. It was no diff erent than when McCullough 
would meticulously examine the schedules of 
student-athletes at Harmony to make sure they 

would be prepared for college requirements.
Like he had done more than a decade before with Parham, Mc-

Cullough found common ground with Howard. It wasn’t quite the same 
ground as he and Parham shared with violent and dangerous upbring-
ings, but they related in terms of their personalities. Williams said Mc-
Cullough’s demeanor meshed better than any other coach eventually did 
with Howard, as neither of them is boisterous or overly demonstrative. 

“We needed someone to understand that Jordan is the kind of kid that 
just because he’s not vocal about things you think he should be vocal 
about does not mean he’s not intelligent enough to interpret what’s go-
ing on around him,” Williams said.

McCullough came down other times as well, visiting Williams at work, 
bringing Wilson along to also sit on the white-and-yellow couch to talk 
with Howard and eventually, Howard visited Indiana and decided it was 
the place for him.

The visit was important for Howard to get a feel for the campus and 
the facilities, but McCullough points out that many stadiums are similar, 
many weight rooms are similar and many academic plans are similar. 
What players and parents want to gauge is the coaching staff  that is go-
ing to be taking care of them while they’re at that school. 

Williams and Howard did that fi rst, when McCullough strode into their 
living room, and they did that last, as Howard eventually chose Indiana. 
They chose the coach who had once been a boy taking his surround-
ings in Youngstown as inspiration to get out, the coach who had once 
been a player battling back from knee surgeries, the coach who had 
once juggled duties of coaching and administrating while also getting 
kids away from violent streets, and the coach who waited in an airport 
terminal to talk to Howard.

McCullough pitched that all as he pitched himself in that living room, 
even if he didn’t go step-by-step through his life. McCullough’s path has 
shaped him and has made him into a coach with the confi dence 
that he can relate to young men like almost no other coach can.
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Tevin Coleman (left) and Jor-
dan Howard (right) are just 
two young men who have 
blossomed under the watch 
of McCullough on the foot-
ball fi eld.
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