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Running Back Could Be By Committee In ’16

When Tony Alford arrived at Ohio State 
in the spring of 2015, he didn’t have to worry 
about who the workhorse in the running 
back room would be.

Sure enough, in Alford’s first season as 
the Buckeyes’ running backs coach, Ezekiel 
Elliott powered his way to 1,821 yards and 23 
touchdowns on the ground while his backup, 
Bri’onte Dunn, carried the ball just 14 times for 
91 yards and a score. Heading into 2016, Elliott 
is off to the NFL, leaving Dunn – a fifth-year 
senior – and redshirt freshman Mike Weber 
as the only scholarship running backs on the 
roster who were in Columbus last season.

Behind Dunn and Weber is early enrollee 
Antonio Williams, but there’s no guarantee 
any of those three players will become an 
Elliott-esque feature back who receives a 
majority of carries.

“Will we get to that point? I don’t know,” 
Alford said.

That sort of one-back system has become 
the norm in recent seasons, first under Stan 
Drayton with running back Carlos Hyde 
and then Elliott leading the way, then under 
Alford with Elliott continuing his assault on 
opposing defenses. The last time Ohio State 
didn’t have a 1,000-yard rusher was 2011, 
when starting running back Dan Herron was 
suspended for the season’s first six games.

If it does come down to having a commit-
tee of running backs splitting carries, Alford 
said he won’t have any problem adjusting.

“If we need to, absolutely,” Alford said. 
“We’re going to do whatever it takes to win 
football games. If it’s by committee, it’s by 
committee. If it’s not, it’s not.”

Alford went on to stress that running 
backs at Ohio State have to be complete 
players. To use Elliott as an example, he 
excelled as a ball carrier between the tackles 
and to the outside, as a pass blocker and as 
a pass catcher.

Even if Dunn, Weber and Williams aren’t 
all excelling in each of those areas just yet, 
Alford said they have to strive for that kind of 
complete game every day in practice.

“The one thing we have to make sure that 
we’re doing is that everyone always has to be 
preparing themselves to be complete football 
players,” Alford said. “They can run, they can 
catch, they can block, they can run routes, 
they can cut block, they can run block, they 
can pass block, they can do it all. That’s part 
of the preparation and how you go to work 
every day.”

Alford noted that Weber excels in pass 
protection while Dunn has taken a leader-
ship role in the running backs room and 
Williams has displayed the tendency to be a 
perfectionist on and off the field.

To look at each back individually, there 
simply might not be a feature player in that 
group – this season at least – meaning the 
Buckeyes could revert to techniques head 
coach Urban Meyer employed at Florida 
and his other early coaching stops. Before 
he arrived in Columbus, Meyer had never 
had a running back rush for 1,000 yards in 
a season.

“When we had Carlos Hyde 
and then Zeke Elliott, at Florida 
I didn’t have those guys,” Meyer 
said. “You know, we had to cre-
ate running with some other 
guys.”

Meyer finished that state-
ment off by saying he expects 
to see Ohio State’s H-backs – 
including Dontre Wilson and 
Curtis Samuel, who played 
as a running back during his 
freshman year in 2014 – more 
involved in the running game 
this year. He noted that Wilson and Samuel 
have worked with the running backs this 
spring, though neither is fully healthy.

But even if Meyer hinted that he expects 
something closer to a committee than a feature 
back next season, someone still has to take the 

first snap when the Buckeyes open their 2016 
campaign against Bowling Green on Sept. 3.

Meyer is on record saying he hopes 
Dunn rises to the occasion, but the former 
five-star recruit said he doesn’t want that 
pressure to get to him.

“It’s not pressure,” Dunn said. “When he 
says that, I listen but at the same time I stay 

focused and keep working on 
everything that I’ve got to work 
on, that Coach Alford says I’ve 
got to work on. I watch film and 
want to fix my mistakes quick.”

There’s no telling just yet if 
Dunn will fulfill his coach’s hopes 
and start against the Falcons or 
if he, Weber or Williams will 
emerge as a lead back this sea-
son. The one thing for sure in 
Alford’s running backs room this 
spring is that Elliott is gone and 
the current Buckeye backs have 
a chance to make an impact – 

whether it be as a committee or not.
“It’s their turn to play, and they better 

step up and play,” Alford said. “It’s my job 
to get them ready as the unit leader. Those 
guys are hungry to play ball, too. It is what it 
is. It’s time to go.”

By TIM MOODY
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Staff Writer
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Those Who Cross Borders Rarely Switch Back

Jim Harbaugh has finally arrived in Ohio. 
Although the Michigan head coach 

brought in three Buckeye State natives in 
his first recruiting class, two of them had 
already committed by the time he accepted 
the job in December 2014. 

He avoided the state altogether in the 
class of 2016 and thus far has no commits 
in the class of 2017. The Wolverines’ lack 
of a presence in Ohio is in part because 
Michigan has undertaken a national recruit-
ing strategy similar to the one Harbaugh 
employed at Stanford, but it also may be 
because Harbaugh arrived too late to make 
serious inroads with Ohioans in the class 
of 2016 thanks to the accelerated nature of 
recruiting.

Regardless of the reasoning behind his 
behavior, Ohio State has for the most part 
not had to worry about defending its in-state 
prospects from Wolverine overtures. That is 
no longer the case, however.

Michigan might have raised some eye-
brows when it got a commitment from 
Springfield, Ohio, class of 2018 unranked 
linebacker Antwuan Johnson on March 21, 
but Johnson does not have an OSU offer. 
The Wolverines really got Ohio State’s atten-
tion on April 1 when they picked up a 
commitment from class of 2018 four-star 
defensive end Leonard Taylor, a teammate 
of Johnson’s at Springfield. 

Taylor had just been offered by the 
Buckeyes on March 18 and seemed excited 
by the idea of potentially playing for OSU 
head coach Urban Meyer.

“I was very happy to get the offer from 
Ohio State,” Taylor told Scout.com. “This 
offer means a lot, especially that someone 
like Urban Meyer thinks I can play for his 
team. Hearing that from him was pretty 
special. I have great offers, but Ohio State 
probably sticks out a little more to me. 

“It’s way too early for me to consider 
committing anywhere, but it was exciting 
to talk with Coach Meyer about it. He 

asked me if I wanted some good news, and 
when I said I did, that’s when he told me 
I had the offer. That sure was good news 
to me.”

Ohio State had good reason to be inter-
ested, too. Although class of 2018 prospects 
have not yet been ranked either by position 
or overall, Scout.com recruiting analyst Bill 
Greene told BSB that Taylor will likely end 
up as a top-five prospect in the state of Ohio 
in his class.

Greene said Taylor is the type of player 
often coveted by high-level SEC schools.

“First off, Leonard Taylor passes the eye 
test with ease and he looks like an NFL play-
er more than a high school sophomore right 
now,” Greene said. “He is a good athlete for 
his size and has the ability to play either side 
of the football. While he could play tight end, 

I think his future lies on the defensive side of 
the football. 

“He has the frame that can add a lot of 
weight, so while defensive end would seem 
to be his future position, I could see him 
playing defensive tackle at 295 pounds as 
well. He’s just a big, fast athlete and a player 
you take now and figure out a position later. 
He has length and the ability to come off the 
ball with his quick feet. This is the type of 
athlete Alabama recruits and puts in the NFL 
four years later.”

Exactly two weeks after Ohio State 
offered him a scholarship, Taylor committed 
to the Wolverines. 

Taylor, who had planned to visit Ohio 
State for the Buckeyes’ spring game April 
16, almost certainly won’t make that trip 
now. But given his status as one of the pre-
mier players in the state, his commitment to 
Michigan won’t stop Ohio State from pursu-
ing him over the next two years.

“I was surprised by the commitment,” 
Greene said. “I think his head coach was 
surprised by the commitment. Ohio State is 
not going to walk away from that.”

So the stage is set for at least one big 
battle in the coming years. Given that Taylor 
is just a sophomore in high school, there is 
plenty of time for Ohio State to make its pitch 
and try to sell him on trading his maize and 
blue for scarlet and gray.

With Meyer at the helm, flipping pros-
pects is never out of the question. The 
national championship-winning coach has 
made a living on the recruiting trail by 
reversing commitments and taking top 
prospects from rival schools. With Meyer’s 
recruiting acumen, the school’s proximity 
to Taylor and the need to keep Michigan 
and Harbaugh from developing a pipeline in 
Ohio, the betting odds might seem to favor 
an eventual flip from Michigan to Ohio State.

As is often the case in recruiting, how-
ever, the situation is more complex than it 
seems. 

While decommitments seemingly occur 
at a more frequent rate each year, one par-
ticular area has been mostly immune to that 
phenomenon. When an Ohio native commits 

to Michigan or a Michigan native commits 
to Ohio State, that player almost never flips 
back to play for his home-state school. 

Decommitments were not well-docu-
mented until the last couple of years, but all 
indications from Internet data and conversa-
tions with recruiting analysts are that over 
the past decade (and perhaps even further 
back), there have been only two instances 
of a Michigan or Ohio native committing to 
play in the storied rivalry but in the opposite 
state only to flip back to his home-state 
school. 

Massillon (Ohio) Washington cornerback 
Gareon Conley committed to Michigan in 
March 2012 but decommitted in November 
2012 and committed to play for Meyer and 
Ohio State one month later. 

Southfield, Mich., defensive end 
Lawrence Marshall committed to Ohio State 
in February 2013 but decommitted three 
days later and pledged to the Wolverines 
three months later. 

While instances like that of a home-state 
school wooing back a prospect who decided 
to leave home might seem like they’d be 
common, most of the time the prospects 
who decide to cross enemy lines never come 
back. 

Ohio State has signed eight Michigan 
natives dating back to the class of 2007 (and 
has another committed for the class of 2017), 
and seven of those players had Michigan 
offers. The Wolverines have signed 51 
Ohioans since the class of 2007 (and have 
two more committed for the class of 2018), 
and nine of those players had Ohio State 
offers. Way more often than not, the schools 
have been able to protect the players they 
raided from across the border. 

One theory that’s been floated for the 
rock-solid commitments across state lines 
is that players make absolutely sure that 
school is right for them knowing what might 
be coming their way from local fans. 

“To pull that trigger and say that I’m 
going to go there, the heat that the young 
person is going to take – you better be right 
on,” Meyer said. 

Added Scout.com recruiting analyst Allen 

By RYAN GINN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Associate Editor

JOSH WINSLOW
ENEMY TERRITORY – Michigan head 
coach Jim Harbaugh got two com-
mitments from Ohio prospects March 
21 and April 1.
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Trieu, “If you’re going to leave your home 
state for the enemy, you better be really, 
really sure. I think that’s why a lot of the time 
you don’t see decommitments happen.”

There’s also the possibility that each 
school does more to hold on to its prospects 
in the neighboring state, knowing its rival 
is likely doing everything it can to flip the 
player back to the home team. 

Ann Arbor (Mich.) Pioneer four-star 
running back and OSU commit Antjuan 
Simmons, whose high school is across the 
street from Michigan Stadium, said Ohio 
State cornerbacks coach Kerry Coombs 
recruits like a madman and seems to rel-
ish the chance to swipe prospects from 
Michigan.

“Ohio State recruited me really hard,” 
Simmons told BSB. “When the recruiting 
period opened up and they were allowed to 
talk to the juniors and visit kids, they came in 
just to say hello and see how I was doing and 
make sure I was doing fine. They showed a 
lot of love.”

Whether Ohio State will be able to suc-
cessfully pull back Taylor remains to be 
seen. The numbers would indicate that flip-
ping the Springfield native isn’t a likely out-
come, but there’s also not a large amount of 
data on the subject.

“I think the sample size is so small 
because normally if Ohio State and Michigan 
are both going after an Ohio kid, the odds 
are very good that he’s going to commit to 
Ohio State,” Greene said. “The same thing 
is true the other way. If Ohio State and 
Michigan are both recruiting a Michigan 
kid, he used to always go to Michigan. There 
really weren’t that many opportunities to flip 
them back.”

To understand the mentality that Ohio 

State might be up against, however, one only 
needs to look back at how hard it’s been to 
pull back local prospects. With the arrival of 
Harbaugh, Michigan did everything it could 
to flip class of 2015 four-star running back 
Mike Weber from his OSU commitment. 
Meyer said he didn’t sleep the night before 

signing day while he worked to ensure 
Weber was a Buckeye. When it came time to 
sign, he stayed a Buckeye.

Ohio State chased after Alliance (Ohio) 
Marlington five-star safety Dymonte Thomas 
in the class of 2013 but couldn’t sway him 
from his Michigan commitment. The 

moment he made up his mind to leave home, 
it was a done deal. 

“Once you commit somewhere you don’t 
leave them,” the safety said at the time. “You 
don’t do that. That’s like having a best friend 
and stabbing them in the back. You don’t do 
that. Once you commit, you stay 100.”

NOW  
OPEN...
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In the recruiting world, Jaelen Gill to 
Ohio State should be a sure thing. 

The prodigiously talented high school 
sophomore is a Columbus-area native, 
and the Buckeyes and Urban Meyer have 
never missed on a local kid they’ve want-
ed. Moreover, there’s hardly ever been a 
Columbus prospect who looked around. 
Former captain Joshua Perry committed 
two years early, and redshirt freshman 
linebacker Nick Conner and departing line-
backer Darron Lee both committed the 
day they received a scholarship offer from 
Meyer. 

Even other schools think Gill, who stars 
at Westerville (Ohio) South, is destined to 
wear scarlet and gray. 

“A lot of the SEC schools will talk 
to us but they won’t offer him because 
they think he’s an Ohio State lock,” Gill’s 
father, Rodney, said. “They talked to us 
before he got the Ohio State offer, but as 
soon as he got the Ohio State offer they 
backed off.”

Gill’s Ohio State offer, which came in 
June 2015 – not long after he finished up 

his freshman year of high school – showed 
why the four-star running back is such a 
big deal.

Meyer isn’t shy about explaining why 
his program seems to offer so many more 
players from out of state than in the state. 
Local prospects are much more likely to 
jump on an offer as soon as it comes (as the 
aforementioned examples indicate). And 
even if a recruit takes some time to mull 
over the offer, it would be political suicide 
for Meyer’s relationship with the state’s 
high school coaches if OSU were to later 
change its mind on an Ohio kid and pull a 
scholarship offer.

“I don’t say it’s positive or negative but in 
state you have to be very cautious because 
once that offer goes out you can’t pull it,” 
Meyer said. “You’re in it. Now out of state if 
you offer a guy and he has a bunch of other 
offers you can kind of just move on. In Ohio, 
you have to be very careful.”

So when that Ohio State scholarship 
offer came Gill’s way, the Buckeyes knew 
they wanted him and would have taken him 
that second. Many might have expected 
that to be the case and still expect Gill to 
end up in Columbus. And while that may 
still happen, two things in particular make 
it far from a lock.

The primary reason Gill might end up 
elsewhere is simple enough: Unlike such 
players as Conner, Lee and Perry, Gill 
is willing to look around at other places. 
He’s taken trips to Virginia Tech and 
Tennessee, and when he spoke to BSB at 
the Unrivaled Athlete Consulting camp in 
Akron on April 2 he had just returned from 
a trip to see UCLA and USC. He already 
had a UCLA offer going into the trip and 
picked up one from USC on his trip to the 
West Coast. 

To Gill, it’s amazing that it sometimes 
takes him getting on a plane for schools 
to realize he’s seriously considering going 
there. 

“I think it’s kind of funny,” he said. 
“People say I’m an Ohio State lock and stuff. 
I’m not a lock at all. I’m open to anywhere.

“When they first start talking to me, 
they ask me if they’re wasting their time 
by recruiting me. I tell them, ‘No, not at 
all.’ I’m open to anywhere. I don’t have to 
stay home. I’m making sure I’m making the 
right decision by seeing which school best 
fits me. Whichever school best fits me and 
has the best opportunity and best life after 
football is the school I’ll choose.”

Even if Gill ends up at Ohio State, he 
feels he needs these visits to have a base of 
comparison that will allow him to make sure 
Columbus is the right place for him.

“Why not go out to California? Why not 
go down south? You don’t know what’s out 
there until you go out there,” he said. “I was 
impressed with UCLA and USC. It definitely 

opened my eyes. I didn’t know how good 
of schools they were until I went out there. 
You kind of need to do stuff like that.”

It would be enough if that’s all Ohio 
State had to contend with, but there’s 
more. Football might not even be the sport 
Gill plays best. A talented baseball player 
who projects as a center fielder at the col-
lege or pro level, Gill already has scouts 
telling him he should consider keeping 
himself draft-eligible as a high schooler for 
the MLB first-year player draft. Coaches 
from Vanderbilt, the No. 3-ranked team 
in the country, have already stopped by to 
see him. 

If Gill develops into a prospect with fifth-
round talent or better, his football leverage 
would easily push his signing bonus offer 
into six or seven figures. Billy Hamilton, for 
example, chose pro baseball over playing 
wide receiver for Mississippi State after the 
Reds offered him $623,000. 

Both Gill and his father were clear that 
football is his true passion, and the gridiron 
is definitely the betting favorite to win out in 
that choice (especially if the college of his 
choice also lets him play baseball), but it’s 
not a sure thing.

“That’s tough,” Gill said. “That’s a real 
tough one. That’s definitely something I’ve 
talked to my family about. I think about it a 
lot. Football is my number one love, but I 
don’t have an answer on that one yet. I have 
a lot to think about with that one.”

Given his immense talent, Ohio State is 
more than happy to wait on an answer.

Close To OSU, Gill Is Far From A Lock
By RYAN GINN
Buckeye Sports Bulletin Associate Editor

High School – Westerville (Ohio) South
Position – Running back
Height, Weight – 6-1, 180 pounds
Rankings – Scout.com rates Gill a four-star prospect in the 

class of 2018.
Player Evaluation – “This is one amazing athlete, and 

I can literally see him playing any number of positions. 
Defensively, Gill has all the skills needed to be a bigger cor-
nerback in the mold of Eli Apple or a long safety like Tyvis 
Powell. From an offensive perspective, he has the running 
back look of Ezekiel Elliott, and that is probably his future 
position. I would not rule out wide receiver, where Gill could 
develop into a faster Mike Thomas on the outside. Suffice to 
say, Gill is a tremendous athlete and a player that has five-
star talent. Were he to be ranked against 2016 prospects, 
he would be listed as one of the top 15 prospects. As a 2018 
prospect, he is a national recruit.” – Scout.com recruiting 
analyst Bill Greene
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