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Embracing change, Josh and his teammates are all-in this year

f you’ve followed Zips football for the past 3 seasons, you may have noticed 
there’s one player that seems to be having more fun on the field than anyone 

else. Someone that embraces former Zips’ Head Coach Jim Dennison’s PMA (Positive 
Mental Attitude) mantra like no other. That guy is Josh Ward.

“I feel that every day you have to smile about something. If you aren’t smiling, you’re 
doing yourself a disservice,” says Ward. “If I get beat on a play, I can’t take that to 
heart because the rest of my day’s going to be bad. If you put on a smile, you can 
move on from disappointments a lot faster. My whole goal in life is to try and be 
a light. If I can do that, I think I can help my team. At the end of the day, this is a 
wonderful opportunity I have (playing football). So, I just can’t take any setbacks too 
serious.”

From Florida to Akron

So how does a kid from Delray Beach Florida make his way to northeast Ohio? “Buffalo 
was looking at me, but they were going through a coaching change,” Ward recalled. 
“The old (Akron) coaching staff found me, and I didn’t have any offers at the time. 
Akron was the first one to show me love, so I committed.  I came in right after signing 
day, ready to work. I was glad for the opportunity.” 

Was it difficult to transition from sunny Florida, to the brutal winters of Akron Ohio? 
Ward laughed. “Everyone thought it would be a nice change of scenery…they said 
‘You’ll get to see some snow, it’ll be nice.’ But when you come from sunshine…a place 
where you go to the beach on Christmas… to where it’s negative 1 degree, it’s more 
than just a little bit different.”

But Ward sees some benefits to playing in the cold weather. “It definitely toughens 
you. It takes a different mindset to play in the cold. We played at Eastern Michigan last 
year and it was 27 degrees. But you gotta go no matter what. No matter how much it 
hurts. So, I think that process (of playing in the cold) is a good one to go through.” 
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A Coaching Change

In December 2018 Zips Head Coach Terry Bowden was let go by the Zips, and 
replaced by northeast Ohio native and former Tennessee-Chattanooga Head Coach 
Tom Arth. Ward says he and his teammates have embraced the change. “I like that 
the new coaches make us work hard every day. They hold us to a very, very high 
standard and you have to keep up with it. If you don’t, you’re gonna fall to the 
bottom. You have to really stay strong every practice, because there’s no falling 
off. Our practices are hard…we’re moving around every period, every period we’re 
working (the Zips’ practices are broken down in to periods, and the time is tracked 
on the Stiles Center scoreboard). We go straight from individual work to some form 
of team work, to special teams. There’s no walking.” 

Yet Another Change

From a personal standpoint, having a fresh set of coaching eyes evaluating Ward’s 
skill set has yielded a position change for his final college season. “I think if you’ve 
had coaches for a while, they see you in a certain way. With this staff, it’s a new 
beginning. They see you in a different light, and that might be what you really are. 
The previous coaches saw me as a defensive end. This staff sees me as an outside 
linebacker.” The move excites the 5th year senior. “I feel I can better use my talents 
and athleticism now,” says Ward. “I can play in space, help everybody out and do a 
lot more. At defensive end I wasn’t fully able to use my athleticism.  My weight also 
didn’t always coincide with the position (he was listed at 240 lbs last season). I’m 
about 230 pounds right now, and that’s about perfect.”

The move to linebacker should pay dividends this 
upcoming season, and hopefully into the future. “I 
already knew how to pass rush, and how to deal with 
linemen,” said Ward. “Playing linebacker allows me 
to expand on who I am as a player. I’ll be in coverage, 
which I feel will help me if I get an opportunity at the 
next level. I’ll be better equipped…I’ll have a fuller ‘tool 
box.’ I love it.”

The position change has also affected Ward’s training 
preparation for the upcoming season. “I was already 
strong. I knew I had to try to become less stiff. Now, I go 
in the weight room and stretch, work with the weight 
staff and focus on unlocking certain areas of my body. 
I think it’s really helped in opening my hips, loosening 
my back up, and I think that’s really going to help me.”

By all accounts Ward has a solid Junior campaign, 
racking up 7 TFL’s and 4 sacks. He expects those 
numbers to rise appreciably this fall. “When I watched 
last season’s film, I could have had 9 sacks. This year 
I want to make sure I make the best of every one of 
those opportunities.” He then mused “I think this 
would be a whole different conversation if I’d have had 
those 9 sacks. So a goal of mine this season is to get 
them. I want at least 10 to 15 TFL’s. And, I want at least 
5 picks. And if I get those 5, I want to get the sixth. I 
have goals, but I don’t want to put a limit on myself. I 
take every week as a new challenge.”



Converting from the 4-3 Base Defense to the 3-4

Coach Arth will be instituting a 3-4 base defense this season (Bowden 
utilized the 4-3). Ward believes it’s a good fit for the 2019 personnel. “If 
you’re playing the 4-3, you’ve really got to have some big boys and some 
really secure positions with a lot of talent. I think our defense has always 
been looked at as a smaller unit, which I think helps us in the 3-4. We have 
a lot of interchangeable roles. We have guys that can play defensive line 
and linebacker. Guys that can play corner and safety. It allows a lot more 
movement, and I think it gives players better shot at playing, and a chance 
to be themselves on the field.” He added, “We’ve taken to the coaching, 
we’ve embraced everything they’ve thrown at us, and I’ve started to see it 
all come together. Much better than I’ve seen in the past.”

With the departure of nine senior starters from last year’s defense, the 
natural tendency is to expect a drop off in production. Ward begs to differ. 
“What I’ve seen so far is great will and determination. I’ve been on teams 
in the past where, on paper, we may not have been the best team. But 
we did great things. In high school, my team only had three kids go D-1 in 
college. But we went to the state championship in Florida, which is very 
hard to do. In almost every round of the playoffs we were going up against 
5-star players. But as long as you have the will and determination to fight, 
like I see in this team, like I see in our eyes, you can be great. There’s a big 
difference between having athleticism, and really wanting to be great. If we 
continue coming in here and wanting to be great, we’ll be great. It’ll show 
in everything that we do.”

The Future

What’s in store for Josh Ward once the 2019 season concludes? Like most 
college players, the ultimate goal is to play on Sundays. But Ward says “It’s 
good to have a back-up plan. I was thinking about law school, but the more 
I looked into it, it just seemed like there were a lot of lawyers out there. So, 
I went and talked to my advisor, and he thought Sales would be a good fit 
for me. I can use my personality in sales. When I moved over into Sales, life 
became a lot simpler. And a lot of opportunities are opening up for me, so I 
think I made the right decision for my career.”

They say championships aren’t won in March, but they can be lost. If you 
believe Josh Ward, the hard work evident at the Stiles Center this spring is 
setting the table for an intriguing summer camp, and an exciting fall. That’s 
a sales pitch any Zips fan is happy to buy.


