
ket and portal, we had 

a young man come in 

from the NAIA and was 

Player of the Year in our 

conference. There are a 

lot more similarities than 

differences. Budgets 

are different. Resources 

are different. Staffi ng 

is different. Offerings 

in sports are different. 

We’re not an enrollment 

driver at Morehead 

State, we’re a competi-

tive driver whereas the 

NAIA is a little bit of 

both of those where you 

try to be as competitive 

as you can and also grow 

your enrollment. We’re 

focused on trying to be 

successful and having a 

great student athlete ex-

perience. Some of those 

change, but we still op-

erate on a family model. 

That’s just a part of who 

we are. It’s a part of my 

DNA. We have compli-

ance, we have budgets 

and we have all of the 

things that are business 

related. Relationships 

are the things that matte 

to us the most.” 

Style of leadership

“It’s almost like run-

ning any type of school 

building,” Wells said. “A 

principal’s job is a lot eas-

ier when all of his teach-

ers are great. That’s 

what I kind of tried to 

align here. Nobody calls 

me boss here because 

I’m a partner to them. I 

tell them all of the time, 

there’s going to be days 

you’re super glad I was 

a coach and there’s go-

ing to be days that you’re 

not going to be so glad 

I was a coach because I 

do know what’s going on. 

Supporting the coaches 

is important to me, The 

hiring process is ex-

tremely important. You 

have to get the right peo-

ple. There is pressure to 

have success at all levels 

— that’s community re-

lated, academics and out-

puts on the fi eld and the 

court. Finding the right 

people is important and 

then supporting them 

along the way by giving 

them the resources they 

need to be successful. 

That’s the Human Re-

sources as well as the 

fi nancial resources. Try-

ing to balance those com-

peting needs is tough, 

but I will say that we do 

a good job here of mak-

ing sure the connecting 

points are good.”

One of those chal-

lenges has been the as-

cent of the transfer portal 

in Division I basketball. 

The portal changed 

everything. 

The way school’s ap-

proach recruiting.

The portal has made 

it tougher to keep play-

ers on rosters for all four 

years because they can 

enter the transfer portal 

at anytime. 

“Retention is your 

biggest hurdle in all of 

that even from the kids’ 

perspective,” Wells said. 

“Every time they change 

an institution, that af-

fects them academical-

ly. They’re going to lose 

credits every time they 

transfer. Some things 

don’t transfer. What 

you’re doing is pushing 

graduation back on all 

kids when you do that. 

That’s a hard part for me 

to understand why that’s 

OK. I’m 100 percent for 

students rights and I un-

derstand that sometimes 

they have an opportunity 

just like coaches to move 

and go different places 

and explore opportuni-

ties, but it has made it 

challenging retaining 

rosters and maintaining 

continuity. I’m glad our 

coaches are young be-

cause an older guy like 

myself — it drives me 

insane. For example our 

men’s basketball team 

have half returning and 

had half new kids. Our 

women’s basketball team 

— our entire roster is 

different. Weighing all 

of that, there’s proba-

bly some good to it, but 

there’s also some chal-

lenges on our side as well 

as the students’ side. Any 

kid can go in the portal 

whenever they want to 

and fi nd other opportu-

nities. I think the stat 

was that there were 300 

and some kids still left in 

the portal who don’t have 

a place to go to school 

now because they left 

their institution. You’re 

fi nding that at the NAIA 

level, you’re fi nding that 

at the DI, DII and DII 

levels. Kids are either 

fi nding less opportuni-

ties or none at all, which 

is frustrating because if 

you have a kid who has 

an opportunity, you hate 

to see them lose that op-

portunity. The recruiting 

dynamics have changed. 

You’re seeing a lot more 

high school kids avail-

able to us at this level 

that we used to not have 

a chance to get. With the 

transfer portal, you get a 

kid and you can plug and 

play and you rock and 

roll. That world has taken 

over the recruiting land-

scape. The conversations 

of the Power 4 or Power 

5 are different than we 

have in the OVC. Trying 

to fi nd your seat at the ta-

ble in the portal is crazy. 

Resources matter. Mon-

ey matters. We’ve won in 

the portal and we’ve lost 

in the portal. The young-

er coaches and younger 

generations are used to 

it. The old folks like me 

are probably a little bit 

harder.” 

Wells had to get used 

to the rules of NCAA 

DI as well because the 

NCAA has different 

rules than the NAIA. 

Also the rise of 

Name, Image and Like-

ness and the ability for 

schools to pay athletes 

have changed things as 

well. 

Morehead State is a 

small school and paying 

for NIL athletes isn’t the 

same as a big school like 

the University of Ken-

tucky or the University 

of Louisville.

He still tries to com-

pete and win in the Ohio 

Valley Conference and 

hope his teams can get 

opportunities to play in 

the NCAA Tournaments.

“Access and it’s just 

becoming normalcy,” 

Wells said. “Three years 

ago, it was kind of un-

heard of because people 

didn’t know the rules and 

didn’t know the expecta-

tions. Then you add the 

element of agents get-

ting involved in it, which 

it trickles down and ev-

ery level is going to have 

them. Now the agents 

are involved in advising 

kids. Like any profession, 

there are good agents 

and bad agents who don’t 

have the best interest of 

the kid in their heart. It 

creates some confusion. 

I will say there are some 

agents who do it right 

and do it well. On the 

other hand, when you ad-

vise kids wrong, I have a 

problem with that. That’s 

become normal to have 

those conversations. 

When kids used to come 

to visit and come to my of-

fi ce, we talked about aca-

demic programs, where 

they eat, what’s the gym 

look like and what’s our 

culture like. Now, they 

come and the fi rst thing 

they say is, ‘What’s my 

deal? What are you going 

to give me?’ Recruiting is 

defi nitely different than 

it used to be.”

It’s tough for small 

DI schools to compete 

against the large confer-

ences.

But Wells and his 

staff are promoting the 

school and athletics with 

social media and content 

creation.

Getting Morehead 

State’s name out there 

is key in fi nding athletes 

who fi t the each program.

“Content creation is a 

part of the reality of what 

we do,” Wells said. “We 

hire people now just to 

do content creation. So-

cial media is a big piece. 

Recognition is huge. We 

try to recruit nationally. 

We don’t just try to stay 

in Morehead not that 

it’s not important, but 

we have to get the word 

out. Whether to all of our 

alumni and supporters. 

There is a huge balance 

between internal and ex-

ternal and the best mag-

net to do that is through 

media. The newspapers 

of the world, the inter-

net, the social media and 

all of that stuff ties in 

together to get the word 

out. It’s just a huge part 

of what we are trying to 

do. We have good stu-

dent involvement in that. 

We also have profes-

sionals who do all of our 

broadcasts and games 

on ESPN Plus. We put 

everything on air and put 

it on the radio as well. 

We’re trying to reach 

the masses as best as we 

can. One person can’t do 

it, so we have to rely on 

our media folks and pro-

fessionals.”

Recruiting is key.

At UPike, Wells and 

his staff approached re-

cruiting locally and then 

expanding.

Now, he still wants 

that, but it’s tougher to 

just focus on the local 

athletes.

Morehead State tries 

to identify the athletes 

who can play and com-

pete at that level locally, 

but they are looking for 

athletes from all over to 

come in as well.

“I think it was little 

of both,” Wells said. “I 

think recruiting region-

ally is the right thing to 

do. We try to get the kids 

regionally who fi t and 

compete at a high level. 

We’re not playing to be 

the best team in More-

head, we’re playing to 

be the best in our league 

and get ourselves to the 

NCAA tournaments for 

those opportunities. All 

of those parts aren’t just 

regionally. We’ve been in 

the international market. 

We’ve been to every edge 

of the borders to fi nd 

folks who fi t what we’re 

trying to do. Hopefully, 

you’re hearing the right 

word — fi t. Fit is terribly 

important. That’s why 

hiring good coaches who 

recruit the right way and 

getting the right kids 

makes our lives so much 

easier. We try to keep a re-

gional focus, but then we 

expand and we’ll even go 

international. Our wom-

en’s basketball coach last 

year had 11 girls who 

were international stu-

dent athletes. They were 

amazing human beings 

and amazing kids. The 

new coach coming in is 

going to have a different 

approach. She’s going to 

have four international 

students and the rest will 

be domestic. Just trying 

to fi nd the right fi t of 

people is more important 

than the location.”

Wells takes pride 

in all of the athletes at 

Morehead State, but he 

has a little different type 

of pride when the local 

athletes succeed.

“It really does give 

me a little extra pride to 

see them,” Wells said. “I 

love all of our kids equal-

ly as well, but there’s 

something in you when 

you have one of us who 

is a living trophy of one 

of us. You really root for 

them and want to see 

them do well. It’s not 

just on the courts or on 

the fi eld, but all around. 

You want to see them get 

an education and take it 

back and make a differ-

ence in wherever they’re 

from. To have kids who 

walk in the same foot-

prints that I’ve walked, 

you just naturally have an 

appeal to them and want 

to see them do good. We 

won’t call names, but we 

have some recruits com-

ing this year from the 

mountains and we’re su-

per excited about them. 

We’ll support them, but 

it also brings communi-

ty. A kid from Califor-

nia isn’t going to bring 

a community. Our local 

kids are the ones who 

create that community. 

I think our fanbase and 

our alumni appreciate 

that. Diversity comes 

to our campus through 

athletics. Having good 

diversity is important to 

us, but certainly local fl a-

vor is something that you 

have to have to create 

that diversity.”

Wells is Morehead 

State.

He is satisfi ed with 

being good.

Good enough is nev-

er good enough for him.

There’s no fi nish line 

to the success he is try-

ing to build.

He is one of the liv-

ing trophies of the school 

and he wants to keep 

producing more and 

more success stories to 

impact communities and 

businesses after athletes 

leave Morehead State.

“It’s a lot like coach-

ing,” Wells said. “Coach-

ing has the ultimate 

highs and ultimate lows. 

I think that I’ve leveled 

that out a little bit better 

in my career. To see good 

stuff happen to this place 

makes me extremely ex-

cited. The goal coming 

here was to improve. 

Whatever that looked 

like and the best version 

of that. When you see

that moving in that di-

rection, it is a humbling

satisfaction to see good

things happening be-

cause the people here de-

serve good things. The

people here deserve it.

The people in our region

deserve it. This is an im-

pactful place with worth-

while people. For me, to

see the success come

along with it — it is grat-

ifying. I also know that

July, 1 starts anew and

you don’t know where

one stops and the next

one starts. We’re trying

to do the same thing for

this next group.”

July 1 marked the

start of a new season.

The countdown to

the Fall Athletic Season

has started.

The rush and thrill

of the upcoming season

reinvigorates Wells as

he and his staff prepare

to start things all over

again for the 2026/2027

season.

“It’s exciting,” Wells

said. “You go through

that spell of that feeling

when a season is over

and winding down and

you’re exhausted — ev-

erything is after gradua-

tion and you can mellow

down a little bit to now,

you see the new fresh

faces and the kids are

excited and nervous. You

get that excitement back

again. That fi rst football

game is Family Week-

end when we have it and

it’s going to be exciting.

People are going to be

roaming everywhere.

That part is cool. I think

it keeps you young a little

bit. It keeps your emo-

tions going. It is going to

be exciting just as much

as you’re proud of them

during graduation. You

love sending them off to

their careers and seeing

them do good. Then,

you get that excitement

about that next group

and you’re like, ‘Let’s do

it again with this group,’

and we want to make

them the best version we

can make them.”
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