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The next big thing  

Monday, 31 December 2007 

James Burchfield  

As soon as he was old enough, James Burchfield put a helmet on his head and began playing football. 
His goal was reasonable enough. He was a Future Panther, and one day, he would become an actual 
Benton Panther.  
Running alongside future All-State quarterback Zac McCauley, Burchfield was coached by his dad, and 
his destiny looked secure. 
So why isn't Burchfield on the Benton Panther roster? Why isn't he an All-State offensive lineman? Why 
has no one who covers high school sports ever heard of him? More importantly, why has every decent 
college scout throughout the country been beating down his doorstep? 
The answer lies just north of Saline County. Southwest Christian Academy, a private school that holds 
about 500 students from kindergarten to 12th grade, became Burchfield's home for five years. He will 
graduate this Spring and continue on to college, most assuredly with a scholarship to play football, 
despite never taking a snap at the level of nearly every other school registered with the Arkansas 
Activities Association. 
While the AAA sanctions sports for about 99 percent of schools in the state, there are a few institutions 
that operate teams and play games when and where they can. Add Southwest Christian Academy to that 
list. 
It just didn't seem right that Burchfield wouldn't attend Benton High School. He was blossoming into a 
solid lineman. He came from good stock, steeped in Panther tradition. His uncle is Kevin Eubanks, who 
played for the 1977 Benton Panther state championship team and later played for the Arkansas 
Razorbacks. 
When Burchfield decided to attend Southwest Christian, located off Geyer Springs Road in Little Rock, it 
actually had no football program at all. His decision to leave the Benton school system and a certain 
starting spot on the Benton Warrior junior high team came down to one visit he made when his mother 
became a teacher there. 
"I actually had just finished football practice, and I decided to go to orientation with my mom," Burchfield 
said. "It was just such a great environment, and I pretty much made up my mind right then that I wanted 
to go to school there." 
One problem — no more football. 
"At that time, I considered football an extra-curricular activity," he said. "My coaches were very 
supportive, but they really couldn't understand what I was doing or why I was doing it." 
The decision to forego any football didn't seem to be hard one, but just a year after he started classes at 
Southwest Christian, it was announced that the school, along with several other smaller private schools, 
would begin football programs. 
Southwest Christian competed in 8-on-8 football, an anomaly in Arkansas, but more visible and accepted 
in states like Texas, where nearly every school, no matter how small, plays football. 
The 8-on-8 setup is simple — a center, two guards and two receivers line up with a three-man backfield. 
The defense also loses two linemen and one defensive back. It was the perfect setup for Southwest 
Christian and for Burchfield. In addition to suddenly being a starter on both offense and defense, his dad, 
Bob, who coached him as a Future Panther, was asked to be defensive coordinator, a job Bob said that 
"was basically the dad who held the bags."  
For the next four years, Burchfield played for the Lions while the rest of the state watched Benton, Bryant, 
Bauxite and Glen Rose compete in front of cameras and crowds. While no one was watching, Burchfield 
developed into one of the best linemen in the state. 
But someone did notice. While attending a summer combine in Bryant, Burchfield was observed by Brad 
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Corbitt of the National Scouting Report. After watching him run through his paces, Corbitt was excited 
about what he saw. He contacted Burchfield and got him involved in several other workouts, including the 
Nike Camp in Columbia, Mo. and Houston Nutt's camp at the University of Arkansas. Burchfield spent the 
summer before his senior season going to a number of different camps, and even a broken thumb didn't 
keep him down for long. 
"I was doing so many bench presses, that at one point, the ligaments in my thumb just snapped," he said. 
"I think I had to leave one camp early." 
But he left a good enough impression that he wasn't a secret anymore. He had met with the coaches at 
Arkansas, and he developed a rapport with Mike Markuson, who will be following Nutt from Arkansas to 
Ole Miss. When the summer was over, his senior year began with classes, football and a barrage of 
phone calls, about 13 to 14 every day. 
Schools as diverse as Nebraska and North Carolina State were lining up next to Baker University and 
Panhandle State, the latter of which is on a current 30-game losing streak. 
"They told me that they want to build the program through the offensive line," Burchfield said. "I think the 
team is giving up about 14 sacks a game, so it would definitely be a challenge." 
He took eight unofficial visits in nine weeks, but the bright lights of the bigger schools hasn't fazed him. 
On one weekend when he was invited to attend the Missouri-Nebraska football game, he bypassed it 
because of a commitment to visit the much smaller Missouri State. He has discussed attending 
Southeastern power Auburn and then in the same breath show enthusiasm for the University of Central 
Arkansas. 
"You have to look at it like a job interview," he said. "The bigger schools can definitely overwhelm you, 
and the education offered at those places is second to none, but you can get lost in the shuffle there. At 
Division II schools, you can have more of a life." 
His dad agreed. 
"Some of these bigger schools, they want to be there at the beginning of June, and he's graduating at the 
end of May," Bob said. "Then if you are in a bowl game, there is no way you are coming home for the 
holidays. So there are many things to consider." 
Burchfield is enjoying the "dead period" in recruiting, especially because he is preparing for his last 
football game at the high school level. He will participate in the Max Emfinger All American Bowl Classic 
on Jan. 5 in Jackson, Miss. One of the perks is that he will protecting quarterback Jim Youngblood of 
Camden, who has already committed to Arkansas. Another is that he will follow in the footsteps of players 
such as Darren McFadden and Felix Jones who played in the same game. He will head to practice on 
New Year's Eve. 
"I'm kind of nervous about it," he confessed. 
In the meantime, he can enjoy the accolades he has earned, including being listed as one of the top 150 
linemen in the nation and rated as a 5-star recruit on many web sites. 
But with as many as 40 schools contacting him over the past year, two continue to rise to the surface — 
UCA and Southern Mississippi. When USM head coach Jeff Bower resigned after 17 seasons, athletic 
director Richard Giannini placed a call to Burchfield to let him know the Golden Eagles were still 
interested in him and the coaching situation would be taken care of in the coming weeks. Shortly after 
that, Larry Fedora was hired. Burchfield said he is very interested in the school, located in Hattiesburg, 
Miss. 
The other school that gets him talking is UCA, which made the jump from Division II to I-AA, and had one 
of the most successful seasons under head coach Clint Conque. 
While he decides where his football path will take him next, his dad will continue with Southwest Christian 
as the head coach. The goal for the team is to one day join the AAA and compete against other area 
schools. 
"Wouldn't that be great to play against someone like Bauxite in 10 years or so?" Bob asked. James 
nodded his head with a big grin on his face. "Yeah," he said. 
Burchfield is treating this stage in his football career the same way he did when he moved from a 6A 
football school to one with no program at all, not even a weight bench. 
"He works out at  John's Gym in Benton, and if it weren't for that, who knows what he would have done," 
Bob said. "He definitely wasn't able to work out at school. There is nowhere to work out." 
None of it concerns Burchfield too much. He made the move to a school that had no football program, 
and he believes that the decision of which school to attend will work out in a way that's best for him. 
"I feel like God has me right here," he said as he holds his hand out, palm up. "He has me right in the 
palm of his hand, and he knows what is best for me. The right decision will be made because He knows 
what the right decision is." 
No one would have guessed it before, but his decisions have been right on the money so far. 
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