Della Marie Sims McCaughan
February 4, 2021

Della Marie Sims McCaughan, age 92, passed away February 4, 2021, in Biloxi,
Mississippi. Arrangements for a memorial service officiated by Rev. Hart Clawson are
pending.
Born on April 10, 1928, in Pass Christian, Mississippi, Della McCaughan was the youngest
child of John Jefferson (Jeff) Sims and Nora Belle Tullos Sims. She was honored to claim
the Mississippi Gulf Coast as her lifetime home. Mrs. McCaughan was a charter member
of Emmanuel Baptist Church in Biloxi Mississippi. At the time of her death, Mrs.
McCaughan remained a member of First Baptist Church in Biloxi, Mississippi.
Mrs. McCaughan was a teacher in the Biloxi Public School System for 44 years. Her
teaching career included: Dukate Elementary, Mary L. Michelle Junior High School, Biloxi
High School, University of Southern Mississippi (Keesler Air Force Base and Gulf Park
campuses), William Carey College, University of Alaska, Johns Hopkins University, and
Scripps Institute. During her tenure as teacher, she taught fifth and sixth grade, biology,
marine biology, and served as Chairman of the Science Department. She was the first
person in the nation to teach Marine Biology at the high school level. Additionally, she
wrote the first textbook to be used for that purpose.
Della loved teaching and believed in her students, working tirelessly to help them realize
their potential. The value she placed on education can be summed up by the quote that
was painted on her classroom wall, “If you give a man a fish, you feed him for the day. If
you teach a man to fish, you feed him for a lifetime.” --Lao-Tzu. Della believed in “hands
on” learning and that the classroom should not be defined by four walls. She designed a
curriculum that allowed students to travel to local barrier islands for educational field trips.
Della was known nationally for her innovative teaching techniques. Many school systems
modeled their Marine Biology program after the one she developed at Biloxi High School.
She went above and beyond helping to secure scholarships and funding for college for
numerous students, especially encouraging them to embrace science as a career.

Mrs. McCaughan had great respect for the Gulf Coast fishermen and worked with them to
learn about the local ecosystems and habitats. In a class with Dr. Gordon Gunter, at the
Gulf Coast Research Lab, she discovered cataleptic trance in Opsanus Beta and,
together, they co-authored the paper presenting the discovery. A lifetime conservationist,
Mrs. McCaughan worked diligently to preserve the delicate balance of life in the
Mississippi Sound and along the Barrier Islands of Mississippi--testifying on more than
one occasion before Congress on the value of these natural resources.
Della McCaughan’s educational experience included: Pass Christian High School,
Mississippi Gulf Coast Junior College-Perkinston Campus, University of Southern
Mississippi, Bowdoin College, Colorado University, Baldwin Wallace College, Hamline
University, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Cornell University, and LSU, among
others. She published many materials for educational purposes and reference in
cooperation with the University of Southern Mississippi, the Mississippi-Alabama Sea
Grant Consortium, and the Mississippi Department of Marine Resources. In conjunction
with the Mississippi Sea Grant Consortium and University of Southern Mississippi, she
wrote A Guide to the Marine Resources and many marine biology booklets to assist
elementary students in learning about their own environment. In addition, she compiled
Marine Resources and History of the Gulf Coast, a set of four books, for the Mississippi
Department of Marine Resources.
Della was the recipient of many awards. Some of her most valued awards include: Shell
Merritt Fellowship, Mother of the Year, and Teacher of the Year. She was awarded an
Einstein Congressional Fellowship to work in the U.S. Senate as an educational advisor.
In 1994, Mrs. McCaughan was sponsored by the Tandy Corporation and featured in
Fortune, Time, and Forbes magazines, with other selected science teachers, as one of the
“brightest, most industrious minds in America”. Additionally, in 1994, she received a
commendation through Senate Concurrent Resolution Number 578, whereby the
Mississippi State Legislature issued a commendation on her outstanding career and
meritorious service during her years as an educator.
She was preceded in death by her loving husband of 63 years, Finley Brandt McCaughan.
Survivors include: Two daughters, Leona McCaughan Clawson of Jefferson, TX (Hart) and
Diana McCaughan Rodwig of Covington, LA (Bobby); beloved nephew, Michael Walker of
Covington, LA; grandchildren, William Hart Clawson, Jr. of Jefferson, TX, Trinity Clawson
of Sapulpa, Ok, Brandt Reece Clawson (Brianna) of Madison, WI, Finley Marie Clawson of
Jefferson, TX, Aimee Alexandra Rodwig of Covington, LA, Catherine Lee Clawson of
Jefferson, TX, Cameron Clawson of Shreveport, LA, Isabella Grace Rodwig, of Covington,
LA; Sisters-in-law, Jennie Lee Lacy of Long Beach, MS and Helen Sims of Malo, WA;

many treasured nieces and nephews; and hundreds of cherished students.
Her family wishes to extend thanks to the staff of Brookdale Assisted Living and Southern
Care Hospice, in Biloxi, for exemplary care and kindness. For those wishing to honor Mrs.
McCaughan’s memory, the family asks that, in lieu of flowers, donations be made to: Biloxi
First; P.O. Box 982; Biloxi, MS. 39533 -- a non-profit organization supporting education.
Bradford-O’Keefe Funeral Home is honored to serve the McCaughan family.

Comments

“

I met Mrs. McCaughan when I was in 4th grade. Somehow, my mom knew that she
would be the best person to help with my marine biology science fair projects over
the next couple of years. She was the best! She let me tag along on field trips to the
barrier islands. She loaned me a plankton net and device to check the salinity of the
water for my project on Ctenophores (jellyfish). She taught me a lot. Loved her.

Melody Schobert - February 15 at 02:44 PM

“

She was an educator - the likes of which few school systems will ever see. I wasn't
even one of her students, but she reached across school boundaries to tutor and
guide me to winning a national achievement award. Dedication, perseverance, and
excellence were her hallmarks - and she strove to instill the same qualities in all her
students. She was a major influence in determining the course of my career. Lord
only knows how many others can say the same. There was only ONE Della
McCaughan. The world has lost a grand and gracious lady. Fondly remembered,
Fred J. Klein.

fred klein - February 15 at 12:33 PM

“

I'm forever grateful that my Brad and Rebecca were students of Mrs
McCaughan..they often talked about her fun classes....taking the entire class to the
beach, etc., for hands on learning! Thank you, Mrs McCaughan............

clara b. childress - February 14 at 11:11 AM

“

Whenever I tell someone that I grew up in Biloxi and had a fantastic education at
BHS (1969), they are sometimes amused and skeptical. But they always ask why I
thought that and my example is Marine Biology. I go on to tell them about the field
trips and memorable classroom experiences we had. I didn't realize until I read the
obit that the MB class was the first of its kind in the country!
Of course, we had a lot of great teachers, but Mrs. McCaughan was the best! It was
so great to see her at our 50th reunion in Oct. 2019.

Brad Childress - February 14 at 11:01 AM

“

Miss McCaughan was an outstanding educator! She inspired many in the field of
science and marine biology. She always had fascinating things displayed in her
classes that would grab your attention and spark the mind to inquire "what is that and
where did it come from?" She provided field trips to the beach, islands, and
Aquarium. You could tell by her passion and smile she enjoyed teaching all who
wanted to learn. Thank you for your gift of sharing knowledge! Thomas McDonald
BHS c/o 84

Thomas MCDONALD - February 12 at 05:26 PM

“

Miss Della was a hoot. Very engaging with her students and an inspiration to
succeed in life.
As a lower-middle, class Biloxian, caviar was not in our daily food regimen. Miss
Della brought some to class with saltines to introduce us to this finer culinary
appetizer. I don’t think it was Beluga caviar, but at 10 a.m., it wasn’t particularly
refreshing to one’s pallet.
The class worked under her tutelage on Science Fair projects. In 1959, I went to
Jackson in the truck that transported, our work. Proudly and surprised, my Earth
Science exhibit brought home a Blue Ribbon which I still possess. This experience
was valued as it was another part of the journey in becoming a Petroleum Geologist.
In retirement, Della asked me to write local histories for the books that DMR was
sponsoring on the Mississippi coast. One of her editors was Joe Seward who also
passed very recently. Great folks that gave much to the community and left their
indelible foot print on our sandy shores.
auRayvoir
BHS CLASS 1961

ray bellande - February 12 at 10:31 AM

“

1 file added to the tribute wall

ray bellande - February 12 at 10:07 AM

“

We’ll always remember Mrs. McCaughan and the best field trips to Ship Island (BHS
Class of 80). She was a force of nature and a teacher you’ll always cherish. She had
the best grading system ever! Diana, we love you! — Janet Littlepage Stuart

Janet Stuart - February 11 at 09:07 PM

“

9 files added to the tribute wall

Leona McCaughan - February 11 at 09:05 AM

“

I remember that field trip to Horn Island when I brought her the marine sample I
caught. She looked at it and her eye lit up and a big smile came on her face. She
said do you know what you have there? I said yes maam I have a minature
Portugeuse Man of War and she replied you have an "A" for the year in my class.
She really made Marine Biology exciting and fun for all of us students.

Dennis Tharpe - February 10 at 10:49 PM

“

I was a Marine Biology student, Class of 1969, of Mrs. McCaughnan's. I will never
forget going to the beach to look for sea creatures and when we went to Ship Island.
It was a pleasure to be in her wonderful class and to have had the privilege to know
her. RIP

Peggy C Marsh - February 10 at 12:52 PM

“

Wonderful teacher. She helped my husband be able to graduate from Biloxi High.
Connie Spivey {Paul}'

Connie Spivey - February 10 at 10:31 AM

“

Mrs. McCaughan was my teacher my senior year 1976/1977. What fun she was! She
is truly unforgettable! RIP sweet friend.

Kathy Springer - February 10 at 09:41 AM

“

I was one of Mrs. McCaughan's students at Biloxi High, Class of 1986. Loved the
weekly trips to the beach, on foot, to learn how to use nets. Then we had to tromp
back to school, clean our gear and then finish our day...sweaty AKA a badge of
honor. In the last 5 years, she and my father lived at Brookdale together and sat near
one another in the dining hall. Interestingly enough, he was in the first class of high
school students she taught at Biloxi High. It was always a treat to visit with her when
I visited Dad. Such a special part of our history
Thank you for sharing her with all of us

Janey Mattina - February 09 at 10:22 PM

“

I taught summer school, in the late 80's, with Della. We taught her students how to
'milk' a Limulus polyphemus. An experience that is now over 35 years old, but seems
like she was with me just yesterday. Truly a great lady and wonderful teacher.
Suzanne LeGore Kloske

Suzanne Moberly - February 09 at 09:36 PM

“

Loved her she was an awesome teacher

shaunah (Davis) Alexander - February 09 at 08:13 PM

“

My children and I Destinee and Christian loved Mrs Della! We were beyond blessed
to have known this sweet lady for a good twenty or so years. She was our neighbor
but more thank that she was our friend. We were blessed to be able to visit her after
we moved out the neighborhood. So many memories we have with her and Mr
Finley! Y kids were blessed to have known such amazing people. They attended
birthday parties, dance recitals, births! Our last visit with her was Christina’s 2019.
She was so happy to see us Christmas Day and Destinee cried all the way to the car
knowing that would be the last time she would see her! Rest easy Mrs Della with
your Toe! You deserve it! We will miss you always!

michelle broadus - February 09 at 08:13 PM

“

2 files added to the tribute wall

michelle broadus - February 09 at 08:09 PM

“

Heaven gained another Angel. She impacted alot of young peoples lives mine
included. I remember when she would baby sit my brother and myself it was night
school.I would not trade for the world. RIP Ms.McCaughan untill we meet again.

Russell & Agnes Toms - February 09 at 07:47 PM

“

We had a lot of good times growing up in the McCaughan family, great holidays with
all of us stuffed in grandma and grandpa's house and then at Aunt Betty and Uncle
Dons. Miss those days. She will be missed. Deb Wolfe

Deborah A Wolfe - February 09 at 07:09 PM

“

Where to begin; Della will always hold a place in my heart for many reasons, mostly
because she introduced me to the girl I would eventually marry and spend the rest of
my life with. She was a special lady, a great teacher, and a good friend.

Chip Jackson - February 09 at 05:36 PM

“

1 file added to the album Memories Album

Leona Clawson - February 09 at 04:57 PM

“

We extend our sincere sympathy and value your trust during this time of
remembrance and reflection. We pledge our support now and in the future.
~
The Staff and Management of Bradford-O'Keefe Funeral Homes

Bradford-O'Keefe - February 09 at 04:38 PM

