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Head coach Charlotte Smith 
has been telling the Elon University 
women’s basketball team the keys 

to success 
so often, she 
knew the 
team would 
get sick of it.

But in 
Smith’s eyes, 
defending 
well and 
cleaning 
up as many 
rebounds as 
possible are 

too important to ever let the team 
forget.

“You have to set goals, and it 
has to be something that’s on the 
forefront of their minds,” Smith said. 
“The only way you can do that is by 
repeating it and repeating it, over and 
over, until it becomes something that 
they buy into.”

Now, as the 27-6 Phoenix prepares 
for the school’s first-ever appearance 
in the NCAA Tournament, it’s 
become clear that Elon is doing both 
things better than it ever has before 
in Smith’s time.

“We were kind of tired of hearing 
her drill it in our head, but at the end 
of the day, we got it and we locked 
in,” said senior guard Lenaira Ruffin. 
“Once everybody became part of the 
process, locked in and knew what we 
had to do to win, it felt great. Words 
cannot describe how it feels to be 
able to do all those things and be 
consistent.”

In winning the Colonial Athletic 
Association (CAA) title, the 
Phoenix had its two best defensive 
performances of the season in 
the CAA Tournament, including 
holding conference stalwart James 
Madison University to 22.8 percent 
from the field in the championship 
game Saturday, March 11.

“I truly believe that our defense 
against JMU was the key factor in 

winning that game,” said junior 
guard Shay Burnett. “Coach was 
really proud of us for our defensive 
intensity that game.”

Even Smith — who called herself 
“the coach who’s never satisfied” after 
Elon held Hofstra University to 28.8 
percent two days earlier — couldn’t 
help but express her pride in what 
was the best single-game defensive 
performance against a Division I 
school in five years. The 
last time Elon forced an 
opponent into a worse 
shooting night was Feb. 
20, 2012, as the College 
of Charleston shot 22.7 
percent. The pursuit of 
those numbers is a key for 
Smith.

“It’s gratifying, 
especially when they’re 
looking for the stat sheet,” 
Smith said. “When they’re looking 
for, ‘Did we hold them under 40 
percent?’ That’s when you have the 
buy-in, when they’re looking for the 
stat sheet not to see how many points 
they scored, but to see if we held 
them under 40 percent.”

Overall, Elon’s defense sits near 
the top of the NCAA leaderboard is a 

variety of categories. The 58.5 points 
per game allowed ranks 54th in the 
country. Meanwhile, opponents 
make just 35.3 percent of shots taken 
against Elon, which ranks Elon as the 
15th-best defense in the country by 
that measure.

Elon also has been able to rebound 
at an elite level in the national scheme. 
Elon’s 1,388 rebounds ranks 10th 
nationally, with the 42.06 rebounds 

per game checking the Phoenix 
in at 26th. Elon also out-rebounds 
its opponents by an average of 6.8 
rebounds per game, which is 25th-
best margin in the country.

What has surprised Smith most 
about the defensive approach has 
been how simple Elon has been able 
to keep things.

“What’s interesting is that we only 
play one style of defense: man-to-
man. We don’t do a whole lot of fancy 
stuff. We’ve committed to playing 
man-to-man defense, and that’s 
what we’ve stuck with all year,” Smith 
said. “I would have never thought in 
a million years that we would just 
play man-to-man and that’s our sole 
defense.

“We don’t press. We don’t play 
zone. It’s just half-court 
man-to-man. And it 
works. I think sometimes, 
you can try to do too 
much and be the jack-of-
all-trades and the master 
of none. I feel like we’ve 
done a pretty good job 
of mastering half-court 
man-to-man defense.”

Smith says Elon only 
makes subtle adjustments 

based on who the Phoenix faces, 
liking to plug the gaps on driving 
teams or deciding to be more 
aggressive in passing lanes. The 
Phoenix sent a bunch of help at 
James Madison redshirt senior guard 
Precious Hall in the final, harassing 
the CAA Player of the Year and 
forcing her to take 33 shots and nine 

free throws to score 32 points.
“Honestly, we didn’t want her to 

take that many shots, but she just 
took tough shots,” Smith said. “It was 
like, ‘OK, if she’s going to take any 
shots, at least they’re tough ones and 
challenged ones.’ It worked out in our 
favor that she decided to take a lot of 
tough shots.”

It was the second-straight game 
that redshirt senior guard Essence 
Baucom took the task of guarding 
Hall and shut her down and 
delivered, with the only difference in 
Smith’s eyes being that Baucom was 
able to avoid foul trouble.

“Precious is a great offensive 
player, and we knew that pretty much 
everything was going to run through 
her,” Baucom said after the game. “I 
just tried to stay level-headed and 
grounded. I knew she was going to 
hit a couple of tough shots, but we 
just were determined to not let one 
person beat us. I just forced her into 
tough situations, and just live with 
the result.”

While Elon was able to hold the 
number so low, Burnett remembered 
that Smith said she could never be 
satisfied. Sure enough, in the time 
leading up to the selection show, 
Smith watched the title game film 
and came away with a lot to learn.

“I just finished watching the JMU 
film, and I swear, I have about 45 
defensive teach clips,” Smith said. 
“I texted the team and said, ‘See? I 
told you I could find some. Now I’m 
going to have to spend the next hour 
going through all of them and try to 
figure out which ones to eliminate.’ 
It’s funny.”

Even if she believes Elon can do 
better than it did, Smith still sees the 
team’s drive to defend and rebound 
as something that makes them a 
dangerous team to face in the NCAA 
Tournament.

“Defense, that’s the thing you 
can control, and rebounding is a 
thing you can control,” Smith said. 
“When you get them buying into 
those things, and you already have an 
offensively talented team, you have a 
triple-threat.”

Alex Simon
Sports Director
@alexsimon99

Elon’s defense 
has held its 
opponents to 
35.3 percent 
from the field 
this season, 
which ranks 
Elon 15th-best 
in the country.

WHEN THEY’RE LOOKING FOR, ‘DID 
WE HOLD THEM UNDER 40 PERCENT?’ 
THAT’S WHEN YOU HAVE THE BUY-IN.

CHARLOTTE SMITH
HEAD WOMEN’S BASKETBALL COACH

Defense, rebounding 
propelling Elon to 1st 
NCAA Tournament

ALEX SIMON | Sports Director
Elon senior guard Lauren 
Brown (3) defends James 

Madison redshirt senior 
guard Precious Hall (12, 
with ball) in the Colonial 

Athletic Association 
championship game 

March 11.

LOCKING IT DOWN
ALEX SIMON | Sports Director
Redshirt senior guard Essence Baucom (2) gets 
ready to defend as head coach Charlotte Smith 
gives instructions from the bench.



wednesday
March 15,  2017 3

It’s the last day of summer workouts for 
the Elon University women’s basketball 
team, and the coaching staff wants to do 
something fun.

They play some competitive three-on-
three games before assistant coaches Tasha 
Taylor and Josh Wick and head coach Char-
lotte Smith team up and hit the court.

Smith, the former All-American at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
turns her already high level of competitive-
ness up a notch, and that team dominates.

They’d lose all but two games, maybe, 
that day. Total.

“She made sure of that,” Wick said.
Thus is the norm for Smith, in her sixth 

year leading the Phoenix. It’s not uncom-
mon for her to grab her shorts and basket-
ball shoes and start playing with the team, 
going through rebounding drills or forcing 
them to guard her.

She arrived at Elon in 2011 with a clear 
vision of where she wanted to take the pro-
gram, and she’s now fulfilled that vision. 
The Phoenix won the Colonial Athletic As-
sociation Tournament on Saturday with a 
commanding 78-60 victory over three-time 
reigning champ James Madison Universi-
ty, a performance rife with the foundation 
of Smith’s philosophy — defense and re-
bounding.

Her competitive drive has brought her 
here, as she prepares for her first NCAA 
Tournament game as a head coach.

But she’s been at this stage before. To see 
the coach Smith has become, it’s necessary 
to look back at a career that began with a 
high schooler who could jump, then cata-
pulted into the spotlight with the greatest 
shot in women’s college basketball history 
and now, finally, has led to long nights in 
the film room at a place where she found 
peace.

This is her path.

Learning from the best

Sylvia Hatchell’s father had heard of this 
player from Shelby, North Carolina, not far 
from her hometown of Gastonia, that was as 
impressive as anyone.

Hatchell was a few years into her tenure 
as the coach at UNC, and she couldn’t resist 

the intrigue of someone that good from a 
place so close to her home. She went to Shel-
by High School to see her.

Smith went up for the jump ball to start 
the game, and Hatchell was sold.

“The referee tossed the ball up, and 
Charlotte jumped center. I was like, is this 
kid ever going to come down?” Hatch-
ell said. “She was only about 5-11, but she 
could dunk the ball, jump out of the gym.”

Soon enough, Smith was in Chapel Hill 
playing for the eventual Hall of Fame coach, 
who this year completed her 31st season 
coaching the Tar Heels. And as a junior, 
Smith would make the shot that’d change 
her life and thrust her into stardom.

Smith led the Tar 
Heels to the national 
championship game. 
With UNC down two 
to Lousiana Tech Uni-
versity and just sev-
en-tenths of a second 
remaining, Hatchell 
did something unchar-
acteristic — she called 
a play where Smith, a 
forward, was going to 
shoot a 3-pointer.

She knew it’d work.
“I knew, as compet-

itive as she was, if any-
body would make it, it’d 
be Charlotte,” Hatchell 
said. “She made a shot 
that changed my life.”

Smith also grabbed 
23 rebounds that game. She’s since watched 
the film of that game, and she’s not satisfied 
— she thinks she could’ve pulled down five 
more.

It’s that drive and hunger that she’d carry 
over to her coaching days, which began as 
an assistant under Hatchell in 2002. Smith 
wants her players to strive for excellence, and 
be thinking about championships. That’s 
why she mentioned winning one when she 
was introduced as Elon’s head coach in 2011.

“That’s the mentality that you have to 
have in order to be a champion,” Smith said. 
“You always have to want more and try to 
look for ways to be the best you can be.”

Relating to her players

Junior guard Shay Burnett has heard it 
once or twice.

Burnett knows Smith won the national 
championship. She knows she played in the 
WNBA. And she knows she coached under 
Hatchell and with USA Basketball.

“She reminds us of it all the time,” Bur-
nett said. “She’s like, ‘I’m the champion.’ 
Now, we’re the champions. Now we know 
the feeling.”

But that didn’t come easy.
Smith has always connected with her 

players in a special way, particularly because 
she can directly relate to what they’re go-
ing through. She played collegiately, so she 
knows the struggles. That’s something she’s 
used to her advantage since she started at 
UNC.

“Her coaching style has evolved over the 
last six years or so,” said Wick, who was a 
video coordinator for three years at UNC 
while Smith was an assistant there. 

Smith credits the 
strides Elon has taken 
to successful recruiting. 
In her six years, she’s 
won more than 100 
games and taken the 
Phoenix to the WNIT 
twice — and now the 
NCAA Tournament.

The program is at 
heights it’s never seen 
before. This season, 
the Phoenix shattered 
program records for 
overall wins and con-
ference wins, won a 
regular-season cham-
pionship for the first 
time in 35 years and 
then went on to earn 
the school’s first NCAA 

Tournament bid.
Smith said it was an adjustment from 

playing to coaching, navigating the different 
schedules and learning from Hatchell how 
to manage a program.

Then, after nine years at UNC, she was 
looking for head coaching positions. She 
interviewed at a number of schools, but the 
people she met while at Elon sold her.

“After I left from my campus interview, 
I felt a sense of peace,” Smith said. “I knew 
leaving here that this would be the job for 
me.”

The Phoenix has been successful this 
year largely because it’s executed Smith’s 
two pillars of basketball, defense and re-
bounding, exceptionally well.

It’s rubbed off on the players, who shared 
bear hugs, selfies and dance moves with 
Smith in celebrating the CAA Champion-
ship victory at James Madison.

“Her energy, just being around her just 
gave me this glow,” said senior forward Le-
naira Ruffin. “Coach Smith has been very 

encouraging, very inspiring. She’s tough, 
but tough in a good way. She helped me 
grow into a better athlete, but most impor-
tantly, a better woman.”

Championship mentality

Smith’s coaching progress faces its lat-
est test at 2:30 p.m. Friday in College Park, 
Maryland, when the 11th-seeded Phoenix 
squares off with 6th-seeded West Virginia 
University in the first round of the NCAA 
Tournament.

Smith said her time with USA Basketball 
last summer was perhaps when she grew the 
most as a coach. That experience opened 
her eyes to different systems to run and how 
others coach the game.

She’s grown, too, from her time as a film 
rat. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on the 
tape of Elon’s rout of the Dukes on Saturday.

“Her vision is so great,” said Cristy 
McKinney, an assistant under Smith who 
remembers her as a player and coached 
against her when she was at Clemson Uni-
versity and Smith was at UNC. “That’s the 
key thing for me. The vision she had coming 
in, the way she was just so determined to 
make that vision become reality.

“She just approached every task, every 
day with the vision of being a champion.”

Smith has made sure after winning the 
regular-season and tournament titles this 
year, alumna of the program had a chance 
to cut down the nets. She thought Elon had 
the capability to win the championship last 
year.

But this group has the confidence, she 
said. They saw Towson University and Col-
lege of William & Mary beat James Madison 
and wondered, “why isn’t that us?”

That’s just what Smith has been teaching, 
coaching and preaching since she arrived at 
Elon.

So what will she tell her team before it 
plays in the biggest game of their careers?

“Don’t get in over your head,” Smith said. 
“Take it all in. Enjoy it. Take a lot of pictures. 
Create a lot of memories. But at the same 
time, remember it’s a business trip and not 
a field trip.

“You don’t have to do anything extra 
special to be competitive, to win. … Go in 
and be your authentic selves. Continue to do 
what we did in the CAA Tournament, and 
let everything else fall into place.”

Elon will take 
the advice to heart. 
Smith’s been here 
before. And she’ll 
likely be back.

Smith’s experience helps 
evolve Elon program
Tommy Hamzik
Executive Director
@T_Hamzik

COACH SMITH HAS BEEN 
VERY ENCOURAGING, 
VERY INSPIRING. SHE’S 
TOUGH, BUT TOUGH IN A 
GOOD WAY. SHE HELPED 
ME GROW INTO A 
BETTER ATHLETE, BUT 
MOST IMPORTANTLY, A 
BETTER WOMAN.

LENAIRA RUFFIN
SENIOR FORWARD

F U L F I L L I N G

A VISION

wbb

ALEX SIMON | Sports Director
Head women’s basketball coach Charlotte Smith 
waits for the beginning of the Colonioal Athletic 

Association championship game March 11.

More online
visit our website at 
elonnewsnetwork.com 
to see more
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ELON WINS CAA TITLE
TITLE-WINNING WEEKEND IN PICTURES
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Senior forward Jenifer Rhodes (11) wins 
the opening jump ball in Elon’s Colonial 
Athletic Association (CAA) semifinal 
against the College of William & Mary 
Friday, March 10. The Phoenix defeated 
the Tribe 88-60 in the second of three 
games it played at the CAA Tournament.
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Senior guard Lenaira Ruffin (left) and 
junior guard Shay Burnett (right) jump 
and bump hips as Burnett is introduced 
as a starter March 10. Ruffin and Burnett 
were teammates at River Mill Academy 
six years ago before playing together for 
three years at Elon.

The Elon University women’s basketball 
team celebrates after junior guard Shay 
Burnett (5) made a basket and drew a 
foul. Burnett’s basket was a capper to 
Elon’s 78-60 win over James Madison 
University March 11, clinching the CAA 
championship.
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Head coach Charlotte Smith snips the 
last of the basketball net after the 
Elon University women’s basketball 

team players each took a turn cutting 
a piece. The team earned Elon’s first 

trip to the NCAA Tournament by a 
basketball program.

After fouling out with less than two 
minutes left, junior guard Shay Burnett 
(5) puts her hands on her hips at head 

coach Charlotte Smith (left), daring 
the sixth-year head coach to be mad 

after Burnett helped seal Elon’s win in 
the CAA championship March 11.

Head coach Charlotte Smith walks back 
to the bench March 11 after finishing 

her routine of talking to her team just 
before the start of the game. Elon would 

go on to earn its first trip to the NCAA 
Tournament in program history.

Wednesday 
march 15,  2017WBB



The Elon University women’s 
basketball team knew its name 
would be called on ESPN’s Selection 
Show, but didn’t know when. But 
the Phoenix didn’t need to wait long.

Six minutes into the show, Elon 
found out it would open its first-ev-
er trip to the NCAA Tournament as 
an 11-seed taking on 6-seed West 
Virginia University in College Park, 
Maryland.

Head coach Charlotte Smith was 
relieved to finally know who the 
opponent was.

“The girls have been super excit-

ed all day,” Smith said. “When I 
came down, they were in the locker 
room rocking and rolling in there. 
We’ve been anxious all day to figure 
out who we’re playing and get to 
business.”

The Phoenix clinched the 
school’s first trip to the Big Dance 
by winning the Colonial Athletic 
Association Saturday night, defeat-
ing James Madison University 
78-60 on the Dukes’ home court.

Meanwhile, West Virginia 
pulled off three-straight upsets to 
win the Big 12 Conference cham-
pionship, defeating No. 2 Baylor 
University 77-66 March 6. The 
Mountaineers went 23-10 on the 
season, winning every nonconfer-

ence game they played.
The game is set for approxi-

mately 2:30 p.m. Friday afternoon, 
though it could be later depending 
on how long the game between 
3-seed University of Maryland and 
14-seed Bucknell University goes. 
Elon would play the winner of that 
game if the Phoenix defeats the 
Mountaineers, a team Elon is famil-
iar with.

“We’re excited to play them,” 
Smith said. “We’ve played them 
twice since I’ve been here as a head 
coach. We played them [Dec. 28, 
2015] and it was a competitive 
game on their home turf, so it’ll be 
interesting to see how it all plays out 
on a neutral court.”

Elon’s 0-2 in the two games in 
Smith’s era, but the Phoenix was 
within single digits late in the fourth 
quarter of last season’s 67-57 loss 
in Morgantown, West Virginia. 
The core of each team’s lineup still 
remains the same, something that 
gives senior guard Lenaira Ruffin 
confidence that it has some idea of 
what to expect.

“They play a very fast-paced 
game, which we play, too,” Ruffin 
said. “I think if we slow them down 
and play to the best of our ability and 
stick to the game plan — defense, 
rebounding — then I think we’ll be 
okay and highly competitive.”

While the spotlight will certainly 
be on the Phoenix, First Team All-

CAA junior guard Shay Burnett 
believes Elon will approach this 
game similarly to the 33 it has 
already played this season.

“We’re going to prepare for this 
game just like any other game that 
we prepare for,” Burnett said. “It’s 
just that we’re in the dancing shoes 
now.”

But don’t dare question 
Burnett’s confidence in her team. 
She thinks Elon can make some 
noise against the favored and famil-
iar Mountaineers.

“We kind of know their sys-
tem and how they play,” Burnett 
said. “[Last year’s game] was a good 
preparation game for us to beat 
them in the upcoming game.”

WBBwednesday
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Alex Simon
Sports Director
@alexsimon99
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2017 NCAA WOMEN’S 
BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT

PHOENIX TO FACE WEST VIRGINIA 

AJ MANDELL | Staff Photographer
The Elon University women’s 

basketball team reacts to 
finding out it will face West 

Virginia University in the 
NCAA Tournament
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HARRISONBURG, Va. — Each 
morning Jenifer Rhodes wakes up, 
the reality sinks in even more, with 
the Elon University women’s basket-
ball team progressing through what’s 
already been a historic year.

The senior forward needs her 
roommate, senior guard Essence 
Baucom, to calm her nerves a bit.

Rhodes woke up Saturday morn-
ing ahead of the Colonial Athletic 
Association (CAA) championship 
that comes with an automatic bid 
to the NCAA Tournament. It’s terri-
tory unfamiliar to this team, and to 
the program — the Phoenix hadn’t 
played for a conference champion-
ship since 2001, and has never been 
to the NCAA Tournament.

The journey of how Elon arrived 
here begins with the hiring of coach 
Charlotte Smith, continues with the 
recruiting of championship-mind-
ed, well-rounded players and cul-
minated in the CAA Championship 
victory, earning a trip to the NCAA 
Tournament.

It’s a tale of camaraderie, buying 
into the system and a group of veter-
an players who have been in similar 
situations, but never accomplished 
this end goal.

Now is their shot.
“It’s just exciting,” Rhodes said. 

“We have five seniors on the team, 
three juniors. We know what it’s like 
to want it so bad. It’s been so long. 
We’re fighting for the so many people 
that want it.”

A competitive coach

Smith was hired in June 2011 away 
from her alma mater, the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where 
she served as an assistant for nine sea-
sons under Hall of Fame coach Sylvia 
Hatchell.

She was groomed with a winning 
mentality. Not only did the Tar Heels 
win four Atlantic Coast Conference 
titles and make the NCAA Tourna-

ment all nine years she coached in 
Chapel Hill, but Smith is also the 
most decorated player in North Car-
olina history.

She’s best known for hitting the 
buzzer-beating 3-pointer to give the 
Tar Heels the 1994 national champi-
onship over Louisiana Tech Univer-
sity.

So when she came to Elon, she 
knew the formula. And she professed 
a hunger for championships from the 
get-go, mentioning it at her intro-
ductory press conference.

“We want to bring a champion-
ship-level of basketball to Elon Uni-
versity,” Smith said then. “Winning 
isn’t everything, but I can tell you 
from experience, it sure does feel 
good to win.”

Smith referenced that moment 
after the Phoenix clinched the CAA 
regular-season title with a victory 
over the University of North 
Carolina at Wilmington two 
weeks ago.

This year’s been special. The 
Phoenix has already surpassed 
the mark for most wins in a sea-
son, both overall and in confer-
ence play, in its Division I era. 
Smith was named CAA Coach 
of the Year for leading Elon to 
the top seed in the CAA Tour-
nament.

“We really just reiterate over 
and over the importance of 
being a team,” she said. “We’re 
better together. They’ve bought into 
that. That’s stemmed into a lot of suc-
cess for us.”

Building a championship team

Rhodes fit the bill of the player 
Smith wanted to recruit to Elon.

She helped lead Pinewood Prep 
(North Charleston, South Carolina) 
to three South Carolina Independent 
School state championships while 
setting school records for blocked 
shots and rebounds. In addition, she 
was on the Headmaster’s List and the 
Faculty Honor Roll.

Senior guard Lauren Brown was 
in the same light. She was MVP of 
the region tournament her senior 
year at Alpharetta High School out-
side Atlanta, and led her team to a 
first-place region finish as a junior. 

Off the court, while at Elon, she’s 
conducted research with Elon Brain-
CARE on concussions.

In short, Smith wanted players 
already in a championship state of 
mind who were good people on and 
off the court.

“When you’ve been there and 
done it before, you know what it 
takes,” Rhodes said. “You know the 
urgency that’s needed, and the focus 
and teamwork that’s needed to make 
a championship team.”

Four years ago, Rhodes and 
Brown became the foundation of the 
team that’ll be the No 11 seed play-
ing No. 6 West Virginia University in 
College Park, Maryland. They land-
ed at Elon with fellow senior guard 
Lenaira Ruffin, who’s from Burling-
ton and helped River Mill Academy 
to three conference regular-season 
and tournament titles.

Rhodes and Brown started for 
the Phoenix during their freshman 
year. They’ve since been joined by 
Baucom, a transfer from the Univer-
sity of Alabama-Birmingham, and 
guard Maddie McCallie, a transfer 
from Miami University, to form a 
five-member senior class laden with 
experience.

Then there’s the junior class. 
Guard Shay Burnett has transformed 
into one of the CAA’s best players, 
and forward Malaya Johnson has 
been a consistent force in the post 
besides Rhodes since day one.

Meme Garner has made an im-
pact in her first season with Elon af-
ter transferring from the University 
of North Carolina at Charlotte, de-
veloping a knack for 3-point shoot-
ing (40 percent from deep).

Don’t forget freshman guard Jada 

Graves, who’s excelled at the point in 
a back-up role for the Phoenix.

Put that all together, and it’s an 
experienced team that isn’t fazed by 
the spotlight.

“It starts with the character of the 
players,” Smith said. “I have some 
great players, some outstanding peo-
ple. That’s one of the things we want-
ed to focus on in the recruiting pro-
cess. We wanted to make sure we’re 
not only bringing great players, but 
great people.

“We have players that are capable 
of stepping up every night and just 
taking over a game. They don’t have 
to because we are so balanced.”

Buying into the system

It’s easy to see how much Elon en-
joys playing with each other.

There are always smiles after big 
3-pointers, or drives through 
the lane that end in a trip to the 
free throw line.

As the Phoenix was thump-
ing College of William & Mary 
in the CAA semifinals Friday, 
Brown drove to the paint, 
pump-faked then went up and 
scored, drawing the foul. She 
chest-bumped Rhodes and 
Baucom in celebration.

Through all the honors and 
recognition of the past weeks, 
Elon’s been sure to note the im-
portance of buying into Smith’s 

system and everyone being on the 
same page with one another.

Smith has always preached de-
fense and rebounding as the two 
things a team can control during 
a game. She makes it a goal for the 
Phoenix to hold the edge on the 
boards and to hold the opponent 
under 40 percent from the field each 
game.

This team does both of those 
well. Elon’s held its opponent under 
40 percent in 20 of its 32 games, and 
out-rebounded them 23 times.

“I truly feel it’s not a better time 
to be a Phoenix,” Brown said. “It’s 
unbelievable to be on a team where 
everyone is buying in and everyone 
wants the same thing and really has 
the mentality that the team is more 
important than themselves. It’s a 
phenomenal feeling.”

Elon’s shown that thus far in the 
CAA Tournament, with dominant 
victories over Hofstra University 
and William & Mary. The Phoenix 
had four players in double-figures in 
both those games, but it was a differ-
ent pair leading the way each game.

Earning its shining moment

The last test blocking the Phoenix 
from a guaranteed spot in the Big 
Dance was a familiar one, and one 
that hasn’t been so kind.

James Madison is the CAA’s 
benchmark in women’s basketball. 
The Dukes have won three straight 
CAA Tournament titles, and five of 
the last seven. They’re led by senior 
guard Precious Hall, the two-time 
CAA Player of the Year.

Until Saturday, Elon had never 
beaten them.

Rhodes acknowledged before-
hand there would be some butter-
flies. It was the biggest game Elon has 
played in since joining the Division 
I ranks.

But they weren’t there on the 
court. Elon was in control from the 
onset, speeding past James Madison 
and shutting down their offense in a 
78-60 victory.

These players have played in these 
situations before. They’ve bought 
into the system, and can execute it 
flawlessly. More than anything, they 
enjoy being out there together — and 
show it.

That embodies this year’s team, 
distinguishing it from a group that 
was bounced from its first game of 
the CAA Tournament last year and 
one that lost a tight one to the Dukes 
two years ago in the semifinals.

This is its moment.
“We’ve had the talent,” Rhodes 

said. “We didn’t have the leadership 
and the veterans that we needed to 
come forth. Now we have five seniors 
that are great players. I’m not afraid 
to say this, but I think we have the 
best talent on the team in the CAA.

“With that, and the veterans we 
have, and the leadership, this is our 
time. This 
is our year. 
We need to 
focus and 
get it done.”

Elon clinches 1st bid 
to NCAA Tournament
Tommy Hamzik
Executive Director
@T_Hamzik

WITH THAT, AND THE VETERANS 
WE HAVE, AND THE LEADERSHIP, 
THIS IS OUR TIME. THIS IS OUR 
YEAR. WE NEED TO FOCUS AND 
GET IT DONE.

JENIFER RHODES
SENIOR FORWARD

COMPLETING A JOURNEY

ALEX SIMON | Sports Director
The Elon women’s 

basketball team 
celebrates its 
March 10 win 

against the College 
of William & Mary.
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ALEX SIMON | Sports Director
Senior guard Lauren Brown (3) shoots a 
jumper against the College of William & Mary 
in the Colonial Athletic Association (CAA) 
semifinals March 10. Brown was named CAA 
Tournament Most Outstanding Player.

LAUREN 
B R O W N
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