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All-America candidate 
Samantha Murphy has redefined 
‘scholar-athlete’ at GCU

     he greatest women’s basketball player in Grand Canyon University history got 
her start on the playground at St. Thomas the Apostle Catholic School in Phoenix, 
where some of the boys needed to vouch for the girl so that she could play.

“I was about five inches taller than they were at that age,” Samantha Murphy 
recalls. “I had good guy friends who were loyal. They stuck up for me.”

Young Samantha also played volleyball, softball and touch football, but nothing 
compared to basketball. She loved the speed of the game, and she was a natural 
competitor. During her senior year at Xavier College Preparatory, she once text-
messaged the words “NO FEAR” to an opposing coach before a game.

And yet, she’s enough of a homebody that she treasures a game-day tradition 
begun by her father, Bill Murphy, who would make scrambled eggs and slip her a 
note of encouragement. Even now, away from home and in her senior year at GCU, 
she’s got to have eggs on game day.

“To most college kids, she’d probably seem pretty boring,” Bill says when asked 
about the routine.

No one needs to vouch for Samantha Murphy anymore. If she’s boring, it’s only 

because she has made excellence an everyday thing. She is equally student and 
athlete – a spectacular success at both – and has set a standard that might never be 
surpassed at Grand Canyon.

She became GCU’s all-time leading scorer as a junior. A straight-A student with 
the goal of becoming a physician’s assistant, she has won the award for Pacific 
West Conference Female Scholar-Athlete of the Year for two successive years (and 
considers this award her finest achievement). She has been first team all-conference 
for three years and is a lock for a fourth.

She scored a school-record 49 points in a game earlier this season – and might have 
had 60 if she hadn’t fouled out. She has been the leading scorer in NCAA Division 
II for most of the season.

If she’s not an All-American, then who is? She’s 5-foot-8, now a grown woman, and 
she’s still standing taller than everyone else.

“She’s got that special thing you can’t teach,” says Dick Donohue, a former GCU 
baseball player who coached Murphy one summer and was on the receiving end 
of that text message as coach at Desert Mountain High School in Scottsdale.
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“She has a purpose. She is all business. She won’t back down 
from anything.”

Murphy also is defined by an insatiable appetite for work 
and a laserlike focus. Although she was a point guard in high 
school, she pumped iron and worked diligently on her outside 
shot the summer before her freshman year at GCU so that she 
would be ready to play off the ball for Coach Trent May, who 
already had a stellar point guard in Rosalyn Nelson.

She had a full academic scholarship to any of Arizona’s three 
state universities, but she wanted more than an education.

“I had aspirations to play Division I,” she says, “but I wasn’t a 
big-time high school player. My dad kind of pushed Grand 
Canyon. He thought I could play pretty well here. I didn’t want 
to sit the bench.

“I’m a tough critic of myself. When I don’t feel my performance 
is up to par, I work harder. I’m proud of what I’ve done here, 
but I expected myself to do those things. I always want to one-
up myself.”

There have been injuries to overcome. Murphy missed seven 
games her sophomore season with a broken hand. She 
struggled with a bum ankle for most of last season and finally 
had surgery in the offseason. Unable to go hard in workouts 
until late July, she fretted that she hadn’t prepared well enough 
for her final season.

Haley Peebles, an instructor in GCU’s College of Health 
Sciences, has been a mentor to Murphy and marvels at her 
dedication. Peebles says Murphy has the take-charge skills 
required of a physician and wonders if a career as a physician’s 
assistant will be demanding enough for someone who thrives 
on challenges.

Murphy says she wants a family someday, reasoning that a PA’s 
schedule will give her more flexibility, and she also doesn’t want 
the expense of medical school. After GCU, she plans to enroll 
in PA school at Midwestern University or A.T. Still University, 
both local institutions. This year, she has served as treasurer of 
the GCU chapter of AzHOSA (Health Occupations Students 
of America).

“There are many sides to her,” Peebles says. “She once told me, 
‘I don’t know if I want you to come see me play because you 
might think differently of me.’”

Members of the Antelope men’s basketball team have 
nicknamed her “Fire,” for the inner flame that burns for all to 
see. She’s not afraid to play any of them one-on-one. When 
working out on her own, she uses the slightly larger men’s ball 
and shoots from the men’s three-point line.

Bill Murphy, an administrator for 18 years with the City of 
Scottsdale, noticed early on that his second of five daughters 
had something extra. In that respect, rough-and-tumble 
Samantha was a lot like him, a former football player and one 
of six boys.

“Even in the third grade, playing at the YMCA, she wanted to 
know why the boys wouldn’t pass her the ball,” he says. “I told 
Coach May, ‘This is a legitimate gym rat and she’ll give you 110 
percent.’ He probably thought, ‘There’s another cocky parent.’

“I’m a believer that if you put in the time, you’ll get the benefits, 
and she has put in the time. She’s blessed with a real drive.”

Samantha says she couldn’t have done it without her family’s 
love and support.

“My dad is still the best coach I’ve ever had,” she says. “I may 
have learned a lot by playing with the boys, but he taught me 
the fundamentals.”

She credits her mother, Maria Murphy, with being her anchor.

“She keeps me sane throughout the season by reminding me 
what’s important in life,” Samantha says.

If an opportunity to play professionally presents itself before 
she goes off to continue her education, she’ll strongly consider 
it.

“I’ll never get over basketball,” she says, already looking ahead 
to the end of her playing days.

And GCU will never get over her, either.
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THE BEST EVER

SAM’S BIG GAME

On Nov. 14, 2010, guard Samantha Murphy 
scored a school-record 49 points in GCU’s 
120-118, triple-overtime victory over the 
University of California at San Diego in 
Anaheim, Calif. She made 13 of 23 shots, 
including five of nine from three-point range, 
and converted 18 of 19 free throws.

Murphy picked up two fouls in the first four 
minutes as the Antelopes fell behind, 19-2.

“I was sitting on the bench and I was angry we 
were playing so poorly,” she says. “Then the 
momentum shifted so fast. I felt I couldn’t 
miss. I was shooting from wherever. It was an 
awesome feeling.”

An extra motivator: UCSD, traditionally an 
NCAA Division II power in women’s basketball, 
had recruited Murphy but offered no 
scholarship aid. She chose GCU instead. 
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GCU’s Ethington Theatre is where Bill 
Shakespeare meets Bill Symington.

At least, it is this month. With the six performances of 
the Bard’s “The Comedy of Errors,” audiences have an 
opportunity to witness the magic created by Symington, 
the assistant dean of theatre and dance for the University’s 
newly re-formed College of Fine Arts and Production.

Symington’s stagecraft class is where it all comes together. 
On Tuesdays and Thursdays this semester, about 20 
COFAP students have met at the theatre to go over the 
stage design – the most elaborate of the season to date – 
and tackle a variety of set-building tasks.

The job is part laborer and part illusionist. The students, 
overseen by Symington and technical director Matt 
Ward, an independent contractor, work from plans that 
resemble the blueprints for a house. They hammer, saw, 
grind, staple and weld until the set is done, learning 
technical terminology along the way.

Symington, a scenic designer and production manager 
at Arizona State University for 14 years before coming 
to GCU, spares no detail when drawing up the plans. It 
usually takes five or six weeks to build a set, although the 
holiday show “Inspecting Carol” was built in a breakneck 
2½ weeks.

“We’re in the ‘fake’ business,” Symington says, noting that 
a cinderblock wall only needs to resemble a cinderblock 
wall – and doesn’t actually need to be one.

“We use tools in the service of creating art. We keep our 
eyes on the prize, which is the show itself. It’s like a painter 
needing to understand how certain chemicals work.”

Most of the students bring some stagecraft experience to 
the class, having worked on high school and community 
college productions previously. They’re at least familiar 

with what Symington calls the “organized mayhem” of 
construction in Ethington’s tiny shop.

Jake Swanson calls Symington “a stage-construction 
guru” and has been like a sponge in the class. He 
says the students have bonded quickly, valuing the 
teamwork involved.

“Everybody is new,” Swanson says. “We’re learning 
together. It’s about making all of us look good. There’s 
a devotion to one another. I’m learning from people 
who are professionals, and that’s the greatest attraction. 
They’ve done this, and they know what they’re 
talking about.”

Swanson’s drama teacher at Desert Ridge High School 
in Mesa studied under Symington, who was involved 
in staging national touring shows that played ASU’s 
Gammage Auditorium.

Similarly, Courtney Askevold had an idea of what to 
expect from her theatre teacher at Scottsdale’s Horizon 
High School, Joanie Colson, a GCU alumna.

“I’ve learned so much from Bill,” says Askevold, whose 
goal is to be a stage manager someday. “He’s done a ton 
of stuff, and he can relate his experience to us. I have so 
much respect for him. He delegates and teaches at the 
same time.”

Perhaps the most amazing aspect is this: Symington has 
done it all from scratch. When he accepted the position 
at GCU, the Ethington shop had nary a paintbrush or 
hammer and it wasn’t air-conditioned. The dressing 
rooms had no toilets or sinks. After all, the University 
hadn’t produced a show in four years.

He spent last summer acquiring and installing what the 
college’s five productions would need. “The Comedy of 
Errors” is the fourth show in the Ethington Theatre Series.

“Every show we’ve built has been on top of building the 
shop itself,” Symington says. “The chance to get this up 
and running is why I wanted to come here. The hands-
on experience for these students is like what I had where 
I went to school (Grand View College in Iowa). The 
students have ownership of this. They’ve been part of all 
of it.

“There aren’t any divas among them. These are great kids. 
They’ve been willing to go for it.”

In addition to rounding out an understanding of what 
goes into a show, stagecraft know-how can provide job 
security in the theatre business, which can be tough on 
those who are set only on performing.

“The selling point is their future career options,” Symington 
says. “If they teach drama, they need to know all of these 
roles. If they end up directing, they have to know what 
they’re asking for and expecting. Otherwise, they’re like a 
football coach who never played the game.”

WHAT’S THAT CALLED?

See if you know the proper theatre terms for these:

•	A studio theatre where the audience and actors are 
 in the same room.

•	The curved plain cloth or plastered wall filling the 
 rear of the stage.

•	The opening in the wall that stands between the 
 stage and the auditorium in a theatre.

•	An imaginary line running across the width of 
 the stage.

•	Not to be confused with set decorations, these are 
 handled by actors.

Answers: Black box. Cyclorama (or “cyc”). 
Proscenium arch. Setting line. Props.

Stage Coaching
Students learn from the BEST
 in building Ethington SETS



FRONT ROW (FROM LEFT)

Guillaume Crocquevieille, France, Tennis

Shavine Hodges, Jamaica, Track & Field

Kipkorir Mutai, Kenya, Cross Country

Carson Barton, Canada, Lacrosse

Rebecca Laporte, England, Soccer

Milica Mihajlovic, Serbia, Soccer

Petar Draksin, Serbia, Men’s 
Soccer Head Coach

Guido Riffeser, Italy, Soccer

Marina Nesic, Serbia, Soccer

Tom Hurdle, England, Soccer

R.J. de Lima, Brazil, Soccer

Stevie Gill, Canada, Women’s 
Soccer Head Coach

Paul Barron, England, Women’s 
Soccer Asst Coach

Adam Thelander, Sweden, Golf

Dominic Bussanich, Croatia, Men’s 
Soccer Asst Coach

Ben Paneccasio, Australia, Soccer

BACK ROW (FROM LEFT)

Ivan Nechunaev, Russia, Swimming

Marin Naranca, Croatia, Swimming 
Asst Coach

Artem Tretiakov, Ukraine, Swimming

Diana Volk, Ukraine, Swimming

Alexander Nystrom, Sweden, Swimming 

Johan Ivarsson, Sweden, Swimming

Frederique Van de Velde, Belgium, 
Tennis

Rony Tchatchoua, Cameroon, 
Basketball

Katharina Mittag, Germany, Tennis

Ramiz Sabljic, Bosnia, Men’s Soccer 
Asst Coach

Gaby Ngoundjo, Cameroon, Basketball

Nick Jensen, Denmark, Volleyball

Alex Connally, England, Soccer

Ben Ponnet, Belgium, Volleyball

Mark Geddes, England, Golf

Sam Whitehead, England, Golf

Phoeba Cipa, England, Golf

Tiffany Hewetson, England, Golf

Florian Tomko, Belgium, Golf

Our international athletes BRING THE WORLD TO GCU

Jamaica SerbiaKenya Sweden

Australia Brazil Belgium CameroonBosnia Canada

Croatia FranceDenmark GermanyEngland Italy

Russia Ukraine 
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During his 18 years in a rock band, guitarist Mark Lee 
has plugged in his amplifier thousands of times.

Now he’s learning to plug in his laptop.

Lee, 37, and two of his colleagues in the award-winning, 
Atlanta-based Christian band Third Day recently began 
online studies at GCU. Already the musicians have 
discovered that it’s the perfect fit for chaotic schedules 
involving work and family.

“If I’d had this opportunity the first time, I would have 
been able to finish (my degree),” says Lee, who studied 
history at Georgia Tech before the demands of his 
music career took over.

“This wasn’t available back then. Fast-forward 15 years. 
The technology has evolved and so have I. I’m so glad to 
have this opportunity.”

Lee has started an online program in Christian studies 
with GCU. Bass player Tai Anderson (marketing) and 
drummer David Carr (sociology) also are logging on as 
’Lopes, continuing their education.

Third Day fans across the country will hear all about 
GCU this year as the band tours in support of its new 
album, “Move.” As a sponsor of the tour, which opened 

this month, GCU and its slogan “Find Your Purpose” will 
be highly visible at more than 80 stops.

“I love that slogan,” Lee says. “That’s what our band 
wanted to be about. On our last album, ‘Revelation,’ 

there was the line, ‘Should I stay here, or do I need to 
move?’ It was a time of searching and introspection, 
and we encouraged our fans to do the same.

“After two years, it’s time to move. People want to put 
their faith into action. We’re excited that they can find 
their purpose through Grand Canyon and get the tools 
they need.”

Lee, who is married and has two young daughters, 
says he manages to carve out time in his day to get his 
studies done. In fact, he says he kept up just fine on the 
band’s recent trip to South America for shows.

“The online environment was a little chaotic at first,” he 
says, “but then you get a sense of the routine. You have 
to work hard, but you can adapt it to your schedule. 
It benefits a self-starter, someone who’s able to work 
independently.

“It comes down to priorities and what we do with the 
time we’re given. I’ve had to be deliberate about it.”

Lee says he has come to appreciate his online classmates 
and their dedication to the task at hand.

“The level of interaction has impressed me the most,” he 
says. “You think, ‘How will I do this with people who 
are scattered about?’ But it has been amazing to walk 
through it.

“People’s stories and their backgrounds get me fired 
up. There are stay-at-home moms. There’s a guy who 
worked as a paramedic. It’s encouraging to see people 
at different stages and see what they’re able to do.”

GCU has committed $1million in scholarships over the 
course of the “Move” tour, and a $10,000 scholarship 
will be awarded at each stop. Stay tuned for more 
developments regarding the University’s partnership 
with Third Day.

– by  Jacqueline Sneddon

Sight Unseen, GCU Became 
        Home Away From Home

Four years ago, when I was 17, I decided to come 
to GCU, pursue a degree in marketing and 

play on the women’s golf team.

My family and I had been to Phoenix on vacation, and 
I played golf at a private club. The head professional 
at the course introduced me to the coach at GCU, 
and nine months later I arrived at 33rd Avenue and 

Camelback Road to begin the experience of a lifetime.

GCU offered a small community, a growing golf program 
and a chance to be independent in creating my future. 
Coming to a university with a young and inexperienced 
team allowed for a chance to be a part of something 
bigger.

When I arrived, just before school started, it was the first 
time that I had seen the campus. I had no idea what to 
expect. All I knew of the golf was where the tournaments 

would be. The whole experience was new and exciting.

As the years progressed, so did the team and my ability to contribute to it. Academics 
are just as important to me as my sport, and I was rewarded for my work in the 
classroom. Being on a team involves encouraging and helping teammates as well as 
athletes in other sports. Many of GCU’s athletes live on campus, and this contributes 
to a feeling of community among us.

My time at GCU has been amazing, made even better by the team’s recent 
achievement of a No. 4 national ranking. The life experience that I have gained from 
being here is something that no one can take away from me – and something that I will 
never forget. Debi Parris, the University’s international student coordinator in the 
Center for International Education, helped me with the transition and made it easier 
to enjoy everything to its fullest.

GCU is growing and changing, and I am glad that I could be a part of it.

Jacqueline Sneddon, a senior from Meigle, Scotland, is a three-time National Golf 
Coaches Association All-American Scholar. 

Third Day on a recent visit to GCU (from left): Mark Lee, 
Tai Anderson, David Carr and Mac Powell.
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The distance between the campuses of GCU and 
Sierra Linda High School in Phoenix is about 12 

miles, but it seems much shorter to a group of six 
teachers and coaches.

Three are GCU alumni, two more have been in 
master’s degree programs at the University and 
another attended for two years as an undergraduate.

Sierra Linda’s principal, Tim Madrid, sees a 
ºcommon thread.

“The teacher preparation program at GCU is doing 
an outstanding job preparing its students,” Madrid 
says. “These people have really made an impact 
on student achievement and participation at our 
school. They’re a perfect fit for the kind of culture 
we are establishing at Sierra Linda.”

Sierra Linda opened two years ago near 67th 
Avenue and Lower Buckeye Road. The student 
population of 1,150 is about 80 percent Hispanic, 
and 87 percent of students qualify for free or 
reduced-price lunch. Yet its cutting-edge programs 
include sports medicine, biotechnology, culinary 
arts and media.

This school year, Sierra Linda is being sponsored by 
GCU in Beat the Odds, a partnership program in 
which metro Phoenix educational institutions and 
businesses sponsor individual schools with high at-
risk populations.

Playing major roles in getting the school off the 
ground have been GCU grads Antonio Lozano 
(band and choir director), Larry Ross (media 
instructor) and Desirae Carranza (P.E. teacher and 
varsity girls’ basketball coach). 

English teachers Angela Anderson and Marlise 
Chandler have done postgraduate work at GCU, 
and Ramon Marks (P.E. teacher and varsity boys’ 
basketball coach) was an Antelope athlete for two 
years who later returned to campus to coach for 
five more.

“GCU helped me grow up and shaped who I am 
now, both spiritually and socially,” says Carranza, 
the former Desirae Diaz, who met her husband, 
Frank Carranza, at the University when both were 
basketball players in 2002-04.

Her bachelor’s and master’s degrees are from 
GCU. Current Antelope women’s basketball player 
Rosalyn Nelson played for her at Deer Valley High 
School in Glendale.

Ross, who played baseball in the late 1980s when the 
Antelopes were an NAIA power, has fond memories 
of his time at 33rd Avenue and Camelback Road.

“In academics and athletics, Grand Canyon 
was second to none,” Ross says. “There was 
accountability. The athletes never got preferential 
treatment. We beat ASU and USC, and we had 
NCAA Division I talent.”

Lozano, a 2005 graduate, was encouraged that 
the recent revival of the College of Fine Arts and 
Production included Claude Pensis as dean and 
Sheila Corley as vocal coach. Both Pensis and Corley 
had been key figures in the earlier incarnation of 
the college.

“The faculty made it what it was,” Lozano says. “Their 
expertise made it happen. NAU called to ask us to 
go on tour with them to Germany. We did five-star 

shows (at Ethington Theatre), and we won music 
competitions against ASU and U of A.”

He recalls a choral program that was bursting at the 
seams, drawing from all segments of campus.

“More than 40 percent of the student population 
was in the choirs,” he says, “and they were turning 
kids away. The scholarships were one of a kind.”

Without the intimate environment created by small 
class sizes and high faculty involvement, Lozano 
says he might have dropped out of school. Ross 
remembers receiving a Bible at graduation and says 
he still uses that very copy.

Even Marks, who left GCU to finish college in Oregon, 
couldn’t wait to get back. He became an assistant 
coach in basketball under Leighton McCrary.

“What I learned at Grand Canyon I’ve been able to 
apply as a teacher and coach,” Marks says. “When 
we played in the small gym, it was a way smaller 
campus. It was almost like its own world. Everybody 
was well-connected, like a family or a fraternity. It 
made me feel comfortable being away from home 
for the first time.

“It’s awesome to see all the changes on campus now. 
It makes me wish I was a student there all over again.”

Failing that, at least they can pass along their 
allegiance.

“My son is always rockin’ his GCU gear!” 
Ross says, smiling. 

Q: How Did You Find Your Purpose?
HELEN BLEACH, Director of University Relations and Events

“It wasn’t until my third year of college, when I changed schools and 
ended up at Centenary College, a small Christian college in Shreveport, 
La., that my purpose began to develop. J. David Stone was on staff 
there at the time, and he really had a handle on how to bring youth 
to Christ. It was there, along with 75 other Christian-education majors, 

that I began to find my purpose. It was not just to work with youth, 
be a Christian-education director or a director of events, but that I 
would always find my way with Christ no matter what I do in life. There 
have been some rough patches. But through the grace of our Lord and 
Savior, my purpose has always shined through.”

A:

DON FRASER, Director of Alumni Relations

“I found my purpose while in the military. I found that I had leadership 
qualities that others didn’t have, and I had an ability to bring people 
together. As I progressed through the ranks, and then later in civilian 
life, I realized that the underlying factor in my purpose was to give 

back. Whether in the classroom, on the sports field as a coach, in the 
Sunday School class or working with non-profits, the goal has always 
been the same: to give back much of what I have learned to the next 
generation. I live life simply, always letting God take the lead.”

A:

GCU alums make 
impact at west 
Phoenix high school

The GCU connection at Sierra Linda High School (from left): Larry Ross, Marlise Chandler, Angela Anderson, 
Antonio Lozano, Desirae Carranza and Ramon Marks.

’LOPES FOR LIFE
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Freda Hopkins-Howard and “Jordan” have joined men’s basketball 
at GCU. Freda is a media and production major who already has 
a communications degree from GCU. “Jordan” is her Canon 7D 
camera. Together they are producing a documentary on the 2010-
11 season.

“I am going to pray my next project includes an amazing group of 
people like this,” Freda says. “I’ve learned to get the emotion in the 
shots. I like to get in close on faces and shoot extra to catch those 
hidden moments after something happens. I love capturing the highs 
and lows of a season and all the characters involved in the story.”


