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2006-14. During his time at Middle, he helped lead the Blue 
Raiders to four bowl berths, three eight-win seasons and a 
Sun Belt Conference championship (2006).

He also had coaching stops at Clemson (2001-02 as 
a graduate assistant) and Chattanooga (2003-05 as wide 
receivers coach).

Watts was a five-year football letterwinner from 
1996-2000 at Clemson, where he caught 51 passes for 
561 yards during his career and was honored as a schol-
ar-athlete at the 1999 Peach Bowl awards luncheon. The 
Tigers earned bowl berths during four of his five seasons 
on the squad. He received a B.S. in sports management 
from Clemson in 2000.

A Florence, S.C. native, Watts and his wife, Lauren, 
have a son, Chase, and a daughter, Kendall.

The Lees-McRae College Vice President for Athletics 
and Club Sports Craig McPhail will be the official nomination 
from Conference Carolinas for the National Association of 
Collegiate Directors of Athletics (NACDA) AD of the Year 
Award for the 2020-21 academic year. 

McPhail will serve as the official nomination for the 
Conference Carolinas after receiving the honor from a vote 
among the current Directors of Athletics in the conference. 

“Conference Carolinas is excited to submit this 
nomination for Craig McPhail as our nominee for the 
NACDA Athletic Director of the Year Award,” Conference 
Carolinas Commissioner Chris Colvin said. “This is a special 
nomination for me personally. I have been Commissioner of 
the Conference Carolinas for a year and a half and there is 
not another single person who has played a bigger impact 
in the transition to new leadership in the conference staff.”

McPhail currently serves as the Chair of the Conference 
Carolinas Directors of Athletics Committee.

 “Craig has also done a phenomenal job this year as 
Director of Athletics in a very difficult year in leading the 
athletics department in a pandemic,” Colvin continued. 

Lees-McRae College AD Craig McPhail
nominated for NACDA AD of the Year award

Justin Watts has been elevated to assistant head 
coach, App State head football coach Shawn Clark an-
nounced Wednesday.

 Entering his seventh season as an App State assis-
tant, Watts will continue to serve as the program’s recruiting 
coordinator and tight ends coach.

 Watts has helped the Mountaineers capture four Sun 
Belt championships (2016-19) and become the first FBS 
program to win six straight bowl games in its first six years 
of bowl eligibility (2015-20).

Watts spent four seasons (2015-18) as the Mountain-
eers’ wide receivers coach and coached the tight ends in 
both 2019, when App State had a top-10 scoring offense en 
route to a 13-1 record and Top 20 ranking in the final polls, 
as well as 2020, when App State went 9-3.

 Despite serious injuries to its top three tight ends, and 
playing one game with none of its top five tight ends, Watts 
developed the talent and depth to help App State’s tight 
ends catch 24 passes with five touchdowns over the final 
seven games and block well enough to contribute to the 
team’s No. 6 ranking in rushing yards per game (264.9). 
Tight ends accounted for five of App State’s nine receptions 
in the Myrtle Beach Bowl win, as Henry Pearson had two 
touchdown catches, giving him four over the final six games.

 From a recruiting standpoint, according to the 
247Sports database, the program’s 2021 signing class is 
ranked first among Sun Belt Conference schools and sixth 
among Group of Five schools. With all 22 December 2020 
signees earning a three-star rating from 247Sports, the av-
erage player rating of 83.08 is also the school’s best mark.

App State coach Justin Watts promoted to assistant head coach
 The Mountaineers posted an overall FBS class ranking 

of 64th, the highest-ranked App State class by 247Sports since 
the FBS climb, and eight of the 15 highest-rated App State re-
cruits in the history of the 247Sports rankings are members of 
the 2021 class.

 At the time, the 18-player recruiting class signed in 2019 
included three of the six highest-rated commitments in App 
State’s FBS history, and the 2020 class was also the highest-rat-
ed class in the program’s FBS history. At the time, it possessed 
four of the Mountaineers’ 10 highest-graded prospects since the 
move to the FBS level.Watts has played a key role in develop-
ing five Mountaineer receivers who have earned all-conference 
honors during his tenure – Shaedon Meadors, Ike Lewis, Corey 
Sutton, Thomas Hennigan and Malik Williams.

 The Mountaineers’ offense – under three different coor-
dinators during Watts’ time on the mountain – has consistently 
ranked among the best in the Sun Belt 
and the nation. The rushing attack 
has finished in the top 25 in yards 
per game every year, including sixth 
in 2015 and 2020 and 10th in 2016. 
App State has boasted the league’s 
top scoring offense twice in 2018 and 
2019, when the Mountaineers were 
No. 17 and No. 9 in the FBS, respec-
tively.

 Watts came to App State from 
Middle Tennessee, where he served 
as wide receivers coach and recruit-
ing coordinator for nine seasons from 

Former East Wilkes standout golfer Ava Tharpe has decided to transfer 
from Lenoir-Rhyne to Appalachian State University. Head coach Heather Brown 
announced the news on January 28

“It’s always great to land and welcome a local as a Mountaineer,” head coach 
Heather Brown said. “I look forward to Ava contributing to our success right away.”

Tharpe is from Roaring River, and attended East Wilkes High School. Tharpe 
has yet to officially tee off at the collegiate level as Lenoir-Rhyne did not compete 
this past fall due to COVID-19.

In high school, she was a three-time Mountain Valley Athletic Conference 
Player of the Year. Tharpe qualified for the NCHSAA 1A/2A State Championship 
all four years of her high school career.

In 2019, she was the regional championship medalist and went on to finish 19th 
in the state championship field. Off the course, Tharpe earned all-conference honors 
in women’s basketball as a senior and was valedictorian of her graduating class.

Tharpe is immediately eligible for spring 2021 competition for the Mountaineers.

Former Mountain Valley Athletic Conference golfer transfers to App State
She will join former Ashe County High School golfer Sarah Hardin at App 

State.Hardin 
has had a 
fifth place 
finish and 
two top 10 
finishes in 
her career 
so far with 
the Moun-
taineers. 

Ava Tharpe

guide their departments through these unprecedented 
times.

The award encompasses seven divisions -- NCAA 
FBS, FCS, Division I-AAA, II, III, NAIA/Other Four-Year 
Institutions and Junior/Community Colleges. A total of 
28 Athletics Directors will be honored. Winners will be 
recognized in conjunction with NACDA’s 56th Annual 
Convention, to be held virtually July 27-28.

“Their athletic enrollment and fundraising numbers 
are solid despite the challenges they are facing. They 
have also installed a new turf. It’s clear as I talk to 
members of the Lees-McRae staff, and even members 
of the Board of Trustees, that the relationships that he 
has built with the campus community are second-to-
none and it’s a huge reason for the success they are 
having.”

 McPhail is presently in his 11th year as Vice 
President for Athletics at Lees-McRae, where he 
oversees all day-to-day operations of the Lees-McRae 
athletic department and the 23 varsity sports, along 
with several club sport programs.

The NACDA AD of the Year Award program was created to 
honor intercollegiate Directors of Athletics for their commitment 
and administrative excellence within a campus and/or college 
community environment over the course of the last year. While 
the circumstances have been anything but normal, NACDA 
feels it is important now more than ever to recognize member 
Athletics Directors who have gone above and beyond the call 
of duty, serving as a source of strength and inspiration as they 

Craig McPhail

Justin Watts


