Task Force on McMurry’s Native American Connection

Summary of Deliberations

Task Force Representation

The Task Force on McMurry’s Native American Connection was commissioned by Dr. Russell in early fall 2008.  The group met monthly for five months.  Members of the task force are:  Dan Solomon, Tim Kennedy, Steve Crisman, Vanessa Roberts, Bill Libby, Greeley Myers, Debbi Lehr, Dan Long, Cammie Petree, Chris Montoya, Amber Schroeder, Nancy Smith, and Jere Lawrence.  Student representatives include: Ruth Ann Shirley, Daniel Dye, Patricia Duett, Laken Tilly, Lindsey Lowry, and Luis Hernandez.  Ms. Smith and Mr. Myers served as co-chairs.

The Charge

McMurry made a decision to refrain from using the “Indian” as a mascot in response to NCAA sanctions placed on the University in 2006.  However, since McMurry’s first president, Dr. J.W. Hunt, grew up on a Kaw Indian reservation, our history and heritage are forever connected to the Native American people and culture.  The charge of this task force was to determine if what we practice on this campus shows honor and respect for the Native American culture and for our heritage.  Our commitment is to continue to honor our heritage and the people it represents, to respect the traditions that alumni hold dear, as well as to focus attention on the needs and opinions of new students coming to the University.
Strategy and Methodology
During the initial meeting, which was held in September 2008, the committee discussed strategies for accomplishing our charge.  A suggestion was made that we consider three R’s as we address this challenge;  1) respect--for Native American culture and customs; 2) refine--being willing to make some changes/adjustments as needed, with the understanding that “refining” doesn’t have to mean that we are losing anything; and 3) reinforce-- what we do that is good and make it better.  It was determined that whatever we do as a university regarding heritage, traditions, and education should be evaluated based on the three R’s.
Findings

Three sub-committees were formed to inventory samples of Native American textual and visual representations on campus, as well as practices and ceremonies and further, to evaluate them to determine whether they honor the Native American culture.  The sub-committees met and reported at the November meeting.  Among their findings were:
1) We became Indians because of our heritage.  However, most terms, graphics, and practices related to the Native American culture became traditions because of our Indian mascot, not because of our heritage.

2) It is impossible for us, as non-Native Americans, to accurately determine whether certain text, graphics, and practices are respectful or disrespectful to Native Americans.

3) Furthermore, it is likely that any cultural/ethnic group will have disagreement among its own members regarding whether certain terms, graphics, and practices are offensive.

4) In some instances, our textual or graphic representations or practices might be considered to be neither respectful or disrespectful.  (ex. Shooting of the Arrow)

5) Some practices in themselves are not questionable; how we perform those practices, however, may be a concern. 

6) Careful research before introducing new practices helps to insure that they honor the Native American culture. (ex. Kosenko and Vision Quest)

7) Regardless of how traditions have evolved, we as a University demonstrate pride in our Native American connection.  New students, older students and alumni exhibit strong emotional ties to the identity once associated with the Indian mascot.  Even without the mascot, the identity remains.

Symposium Discussion
At the December 3rd meeting, it was agreed that even though we have educated ourselves on the issues, the complexity of our charge is far greater than a short term task force is equipped to address, and that the discussion should be greatly broadened to include a larger involvement of the campus community.  Further, as a committee, it was determined that “window dressing” and small cosmetic changes aren’t the best use of our time, and if we’re serious about a long-term impact, we will need a more comprehensive approach.  Bishop Solomon suggested that the University host a two day symposium on our “cherished traditions” that would provide an opportunity for an academic exercise to ask questions, to exchange ideas, and to achieve resolutions together.  
The symposium idea was further discussed in a meeting with Dr. Russell on January 6, 2009.  A number of suggestions and observations resulted:

1) Utilize the symposium to wrestle with the concept of what it means to honor our Native American heritage.  

2) Bring in experts in Native American culture, United Methodist Church representatives, Native Americans, and a significant student and faculty population.  

3) The results should be to transform the issue into an academic exercise rather than an emotional experience centered around a mascot.

4) Desired results can be achieved if we bring significant groups into the process, including board of trustees members and alumni groups.  

5) The symposium concept fits well with our core values.  

6) It was recommended that the Symposium be based on the premise that McMurry is committed to honoring our Native American heritage.  The mascot issue is not to be the focal point.  

7) The discussions should be open-minded and invitational with the goal of understanding, discerning and exploring.  

8) The structure of the event should be very focused—in order to maintain control and stay on task.  

9) A covenant of procedure should be developed, displayed, repeated daily, and referred to often.  

10) A component should be to emphasize the positive efforts the University has taken in the past to honor our Native American heritage.

11) A time frame of January or February 2010 was suggested for hosting the event.  

Formal Recommendations

Dr. Russell approved the symposium proposal, and requested that the task force formally approve and issue a series of recommendations for consideration by the McMurry Board of Trustees.  At the January task force meeting, the following recommendations were approved and then presented to, and approved by, the Board of Trustees on January 23, 2009:
1)  McMurry University will host a Symposium on our Native American Heritage to be held for students, faculty, administration, trustees, and alumni.  It is proposed that the event be held in January 2010.  A variety of discussions, lectures, and displays with resident and visiting subject matter experts will be included.

2) The purpose of the symposium will be to educate and share diverse perspectives about the Native American culture; to provide an academic venue for students, faculty, and alumni to wrestle with what it means to honor our Native American heritage;  and to establish a clear understanding of our identity as a university with, and apart from, a mascot.

3) Dr. Russell will commission, as soon as possible, a planning committee to plan the event.  For continuity, the planning committee should include 2-3 members from the Task Force on McMurry’s Native American Connection.

In addition, the Task Force recommends that current practices, as well as visual and textual representations be evaluated on an on-going basis for the following:

1) Clear and blatant NCAA violations and 

2) Clear and blatant disrespect of Native Americans

The Task Force recommends that our University commit itself to accurately and purposefully educating students regarding both our university’s heritage and the Native American culture through various academic and social venues, including 1) Vision Quest, 2) McMurry 101, 3) student organizations, and 4) course offerings in a variety of disciplines.
