Task Force on McMurry’s Native American Connection
September 9, 2008

In attendance were:  Dr. John Russell, Greeley Myers, Bill Libby, Dan Long, Amber Schroeder, Debbi Lehr, Cammie Petree, Bishop Dan Solomon, Vanessa Roberts, Tim Kennedy, Steve Crisman, Chris Montoya, and Nancy Smith.
Nancy welcomed task force members and introduced Amber Schroeder as a new member of the Admission Office team.  It was noted that four students have been appointed to this committee, but all were unable to attend because of class schedules.  Future meetings will be held at a time that is more satisfactory for students.
Dr. Russell introduced the topic by providing an overview of the NCAA ruling that led to the elimination of “Indian” as our mascot two years ago.  The ruling, which also affected 17 other schools, determined that the use of our mascot was hostile and abusive.  Though the NCAA could not make us change our mascot, they could make it difficult for us to compete athletically.  An appeal was filed, but the NCAA upheld its ruling.  A committee led by Bishop Solomon discussed five alternatives---1) transfer from the NCAA to NAIA; 2) retain our Indian mascot, but in so doing, we would not be able to participate in any post-season play in NCAA; 3) file suit against the NCAA;  4) change to another mascot; or 5) not have any mascot.  The recommendation to the Board of Trustees was to not have a mascot, and the Board voted in favor of the recommendation. 
Dr. Russell noted that through this process, we have a heightened awareness regarding the appropriate way to portray our connection to the Native American culture, and we should continue to question whether we are where we need to be.   He asserted that this examination of ourselves is a learning process.  We now have two classes who have come in since the “mascot” ruling.  We do a lot of things that we say are respectful and that honor our Native American  heritage; however we need to be sure that is the case.  In our discussion of these issues, Dr. Russell asked that we be true to our core values and to our mission statement.   
Our charge is to determine if what we do on this campus shows honor and respect for the Native American culture/heritage.  We want to continue to honor our heritage, respect the traditions that alumni hold dear, as well as focus attention on the needs and opinions of new students coming to the University, including whether they are in favor of adopting another mascot.   
Greeley asked each task force member to introduce themselves and provide a personal perspective based on their areas of responsibility and past experience.  Responses included:

Tim K.—integrity is important in our decisions; he hears from fellow ministers about McMurry. Vanessa R.—they have had to evaluate a lot of issues related to this subject in the Student Services office; she has been to the Four Corners area and through her relationship with Native Americans she has met, she is learning to see things through their eyes.

Chris M.—we need to preserve traditions and be sure we are authentic.

Cammie P.—torn because she is a McMurry Indian; it is often difficult as a coach of a team without a mascot to explain to others who we are; her interest is heightened because she grew up among Native Americans and is also a Methodist.

Debbi L.—she receives questions from the community; in addition, she is part Indian.

Amber S.—she transferred to McMurry from Arizona where every street in her neighborhood was named after an Indian tribe; she came to campus in the middle of the mascot issue, was very hurt as a student and did not want the mascot to be changed. 
Steve C.—has interest from a donor impact and a community impact; we are charged with presenting a positive image; though not an alumnus, he has 3 sons attending McMurry; he will always ask tough questions with respect.
Dan L.—his interest is in the orientation of new students into the McMurry culture. 
Bill L.—graduate of Texas A&M, which has a long history of traditions; all of his siblings are card-carrying Indians, and he never thought of “Indian” being a dirty word until the NCAA ruling; now as athletic director, he is concerned with our future status and conflicting opinions regarding preserving tradition and allowing students to consider a new mascot.  
Dr. Russell—what we do has to be sensitive; we are in the midst of a capital campaign, we need to recognize the emotional attachment that our alumni have to the University and the Indian mascot.

In his comments, Bishop Solomon shared that he feels blessed with being an alumnus who came to campus 53 years ago.  He shared that while attending graduate school, he realized that he was a racist—he didn’t do so intentionally, but had viewed certain other cultures through stereotypical eyes.  When he was elected Bishop, he was assigned to the Oklahoma Indian Missionary Conference that served a number of Indian tribes. That experience of working with Indians through those years increased his level of sensitivity to their culture, so that when he came back to McMurry, he was shocked when the band played the “tomahawk chop” song and the term “reservation” was offensive to him.  He indicated his desire that we would approach this charge as if the NCAA hadn’t done anything because that causes our responses to be reactionary; instead, we need to be proactive and do the right thing and the respectful thing.  He added further that Native Americans are worthy of our respect because of what they have endured in the past.  The Bishop shared that Methodist churches in Oklahoma were established by Indians; they then welcomed Anglos into their congregations, and then were “kicked out” as Anglos took over their churches.  He also noted that using the term “Indian” is acceptable for some, but not for others.  He explained that the issue of permission is important to Indians, and Native Americans have “permission” to call someone an “Indian”, while the issue is not so clear for Anglos.

Bishop Solomon recommended 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.  
Steve shared his imagery of three intersecting circles each labeled differently--heritage, traditions, and education.  At the intersection of those circles may be where our answers are in the types of activities, or mascot, we need to consider.  Further, he stated that considering the three circles and evaluating based on the three “R” words may provide focus for our group.  In discussing traditions that McMurry has had over the years, Chris shared that in talking with older alumni, they had traditions that his generation of McMurry students never knew about.  Also, as time progresses, some traditions that are appropriate to one generation are not to another generation; therefore, for him to fight to preserve “his” traditions is selfish and he is viewing it from a limited perspective. 
In discussing how this committee should proceed, Greeley noted that the three Rs and three circles are good starting points, and that it is expected that this task force would be in place for a set length of time and would probably meet monthly.  Dr. Russell expressed his desire that a report or set of recommendations be presented at the Spring Board of Trustees meeting.  Steve noted that some recommendations may be fairly easy to implement, while others may require a longer process for approval.   Greeley mentioned that when one of our teepee judges met with students on campus last week, he noted that our “Indian beat” on our drum is wrong, and that it should be a slow, steady cadence.  He noted this as an example of a change that could be fairly easy to implement.  It was also noted that changes that may appear “easy” should still be considered from all perspectives before introducing. 
Steve reminded task force members that confidentiality is important and that discussing changes or suggestions openly might fuel the spread of rumors.  At the same time, Dr. Russell feels that incorporating carefully crafted communications strategies as we go through this process will help to eliminate rumors and will demonstrate openness to opinions from others.   In addition to four students who will be at the next meeting, Dr. Russell will also invite a member of the Board of Trustees.  Tim suggested asking a Native American to serve on the committee.  The next meeting was scheduled for Monday, October 6, 2008 at 2:30 p.m.

