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Introduction and summary

The debate over the racist name and mascot of the professional football team 
based in the nation’s capital, the “Redskins,” has reached a fever pitch in recent 
months.1 Fifty U.S. senators signed a letter urging the National Football League, or 
NFL, to take action and change the name.2 The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 
recently canceled several of the team’s trademarks because they were disparag-
ing to American Indian and Alaska Native, or AI/AN, people and communities.3 
And several media outlets across the country have stopped printing and using the 
name, including the San Francisco Chronicle, Slate, and The Seattle Times.4 

Much of the recent debate has centered on issues such as economics. Many fans 
and media commentators have debated the cost of changing the name for the 
team and the league. Others have focused on the “legacy” and memories that fans 
will lose with a new name. And perhaps the most referenced issue is the team’s 
supposed lack of racist or derogatory intent. But too much of the debate misses 
the point. It is not just about a name, a logo, a business, or a matter of intent. 
Racist and derogatory team names have real and harmful effects on AI/AN people 
every day, particularly young people. 

AI/AN students across the country attend K-12 and postsecondary schools that 
still maintain racist and derogatory mascots. Research shows that these team 
names and mascots can establish an unwelcome and hostile learning environment 
for AI/AN students.5 It also reveals that the presence of AI/AN mascots directly 
results in lower self-esteem and mental health for AI/AN adolescents and young 
adults.6 And just as importantly, studies show that these mascots undermine the 
educational experience of all students, particularly those with little or no contact 
with indigenous and AI/AN people.7 In other words, these stereotypical represen-
tations are too often understood as factual representations and thus “contribute to 
the development of cultural biases and prejudices.”8
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These are some of the many compelling reasons why major professional orga-
nizations have already weighed in. For example, the American Psychological 
Association called for the “immediate retirement of all American Indian mas-
cots, symbols, images, and personalities by schools, colleges, universities, ath-
letic teams, and organizations” nearly a decade ago.9 Similarly, the American 
Counseling Association passed a resolution in 2011 calling on their members 
to advocate for the elimination of these stereotypes where they are employed,10 
and the American Sociological Association called for the elimination of AI/AN 
names, mascots, and logos in 2007.11

The need to eliminate these derogatory representations and stereotypes is urgent 
and long past due. Racist team names and mascots provide a misrepresentation of 
AI/AN people that masks the very real and continuing hardships that these com-
munities endure today. For example, AI/AN communities struggle with poverty at 
nearly double the national rate,12 have some of the lowest high school graduation 
rates in the country,13 and suffer from extreme health disparities.14 Perhaps most 
disturbing, suicide is the second leading cause of death for AI/AN youth ages 15 
to 24—a rate that is 2.5 times higher than the national average.15

The effects of these representations on AI/AN youth have spurred a grow-
ing nationwide movement to eliminate racist names and mascots. Although 
many inside the Beltway and in the national media portray the debate over the 
Washington football team name as something new, it is a decades-old movement 
that is finally getting the attention it deserves.

This report examines the current research about the impact of these mascots and 
team names on the mental health and self-esteem of AI/AN students, while shar-
ing the real stories of AI/AN students in their own words.16 It also provides an 
overview of the ongoing movement across the country to retire them from K-12 
and postsecondary schools. 

Finally, the report proposes recommendations to local, state, and federal agencies 
that will help school administrators, educators, and community members trans-
form learning environments that are hostile and unwelcoming to AI/AN students 
and their families into ones that are supportive. These recommendations include:

• The U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights should use its full 
authority to enforce civil rights protections for AI/AN students and promote a 
safe and welcoming learning environment. 
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• State-level boards of education and education agencies should identify schools 
in their state with AI/AN representations, examine their impact, and develop 
recommendations to remove harmful representations. 

• Nonprofit legal assistance organizations and law school clinics should develop 
programs to support AI/AN students who want to file complaints. 

• The federal government and foundation community should identify and fund 
new research on the impact of derogatory AI/AN representations in schools. 

Although the debate over the Washington football team may rage on until either 
the NFL or the team’s owner, Dan Snyder, finally does the right thing and changes 
the name, there are many things that can be done right now to support AI/AN stu-
dents in schools that perpetuate harmful stereotypes. Instead of debating merchan-
dise economics and fan sentimentality, it is time to get to the point in this debate 
and to stop the harm that racist mascots and team names do to AI/AN youth.



4 Center for American Progress | Missing the Point

Hostile learning environments

Our cheerleaders dressed up one of our own [students] in a Halloween 
‘Pokeahottie’ costume and tied her to a stake after dragging her out on the field 
in shackles against her will. They proceeded to dance around her, acting as if they 
were beating her and treating her like a slave. This is the most sickening halftime 
show I’ve ever witnessed.

— Dahkota Kicking Bear Brown, Miwok student and football  
player, describing the environment at his California high school17

This is only one of too many stories from across the country of AI/AN students 
who struggle with the representation of their culture and community as someone’s 
mascot. So little of the national debate has focused on the actual negative impact 
of these stereotypes and representations on AI/AN students.

The consequences are real, and they are particularly harmful to young people in 
school. As a result, the American Psychological Association, or APA, passed a 
strongly worded resolution almost a decade ago calling for the immediate retire-
ment of all team names, mascots, and other derogatory representations.18 It cited 
several key findings from a broad range of psychological and sociological research 
to support this call to action. 

First, the APA found that the continued use of these representations “undermines 
the educational experiences of members of all communities—especially those 
who have had little or no contact with Indigenous peoples.”19 The resolution cited a 
2001 statement from the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights that explains this issue: 

The stereotyping of any racial, ethnic, religious or other groups when promoted by 
our public educational institutions, teach all students that stereotyping of minor-
ity groups is acceptable, a dangerous lesson in a diverse society. Schools have a 
responsibility to educate their students; they should not use their influence to per-
petuate misrepresentations of any culture or people. Children at the elementary 
and secondary level usually have no choice about which school they attend.20
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In addition to undermining learning and understanding about AI/AN people, the 
APA found that these representations can also create “unwelcome and often times 
hostile learning environments for American Indian students that affirms nega-
tive images/stereotypes that are promoted in mainstream society.” Such hostile 
environments decrease students’ overall academic achievement and ability to 
succeed.21 In fact, the federal government has identified hostile learning environ-
ments as a significant and serious impediment to students’ success and requires 
all schools to work to ameliorate hostile environments that arise from harassment 
based on race and ethnicity, national origin, sex, disability, and religion.22

The APA also found that these representations have a direct nega-
tive impact on the self-esteem of AI/AN youth. Dr. Stephanie 
Fryberg, a psychology professor at the University of Arizona, 
who is the leading researcher in this area, states that “American 
Indian mascots are harmful not only because they are often nega-
tive, but because they remind American Indians of the limited 
ways in which others see them. This, in turn, restricts the number 
of ways American Indians can see themselves.”24 Fryberg and her 
colleagues conducted four studies exploring how AI/AN high 
school and college students react to AI/AN stereotypical mas-
cots such as Chief Wahoo of the Cleveland Indians and Disney’s 
version of Pocahontas. They found a consistent, negative reaction 
to these images and concluded:

American Indian mascots have harmful psychological conse-
quences for the group that is caricaturized by the mascots. This is 
true whether the American Indian Mascot was represented by a 
caricature, a European American dressed as an American Indian, 
or an American Indian figure, and whether the mascot repre-
sented an American Indian university, a mainstream university, or 
a professional sports team.25 

The bottom line from their research was that exposure to these mascots resulted 
in lower self-esteem, sense of community worth, and views of students’ own 
potential.26

One of our school’s biggest rivals is the Calaveras 

Redskins. Calaveras has always had an obscene 

amount of school pride, but little do they know 

how damaging their game-time routines are. With 

so many around me, I feel ganged up on, but at 

the same time, all of these screaming fans don’t 

know how offensive they are, or that they are 

even in the presence of a Native. Most of the time, 

they don’t even know that Natives are still around.

Worst of all, the most offensive stuff doesn’t even 

come from the Redskins. It comes from their rival 

schools, mine included. I have heard my own 

friends yelling around me, “Kill the Redskins!” or 

“Send them on the Trail of Tears!”

— Dahkota Kicking Bear Brown,  

Miwok student and football player,  

Argonaut High School, California23



6 Center for American Progress | Missing the Point

Finally, the APA concluded that these representations undermine the ability of 
tribes and AI/AN people to portray themselves accurately as distinct and diverse 
cultures, as well as individuals’ ability to portray their own distinct cultures, 
spiritual systems, and traditions. Stereotypical images are a dominant culture’s 
prejudiced representations of a racial or ethnic minority group, which are a form 
of discrimination against AI/AN people and lead to negative relations between 
groups.27 In other words, when certain non-AI/AN groups rely on these stereo-
typical representations to inform their understanding of AI/AN people and define 
who they are in relation to them, it leads to discriminatory treatment of the AI/
AN population. The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights explains:

Schools are places where diverse groups of people come together to learn not only 
the ‘Three Rs,’ but also how to interact respectfully with people from different 
cultures. The use of stereotypical images of Native Americans by educational 
institutions has the potential to create a racially hostile educational environment 
that may be intimidating to Indian students.28

The research is clear—AI/AN youth suffer from the presence of these mascots 
and team names, and it leads to their mistreatment by non-AI/AN students. More 
importantly, the impact that they have on the self-esteem and self-perceptions of 
AI/AN youth contribute to many serious challenges they already face.
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The suicide crisis and other 
challenges facing AI/AN youth

Hostile and unwelcoming learning environments for AI/AN students contribute to 
an already dire situation for many of these youth across the country. These learning 
environments are already burdened with a serious history of oppression. Every gen-
eration of American Indians and Alaska Natives has suffered a range of serious men-
tal, physical, and political harms that exacerbate and contribute to the challenges 
they face today. According to a recent article in the Journal of Clinical Psychology:

To understand the mental health needs of AI/AN, it is necessary to clearly com-
prehend the critical historical events and federal policies that have dramatically 
affected their lives. The military action, missionary efforts, the Federal Indian 
Boarding School Movement, the Dawes Act, the Indian Self-Determination and 
Education Assistance Act, and the Indian Child Welfare Act forever changed the 
economic, physical, and social lives of AI/AN people. Once self-reliant and self-
sufficient, the policies of the federal government forced tribes/indigenous people 
toward removal, relocations, isolation, and, in some cases, termination and 
extinction, resulting in social, economic, and spiritual depravations.29 

Known as “historical trauma,” this multigenerational oppression leads to a per-
sonal and community lack of self-worth. 

In this context, AI/AN youth already face the serious and cumulative effects of 
oppression and family and cultural trauma. These conditions lead to a sense of 
individual and community hopelessness and helplessness.30 The most telling 
result of this reality is the rate of AI/AN youth suicide. For AI/AN adolescents 
and young adults ages 15 to 34, the rate of suicide is a startling 2.5 times higher 
than the national average, and the second leading cause of death.31 That is, 31 of 
100,000 AI/AN young adults and adolescents committed suicide in 2010 com-
pared with 12.2 young adults and adolescents nationally—it is a crisis.32
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These high suicide rates are set against the backdrop of some of the highest rates of 
poverty and poor health and lowest educational outcomes in country. According 
to the most recent estimates, the poverty rate for AI/AN people was 29 percent in 
2012, nearly double the overall U.S. population’s rate of 15.7 percent. The poverty 
rate for AI/AN youth who are under 18 years old was even higher, at 36.5 percent 
in 2012 compared to 22.2 percent for the overall population in 2012.33 And for 
AI/AN people living on reservations, the poverty rate stood at nearly 39 percent.34 

Substance abuse also remains persistently and disproportionately high for AI/AN 
youth. A recent study showed that 18.3 percent of AI/AN eighth graders reported 
binge drinking, compared to 7.1 percent nationally.35 In addition, past-month 
marijuana use by AI/AN eighth graders was nearly five times the rate of non-AI/
AN youth—34 percent versus 7.2 percent.36 This is especially troubling considering 
that AI/AN people die from chronic liver disease and cirrhosis at a rate 368 percent 
higher than the national rate.37 They also die from diabetes at a rate 177 percent 
higher, and chronic lower respiratory diseases at a rate 59 percent higher than the 
national rate, among others. Due to these serious health disparities, AI/AN people 
have a life expectancy that is 4.2 years shorter than the overall U.S. population.38

Saddled with these challenges, AI/AN youth continue to have 
the worst high school graduation rates of all the country’s ethnic 
groups. For the 2011-12 school year, AI/AN students had a 
graduation rate of only 67 percent.40 And AI/AN students were 
the only group to have a declining graduation rate during the 
previous school year.41

It is also important to consider these statistics in the context of 
the young and fast-growing AI/AN population. The total AI/
AN population grew from 4.1 million in 2000 to 5.2 million in 
2010—a 27 percent increase compared to a 9.7 percent increase 
for the overall U.S. population.42 And the median age for AI/
AN people was 31 years in 2012 compared to 37.4 years for the 
overall population.43 When AI/AN young people face these dras-
tic challenges—such as high suicide rates, poor health, and low 
educational attainment—it holds back their entire community 
and prevents future opportunities.

When I see people wearing headdresses and 

face paint or doing the tomahawk chop, it makes 

me feel demeaned. The current society does not 

bother to learn that our ways, customs, dress, 

symbols, and images are sacred. They claim it’s 

for honor but I don’t see honor in non-Natives 

wearing face paint or headdresses as they are not 

warriors who have earned the right. My heritage 

and culture is not a joke. My heritage and culture 

is not a fashion statement. 

For me, it ultimately boils down to respect. 

Respect our heritage by not using a caricature of a 

proud people but by learning about our history.

— Cierra Fields, Cherokee, member, National 

Congress of American Indians Youth Cabinet39
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The long movement to retire  
racist mascots and team names

AI/AN activists have been involved in discussions and protests over the appro-
priation and use of tribal references in sports names, logos, and mascots for more 
than 60 years. Many of these uses have been changed over time, driven by civil 
rights struggles and a growing awareness of the proven social harms and inherent 
racism. Despite the gradual movement toward abolition and evolving signs of cul-
tural understanding, many mascots invoking AI/AN names and imagery persist 
today in professional, collegiate, and local school district sports. 

The Washington football team

The Indian you see most often in Washington, D.C., is at a football game—at 
the expense of real Indians, real history, real culture. The petty stereotype has 
become expected.

— Kevin Gover, National Museum of the American Indian44

Perhaps no effort has received more public attention than the debate over the 
Washington NFL football team’s name, which AI/AN groups have protested for 
decades. The team maintains that its use of the name is, and always has been, honor-
ific.45 AI/AN people do not see it that way. In June, the U.S. Patent and Trademark 
Office Trademark Trial and Appeal Board cancelled six of the franchise’s federally 
registered trademarks that use the term,46 citing a federal trademark law prohibiting 
the registration of any trademarks that consist of matter that may disparage or bring 
into contempt or disrepute any person, institution, or belief.47 The law does not 
restrict the use of the terms—but rightly denies such terms a federal property right. 

This was the second time the federal government determined that the team’s trade-
marks should be denied federal protection. A group of prominent AI/AN leaders 
led by Suzan Shown Harjo—who is Cheyenne and Huldogee Muscogee—first 
challenged the trademarks as disparaging under this law in 1992.48 In a long-run-
ning trial-like proceeding, the group presented a wide array of evidence, including 
dictionary definitions and other reference works, newspaper clippings, movie clips, 
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and scholarly articles to demonstrate that the term is an ethnic slur. In addition, 
they produced testimony from linguists, survey evidence, and various resolutions 
by AI/AN groups condemning the term. They also put forth plentiful evidence 
depicting the team and its fans using the term in a derisive and offensive manner.49

The agency eventually agreed seven years later and ordered all the trademarks 
cancelled in 1999.50 However, the team successfully appealed the decision in the 
U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia and the Court of Appeals. The 
trial court held that since the trademarks in question had been in use for 45 years 
and registered some 25 years before the action was brought, the AI/AN plaintiffs’ 
claims were barred due to their unjustifiable delay in bringing the action. The appel-
late courts agreed and the U.S. Supreme Court declined to take the case, ending 
the challenge.51 To overcome the defense of unjustifiable delay, Harjo recruited a 
group of younger AI/AN petitioners led by Amanda Blackhorse—a young Navajo 
woman—to bring another challenge to the registered trademarks in 2006.52 These 
younger AI/AN petitioners could not have delayed in bringing a 
legal claim before reaching the age at which they are permitted to 
bring a legal claim. It was this challenge that succeeded in again 
convincing the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office to order cancel-
lation of the team’s registrations last month. Once again, the team 
plans to appeal the case, and the trademarks will remain federally 
protected throughout the appeal process. 

The protest by Native groups of the Washington football team’s 
name is nothing new. Shortly after the team was sold by its origi-
nal owner, George Preston Marshall, to local attorney Edward 
Bennett Williams in 1972, the National Congress of American 
Indians, or NCAI, and leaders of the AI/AN community took the 
opportunity to reach out to the new owner and explain why the 
team name was a racial slur. They wrote: 

Born at a time in our history when the national policy was to 
seize Indian land and resources, and hunt down Indian people 
who stood in the way, the term ‘Redskin’ has been perpetuated 
through such media as western movies and television. Most 
often, the term is coupled with other derogatory adjectives, as 
‘dirty Redskin’ or ‘pesky Redskin’ which is used interchangeably 
with the word ‘savage’ to portray a misleading and denigrating 
image of the Native American.54

It has been purported that using indigenous 

peoples as mascots honors them. I am unsure 

of how the word relating to the bounty of skin as 

proof of killing indigenous peoples is honorable. 

The issue is not one of political correctness but 

about promoting human dignity to those who 

have been denied it for all too long in this country. 

Let us hope that U.S. society learns to be on the 

right side of history and can reshape the mode in 

which it views and interacts with Native peoples. 

The issue impacts me because as long as the 

Washington football team and others retain 

pejoratives as names, mascots, and are allowed 

to do so, it says that it is ok to marginalize me, 

my family, and Indian country—that it is ok for 

Native peoples to remain on the periphery of 

American consciousness.

— Joaquin Gallegos, Jicarilla Apache Nation 

and Pueblo of Santa Ana, 2013 Center for Native 

American Youth Champion for Change53
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Harjo has been advocating on this issue since she and her husband went to their 
first and last Washington football game a few years later in 1974. She recounts how 
fans taunted and harassed them, using the slur to describe them.55 As executive 
director of the NCAI in the 1980s, she continued the protest and journey that led 
to last month’s decision cancelling the trademark. 

The public debate over professional football in the nation’s capital has grown louder 
recently. Rep. Eni Faleomavaega (D-American Samoa) introduced a bill with wide 
bipartisan co-sponsorship that would prohibit the federal trademark registration 
of that particular slur.56 Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) and House 
Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), as well as other members of Congress, have 
publicly criticized the name and called for the team to change it.57 A recent letter 
signed by half of the members of the Senate sent the same message to the team and 
the NFL.58 Even President Barack Obama has weighed in, noting that if he owned 
the team he would “think about changing the name,” as did Attorney General Eric 
Holder, who called the team name offensive.59 Locally, District of Columbia Mayor 
Vincent Gray and the city council have called for a change.60 

In addition to the elected officials who are speaking out, more than 75 news 
organizations and journalists, including high-profile sports writers and sportscast-
ers, have taken a stand against the name and have moved to curtail its use.61 A 
letter from several former leaders of the Federal Communications Commission 
to current regulators even argued that the team name should not be used on the 
public airwaves because it is so contrary to the public interest.62 Faith leaders in 
the Washington, D.C., area sent a letter to NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell 
and team owner Dan Snyder stating their belief that they have a moral obligation 
to change the name.63 And the regional board of the United Church of Christ, or 
UCC, passed a unanimous resolution in March recommending that its members 
boycott the team’s games and products until the name and mascot are changed.64 

The most recent calls for the team and league to change the name, similar to those 
of the past, are rooted in the fundamental ideas of racial equity, social justice, 
and moral obligation. It is undisputed that such slurs cause great harm to AI/AN 
people, especially AI/AN youth. Public support for changing the Washington 
football team name and ridding the sports world of other harmful mascots is at an 
all-time high, and it is time for the teams and leagues to listen. 
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The early movement against AI/AN mascots and team names

This high-profile controversy over the Washington football team’s trademarks is only 
the latest chapter in a much longer history of AI/AN people protesting the use of 
racist mascots across the country. Just after the turn of the 20th century, professional 
sports teams began to embrace the practice of selecting official nicknames. The 
trend at the time was to select names that suggested aggressive qualities. During the 
decades that followed, college teams and then gradually local school teams began to 
formally adopt AI/AN team names based on the popular association between AI/
AN peoples and athletic skill. In later years, the use of AI/AN names and imagery 
evolved to evoke the ferociousness of the players and many of the team names, logos, 
and mascots evolved to convey this new message. Most of the appropriated AI/AN 
imagery was based on false historical narratives and highly exaggerated caricatures. 
Many of the portrayals included fictitious, savage, and violent imagery.65 

The NCAI began to set its sights on the elimination of negative AI/AN ste-
reotypes as early as 1940, and the organization started to focus in on the harm 
done by AI/AN sports mascots in the late 1960s.66 In 1969, the National Indian 
Education Association, or NIEA, also started to organize AI/AN educators, 
school board members, parents, and students around the cause of removing of 
all “Indian” names, symbols, and behaviors associated with sports teams.67 They 
also started to educate the country on the very real harms experienced by AI/
AN peoples and society as a whole as a result of such uses. Documented harms of 
racialized team names and mascots in sports included:68

• Perpetuating false, stereotypical images of indigenous cultures and histories 
• Contributing to anti-Indian racism in the United States
• Terrorizing American Indian peoples
• Preventing American Indians from full and equal enjoyment of public 

accommodations
• Fostering racial harassment
• Undermining equal treatment
• Fostering “racial microaggression” by transforming “learning environments into 

hostile environments”
• Allowing the dominant society to “define Indianness, undermining indigenous 

identity, tradition, and sovereignty”
• Abusing indigenous spirituality, misusing sacred objects—such as eagle feath-

ers—and rituals for the sake of school spirit and local traditions, and promoting 
divisiveness and factionalism in Native nations 
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This early organizing laid the groundwork for the change that would soon occur 
on college campuses and in communities across the country. The decades that 
followed saw civic leaders and educators coming to the realization that the use 
of native names, mascots, and imagery were incompatible with a positive educa-
tional environment.

Organizing on college and university campuses

Inspired by the civil rights movements brewing around the country, the National 
Indian Youth Council began organizing on college campuses in 1963 to remove 
the AI/AN stereotypes embodied in sports mascots. They started with the 
University of Oklahoma and its racist mascot, Little Red. The first Native-inspired 
tradition during Oklahoma football games, which began in the 1930s, involved 
the crowning of an “Indian princess” and the dancing of a “young Indian” dur-
ing halftime. Oklahoma students also used stereotypical and inaccurate Native 
war calls when cheering on Little Red and the team. Protesters argued that Little 
Red served as a symbol of the physical oppression and cultural degradation that 
American Indians had suffered. Like many of the claims made in defense of AI/
AN mascots and imagery today, some Oklahoman Native people and students 
objected to these protests claiming that the name and mascot were not insulting 
but instead honored the American Indian people of the state.69 

In addition to the early efforts at Oklahoma, some of the first universities and col-
leges to remove AI/AN imagery from their sports programs included Dartmouth 
University, Stanford University, and Syracuse University. AI/AN imagery had 
taken stronghold in each of these athletic programs and change did not come easy. 
When Dartmouth was founded in 1769, the stated purpose was “the education 
and instruction of youth of the Indian tribes in this land in reading, writing, and 
all parts of learning.”70 At the turn of the 20th century when Dartmouth formed 
a football team, the sports section of Dartmouth’s yearbook depicted AI/AN 
warriors kicking footballs.71 From this point on, the idea of the Dartmouth Indian 
quickly began to infiltrate athletics on campus. Soon “Indians” started to appear 
on athletic uniforms, and Dartmouth fans would display stereotypical mohawks as 
they cheered on their Indians. At Stanford, although the standard image and logo 
of the mascot varied, the Indians were often represented by a caricature of a small 
American Indian man with a large nose or a profile view of an American Indian 
man in a headdress. Timm Williams—a member, and later chief, of the Yurok Tribe 
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of California—played Prince Lightfoot during Stanford athletic events, continu-
ously performing traditional Yurok dances in traditional dress.72 At Syracuse, 
students created fake scalps to represent other teams’ mascots and affixed them to 
the belt of a Native American statute after their football team and its mascot, the 
Saltine Warrior, defeated the opposing team.73 

There were a number of common issues and concerns in early 
mascot debates at each of these universities during the 1960s 
and 1970s. Clearly, the times were imbued with the civil rights 
struggles as well as a growing national conversation and apprecia-
tion of racial and cultural difference. The decades also saw a new 
era in federal Indian policy known as self-determination, which 
emphasized tribes making their own decisions about the poli-
cies that affected them.75 However, each school wrestled with the 
risks and costs associated with changing their mascot, including 
the potential loss of support from their students, fans, and valued 
alumni. Each school also had to consider the additional costs asso-
ciated with rebranding their teams with new names and mascots. 
The harms created by the disparaging nature of mascots and asso-
ciated imagery on campus ultimately outweighed the concern and 
costs in each case. Oklahoma retired Little Red in 1970, becoming 
the first school to end the use of any Native stereotype in sports.76 
Stanford removed the “Indian” mascot and the live performances 
of Prince Lightfoot in 1973.77 In 1974, the Dartmouth Board of 
Trustees responded to student and AI/AN activism on campus 
and found the Indian inconsistent with the founding institu-
tional objectives of advancing AI/AN education.78 And Syracuse 
removed the disparaging Saltine Warrior in 1978 after student 
protests proclaimed it inconsistent with the school’s values.79 

The nascent movement to do away with AI/AN mascots at the university, college, 
and high school level gained even more momentum when national professional 
organizations and government agencies began to call for change. In addition to 
the APA and U.S. Commission on Civil Rights statements discussed above, the 
National Education Association passed resolutions in 1991 and 1992 denouncing 
the use of all ethnicity-related sports team mascots, symbols, and nicknames.80 The 
NAACP passed a resolution in 1999 calling for the end of the use of AI/AN names, 
images, and mascots.81 The American Counseling Association passed a resolution 
opposing the use of American Indian names and symbols in sports two years later.82 

As a Stanford University student, the effects of the 

long-gone Stanford Indian are still felt in the Na-

tive American community. Every year, without fail, 

some student group decides that it would be re-

ally awesome to have a “throwback” shirt with the 

Stanford Indian mascot on it. Many students know 

that the mascot is wrong, but don’t understand 

the “why.” Even with a thriving Native American 

studies program and Native American Cultural 

Center, Stanford students still don’t get the issues 

that come hand-in-hand with the Indian mascot. 

Long before Native Americans were admitted to 

Stanford, the sole Native representation was that 

of the Stanford Indian. Each year, as the Stanford 

Indian reveals its ugly history, the Native Ameri-

cans of Stanford University are reminded of our 

troubled and short history at Stanford.

— Dahlton Brown, Miwok, student,  

Stanford University; co-chair,  

Stanford American Indian Organization74
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The NCAA ban on collegiate mascots and team names

A turning point for college sports came when the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association, or NCAA, announced that it would ban the use of AI/AN mascots 
by teams participating in any of its postseason tournament play.83 While the 
NCAA considered the use of mascots to be an internal institutional matter, it 
ruled that it would enforce the ban for any events for which it had control. It also 
acknowledged and respected tribal governments’ rights to make their own deci-
sions regarding their relationships with school and university teams and created an 
exception allowing universities to keep their AI/AN names and imagery if it was 
based on a particular tribe and that tribe gave permission for its use. The NCAA 
made clear that it encouraged institutions to change their mascots in order to pro-
mote the core values of the NCAA, including cultural diversity, ethical sportsman-
ship, and nondiscrimination. In addition, the organization encouraged institutions 
to promote awareness of the negative impact of hostile symbols, names, imagery, 
and culture. This powerful and influential ban took effect in 2006.84 

Upon implementation of the ban, some schools changed their mascots immedi-
ately while others appealed or decided to ignore the ruling. Higher-profile institu-
tions with large endowments and alumni bases were inclined to lodge appeals 
while smaller institutions generally complied with the ban. In addition, some 
institutions submitted evidence to the NCAA that they had support from the ref-
erenced tribes. Both Central Michigan University and the University of Utah, for 
example, had support from the Chippewa and Ute tribes, respectively, and were 
ultimately permitted to continue use of the mascots because of their “mutually 
respectful” relationships with the referenced tribes.85 The NCAA also created an 
exception for the University of North Carolina-Pembroke because the school had 
historically admitted a high percentage of AI/AN students.86

On the other hand, while the University of Illinois successfully argued that its 
nickname, the “Illini,” should be allowed based on its close association with the 
state name, the university remained on the NCAA’s sanctioned list because the 
school refused to discontinue use of its racialized Chief Illiniwek mascot and 
logo.87 The university’s desire to continue using the mascot and AI/AN student 
protests and more than a decade of legal challenges led the university to finally 
retire Chief Illiniwek in 2007.88 The University of North Dakota, or UND, faced 
a similar series of challenges over its mascot, the Fighting Sioux. The school 
appealed the NCAA’s ban, claiming that the university used the mascot with the 
utmost respect and had a positive relationship with the Sioux tribe.89 After two 
years of negotiations, UND and the NCAA reached a conditional agreement: 



16 Center for American Progress | Missing the Point

UND would be allowed to continue the use of its mascot because of tribal sup-
port, but if any tribes rescinded their support, the university would be placed on 
the sanction list once again. The university ended the long-running conflict after 
all legal challenges were concluded in 2013, and after a statewide ballot initiative 
to keep the team name was defeated in 2012.90

Action by state and local governments

There has also been great progress for K-12 schools, especially due to leadership 
at the state level, but there is still much work to do. While reports indicate that 
there were once more than 3,000 AI/AN mascots and names in use in local K-12 
athletic programs, more than two-thirds of these have been changed.91 A number 
of state agencies have taken action against racist mascots, including:

• The Minnesota State Board of Education, which adopted a resolution stating that 
the use of “mascots, emblems, or symbols depicting American Indian culture or 
race” are unacceptable and encouraged school districts to retire any such mascots92

• The Nebraska Commission on Indian Affairs, which requested that 27 public 
schools end their use of American Indian mascots and nicknames93 

• The Michigan State Civil Rights Commission, which issued a report in 1988 on 
nicknames, logos, and mascots depicting Native American people in Michigan 
education institutions94

• The Michigan State Board of Education, which passed a resolution in 2006 urg-
ing all of its schools to drop any American Indian references such as mascots, 
nicknames, and logos95

• The New York State Education Department, which called for the retirement of 
institutionalized “Indian” sports team nicknames, mascots, and logos from its 
public schools in 2001 after a five-year review96 

• The Oregon State Board of Education, which banned all Native American team 
names, mascots, and logos in its schools in 2012 based on the superintendent’s 
report detailing the harms from mascots in state schools97 

Change is coming at the local level, too. The board of education for the Los 
Angeles, California, consolidated school district moved to eliminate “Indian” 
related mascots from four schools in its jurisdiction in the 1990s. This decision 
was challenged but upheld by a federal court.98 In a December 2013 preliminary 
vote, the Houston, Texas, school district approved a new policy against any ethnic 
mascots, which would require a change for several schools.99 
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The struggle continues

At the local school district level, there have been some recent suc-
cess stories, but also some continuing struggles. Port Townsend 
High School in Washington state had the same mascot as the 
Washington professional football team for 88 years, but after long-
standing complaints from parents and the completion of a year-
long study, last year its school board elected to change the name 
to the Redhawks, a type of bird.101 The Cooperstown Central 
School Board of Education in New York also voted overwhelm-
ingly last year to remove the same mascot from its interscholastic 
athletic, extracurricular, and academic programs. The move was 
prompted by a student body resolution asking that the mascot be 
changed. The mascot was ultimately changed to the Hawkeyes.102 
The administrators of Teton High School in Driggs, Idaho, also 
announced that they were dropping its identical nickname, logo, 
and mascot to show respect for Native Americans and also plan to 
change the name of its school newspaper, “The War Cry.”103

However, things have not been going as well in some other 
localities. An outraged mother with American Indian heritage in 
Langhorne, Pennsylvania, started a campaign against the school’s 
use of the same mascot. She wrote letters, called school officials, 
and appeared in front of the school board several times arguing 
that its use of the slur was racist and derogatory. After the school 
newspaper supported her and attempted to ban the use of the 
term last fall, its leaders found themselves at odds with their principal.104 The stu-
dents invoked their free speech right, and the school board ultimately approved a 
policy that limited, but did not eliminate, the ability of students to utilize the term 
in school publications. The 60-year-old mascot currently remains unchanged.105

Moreover, in what seems like a move against the national momentum to change 
offensive mascots, Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker (R) signed a law in December 
2013 that makes it difficult for those who “object to race-based mascots and sports 
team names to force a change at their school district.”106 The law “requires at least 
10 percent of a school district’s membership to sign a complaint which would be 
reviewed by the state’s Department of Public Instruction, with hearings in front of 
an administrative law judge.”107 Furthermore, the Wisconsin law places the burden of 
proof on the complaining party to prove the offensive nature of the image, contrary 

I distinctly remember listening to a radio talk 

show one morning discussing changing the 

mascot of a local northern Michigan school be-

cause it poorly depicted Native American people. 

Non-Native people defending the mascot seemed 

to populate the airtime. They all spoke about 

school and community pride, or fond high school 

memories. A Native American mascot seemed to 

have nothing to do with actual Native American 

people to them. A white person’s school pride 

was put above a Native American person’s sense 

of identity. A white person’s fond memories were 

more important than a Native American youth 

attending a school they felt still wore the mascot 

of oppression. Even on a local radio talk show, our 

voice didn’t seem to matter. I think we’ve got that 

backwards. Our culture and history matter, our 

languages matter, our sense of identity matters, 

and our Native American youth matter.

— Sarah Schilling, Little Traverse Bay  

Bands of Odawa Indians, 2013 Center for  

Native American Youth Champion for Change100
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to previous laws that placed the burden on the school district. Gov. Walker released 
a statement saying he was worried that the current law infringed on free speech. “A 
person’s right to speak doesn’t end just because what they say is offensive,” he said.108 

Even after the NCAA declared that the University of North 

Dakota’s Fighting Sioux mascot was “hostile and abusive” in 

2005109 and the state voted to retire it in 2012,110 its harm-

ful legacy continues. Recently, to celebrate a popular event 

called “Springfest” sponsored by UND, a group of students de-

signed and wore t-shirts that featured the UND Fighting Sioux 

mascot drinking out of a beer bong and the words “Siouxper 

Drunk” in large lettering across the front.111

Several students complained about the incident to UND’s 

American Indian Student Services. As the organization’s direc-

tor, Leigh Leanotte, told the Grand Forks Herald: “Until there 

is a statement, until there is action, true action, to say that 

this is wrong, hurtful and it shouldn’t be continued, it’s going 

to just keep going on and on and on.”112 Shortly after, UND 

President Robert O. Kelley responded to the incident with a 

statement on UND’s Facebook page but did not reference any 

specific action against the students or to address the issue 

more broadly.113

Source: Ruth Hopkins, “’Siouxper Drunk’ shirts worn at University of North Dakota’s Springfest,” 
Last Real Indians, available at http://lastrealindians.com/siouxper-drunk-shirts-worn-at-the-
university-of-north-dakotas-springfest-by-ruth-hopkins/ (last accessed July 2014).

“Siouxper Drunk”

http://lastrealindians.com/siouxper-drunk-shirts-worn-at-the-university-of-north-dakotas-springfest-by-ruth-hopkins/
http://lastrealindians.com/siouxper-drunk-shirts-worn-at-the-university-of-north-dakotas-springfest-by-ruth-hopkins/
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There has also been a backlash against the recent change-the-mascot campaigns 
and their perceived success. AI/AN students at Burney Junior-Senior High School 
in northern California found notes saying “Watch Your Redskinned Back” and 
“White Pride Bitch” on their lockers.114 The Pit River tribe parents there have alleged 
systemic, racially charged abuse of their children. Matilda Wilson, whose 12-year-old 
daughter Sarah received one of the notes and has been the subject of regular racial 
taunting, notes, “They have been calling the AI/AN kids names like ‘dirty rotten 
Indians’ and ‘wagon burners’, but the staff just passes it off as if ‘it’s just kids being 
kids.’ But then it escalates.”115 Some AI/AN parents have already transferred their 
children to other schools despite the distance and difficulties associated with it. 

Sadly, these allegations are similar to other reported bullying incidents across the 
country. At one Eureka City School District high school in Northern California, 
a teacher allegedly had students invent different tribes and pretend to fight each 
other in a wildly inaccurate lesson about tribal conflicts that deeply disturbed a 
Yurok student in the class.116 At another high school in the neighboring Loleta 
Union School District, the principal allegedly referred to her Native American 
students as “a pack of wolves” and other derogatory terms, bopped children on 
the head with a clipboard, and disproportionately expelled or suspended Native 
American students based on minor infractions.117 These accounts were described 
in two recent lawsuits filed in December 2013 by the American Civil Liberties 
Union of Northern California against the two Humboldt County school districts. 
The lawsuits accuse school officials of perpetuating systemic physical, emotional, 
and sexual abuse of Native American and other minority students.118 

Federal and state legal intervention should not be necessary in any of these 
matters, just as it should not be necessary in the realm of professional sports. 
However, it may have to be considered in order to successfully transform learn-
ing environments that are hostile and unwelcoming to AI/AN students and their 
families into ones that are supportive. In 1996, the Supreme Court opened the 
doors of the all-male Virginia Military Institute to female students. Justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg wrote eloquently in that decision about the harm caused by inac-
curate cultural stereotypes that stand in the way of an “equal opportunity to aspire, 
achieve, participate in, and contribute to society based on [a person’s] individual 
talents and capacities.”119 Harmful and inaccurate Native stereotypes in school 
sports mascots similarly violate our schools’ legal obligations to ensure equal 
opportunity and offer an accessible and effective education to AI/AN students.
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Recommendations

Although the NFL and owner Dan Snyder control the fate of the Washington 
football team, the federal government, state governments, nonprofit organizations, 
and grant-making bodies can create safe and welcoming learning environments for 
AI/AN students. 

Federal government

The federal government can take a much more active role in supporting AI/AN 
students by working with school administrators to create welcoming learning 
environments that are free of these derogatory depictions. The Office for Civil 
Rights, or OCR, at the U.S. Department of Education is charged with enforcing 
the nation’s civil rights laws in schools that receive federal funding. In addition to 
investigating complaints on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, and dis-
ability, it works proactively with school administrators to prevent discrimination 
and foster welcoming learning environments. 

OCR should:

• Work with the White House Initiative on American Indian and Alaska Native 

Education to seek input from tribal communities. The White House Initiative 
is the executive-level office charged with strengthening the learning environ-
ment for AI/AN students and improving their educational outcomes. OCR 
should support the White House Initiative in identifying opportunities to seek 
input directly from tribal communities and consult with tribes on this issue, 
which should inform the development of guidance for administrators and 
school boards to create a safe and welcoming learning environment for AI/
AN students. OCR should also work to assess any potential barriers to AI/AN 
students stepping forward with complaints.
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• Develop and issue a “Dear Colleague” letter to administrators and school 

boards providing guidance. OCR regularly issues “Dear Colleague” letters 
that review the application of civil rights laws in publically funded K-12 and 
postsecondary schools. After seeking input and consulting with tribes and 
tribal communities, OCR should develop a letter of guidance on this issue. 
In this letter, OCR should request that administrators and school boards 
examine the use of AI/AN mascots, team names, and other representations 
to determine whether they adversely impact student understanding of AI/
AN people. It should also ask them to examine whether they promote “racially 
hostile environments” and recommend steps to address it. Finally, they should 
recommend procedures to make AI/AN students aware of their rights and 
empower them to step forward if they have complaints.

State government

State agencies and boards of education have a significant role to play in this issue 
as well. States have their own anti-discrimination laws on the books and missions 
to create safe and supportive learning environments for all students. State execu-
tive offices and legislatures should direct these bodies to assess the impact of these 
representations in their schools, seek input from tribal communities and AI/
AN students about them, and develop recommendations for their retirement. A 
recent example of this was a report by the Oregon State Superintendent of Public 
Instruction to their board of education recommending the elimination of these 
mascots and proposing a process to do so.120

Nonprofit organizations

Nonprofit legal assistance organizations and law school clinics can support AI/
AN students by helping them better understand their right to a safe and support-
ive learning environment free of harmful mascots and team names. In addition to 
helping educate students and families about their rights, they can assist in filing 
complaints to the OCR and other relevant agencies.
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Grant-making bodies

Further research is still necessary to understand the full impact of these representa-
tions on AI/AN students. The federal government should work across agencies to 
identify new research topics to better understand the extent to which these mascots 
and team names perpetuate bullying, hostile learning environments, and negative 
attitudes about AI/AN people. In addition to federal funding of these research 
projects through agencies such as the National Institutes of Health, the foundation 
community should monitor this area and find ways it can support this work.
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Conclusion

The current fight to change the name of the Washington football team represents a 
broader, long-standing struggle for AI/AN people to define themselves—instead 
of being defined by others. It is a simple matter of human dignity and respect for 
culture, heritage, and identity that anyone in our country would expect for them-
selves. For AI/AN youth and families who have been working to change these rac-
ist and harmful mascots at schools across the country, to have the football team in 
our nation’s capital maintain such a derogatory mascot sends a particular symbolic 
message of disrespect and disregard for their communities. 

While that decision may be up to the NFL and Dan Snyder, there is a lot that can 
be done in the meantime to support AI/AN youth who struggle with racist team 
names and mascots that contribute to hostile and unwelcoming school environ-
ments and low self-esteem. It is time for local, state, and federal education agencies 
to step up and take this issue seriously. This report has highlighted several prom-
ising efforts by state education agencies and local school authorities, and more 
should follow their lead. And as a national leader with a very important mission, 
the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights should examine the compel-
ling evidence already available about the impact of these team names and mascots 
on the learning environments of a too-often-oppressed group of students who 
struggle in our nation’s schools.

The stories of everyday AI/AN people fighting to change team names and mascots 
that were featured in this report reveal the very real harm caused by these repre-
sentations—we need to stop missing the point of this debate. 
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