
TO: Members, Northborough-Southborough Regional School Committee
FROM: Sean Bevan, Chair of the Study Group for Mascot Review
DATE: April 9, 2021
CC: Greg Martineau, Supt. of Northborough and Southborough Public Schools

SUBJECT: Recommendation of the Study Group for Mascot Review
____________________________________________________________________________

This memo serves as the formal recommendation of the Study Group for Mascot Review, a
group of community stakeholders convened at your request and tasked this past fall with
examining our school’s mascot, the Tomahawk. The Group’s charge was to make a formal
recommendation about whether to keep or retire the mascot and to develop details about the
cost and timeline for executing a change if needed. After considerable time, effort, and
thoughtful deliberation, the Group members are pleased to provide the following formal
recommendation to retire the Tomahawk.

Although several factors contributed to the Group’s arrival at this decision - and each is outlined
below - we concluded that any school’s mascot should unify the school community,
communicating a shared set of values. Chosen by students in the then-new Algonquin Regional
High School in 1959, the Tomahawk served this purpose, acting as a symbol of school pride and
the embodiment of our students’ many achievements. But, times and standards change, and
our understanding of the impact of this choice has deepened. As such, the Group has
concluded that the Tomahawk may be detrimental to some members of our school and
community and, as a result, has fostered division, an outcome that is precisely the opposite of
the role a mascot is designed to serve. The Group is confident that the process of choosing a
new mascot will serve to unify Algonquin students and families in ways that are consistent with
the purpose of an institution’s mascot. The Group overwhelmingly agrees that this decision
reflects our school’s deep appreciation for the diversity and dignity of all members of the
Algonquin community.

Research findings

Although the Group identified multiple reasons to support this recommendation, the most
compelling was the clear evidence that mascots based on Native American images are
detrimental to people of Native American heritage: according to The Psychosocial Effects of
Native American Mascots, a comprehensive overview of studies on the topic, “the psychosocial
effects of [Native American] mascots demonstrate either direct negative effects on Native
Americans or that these mascots activate, reflect, and/or reinforce stereotyping and prejudice
among non-Native persons.”1 According to this overview, the negative psychological effects
include, “depressed self-esteem, community worth, and future achievement-related goals, and
increased negative feelings of stress, distress, depression, dysphoria, and hostility.”2 Taken

2 Ibid.

1 Laurel R. Davis-Delano, Joseph P. Gone & Stephanie A. Fryberg, “The psychosocial effects of Native American
mascots: a comprehensive review of empirical research findings,” Race Ethnicity and Education, 23:5, 613-633,
2020, DOI: 10.1080/13613324.2020.1772221.
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alone, this finding would be compelling enough to support a recommendation for a change. And,
while the negative direct effects on Native Americans are arguably the most important evidence
supporting a change, these mascots also have indirect effects on Native Americans via their
impact on non-Native persons: “For some non-Native persons, exposure to and support for
Native mascots was associated with increased negative stereotyping of, prejudiced attitudes
toward, and tendency to discriminate against Native Americans… two studies suggested that
these mascots can generate negative effects on some non-Native persons (e.g., increased
stereotyping of Asian Americans, lower feelings of belonging among less prejudiced non-Native
persons).”3 Members of the Study Group found the conclusions of this overview to be most
powerful.

Studies like these have compelled several mental health organizations to advocate for a
change. Most notable, in 2005, the American Psychological Association called for the immediate
retirement of all American Indian mascots4, symbols, images, and personalities by schools,
colleges, universities, athletic teams, and organizations. Ultimately, while some members of the
community may feel a strong attachment to the Tomahawk, a decision to retain the Tomahawk
would be detrimental to some of our students and would run contrary to the school’s and
District’s Core Values. As Maulian Dana put it in her 2019 Ted Talk, “If we tell you something
hurts, you don’t get to decide it doesn’t.”5

Changing community sentiment

Notably, in comparison to previous efforts to retire the Tomahawk, community sentiment toward
the Algonquin Tomahawk is clearly changing: a student- and alumni-generated petition to
change the mascot6 gained more than 5,000 signatures; and, in a poll, the ARHS staff
overwhelmingly supports the change. Importantly, current students’ attitudes demonstrate a
variety of opinions: before participating in a brief class lesson on the topic, 47% of students
were in favor of keeping the mascot, while 36% would like to see it changed (16% were
undecided). However, after participating in a brief lesson on the topic, 29% of students were in
favor of keeping the mascot, while 54% would like to see it changed (17% were undecided).
One thing is clear: school leaders will need to develop a plan to educate students and the
community about the history and contributions of Native American groups in our area and also
the impact of using a Native American symbol for our mascot.

One of the most common and deeply held beliefs about the Algonquin Tomahawk is that it
honors rather than denigrates Native American peoples. In support of this sentiment, a common
point in support of retaining the Tomahawk is that the Tomahawk is a tool and not a weapon.
Another common argument posited in support of the current mascot is that, in the course of
examining this issue in the past, school officials came to understand that some Native American

6 “Change the Algonquin Regional High School name and mascot,” Change.org, 2020,
https://www.change.org/p/northborough-southborough-regional-school-committee-change-the-algonquin-regional-hig
h-school-name-and-mascot.

5 Maulian Dana, “Indigenous People in Maine are Not Mascots,” filmed December 13, 2019 in Dirigo, Maine, TED
video,13:24, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XVAdGXrU60w.

4 American Psychological Association, “Summary of the APA Resolution Recommending Retirement of American
Indian Mascots,” 2011, https://www.apa.org/pi/oema/resources/indian-mascots.

3 Ibid.
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peoples endorsed keeping it as the school’s mascot. These sentiments have been shared in
emails to the Study Group and through some students’ responses following their focus group
participation. To be clear, the Group recognizes that, though the students who chose the mascot
may have intended no harm, the impact of that choice is better understood today than when the
mascot was chosen, in 1959. Additionally, some of the ways in which our institution has chosen
to ‘honor’ people of Native American heritage through the use of the Tomahawk is incompatible
with some Native American sensibilities and opinions. Specifically, school officials were
informed in 1997 that images of crossed Tomahawks were not respectful and that such images
should not be used; in fact, the crossed Tomahawk remains the school’s most commonly used
form of the mascot. And, while individual Native American peoples may have different opinions,
various Native American groups and organizations oppose Native American mascotting. For
example, the Native American organization representing Central Massachusetts, the Nipmuc
Indian Development Corporation, asserted in 2001 that, “Native American logos and mascots
create and support stereotypes of a race of people. It is a form of cultural abuse and racism. In
the case of schools and sports teams using Native American mascots, these groups borrow
from Native groups their most sacred elements to display and use those elements
inappropriately... Items sacred to us are being used not in ceremony but in a game."7

Additionally, the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) has advocated for eliminating
Native American mascots since 1968. And, The Native American Journalists Association made
a similar statement8 in 2003. A comprehensive list of the organizations that support the
elimination of Native American mascots would be too long to include in this recommendation.
However, the NCAI provides a list in their position paper, “Ending the Legacy of Racism in
Sports & the Era of Harmful ‘Indian’ Sports Mascots.”9

Finally, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts is currently considering two bills, one in the
Senate and one in the House, that would prohibit public schools from using Native American
mascots.”10 It appears that adoption of either bill, which is likely, would obligate ARHS to make
the change at that time.

Impact of mascot change on ARHS’s history

Another area of concern voiced by supporters of the current mascot choice is that making a
change somehow erases or diminishes the many accomplishments and memories our alumni
created as “Tomahawks.” The Study Group agrees that, for all schools, their sense of school
spirit is generated from the accomplishments of the school’s students, not from its name or
symbol. As such, the school’s athletics and extracurricular activities will continue to foster
traditions of excellence regardless of the symbol their participants wear. For example, decades

10 “An Act prohibiting the use of Native American mascots by public schools in the Commonwealth”;
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/192/HD646/Cosponsor?lateRequests=True.

9 National Congress of American Indians, “Ending the Legacy of Racism in Sports and the Era of Harmful ‘Indian’
Mascots, 2013,
https://www.ncai.org/attachments/PolicyPaper_mijApMoUWDbjqFtjAYzQWlqLdrwZvsYfakBwTHpMATcOroYolpN_NC
AI_Harmful_Mascots_Report_Ending_the_Legacy_of_Racism_10_2013.pdf.

8 Native American Journalists Association, “End Racist Mascots Coalition,” 2003,
https://najanewsroom.com/end-racist-mascots/.

7 Nipmuc Indian Development Corporation, “Nipmucs: Our Pas & Our Present,” 2001,
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VV0liCdXwDWEAeiBVaI_TZTnEUTYXvq0/view.
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ago, the ARHS school newspaper’s name was changed from The Smoke Signal to The
Harbinger, and it remains one of the most decorated high school newspapers in the country.

It is also worth noting that the students of the two schools that merged to form ARHS in 1959
held less rigid perceptions of school traditions than we hold today: in the roughly one-hundred
years they both existed, it appears that Peters High School (Southborough) and Northborough
High School may have made frequent changes to key traditions, choosing different class colors,
a class song, class motto, etc. each year. And, Peters High School appears to have had either
no mascot at all or one that carried less significance than the Tomahawk does today (i.e.
Northborough High School school athletic uniforms did not feature any mascot imagery). In
short, the Group concluded that, as times have changed, so have our school’s symbols and
traditions.

The Study Group members are confident that, if and when a new mascot is adopted, it will
quickly come to symbolize the same excellence that the Tomahawk represents today. Members
agree that changing the mascot in no way changes or erases the school's past
accomplishments; rather, doing so is a demonstration of the school's willingness to evolve and
improve.

Cost and timeline

The Study Group is committed to the importance of changing the school’s mascot: the change
would represent a critical decision for our school community, one that would positively impact all
current and future students. However, making the change will require making difficult decisions
about how best to embrace the spirit of the Group’s recommendation while doing so in ways that
are fiscally responsible.

In consultation with several area schools that have undergone a mascot change, the timeline for
doing so is typically in the range of 5-7 years. The immediate replacement of all images of the
Algonquin Tomahawk throughout the school’s campus is projected to cost between
$300,000-450,000. However, the majority of these costs are already accounted for in the capital
plan and the revolving athletics budget. For example, items such as uniforms are replaced as a
routine matter and on a 4-6 year timeline, so those with Tomahawks on them will be replaced
over time using funds already earmarked for this purpose. Other items that are scheduled for
maintenance or replacement (i.e. resurfacing gym floors, replacing scoreboards, etc.) will
similarly be replaced over time at no or minimal additional cost. There will be some unavoidable
costs for the change, including the cost for developing a new logo. The costs for doing so are
projected to be as much as $10,000.

In conclusion, with prudent planning and patience, many of the costs associated with making a
change may be eliminated or reduced significantly by incorporating them into
previously-planned capital improvements. Simply put, in each place where there is a permanent
image of the Tomahawk, thoughtful deliberation is encouraged to balance the need to
implement change with all due haste while doing so in a manner — and at a pace — that is both
realistic and fiscally responsible.


