HONORING THE GREATS
By Rene A. Henry


Most colleges and universities do a terrific job honoring those who have made significant contributions to their athletic programs.  And generally the SID is at the center of it all, working with the various selection committees and then in making the public announcements.

Former athletes, coaches, and administrators have been honored by being named to a Hall of Fame, having a number retired, and having a facility such as a basketball court, playing field, building or press room named in their honor.  Even alumni, friends, sportswriters and broadcasters have been recognized.  Some schools have appropriately honored their long-time broadcasters with a banner bearing a microphone and their name that is hung from the rafters of a field house or arena.  

Other institutions have even gone so far as to recognize former SIDs by prominently displaying their photographs in the press box or press room.
Some institutions have deliberately delayed naming facilities after a great athlete, coach or administrator because of the potential income of millions of dollars from selling the naming rights either to a commercial corporation or to a philanthropic individual.  

Whatever honors programs a college has in place, while many alumni, fans, friends and important donors celebrate when announcement are made, there will always be others disappointed with the results.   Communication is critical and an administrative protocol should be in place for each and every honor.

Administrative Protocol

For on-going honors programs, where selections are made each year, the SID should send out a news release well in advance of the meeting of the selection committee.  Information also should be published in the alumni magazine, booster club newsletters and posted on web sites.


Ideally, the SID should be the go-to person for all honors nominations.  A response should be sent to anyone who recommends an individual for an honor whether by phone call, letter, e-mail or fax.  The initial contact may be a coach, administrator or the SID.  The recipient should respond and forward the recommendation to the appropriate person responsible for the honor.  A selection committee for a Hall of Fame may differ from one responsible for retiring numbers or naming facilities.  

The person designated the responsibility for the committee should send the nominator a letter and explain the process and rules related to the honor suggested.  The athletic department should already have a policy in place regarding the response time. This individual will serve as the secretary to the committee and be responsible for organizing the selection meetings and preparing information packages for each committee member.  The office of sports information will be responsible for preparing the information packages.  This becomes a real challenge when seeking information on older candidates and finding information archived in pre-computer days.

The information packages should be sent to each committee member several weeks advance of the meeting.  The file of each candidate should list the name or names of those who recommended the candidate for the honor.  This will further help those voting by weighing nominators, especially if any already are honorees.

Immediately following a meeting of the selection committee, successful candidates should be notified of their honor by a phone call followed by a letter signed by the committee chair or the athletic director.  Then each of the individuals who nominated the candidate should be notified of the honor.  

Individuals who nominated candidates who were not honored must then be notified and told what happens next.  For example, does the candidate need to be nominated again?  Or will his or her name be automatically given to the committee the next year?  And how many years will the candidate be considered? The importance of communicating can not be emphasized enough.

Rules for Honors

Be careful how the rules are worded.  You should allow some flexibility for the selection committee to cover unforeseen circumstances.  For example, if you want to eliminate from consideration anyone who leaves before completing NCAA eligibility, to cover sophomores and juniors who turn professional, you might eliminate a most deserving candidate who graduated in three years.  This happened in the case of a number of veterans returning from World War II.  The same is true when requiring a degree, because you may eliminate a potential financial benefactor to the athletic program. 


Whatever rules you have in place, they should be uniformly applied.  The rules should be published in alumni and booster magazines and posted on websites.  A copy should be sent with a letter to anyone recommending or nominating a candidate or making an inquiry.

The Committee


In this age of transparency and disclosure, the names of those on any selection committee should be made public.  The committee should be diverse and with members of all ages, especially those with terrific institutional memory for some of the more senior nominees.  It is important to have demographic diversity as well as a range of sports represented.


Committee members can be former SIDs, coaches, athletes and administrators; faculty; alumni; and current or former sports writers or broadcasters.  I have experienced cases where a voting member of the committee has a bias or prejudice against a nominee.  In such situations, the committee chair or secretary should tell the member to recues himself or herself from any discussion or voting.
Freedom of Information

The actions of the committee may be subject to a Freedom of Information request, especially if the college or university is a public institution.  Whatever action is taken and whatever is put in writing, those responsible should be aware if published on page one of a local or regional newspaper it would not be embarrassing to the school.  

I was placed in charge of all freedom of information (FOIA) requests at Texas A&M after the state’s leading newspaper threatened to sue the university because the general counsel’s office was not releasing requested documents.  The newspaper had successfully sued and won cases of non-compliance that included treble damages and all legal costs.  As a public university, I considered everything I touched as being public information.  There may be different opinions, especially from lawyers, regarding private universities, but in the interest of openness and in this era of transparency, it would be better not to deny a request for information.
Later in my career, I held federal service positions where my responsibilities included freedom of information requests at USAID/State Department and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  Again, I considered everything public information with exception of classified documents, e.g. classified, secret, etc.
Summary

Whatever the honor being bestowed, always be open and transparent, flexible, consistent, fair, innovative and most of all, communicate and keep everyone involved in the process informed. 
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