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Black leaders call on NCAA, NFL, NBA to
boycott Texas over attacks on diversity hiring
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NAACP president Gary Bledsoe and other Black leaders call on NCAA, NFL, NBA to
boycott Texas over attacks on diversity hiring. © Sam Owens/Staff Photographer

(Houston Chronicle) - The Texas NAACP is call-
ing on professional sports and the National Colle-
giate Athletic Association to boycott Texas over Gov.
Greg Abbott’s attempt to end diversity hiring pro-
grams on college campuses and in state govern-
ment.

“The governor's initiative will do enormous
harm and take the state backwards,” NAACP presi-
dent Gary Bledsoe said Tuesday.

Bledsoe and Black leaders in the Texas Legisla-
ture said they are sending letters to the NCAA, as
well as the NBA, NFL and MLB, to request their help.
More specifically, Bledsoe called for not awarding
any additional all-star games, Super Bowls or other
championship events in Texas.

The NCAA in particular has several major
events planned in Texas, including the men's bas-
ketball Final Four in Houston in April and the
women's basketball Final Four in Dallas. In 2024,
Houston is scheduled to host the College Football
Playoff championship and San Antonio is the host
city for the 2025 NCAA men's basketball Final Four.
The MLB All-Star Game in 2024 is scheduled for
Globe Life Field in Arlington.

The financial hit from losing those events could
be massive — a 2017 report, for instance, showed
that when San Antonio hosted the NCAA Final Four
in 2018, it was set to generate $234 million in total
economic impact because of the tens of thousands
of visitors.

The NCAA declined to comment. The NFL and
NBA did not respond to requests for comment.

State Rep. Ron Reynolds, D-Missouri City, said the
potential loss of revenue from those leagues, in addi-
tion to more businesses getting involved, will be criti-
cal to slowing down the sudden, fast-moving effort to
end diversity, equity and inclusion programs — or DEI
— at public universities and colleges.

Advocates of DEI programs say they help ex-
pand applicant pools and ensure that advancement
opportunities are offered to people from all back-
grounds, including traditionally underrepresented
groups.

But in a letter to colleges and state agencies
earlier this month, Abbott’s office warned that DEI
“has been manipulated to push policies that ex-
pressly favor some demographic groups to the det-
riment of others.”

“When a state agency adjusts its employment
practices based on factors other than merit, it is not
following the law,” Abbott's chief of staff, Gardner
Pate, wrote. “Rebranding this employment discrimi-
nation as 'DEI' does not make the practice any less
illegal.”

Advocates dispute those claims, saying that
nondiscrimination hiring practices still apply and
that DEI only helps diversify the pool of candidates.

Nearly every major university in the state has
DEI initiatives. The University of Texas, Texas A&M

University and the University of Houston have made
them prominent on their campuses.

Education Deans for Justice and Equity, a na-
tional alliance of current and former deans, said DEI
programs are crucial for promoting a more inclu-
sive educational system.

Democrats are in the minority in the Texas Leg-
islature and have few levers of power to slow GOP
initiatives like ending DEI, as Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
has vowed to do in the Texas Senate. Reynolds said
they need outside help if they are going to have a
chance of stopping this latest effort.

“Even though we are outnumbered, we will
fight,” Reynolds said.

Already they are getting pledges of support
from members of Congress and local elected offi-
cials.

U.S. Rep. Joaquin Castro, D-San Antonio, said
he’s worried about the impact Abbott's effort could
have on Latino communities that have been long
underrepresented in Texas businesses, colleges and
in government despite making up about 40 percent
of the state’s population, according to the latest
census data.

"For the governor to come out and be openly
hostile toward recruiting or trying to recruit candi-
dates from these communities is pathetic,” Castro
said, noting that Abbott spent much of his re-elec-
tion campaign trying to appeal to Latino voters.

Local leaders are also pledging to get involved.
Harris County Commissioner Rodney Ellis, a Demo-
crat, said the public needs to know what is happen-
ing so it can fight the proposal.

“I’m convinced most people in Texas to dis-

agree with Gov. Abbott on this,” Ellis said.
Bledsoe said he is concerned about a broader

shift in Texas politics to move the state back to the
Jim Crow era. He said that's not hyperbole because
"we continue to see more laws and initiatives that
are aimed at advancing white supremacy."

"The new initiation by our governor to seek
the elimination of diversity, equity and inclusion
programs from state government is just such an ini-
tiative," Bledsoe said.

A spokesperson for Abbott, Renae Eze, said
their letter is meant to remind universities and state
agencies about state employment laws.

"Both federal and state law make equity quotas
illegal," she said. "The issue is not diversity — the is-
sue is that equity is not equality and DEI hiring prac-
tices conflate the two. In Texas, we give people a
chance to advance based on talent and merit."

The threat of major sports leagues getting in-
volved isn't new.

In 2021, the NCAA warned Texas about state
legislation targeting transgender athletes. The bill
that ultimately passed did not address transgender
athletes at the university level. But it did ban
transgender children from playing on scholastic
sports teams that don't align with their gender iden-
tity.

And in 2017, the NCAA pulled events from
North Carolina as part of a boycott after that state
Legislature passed laws many saw as discriminatory
to transgender people. Many saw that action as part
of what slowed Texas's version of the so-called bath-
room bill that ultimately failed to pass.

jeremy.wallace@houstonchronicle.com
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(DEFENDER) - Prairie View A&M University
president Dr. Ruth J. Simmons was set to resign in
June 2023, but shocked alumni and students when
she announced she was leaving early. It’s a deci-
sion that alumni say has left them “deeply
dissappointed.”

“While it appears that her early departure may
have been triggered by a dispute regarding the
scope of President Simmons’ power and authority
during her final months in office, this is not the is-
sue that matters to most alumni and students,”
PVAMU’s alumni association President Mark Falls
Sr. wrote in a statement. “We care about the treat-
ment of our president as well as about whether
actions taken by the Texas A&M Chancellor and
Board of Regents serve the best interest of our uni-
versity, faculty and students.”

The abrupt resignation appears to be over a
difference with Texas A&M University System Chan-
cellor John Sharp over hiring during the rest of
Simmons’ term as president. In a letter to the cam-
pus, Simmons said she was informed that “she could
only continue as president with limited presiden-
tial authority.”

“My immediate response was that I could not
and would not agree to being president in name
only,” she stated. “No enduring good can arise from
subservience to low standards and expectations.”

Sources say just months before her resignation,
Simmons began hiring department heads, which
Texas A&M Controller John Sharp says is against
policy.

“When Presidents in The Texas A&M Univer-
sity System announce they are leaving, they can-

not hire senior staff or Deans except on an interim
basis, so that the new President can choose the
leadership team he or she will be working with dur-
ing their term. This decade-long policy applies to
all of our Presidents‚” Sharp said in response to her
statement. “I informed Dr. Simmons that we will not
make exceptions to this policy and she chose to re-
sign. I am sorry she chose this path, but I am for-
ever grateful for her service at Prairie View A&M
University and look forward to even greater things
in the future.”

Simmons announced last March that she
would step down as president of PVAMU, where she
has served since 2017. The Houston native, who
came out of retirement for the job, has been a lead-
ing voice in higher education for decades and pre-
viously worked as president at Smith College in Mas-
sachusetts and Brown University, where she was the
first Black woman to lead an Ivy League
school.Under her leadership, Prairie View grew its
endowment by 40%, increased fundraising and
boosted financial aid. In 2020, billionaire MacKenzie
Scott donated $50 million to the university.

Simmons was supposed to serve until the in-
coming president, Tomikia LeGrande, took over June
1. LeGrande is the current vice president for strat-
egy, enrollment management and student success
at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Simmons had agreed to continue at the uni-
versity as a professor and continue to help with
university fundraising and leadership development.
With the early departure, it looks like that is off the
table, though Simmons pledged to continue advo-
cating for historically Black colleges and universi-

ties.
“I will support the efforts of faculty, staff and

students who seek the best for themselves and their
university,” she wrote. “We must not be held hos-
tage to how others choose to see us or treat us,
but, instead, continue to chart our own path dem-
onstrating the pride, commitment and integrity that
defines us.”

Simmons is headed to Rice University as a
President’s Distinguished Fellow. She is a Rice
trustee emerita that served on the board from 2014
to 2018, and will work with a variety of programs
across campus and advise the president’s office, in
addition to collaborating with faculty and staff to
build out programs for students to develop future
leaders at Rice, according to the university.

The Texas A&M System said it will appoint an
interim president to serve before LeGrande starts
in June.

Prairie View A&M University President Ruth Simmons
(Michael T. Thomas/Prairie View A&M University
Marketing and Communications via AP)


