Athlete: Students take complaint to sports administrators
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because (it was) me training by myself.
I didn’t really know who to talk to.”

Two other track athletes verified that
assistant coach Michael Bennett, has
referred to Merritt as “buckwheat.”

Bennett, who is the husband of
Coach Schweitzer-Bennett, said the
allegations are “absolutely not true.”

Schweitzer-Bennett said she consid-
ered the allegation to be “avery strong
accusation.”

“I stand behind my staff 100 per-
cent,” Schweitzer-Bennett said. “I
don’t believe in any of that.”

Merritt’s example shows just one
way student athlete/coach relations
can potentially skirt the fine line
between mutual understanding and
grave, potentially discriminatory
miscommunication.

While the outcome may notbe guar-
anteed as a happy ending, the Ath-
letic Department does have a system
of resolving grievances.

According to the university depart-
ment of athletics student-athlete hand-
book, student athletes are encouraged
to “speak first with the head coach
involved. Every effort should be made
to work out any grievances at this
level.”

After talking with the head coach,
students may then contact a senior
associate administrator if their griev-
ance has not yet been resolved.

According to the handbook: “if the
matter still remains unresolved; the
Director of Athletics should be con-
tacted directly by the student-athlete.
It is hoped that all matters can be
resolved ‘in-house.””

If no solution arises, the dean of stu-
dent services, the dean of the college

or the university ombudsman should
be contacted by the student.

Robert Beck, university ombudsman
and a professor of psychology, said
that most student-athlete grievances
rarely make it to the third and final
stage.

“There are very few cases that reach
me,” Beck said. “These are cases where
a student athlete has somehow gotten
him or herself in some kind of a
bind with either a coach or a faculty
member and has no place to turn that
they can see.”

Beck said he’s only dealt with ahand-
ful of cases since he became ombuds-
man in 1998, and the position only
serves as a possible liaison between a
student athlete and an administrator,
coach or instructor.

“The ombudsman position came
into being as a result of a 1991 report
on academics and athletics,” Beck said.
“In the course of this came out the
ideathere would be somebody the ath-
letes could turn to when they felt they
couldn’t turn to a coach, couldn’t turn
to an official with the university. Any
student who comes to see me does so
in complete confidentiality.”

Beck said he might be asked to inter-
vene “if a coach were in some sense
abusing an athlete in terms of making
demands on the athlete that were
really above and beyond the call. For
example, if a student hypothetically
had an exam with some length of time,
and there was a practice scheduled,
but not a match, or say the exam
was rescheduled the time was in the
conflict, and the student thought they
had to go to the exam and the coach
was saying you shouldn’t do that, you
should be with the team. Or studying
for an exam.”

Merritt’s case never made it as far as

“We addressed all of the issues and
believe that all the issues have been
resolved so that we are able to move
on ... (The behavior in question is)
inappropriate and it’s not tolerated
here at Wake Forest, nor in the
athletic department, and we
were able to move on.”

Dwight Lewis
Associate Athletic Director

the Dean of Students or the university
ombudsman, butaccording to Dwight
Lewis, associate athletic director, her
grievances with both the remix and
the name-calling were expressed in a
meeting which included members of
the athletic department, track and field
coaching staff and student athletes.

“We addressed all of the issues and
believe that all the issues have been
resolved so that we are able to move
on. We know that part of the reason
why we wanted to deal with it accu-
rately, effectively and promptly was
because we know how sensitive the
issueis,” Lewis said. “(The behaviorin
question is) inappropriate and it’s not
tolerated here at Wake Forest, nor in
the athletic department, and we were
able to move on.”

Merritt said she did not directly
speak with Schweitzer-Bennett, and
instead expressed her objection to
another assistant coach Sept. 5.

Merritt said it took Schweitzer-Ben-
nett until the following Tuesday to
address the issue of the remix.

Merritt described Schweitzer-Ben-
nett’s reaction as “nonchalant.”

“Even though we didn’t tell her, it
took her four days to realize that this

hurt a major portion of the team, and
nothing was done about it until four
dayslater. When it was done, she tried
to sweep it under a carpet,” Merritt
said. “I guessitjuststruck us the wrong
way. It was really just covered up the
wrong way, and itdidn’t come uncov-
ered until we had to go to an associate
athletic director and tellhim and then
he was upset about it.”

Schweitzer-Bennett said she the
issues were resolved.

“Carol left my office feeling com-
fortable about it,” said Schweitzer-
Bennett. “I think the issue is very
resolved. I think the team feelsit’s very
resolved.”

While the athletic department and
the rest of the track team appear to
consider the matter resolved, Merritt
said she may not be able to view her
position on the team in the same way
again.

“Being on this campus, a predomi-
nantly white campus, myself as well
as some of my teammates, we kind
of see track as our safe haven, that’s
the place we go to getaway from real-
ity. I was deeply hurt, I was deeply
offended.

“I do see track as my safe haven,
and I hated the thoughtthatI couldn’t
think of it that way,” Merritt said. “I
still don’t know if I can think of it that
way just because this one incident has
happened. Not by any means (am I)
saying thatit’sbeen abig problem, but
I think this is just the one time when
we were like, we’re athletes here too,
and we have just as right as anybody
else on the team.”

“We should be able to voice thatand
say, hey, this hurt my feelings, and
regardless of if you know or not, you
did hurt me,” Merritt said.



