


MINUTES
Marshall University Board of Governors
Special Board Meeting Held Virtually
February 17, 2026

Virtual: Kipp Bodnar, Kathy D’Antoni, Vicki Dunn-Dionne, Kathy Eddy, Donnie Holcomb, Geoff Sheils, Bill Smith, Jim Smith, Charles Webb
Non-Voting Members: Carleen McNeill, Robin Riner, Connor Waller
Absent: Ginny T. Lee, Angel Moore, Samuel Moore, Charles Wendell
I. Call to Order
After confirming that a quorum was present, Chairman Sheils called the meeting to order. 
II. Executive Session under the authority of WV Code §6-9A-4
Upon a motion by Jim Smith, seconded by Kathy D’Antoni, the Board entered executive session under the authority of WV Code §6-9A-4 to discuss Commercial Competition and Personnel matters.
After an executive session, the Board re-entered open session on a motion by Donnie Holcomb, seconded by Kathy D’Antoni. 
Chairman Sheils noted that no action was taken during the executive session.
III. Committee of the Whole
Information Items:
	Athletic Department Update
After the Athletic Update by Vice President and Director of Athletics Gerald Harrison, Chaiman Sheils gave President Brad D. Smith a moment to address the Board. President Smith stated that the administration was asking the Board of Governors to approve the difficult decision to discontinue the women’s Swimming & Diving program and to add a STUNT program. He began by directly acknowledging the student-athletes, their families, coaches, and alumni, stating that he understands the decision is painful and that he has personally read messages and heard from many supporters whose advocacy and love for the program deserve respect.
President Smith addressed the timing of the announcement, explaining it was planned so student-athletes could access the full spring transfer window and have every available option moving forward. He said delaying the announcement would not have changed the financial analysis, Title IX participation review, or facility realities, but could have limited opportunities for the student-athletes most affected.
He emphasized that the decision was not based on performance, noting the Swimming & Diving program represented Marshall with pride, competed strongly, and achieved academic success. Instead, he described it as a structural decision focused on long-term sustainability and alignment within a rapidly changing NCAA environment.
He outlined three primary factors behind the decision: 
· Participation and Title IX Alignment: The Swimming & Diving roster includes about 27 student-athletes, while a STUNT program can support up to 65 student-athletes, expanding women’s participation opportunities. 
· Financial Sustainability: The Swimming & Diving program costs approximately $819,000 annually, while a fully developed STUNT program is projected to cost about $330,000 annually, creating projected multi-year savings exceeding $2 million. 
· Facility Reality: The Fitch Natatorium has served the university for decades but maintaining Division I championship-level swimming would require significant capital investments and facility upgrades the university cannot responsibly commit to without impacting broader Athletics priorities. He added that the pool will continue serving academic programs, recreation, and community use.
He stated that Marshall will honor every current Swimming & Diving scholarship for student-athletes who remain enrolled through graduation and will provide advising and transition support. For student-athletes choosing to transfer, the university will assist them through the transfer process, emphasizing that the university is not abandoning them but will be supporting them throughout the transition.
President Smith concluded by referencing Marshall’s “Herd Mentality,” saying leadership sometimes requires making hard decisions for the good of the whole institution, and reaffirmed that the affected student-athletes will always be part of the Marshall community and will be treated with support and respect.
Chairman Sheils thanked Mr. Harrison for the Athletic Department Update and President Smith for his remarks. He then stated that the Board had two recommended action items for consideration. 
Action Items
A) Discontinuation of the Marshall University Women’s Swimming & Diving Program
The following resolution was read:
Resolved, that the Marshall University Board of Governors approve a change in athletic program offerings, resulting in the discontinuation of the Marshall University Women’s Swimming & Diving program.
* Marshall University is proposing a strategic transition from its Swimming & Diving program to the sport of STUNT. (STUNT is a head-to-head, team-based competitive sport derived from cheerleading, designed to emphasize athletic skill, strategy and execution without sideline elements such as chants, signs or crowd-leading.) This recommendation is driven by escalating facility-related cost barriers, the opportunity to expand women’s athletic participation, and the need to strengthen long-term financial sustainability, while preserving scholarship commitments and providing comprehensive support to affected student-athletes.
Rationale for Transition 
· Facility and Cost Constraints: Swimming & Diving requires ongoing access to specialized facilities that present significant and increasing operational costs with limited long-term feasibility. The pool located within the Henderson Center will still be used for club teams and community swim meets, as well as for public general use.
· Expanded Women’s Opportunities: STUNT offers a growing, nationally recognized women’s sport with lower infrastructure demands and the ability to increase participation opportunities consistent with institutional priorities.
· Financial Stewardship: The transition supports responsible resource allocation amid broader financial pressures across collegiate athletics. 

Student-Athlete Protections
Marshall University remains committed to minimizing disruption and safeguarding student-athlete interests:
· Scholarships: All current Swimming & Diving scholarships will be fully honored through each student-athlete’s graduation. 
· Academic & Transition Support: Affected student-athletes will receive continued academic advising, individualized transition planning and assistance for those who choose to pursue transfer opportunities.
· Compliance Assurance: All actions will be executed in alignment with NCAA and conference requirements. 

Conclusion and Governance Considerations 
This proposed realignment reflects Marshall University’s commitment to:
· Responsible financial stewardship
· Title IX compliance
· Expansion of meaningful participation opportunities for women
· Honoring existing commitments to student-athletes
After a motion by Donnie Holcomb, seconded by Kathy D’Antoni, Chairman Sheils called for discussion prior to the vote.
Student representative Connor Waller addressed the Board, stating that before moving into further discussion and voting, it was important to ensure that all parties impacted by the decision were given an opportunity to have their voices heard during the meeting. He indicated his intent to read a written statement provided and signed by all members of the Swimming & Diving team.
Mr. Waller acknowledged the Board’s fiduciary responsibility to the institution and the strategic considerations before it, while emphasizing the importance of deliberating with full awareness of the human impact on the students involved. He noted that while it is easy to speak of a program in abstract terms, a program ultimately exists because of the people who comprise it.
He then read the statement submitted by the Swimming & Diving team. Following the reading, he remarked that the student-athletes exemplify the values of Marshall University through academic excellence, competitive integrity, leadership, and service. He stated that the team has represented the institution with distinction in every measurable way and has become a beloved part of the university community. Regardless of the outcome of the decision, he expressed that their excellence deserved recognition and support.
He clarified that his comments were not intended to disregard the financial or strategic realities facing the Board, but rather to ensure that deliberations reflected the full scope of what would be affected. Mr. Waller reaffirmed that Board members are responsible for sustainability, compliance, and the long-term health of the institution, responsibilities he described as both significant and real.
He further emphasized that the manner in which decisions are reached and communicated to the public matters, arguing that transparency is a vital component of institutional strength. He encouraged the Board to reflect on its decision-making process to ensure transparency moving forward and to maintain the trust of students, alumni, and the broader community.
Mr. Waller concluded by expressing his hope that the Board would proceed in a way that safeguards both the university’s long-term stability and the confidence of those who place their faith in it. He also extended sincere well wishes to the Swimming & Diving student-athletes as they prepared to compete in their conference tournament, noting that Marshall University could not have better representatives. 
After Mr. Waller’s remarks, Chairman Sheils thanked Mr. Waller for his remarks and called for any further discussion. With no further discussion, a vote was taken and the resolution unanimously passed.
With no further discussion, a vote of aye, and no opposition, the motion carried.
B) Addition of a Marshall University STUNT Program
The following resolution was read:
Resolved, that the Marshall University Board of Governors approve the establishment of a STUNT program within the Marshall University Department of Athletics.
* Marshall University Athletics proposes the addition of STUNT as part of its long-term strategy to responsibly expand women’s athletic opportunities, strengthen Title IX alignment and support sustainable program growth. (STUNT is a head-to-head, team-based competitive sport derived from cheerleading, designed to emphasize athletic skill, strategy and execution without sideline elements such as chants, signs or crowd-leading.) STUNT is an NCAA Emerging Sport for Women with a defined championship pathway and comparatively modest operating and facility requirements. Its addition offers a high-impact, fiscally responsible opportunity to increase female student-athlete participation while maintaining institutional and departmental stability. 
Strategic Rationale 
The proposed addition of STUNT directly advances Marshall University’s priorities in three key areas:
· Expansion of Women’s Athletics Opportunities: STUNT meaningfully increases participation opportunities for women, supporting the University’s commitment to equity and access.
· Title IX Alignment: With large roster capacity and flexible scholarship structures, STUNT helps move Athletics closer to proportionality targets.
· Sustainable Growth: The sport’s limited facility needs and scalable operating model align with responsible financial stewardship. 

STUNT allows Marshall to grow participation without the significant capital investments often associated with new varsity programs. 

Title IX and Participation Impact 
STUNT supports rosters of up to 65 student-athletes, substantially exceeding the participation levels of many traditional women’s sports.

Key benefits include: 
· Significant increase in women’s participation opportunities 
· Positive impact on participation proportionality metrics 
· Flexibility in the allocation of financial aid without immediate pressure on equivalency limits

 Financial Overview
 STUNT offers a scalable and cost-effective financial model: 
· Initial Investment (Startup Phase): Approximately $70,000, covering coaching, recruiting and basic operating expenses 
· Full Operating Investment: Approximately $330,000 once the program is fully active and competitively established 

Importantly, STUNT does not require: 
· Major capital construction
· Specialized or sport-exclusive training facilities
· Significant ongoing equipment or maintenance expenditures.


Implementation Timeline 
The proposed phased implementation allows for measured, responsible growth:
· Spring 2026: Public announcement of STUNT program and hiring of Head Coach
· 2026–27 Academic Year: Recruiting and roster development
· Fall 2027: Launch of competitive participation
· Fall 2028 and Beyond: Continued roster growth and full program integration

Conclusion and Recommendation 
The addition of STUNT reflects Marshall University’s commitment to: 
· Responsible and strategic growth in Athletics 
· Expanded women’s participation opportunities 
· Enhanced Title IX compliance 
· Fiscal discipline and institutional sustainability 
STUNT offers a high-impact, low-capital solution that strengthens the Athletics portfolio while maintaining focus on student-athlete success. Approval of this initiative would represent a prudent investment in equity, compliance, and the long-term health of Marshall University Athletics.
After a motion by Jim Smith, seconded by Donnie Holcomb, Chairman Sheils asked for any discussion.  There being no further discussion, a vote was taken and the resolution unanimously passed.
III. Announcements
Chairman Sheils offered closing remarks, stating that he believed the meeting had reached its conclusion following what he described as passionate and thoughtful discussion regarding the matter before the Board.
He expressed appreciation to Board members for their respectful, deliberate, and careful consideration, noting that moments such as these demonstrate that service on the Board extends beyond budgets and policies to include people, tradition, and the deep connections that unite the university community.
Chairman Sheils acknowledged that approving the discontinuation of a sports program with a proud history and strong emotional ties to the university community was not merely a policy decision, but one that affects student-athletes, alumni, coaches, families, and supporters who have invested significant time, talent, and commitment into the program. He emphasized that the Board did not take the decision lightly.
He recognized the Marshall Swimming & Diving team for representing the institution with integrity and success, highlighting the opportunities the program provided student-athletes to compete at a high level, represent the university with pride, and build lasting relationships. He noted that the program created achievements and memories that will remain part of the university’s history and that the experiences of alumni, families, and supporters are meaningful and enduring.
Chairman Sheils stated that the situation had been difficult, reflecting the pride associated with the program and its longstanding impact. At the same time, he emphasized that the Board’s responsibility extends beyond honoring the past to stewarding the university’s future. He explained that Board members are entrusted with protecting the institution’s academic, financial, and competitive strength and must confront structural challenges directly when long-term projections indicate continued difficulty.
Referencing remarks previously shared by President Smith, Chairman Sheils noted that ensuring the university’s long-term strength and resilience sometimes requires decisions that are painful in the short term but necessary for sustainability. He expressed the Board’s commitment to moving forward while honoring the program’s accomplishments and safeguarding the institution’s future.
He concluded by expressing gratitude for the contributions of the Swimming & Diving program, the dedication of its student-athletes and coaches, and the Board’s commitment to supporting those affected with respect and care. Chairman Sheils affirmed that the program’s legacy would not be forgotten and thanked members for approaching the matter with seriousness, compassion, and a shared commitment to the long-term strength of Marshall University.
IV. Adjournment
Chairman Sheils thanked the Board for their attendance and without further business to be in front of the board, adjourned the meeting without opposition.
Respectfully submitted,
___________________________
Kathy D’Antoni, Secretary




