
 

 

 
January 27, 2016 
 
To: [Superintendent] 
[State Department of Education] 
[Address] 
 
Dear [Superintendent]:   
 
I write in my capacity as the Executive Director of the Sikh Coalition, the largest Sikh civil rights 
organization in the U.S.   For years, the Sikh Coalition has worked to document and curb incidents of bias-
based bullying and harassment against Sikh school children, who experience high rates of bullying across the 
country because of their Sikh religious appearance (turban/patka and unshorn hair) and South Asian 
ancestry. The U.S. Department of Education recently issued a Dear Colleague Letter on December 31, 2015, 
describing the recent backlash and discrimination against Muslims, Syrians, Arabs, and Middle-Easterners 
and those perceived to be part of those communities, including Sikhs and South Asians.1  The letter calls on 
educators to vigilantly protect K-12 students from discrimination based on actual or perceived race, religion, 
or national origin.  
 
We reiterate the Dear Colleague Letter here and urge you to adopt better measures to identify, combat and 
respond to bullying and bias-based discrimination.  
 
The Sikh Coalition is a community-based organization that defends civil rights and civil liberties in the 
United States. The Sikh Coalition was founded immediately after 9/11 to fight discrimination against Sikh 
Americans. We combat hate crimes, bullying, and bias and advocate for the adoption of proactive measures 
to protect the rights of religious and ethnic minorities through policy change, education, legal services, and 
community empowerment. We work regularly with the White House, the U.S. Department of Education, 
U.S. Department of Justice, school districts2 and communities around the country to protect Sikh 
schoolchildren from bias-based bullying and harassment. 
 
As you may be aware, Sikhs were the victims of hundreds of bias-motivated crimes in the aftermath of the 
tragic events of September 11, 2001, and are facing a sharp uptick in hate crimes and violence following the 
attacks in Paris, France and San Bernardino, California. In August 2012, a white supremacist with neo-Nazi 
links murdered six Sikhs and wounded several others at their house of worship (gurdwara) in Oak Creek, 
Wisconsin. Relative to other minorities, Sikhs have also been disproportionately targeted for discrimination 
because they wear turbans and keep unshorn hair (including facial hair) in accordance with their faith.3 
Punjabi Sikhs are also vulnerable because of their South Asian ethnicity (i.e., racial appearance). The 
violence and discrimination against Sikhs is often based on a mistaken perception that Sikhs are affiliated 
with Al Qaeda, Taliban, or the Islamic State (ISIS). 4 

 
 

                                                
1John King, U.S. Dep’t of Education, Letter to Colleagues Dated December 31, 2015, available at 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/294591935/Federal-officials-urge-schools-to-fight-discrimination.  
2 The Sikh Coalition was instrumental in advocating for the New York City Department of Education to institute anti-bias based 
harassment regulations. See Sewell Chan, New Rules Are Aimed at Deterring School Bullying, N.Y. Times, September 3, 2008,  
http://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/09/03/new-rules-are-aimed-at-deterring-school-bullying/?scp=11$sq=bullying&st=cse. 
3 S. Con. Res. 74, 107th Cong. (2001) (enacted). 
4 Human Rights Watch, We Are Not The Enemy: Hate Crimes Against Arabs, Muslims, and Those Perceived to be Arab or Muslim after 
September 11 Vol. 14, No.6(G) 14 (Nov. 2002). See also Leadership Conference on Civil Rights Education Fund, Confronting the New 
Faces of Hate: Hate Crimes in America 30 (June 2009). 



 

 

School-age children have not escaped the backlash. In our reports and research, we have determined that 
Sikh students remain extremely vulnerable to bias-based bullying and discrimination, even by educators. The 
Sikh Coalition has issued multiple reports5 documenting this disproportionate abuse. For example: 
 

• 67% of turbaned Sikh children face bullying, more than double the national rate6; 
• Over half of all Sikh students face bullying, still higher than the national rate7; 
• In New York City, 42% of turban-wearing students who reported being bullied were hit or 

involuntarily touched8; and 
• In four cities surveyed across the country in 2012, at least one third and up to 52% of Sikh students 

felt that schools did not respond adequately to bullying or have adequate anti-bullying programs9. 
 
Given the increased risk of violence that Sikh children face, we request that you: 
1) Revise and update school bullying policies, if necessary; 
2) Ensure that students know how to report incidents of bullying; and  
3) Ensure that all complaints are thoroughly investigated and resolved.  
 
The Sikh Coalition has prepared free resources on Sikhs and Sikhism, including anti-bullying guides and 
materials for educators.  Please feel free to access these resources at 
http://www.sikhcoalition.org/endschoolbullying. We also offer free Sikh awareness presentations with 
students and staff, upon request.  In our work, we have found that many students are unaware of Sikhs 
and Sikhism.  This short training session is immensely helpful in educating students and administrators, 
diminishing incidents of bullying against Sikh students in schools, and making Sikh students feel more 
welcome in the school environment. Please do not hesitate to contact us at contact@sikhcoalition.org or 
212-655-3095 if you have any questions or if we can be of any assistance.   
 
Thank you in advance for your time and support. We hope that this collective effort will help turn back 
the tide of bias-based discrimination and hate crimes.  
 
Respectfully, 

  
Sapreet Kaur 
Executive Director 
The Sikh Coalition 
50 Broad Street, Suite 1537 
New York, NY 10004 
Telephone: 212-655-2095, ext. 81 
Email: sapreet@sikhcoalition.org 
 

                                                
5 See The Sikh Coalition, Bay Area Civil Rights Report (2010), available at  
http://www.sikhcoalition.org/documents/pdf/Bay_Area_Civil_Rights_Agenda.pdf; 
The Sikh Coalition, One Step Forward, Half A Step Back: A Status Report on Bias-Based Bullying of Asian American Students in New York 
City Schools (2013), available at http://www.sikhcoalition.org/resources/reports-a-publications/one-step-forward-half-a-step-back. 
6 The Sikh Coalition, Go Home Terrorist (2014), available at http://issuu.com/thesikhcoalition/docs/go-home-terrorist (p. 4). 
7 Go Home Terrorist (2014), (p. 4). 
8 The Sikh Coalition, Hatred in the Hallways (2007), available at http://www.sikhcoalition.org/documents/pdf/hatred_in_the_hallways.pdf (p. 5). 
9 Go Home Terrorist (2014), (p. 14, 18, 24, 28). 
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