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Osama. Curryhead. You stink. Have you taken a shower? We don’t want you here. Go 
back to your country. You look like you have a bomb on your head.  
 
These are only some of the verbal assaults my family dealt with as my observant Sikh 
American brother went through elementary school in Dekalb County, Georgia. Sadly, 
this is a normal experience for many religious minorities across the United States, and 
when the root problems of hate and bigotry go unaddressed, they can have deadly 
consequences.   
 
On August 5, 2012, our Sikh community experienced the deadliest attack on an 
American house of worship since the 1963 16th Street Baptist Church bombing. A white 
supremacist with neo-Nazi ties walked into a Sikh gurdwara in Wisconsin and opened 
fire on the congregation, killing six innocent worshippers and injuring many more. These 
violent and often deadly acts of hate continue to occur in communities across our 
country, but what is often overlooked is how these acts of hate violence and systemic 
issues pertaining to bias-based bullying are routinely playing out in our nation’s 
schools.  
 
And this is why I am here before you today: because no child should go to school on 
9/11 like my brother did in 2012 and have a long-time bully point to a 9/11 poster on the 
classroom wall and say to him, “Hey, look at that--that's when your dad died,” referring 
to the terrorists who attacked our country. Then, soon after in October 2012, my family 
experienced what no American family should. My brother was brutally assaulted.  
 
What started as his typical school day--with the usual bullying--suddenly turned 
physically violent. His class was returning from lunch, and as all the students were 
waiting for the teacher, my brother went to the water fountain. He lifted his head, turned 
around, and his everyday bully suddenly slapped him across his face, casually 
shrugging it off by saying "I felt like it, I just don’t like you." He slapped my brother again 
and announced "I am going to beat the living crap out of you".  
 
The bully did exactly that.  
 
He tackled my brother to the ground, hitting his head against the concrete floor while 
punching him repeatedly with a closed fist. My brother vividly recalls being punched a 
number of times and hearing others yell out "terrorist," among other racial slurs. My 



 

brother then blacked out from the beating. When he came to, he was bleeding profusely 
from his nose and mouth.  
 
My brother was sent to the nurse’s office, where they cleaned him up and gave him a 
sandwich bag filled with ice. He did not get adequate medical attention. 911 was not 
called. My brother sat in the office for two hours before anyone of authority came to him 
to discuss the incident. Ultimately, it was left to my family to get my brother to the 
hospital to properly triage his severe wounds. 
 
His injuries included a broken and dislocated nose, fractured cheekbones, swollen and 
bleeding gums, cuts in his mouth, and bruises on his jaw, forehead, shoulder, and arms. 
He needed surgery later that month, a second procedure after that, and ongoing care 
since. 
 
Upon returning to school, my brother was welcomed back with "I got a 9-millimeter. I 
know where you live and which door. I got a blade too. Don’t be surprised if you get 
stabbed," on the school bus. Other kids felt emboldened and believed they could get 
away with bullying too. 
 
We made it to the new year and soon after, a second bully cut my brother's hair during 
class--even after the teacher took the pair of scissors away from the student. Even for a 
teenager that was physically beaten and received death threats, it was actually easier to 
digest the beating than to accept that someone attempted to strip his religious identity 
from him. Observant Sikhs maintain their articles of faith, including a turban and 
unshorn hair, as part of our visible commitment to justice, equality, and tolerance for all. 
That incident of having his hair forcibly cut left a longer emotional scar than any physical 
assault ever could.  
 
The indifference and inaction from the school administrators, teachers, and peers 
spurred our family to demand action. Over several months and years, we began to feel 
seen and heard. Through the work of the Sikh Coalition, our voices were amplified. 
Together, we filed a complaint against the school district, and our efforts resulted in two 
settlements between the U.S. Department of Justice and the Dekalb County School 
District.  
 
These settlements took years, and none of it was easy. They meant, however, that not 
only would my younger brother be safer at school, but also that more than 100,000 
students would be better protected from similar abuse through trainings on 9/11 
backlash and discrimination for staff and students. These changes also sent a strong 
message to school districts nationwide that bullying on the basis of religion would not be 
accepted or tolerated in this country.  
 
Our family’s response, where we spoke out and fought back, is not normal either. Most 
families simply aren’t equipped to fight this fight alone. What I have learned over the 



 

years in my role as a full-time staff member at the Sikh Coalition is that, unfortunately, 
my family’s story is not an exception. In fact, it is the norm. During the 2017-2018 school 
year, our organization received more legal intakes related to school bullying than the 
previous two years combined. I believe the climate of our country affects our children 
first. The nasty and divisive rhetoric that emphasizes xenophobia and breeds hate 
trickles down into our schools quicker than we think, and has profoundly negative 
consequences for our children. 
 
We need the help of our lawmakers, school administrators, and teachers to make sure 
our children have a safe and healthy environment at schools. Not a single child should 
lose their childhood because of bullying. We need a multi-pronged approach to find an 
effective solution.  
 
I have vivid memories of looking through my world history and other social studies 
textbooks during middle and high school and never seeing my community represented. 
We have been here for over a century and contributed to the American experience. It is 
easier to hate someone when you don’t know them. Knowledge and education are 
critical. We need our educational state standards to recognize our communities through 
the course curricula. Because of the Sikh Coalition’s persistence, school officials in 12 
states have moved to include accurate information about Sikhism in their curriculums. 
Now, about 22 million students have the opportunity to learn about Sikhs, and we will 
not stop until every state makes these needed changes.  
 
We also need professional development training emphasizing inclusivity for school staff 
so that they can better address the needs of students. We need to put in place 
protective policies like the changes that were mandated as part of the resolution in my 
brother’s case. Our children deserve nothing less than the best protection we can offer 
against the new modern challenges students face with xenophobia and school bullying 
on the internet. 
 
Finally, there are two pieces of legislation that need to be a part of our fight against 
modern school bullying. 
 
First, all lawmakers need to support the Safe Schools Improvement Act, which would 
require school districts in states that receive ESEA funds to adopt codes of conduct 
specifically prohibiting bullying and harassment. It would also mandate that states report 
data on bullying and harassment to the Department of Education to better address 
bullying.   
 
Second, lawmakers should also support the Tyler Clementi Higher Education Anti-
Harassment Act to outlaw cyberbullying and ensure that higher education institutions 
put in place anti-harassment policies based on sexual orientation, gender identity, and 
religion. Cyberbullying presents unique challenges: it can be harder for educators to 
notice, and impossible for students to escape given the 24/7 ease of electronic 



 

communication. It can also have long lasting impacts on a student’s reputation--
especially when bullying is posted for the public to see and follows them and the 
offender for life.  
 
Advocating for these legislative fixes, as well as sensitivity training and the inclusion of 
Sikhs in the state standards, will go a long way in protecting all our children and 
ensuring that their childhoods will be free of trauma related to school bullying. The 
years-long nightmare that we lived through should never again be the reality for another 
family.  
 
As Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Junior once said, “The time is always right to do 
what is right.” Fortunately for all of us, there are solutions for this problem—but we are 
long-past time to implement them and better protect our nation’s children. 
 
 


