Courageous Conversations:
Examining Experiences of Sikh-Americans in the Media
Lesson Materials
Introduction:
This classroom activity uses stories from the media highlighting the experiences of Sikhs in the
United States. Students individually respond to a series of media accounts about Sikhs in
America during a gallery walk activity. Students then engage in small group and whole class
discussions about reactions, questions, and connections to other knowledge about Sikh
Americans, religion in America, discrimination, and other related topics.
This lesson can be integrated into units about Sikhism, cultural diversity in the United States, or
discrimination, stereotypes, and bias. This lesson is also easily incorporated into a study of media
literacy. Alternative approaches described at the end can tailor the lesson for specific contexts or
goals, including an historical analysis of the Sikh American experience.
Time: 45 minutes - 1 hour
Topics addressed: Race, religion, stereotypes, diversity, multiculturalism, articles of faith,
identity, pluralism, hate, violence, bullying, discrimination, media literacy
Grade Levels: High School, College, Adult/Professional Development
Materials: Select 4-6 of the following articles to use for this lesson/activity. You may wish to
choose articles that address similar topics or that will be relatable to the students in the class.
The following excerpts are media stories about Sikhs in the United States and Canada over the
past 10 years. While the excerpts provide an introduction to each story, we recommend reading
the full articles, available at the provided links, depending on the amount of time allotted and the
level of the students. Some articles include additional multimedia resources with the full article.
This is not a comprehensive collection of media stories about Sikhs and more recent stories can
be included as they are available.

Additional Materials:
 Poster/Chart paper or sticky notes
 Pins or Tape to hang up posters
 Markers/Pens
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“They Turned My Picture into a Racist Meme. What Happened
Next is an Inspiration.”
Dalip Singh, Dallas Morning News, Dec. 10, 2015
This weekend, an online humor site posted a picture of me with a racist caption, referring to me
as “explosive.” This meme not only wrongfully assumed me to be a Muslim (I’m a Sikh), but it
also made a joke based on the harmful stereotype that links Muslims or any brown-skinned
people to terrorism.
When I saw this meme about me, I initially brushed it off. I assumed it
came from a place of ignorance rather than hate. However, one single
person in my network, Greg Worthington, spoke out against the
ignorant meme. [Editor's note: See below for an excerpt.]
Greg’s commitment to his Christian values compelled him to speak up
when he saw something he felt was wrong. By voicing his thoughts, he
was combating hate, fear and ignorance through education.
Never before did I realize the power one node in my network could
have in creating a more compassionate society. The post went viral,
with over 35,000 likes and 13,000 shares. I witnessed hundreds of
friends, old and new, rally around shared values of truth, education,
and compassion.
Read the rest of the article:
https://www.dallasnews.com/opinion/commentary/2015/12/10/darsh-singh-they-turned-mypicture-into-a-racist-meme-what-happened-next-is-an-inspiration/
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“Disney Desegregates Sikh Employee After Civil Rights Groups
Intervene”
Emil Guillermo, NBC News, July 13, 2015
Mouse ears have generally been considered appropriate attire for Disney World. But apparently
not Gurdit Singh’s turban, unshorn hair and beard—until a breakthrough occurred at the end of
June.
As a Disney World in-house mail carrier, 57-year-old Singh had been barred for seven years by
his Disney employers from a wider delivery route in the theme park. He was limited to just one
route that essentially kept him hidden from view, unlike his colleagues who were rotated across
routes every three weeks. Singh came to see it as “a daily humiliation because of his religious
beliefs.”
His Disney bosses cited their “Look Policy.”
Singh abided, until last year when he sought the
help of the Sikh Coalition. Along with the
American Civil Liberties Union, the coalition sent
a demand letter to Disney last May, asking that
Disney, "de-segregate Mr. Singh" to give him the
same employment opportunities as his peers,
"provide religious accommodation" for his Sikh
articles of faith, and "revise Disney's personnel
policies," to provide that same accommodation for all employees and ban future segregation
based on race/ethnicity, national origin, or religion.
On June 22, Disney responded with a letter saying the company was committed to diversity and
prohibits discrimination based upon religion.
Read the rest of the article and watch video: https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asianamerica/disney-desegregates-sikh-employee-after-civil-rights-groups-intervene-n391241
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“Sikh actor Waris Ahluwalia: Education must follow apology over
turban incident”
Darius Johnson and Catherine E. Shoichet, CNN, Feb. 10, 2016
Waris Ahluwalia may make it back to New York in time for Fashion Week after all.
Two days after Aeromexico kicked the Indian-American actor and designer off a flight after he
refused to remove his turban during a security screening, the airline and the Sikh celebrity appear
to have reached an agreement.
Ahluwalia has accepted an apology from the airline, and Aeromexico has pledged to improve its
training for how to screen passengers with religious headwear, the
Sikh Coalition said.
That means Ahluwalia, who'd been staying in Mexico City until
his demands over the situation had been met, will be heading back
to New York on a flight Wednesday, according to the coalition,
which is representing Ahluwalia.
Ahluwalia said Aeromexico staff and security screeners told him
Monday to buy a ticket on a different airline after he refused to
remove the turban he wears as part of his faith.
Read the rest of the article and watch video:
https://www.cnn.com/2016/02/09/travel/aeromexico-sikh-turban-waris-ahluwalia/index.html
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“Religious symbols: Teaching career slipping away for Sikh
student”
Andy Riga, Montreal Gazette, March 29, 2019
A few months shy of an education degree, Amrit Kaur
says her dream of working as a public school teacher
in Quebec is slipping away.
A Sikh, the 28-year-old student wears a turban and
would be barred from working in a public school
under a bill, introduced Thursday, that would ban the
wearing of religious symbols by some Quebec
government employees, including new teachers.
Religious minorities, teachers’ unions and school boards denounced the proposed law.
“This is highly discriminatory; I’m really upset right now,” Kaur said in an interview minutes
after Bill 21 was introduced. “You always thought that maybe this could happen but it was a
maybe.”
She said the Coalition Avenir Québec government is sending “the message that a Sikh wearing a
religious symbol or anybody wearing a religious symbol is a second-class citizen and can’t
integrate into the fabric of Quebec.”
Teaching “in practice is already secular,” added Kaur, vice-president for Quebec at the World
Sikh Organization. “Teachers don’t enforce their personal beliefs. We don’t talk about religion.
We just talk about what’s stipulated in the curriculum.”
Teachers are expected to be the largest group of employees to be affected by Bill 21.
Under the proposal, public servants “in positions of authority” — including judges, police
officers and school principals and vice-principals — will not be allowed to wear religious
symbols on the job.
Read the rest of the article: https://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/religious-symbolsteaching-career-slipping-away-for-sikh-student
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“Sikh school bus driver reported years of harassment over his
turban and beard”
Donna St. George, The Washington Post, May 28, 2019
Some who noticed his turban and unshorn beard called him a terrorist. Others taunted that he was
Osama bin Laden. From nearly his first day as a school bus driver in suburban Maryland,
Sawinder Singh, an observant Sikh, said he was targeted for the way he looked.
The harassment came from co-workers, supervisors and students, he said. One day while driving
the roads of Montgomery County, he missed a turn, only to have a large
group of middle-schoolers aboard shout that he was kidnapping them.
“The driver is going to blow up the bus!” he recalls them yelling.
But 13 years into his career with the county school system, Singh, 45,
is turning a page on those experiences, as his lawyers and school officials
settle issues raised in a complaint filed with the federal Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission in 2016.
The agreement, expected to be announced Tuesday, includes efforts to improve cultural
education and training on recognizing bias, which Singh said he hopes will lead to a greater
understanding among employees and students of Sikhs and other religious minorities in the
diverse school system.
His attorneys assert the case could have a broad reach nationally, given Montgomery’s stature as
one of the country’s largest and most well-regarded school systems.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/sikh-school-busdriver-reported-years-of-harassment-over-his-turban-and-beard/2019/05/25/089e5c3a-7b2f11e9-a5b3-34f3edf1351e_story.html
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“Army Issues Waivers for 14 Sikh High School Recruits to Enlist
with Turban, Beard”
Brendan Cole, Newsweek, May 3, 2019
A group of young Sikhs enlisting in the U.S. Army has been given a special dispensation to wear
their turbans and beards during basic combat training.
There are many practicing Sikhs who serve in the Army, but Manav Sodhi will be the first high
school student to be given the go ahead to enlist as a Sikh, Military.com reported.
Sodhi, who is a student at Kings Park High School in New York, said he was inspired to join the
army after meeting president of the Sikh American Veterans Alliance (SAVA), Lieutenant
Colonel Kalsi at a city hall event.
"That was an amazing day for me because I realized then that I can freely practice my religion
and serve my country too," he said.
"I wanted to join the Army ever since I was a kid. My great grandfather served in the Army, and
I wanted to follow his footsteps," said Sodhi, who will join at least 13 others of his faith and age
in starting military service.
In 2009, Kalsi became the first person to be allowed to wear his turban and beard and of the
decision to allow the waiver for Sikhs enlisting in the military, he said: "It shows progress."
Wearing a beard and turban is "critical because it is really part of our identity as Sikhs," he said.
"It's also part of our American upbringing to be able to practice our faith; you know religion
freedom is a critical part of being an American. It's important to fight for the things you believe
in, and religious freedom is one of those things," he told Military.com
Read the rest of the article: https://www.newsweek.com/army-issues-waivers-14-sikh-highschool-recruits-enlist-turban-beard-1413807
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“Priest at Sikh Temple near Hughson assaulted in apparent hate
crime”
Kevin Valine, The Modesto Bee, July 26, 2019

An intruder at the Sikh Temple Modesto Ceres broke windows late Thursday at a priest’s
home on temple grounds, punched the priest, shouted obscenities and told him to go back
to his own country before fleeing, according to the priest and others associated with
temple.
Amarjit Singh, with the help of temple members who translated some of his comments,
said he was in his bedroom about 9:30 p.m. when the glass in two bedroom windows was
broken. He said he lifted the blinds of one of the windows to look out and was punched in
the neck before his attacker, who he said was wearing a mask, fled.
It was “country, country, country, go back, go back, country,” he said without the help of
a translator. He said his attacker also yelled obscenities at him and had something in his
hand to break the windows. Singh assumes the intruder ran off in the temple’s nearby
overflow, dirt parking lot.
Singh is one of two head priests at the
temple, which is at Santa Fe Avenue and
East Hatch Road, near Hughson. Singh’s
brother, Manjit, is the other head priest.
Modesto Councilman Mani Grewal, who is a
member of the temple and has served as its secretary, considers this a hate crime and said
it is part of pattern going back a decade or longer of attempts to harass and intimidate
temple members, though this was the worst incident.
He said the incidents include motorists slowing down and shouting insults and slurs as
they drive by, motorists pulling into the parking lot to peel out and then drive off, and
people making threatening phone calls. The calls got so bad that the temple removed its
phone number listed on the temple sign about two years ago.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.modbee.com/news/local/crime/article233171326.html
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“Sikh Deputy 'Trailblazer' Fatally Shot In Houston-Area Traffic
Stop”
Emma Bowman and Carrie Feibel, National Public Radio, September 29, 2019
A sheriff's deputy was shot and killed Friday afternoon in the Houston
suburbs during a routine traffic stop. Sandeep Dhaliwal was the first
observant Sikh to become a sheriff's deputy in Harris County, where
Houston is located.
He was a "hero" and a "trailblazer," Harris County Sheriff Ed
Gonzalez told reporters on Friday. "He wore the turban. He
represented his community with integrity, respect and pride,"
Gonzalez said. "And again, he was respected by all."
Dhaliwal was 42, a married father of three and a 10-year veteran of the
Harris County Sheriff's Office. He made national headlines in early 2015 when the sheriff's
office changed its policy to allow Dhaliwal to grow out his facial hair and wear a traditional Sikh
turban while on patrol.
…
Alan Bernstein, the Houston mayor's spokesman, told NPR that Dhaliwal said his appearance
didn't cause problems while on patrol.
"He was a unifying symbol," said Bernstein, who worked as a spokesman for the sheriff's office
during the time in 2015 when the office first allowed Dhaliwal to wear a turban on patrol. "He
had used his appearance as a conversation starter for educating people about what Sikhs are
about, what their values are, including that of selfless service and the long history that Sikhs have
for serving in the military and/or law enforcement."
As a sheriff in 2009, Commissioner Adrian Garcia recruited Dhaliwal. Garcia told reporters on
Friday that Dhaliwal walked away from a lucrative trucking business to join the sheriff's office to
help "build bridges between the Sikh community and the sheriff's office because of a 'mishap.' "
Read the rest of the article: www.npr.org/2019/09/29/765417200/sikh-deputy-trailblazerfatally-shot-in-houston-area-traffic-stop
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“Sikhs Regain Right To Wear Turbans In U.S. Army”
All Things Considered, National Public Radio, March 10, 2010
U.S. Army Capt. Tejdeep Singh Rattan is making history.
This week, Rattan, who is an American Sikh, completed his nine-week basic officer training
course at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio — making him the first American Sikh officer in the
U.S. Army in more than 25 years.
While Sikhs used to serve in the Army while
observing their religion's requirements for wearing
turbans and not shaving their hair and beards, the
Army eliminated the exemption in 1984.
Until now. After much advocacy from the Sikh
community, the Army relented for Rattan and for a
fellow Sikh who will be trained as a medic this
summer.
"It was definitely a very humbling experience,"
Rattan tells NPR's Robert Siegel. "I have a lot of responsibilities on my shoulder. Not even as a
soldier, but as a Sikh."
Rattan wears a fatigue-colored turban, and when he needs to wear a helmet, he puts on a miniturban underneath it. He says he's gotten a positive response from other officers in training.
"They've been obviously very curious because they have not seen any Sikhs serving in the
military," he says. "A lot of questions have been asked, and I definitely have a good opportunity
to explain myself — to educate my fellow soldiers. They're more than willing to listen to me, and
they're very supportive. ... So, I'm very proud."
Read the rest of the article: https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=125142736
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“A Historic Contender for Canada’s Top Political Job”
Dan Bilesky, The New York Times, July 21, 2019
VANCOUVER, British Columbia — The head of one of Canada’s major political parties tells a
story about how at age 8, he decided to cover his head in line with Sikh custom and be called
Jagmeet rather than “Jimmy” — a move that attracted the abuse of schoolyard bullies.
It also makes Jagmeet Singh, who leads Canada’s left-leaning New Democratic Party, stand out
among candidates trying to unseat Prime Minister Justin Trudeau in Canada’s national elections
in October.
Canada prides itself on multiculturalism, liberal
values and openness to immigration. But Mr.
Singh’s candidacy is historic: He is the first
nonwhite contender to lead a major national
political party and compete for the country’s top
political job.
“Just the idea of somebody like him who wears a
turban leading a major national political party is a
breakthrough in Canada,” said Brittany Andrew-Amofah, a leading Toronto-based policy analyst
who is on the board of Urban Alliance on Race Relations.
…
Some analysts say Mr. Singh faces his toughest challenge in Quebec, which recently passed a
bill banning public sector teachers, police officers and judges from wearing religious symbols —
including a turban — while at work.
…
Although Canada has only about 500,000 Sikhs, accounting for a little more than 1 percent of all
Canadians, there are four Sikhs in Mr. Trudeau’s cabinet and 18 Sikh members of Parliament out
of 338 seats, according to the World Sikh Organization.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/21/world/canada/jagmeet-singhnew-democratic-party-justin-trudeau.html
Note: Jagmeet Singh was not elected as prime minister in 2019. As of November 2019, he
remains the leader of the New Democratic Party in Parliament.
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“Meet the nation’s first known Sikh woman to serve as a city mayor”
Phil Willon, Los Angles Times, December 28, 2017
With a sharp crack of the gavel, Preet Didbal made history this
month as the first known Sikh woman in the nation to preside as a
city mayor.
In Northern California’s Yuba City, Didbal’s rise to mayor was
celebrated as a long-awaited affirmation of the Sikh community’s
contributions in California.
Yuba City’s annual Sikh parade attracts upward of 100,000 visitors
every November to honor the teachings of Guru Nanak, founder of Sikhism, who preached the
religion’s main tenets: Selfless service to others and the belief in one god who sees all people as
equal.
The religious minority has an estimated 500,000 followers in the U.S. and 25 million worldwide,
and Didbal’s ascension comes as Sikhs have made political inroads nationwide. But those gains
have been accompanied by heightened discrimination since the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.
Followers have faced violent, sometimes deadly, attacks by people who mistake Sikhs for
Muslims, especially men who wear a customary turban and unshorn beard.
A single mother of a college freshman and political independent who has been registered as a
“no party preference” voter for her entire adult life, Didbal took a challenging path to becoming
mayor of the city where she was born in the late 1960s.
As the daughter of farmworkers who immigrated from the Punjab region of India 50 years ago,
Didbal talks about picking peaches alongside her parents and overcoming the cultural barriers
faced by Sikh women, particularly after she was raped as a young woman. She earned a
bachelor’s degree in physical education and a master’s of business administration on her way to
jobs at the state Department of Corrections and State Compensation Insurance Fund, where she
currently works.
Didbal, 49, was elected to the Yuba City council in 2014. The mayor is elected annually by the
five-member council.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-ca-preet-didbal-20171228htmlstory.html
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“Another ‘Clock kid’? Family outraged as 12-year-old Sikh boy
arrested over alleged bomb threat at Tex. School”
Michael E. Miller, The Washington Post, December 18, 2015
It’s déjà vu in the Dallas suburbs.
Three months after “clock boy” Ahmed Mohamed’s homemade gadget was mistaken for an
explosive device, another minority student in a neighboring community has been arrested for
allegedly making a bomb threat at school.
The 12-year-old Sikh boy, Armaan Singh, was arrested on Dec. 11 for allegedly threatening to
blow up Nichols Junior High School in Arlington, Tex. He was handcuffed, held in a juvenile
detention center for three days and suspended from school.
But Singh says he is innocent, and that it was another student who caused the whole mess by
mistaking his backpack for a bomb.
“I thought it was just a joke, so I started laughing and then he started laughing too,” Singh said of
the accusation during an interview with the Dallas Morning News. “The next thing you know,
I’m reading with my friend and police come in, grab me and take me outside.”
Singh’s family has leveled accusations of “discrimination” against the school and police, and
demanded the charges be dropped.
“It hurts my heart and boils my blood that there are people stupid enough out there [to be] not
only accusing us, but our innocent children of being terrorists!” wrote Singh’s cousin, Ginee
Haer, in a Facebook post that quickly went viral this week. “It sickens me even more that there
are people even more stupid out there, taking their word for it.”
Police and school officials, however, insist that they acted appropriately in the face of a bomb
threat — one of a string of such threats in the Dallas area in recent months.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morningmix/wp/2015/12/18/another-clock-kid-family-outraged-as-12-year-old-sikh-boy-arrested-overalleged-bomb-threat-at-tex-school/
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“For Sikhism facts, students in Montgomery become the teachers”
Julie Zauzmer, The Washington Post, April 25, 2017
Hana Kaur Mangat looked out at her students, wondering which one she should call on. “Anyone
have any questions?” she asked in a perfect educator’s mix of prim and peppy. “If not, I’ll just
keep asking questions. I have lots of questions to ask.”
Hana, 17 years old and totally poised in a red scarf and bold glasses, stood before an audience of
adults who all work as teachers in the Montgomery County Public Schools.
The students have been teaching a sort of Sikhism 101 to their teachers at after-school events at
their gurdwara — a Sikh house of worship — in North
Potomac for four years. Last year, according to organizer
Harminder Kaur, they won approval from the state of
Maryland to get their free class to count as formal teacher
training.
Now they’re planning classes for educators from across the
state and from the District. Next, the students want to go
national: They’re training groups of kids at gurdwaras in
Fresno, Calif., and Phoenix to implement the same program
for their own teachers.
Sikh rappers, Sikh basketball players, Sikh YouTubers, Sikh holidays, Sikh prayer — the class in
Montgomery covered everything that the Sikh students know all about — and most of their
teachers don’t.
…
By informing Montgomery County’s teachers — more than 200 of them, so far — about the
faith, the students and their parents hope that the teachers will be better prepared to head off such
religion-based bullying in the county schools.
Read the rest of the article: https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/for-sikhismfacts-middle-school-in-montgomery-become-the-teachers/2017/04/25/fc84d19a-29fa-11e7-b60533413c691853_story.html

Courageous Conversations Lesson– Kaur Foundation

www.kaurfoundation.org

