An Introduction to
Teaching about Sikhism
from the Kaur Foundation
In a global society, it is essential for students to have awareness, understanding, and appreciation for
other cultures. The Kaur Foundation supports educators who wish to integrate learning about Sikhism
(sik-izm) in their classes. This guide explains the importance of teaching about Sikhism, summarizes
teaching approaches, and introduces further resources to use in the classroom.

Why should I include Sikhism in my curriculum?
Sikhs are the fifth largest religious group in the world. There are more than 25 million Sikhs around
the world and approximately 700,000 in the United States. However, Sikhism is widely misunderstood,
and Sikh American have faced discrimination, bullying, and even hate crimes as a result of this lack of
understanding. The United States is one of the most culturally and religiously diverse nations in the
world. As our communities grow ever more diverse, it is critical to our democracy that we appreciate
and understand the different backgrounds of our neighbors, colleagues,
students, and friends. Learning and teaching about diversity within our
communities promotes global citizenship and provides opportunities
for students to develop the knowledge and skills crucial to live and
work in a religiously diverse, democratic society. Including
Sikhism in the curriculum recognizes the unique experiences of
Sikh-Americans and fosters a greater appreciation for cultural and
religious diversity.
Implications


When Sikhism is not covered in the classroom, much of the burden of educating teachers and
school administrators about the Sikh identity falls on the shoulders of Sikh parents and children.
The Sikh community is a valuable partner in educating teachers and administrators, but this should
not be the responsibility of individual families, who have the right to expect that their children can
attend schools that encourage pluralism and celebrate all
“Knowledge about religions is not
aspects of students’ identities, including religious identities.
only a characteristic of an educated
 Over 50% of Sikh students report experiencing bullying
and harassment from peers and teachers because of their Sikh
person but is necessary for effective
identity. This has consequences for the social-emotional welland engaged citizenship in a diverse
being of students, community cohesion, and academic success
nation and world. Religious literacy
of students. Teachers are rarely trained to recognize
dispels stereotypes, promotes crossreligiously-based bullying and too often lack knowledge
cultural understanding, and
about Sikhism that would help them support Sikh students in
encourages respect for the rights of
their classrooms and educate other students.
others to religious liberty.”
 Some Sikh practices, such as wearing a turban to cover
(National Council for the Social
uncut hair (kesh), make Sikhs very visible as religious
Studies, 2014)
minorities. However, the majority of Americans know almost
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nothing about Sikhism and often assume that observant Sikhs are Muslim. This perpetuates
stereotypes about both Sikhs and Muslims and hinders opportunities to learn about cultural and
religious pluralism and foster communities grounded in compassion and inclusivity.
The majority of diversity, equity, and inclusion education in the professions focuses heavily on
racial, gender, socio-economic, and linguistic diversity while spending little to no time preparing
future professionals to work in ever more religiously diverse workplaces. This leaves professionals
ill-equipped to recognize and respond to issues of religious discrimination or to establish practices
that enable all community members to participate fully and equally.

Where does teaching about Sikhism fit into the curriculum?
There are a number of places where study of the Sikh tradition can be incorporated into the curriculum.
Some social studies courses include a unit about world cultures or world religions, and Sikhism can
easily be included in this unit. Courses that focus on the cultures of different geographic regions can
also incorporate the study of Sikhism. The experiences of Sikhs can be included in lessons about U.S.
immigration, the history of India, and many other historical topics. Books about Sikhism or with Sikh
characters can be included in classroom libraries or on suggested reading lists. Sikhism can also be
included in school events such as “International Night” or cultural fairs.

Am I even allowed to talk about religion
in a public school classroom?
Yes. The Supreme Court has repeatedly affirmed
that academic study about religions is permitted in
public schools under the First Amendment (see
Abington v. Schempp, 1963). Academic study
about religion should promote awareness and
information about religion, but should not
advocate that students accept, reject, or conform to
any specific religious tradition. Activities such as
teaching or requiring religious devotion, having
students to participate in religious practices, or
advocating for specific religious beliefs are all
examples of violations of the First Amendment in
the classroom. For more information on teaching
about religion within a First Amendment
framework, see the suggested resources in the
sidebar.

What should I teach about Sikhism?
What you choose to teach about Sikhism will
depend largely on the other content of your
curriculum and the interests of your students. The
Kaur Foundation’s Sikh Studies Unit provides a

Recommended Resources on Teaching
about Religion in Public Schools
The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3)
Frameworks for Social Studies Standards,
especially the Religious Studies Supplement
(National Council for the Social Studies,
https://www.socialstudies.org/standards/c3).
Guidelines for Teaching about Religion in K-12
Public Schools in the United States (American
Academy of Religion,
https://www.aarweb.org/AARMBR/Publicationsand-News-/Guides-and-Best-Practices/Teaching-and-Learning-/Teaching-aboutReligion-in-K-12-Public-Schools).
Finding Common Ground: A First Amendment
Guide to Religion and Public Schools (First
Amendment Center,
https://www.freedomforuminstitute.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/08/rfc_publications_findi
ngcommonground.pdf).
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five-lesson introduction to the culture, beliefs, practices, and
historical and contemporary communities of Sikhs around
the world. It does not attempt to trace the complete
development of the tradition or to cover every important
event in the history of Sikhism. At the end of the unit,
students should be familiar with core beliefs and practices,
be able to explain the historical origins of the tradition, and
understand the struggles and successes of Sikh Americans in
the 20th and 21st centuries. The lessons from this unit can
also be used individually to address specific objectives or
respond to student interests or needs. Additional Kaur
Foundation materials cover a range of topics and will
provide further inspiration for how you can integrate
teaching about Sikhism into your curriculum.

Students and educators participate in Langar,
the Sikh practice of equality and service by sitting on
the floor together and being served a vegetarian
meal from the community kitchen, at the 2017 NCSS
President’s Reception at the San Jose Gurdwara.

I don’t have any opportunities to integrate learning about Sikhism into my
curriculum. How can I still support my Sikh students?








Prevent Bullying: Over 50% of Sikh students report experiencing bullying or harassment from
both peers and teachers because of their Sikh identity. Teach students and staff about Sikhism to
help dispel common stereotypes and misconceptions that are often at the root of bullying.
Speak up if you see students being bullied because of their religious or cultural identity.
Include Sikh Stories: The representation of minorities in the media and in classroom materials
affects both how minorities are perceived and how minority students see themselves. Add books
with Sikh characters to your classroom library and include examples of everyday and famous
Sikhs alongside other individuals in your curriculum.
Address Social and Emotional Learning: Sikh students can feel marginalized or isolated when
their religious identity is misunderstood or ignored. Educate yourself about Sikhism and
integrate lessons and materials into your classroom to help all students deepen their
understanding of and appreciation for the diverse identities that make up your school
community.
Promote Religious Liberty: The First Amendment protects Sikh students’ right to wear their
articles of faith, such as the turban or kirpan, at school and during athletic activities. Make sure all
students, teachers, and staff are familiar with First Amendment principles and understand
their responsibility to protect the religious freedom rights for students from all faith
traditions.

Religious illiteracy “fuels prejudice and antagonism, thereby hindering efforts aimed at promoting
respect for diversity, peaceful coexistence, and cooperative endeavors in local, national, and
global arenas…[however] it is possible to diminish religious illiteracy by teaching about religion
from an academic, non-devotional perspective in primary, middle, and secondary schools.”
(AAR Guidelines for Teaching about Religion, 2010)
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A 3-Minute Introduction to Sikhism
Sikhism (sik-izm) was founded in the Punjab region of India in the 15th century. Sikhism is a
monotheistic religion. Guru Nanak (1469-1539), the founder of the Sikh tradition, observed injustice in
people being denied basic rights because of their social status in both the Hindu and Muslim
communities of Northern India and, after a mystical experience around
the age of 30, he declared “There is no Hindu, no Muslim.” He began
to teach about the oneness of god, equality of all people, honesty, hard
work, and service to others, spreading these teachings across the India
subcontinent and as far away as Mecca. After extensive travels, Guru
Nanak settled in the Punjab and spent the rest of his life shaping the
Ik Onkar - Sybmol reprenting the unity
of God; a key Sikh tenet that there is
Sikh community with the many disciples who were inspired by his
one supreme reality or essence
teachings.
After Guru Nanak’s death, nine more gurus continued to build the Sikh community, refining practices
such as the langar (a free meal prepared and served by volunteers and open to all people) and
collecting the teachings of Guru Nanak and the later gurus into a book that became known as the Adi
Granth. The last living guru, Gobind Singh (1675-1708), did not pass his authority to a human
successor, but rather transferred the authority of the guru to the scripture, the Adi Granth, (the spiritual
manifestation) and to the community (the physical manifestation). The scripture therefore became the
Guru Granth Sahib, revered as the living authority for spiritual and temporal matters for the Sikh
community.
Sikhs first came to the U.S. in the 1890s and played a
significant role in building railroads, developing agriculture
in the west, and fighting for immigration and citizenship
legislation for minority communities. The first gurdwara in
the US is the Gurdwara Sahib Stockton, built in 1912 in
Stockton, California. There are now over 200 gurdwaras in
the U.S. Through their history in the U.S., the SikhAmerican community has faced discrimination in the form
of restrictive immigration and citizenship laws and has been
the target of violence and hate crimes. Today, SikhAmericans can be found in all walks of life, from politics
and entertainment to medicine and education. The
contributions of Sikh-Americans who have lived out the
values of equality, hard work, and service to other in
communities across the United States serve as inspirations
as students develop into globally competent citizens.

Artwork on Sikhism by Sydney Vangsarath, a
student in Sherry McIntyre’s World Religions
class (Modesto, CA). Sherry is a member of
the Kaur Foundation Advisory Council of
Educators.
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Selected Vocabulary:
Adi Granth – The sacred scripture of the Sikhs, also known as the Guru Granth Sahib, which is
composed of hymns written by the gurus as well as texts from Hindu and Muslim saints. The last
living Guru, Gobind Singh, transferred the title of Guru to this text shortly before his death in 1708,
making it the living authority for spiritual and temporal matters for the Sikh community.
Gurdwara – A Sikh temple. Gurdwaras are places of worship and centers of community life.
Guru – translates to “teacher”
Guru Granth Sahib – see Adi Granth
Guru Nanak – 1469-1539, the founder of Sikhism and the first of the 10 living gurus.
Kaur – Middle or last name taken by Sikh women, signifying equality and divine sovereignty.
Khalsa – The body of fully initiated Sikhs who have chosen to devote themselves to living in
accordance with the teachings of the gurus and observe a specific code of conduct, including wearing
the 5 Ks. Initiation occurs in an amrit ceremony, typically once reaching puberty or later.
Khanda – An emblem of Sikhism composed of a double edged sword symbol
representing divine knowledge, a chakar (circle) representing the perfection of an
eternal God, and two kirpans (single edged swords) representing the temporal and
spiritual worlds and the balance between them.
5 Ks – Five article of faith: kesh (uncut hair), kanga (small wooden comb), kara
(steel bracelet), kirpan (small knife), kachera (shorts worn as an undergarment).
These are worn at all times by initiated Sikhs.

Khanda – An emblem of
Sikhism representing the
perfection of an eternal
God and temporal and
spiritual worlds and the
balance between them

Langar – The free community meal prepared and served by volunteers. The
langar is open to all people, regardless of religion, gender, race, age, or any other social status. The
vegetarian meal demonstrates central Sikh principles of hospitality, equality among all people, and
community.
Panth – the Sikh community
Patka – Head covering worn by Sikh boys.
Sikh – translates to “student” or “seeker of knowledge”,

Sikhi – The Punjabi word for the Sikh religion, which some Sikhs prefer to use rather than “Sikhism”
Singh – Middle or last name taken by Sikh men, signifying equality and divine sovereignty.
Turban – A long piece of cloth tied over uncut hair. Both men and women may wear turbans,
although they are most often worn by men.
Vaisakhi – Festival celebrated on April 14th commemorating the formation of the Khalsa, the body of
fully initiated Sikhs; and celebrating the spring harvest.
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Kaur Foundation Resources Available Online:
Unit and Lesson Plans – We offer a growing library of lessons, primary source sets, and unit plans
about Sikhism for middle and high school classrooms. All materials are aligned with C3 and CCSS.
Cultural Safari – A 17-minute video about Sikhs along with a teacher resources guide lesson plan.
Extensive research was conducted with educators and administrators at a national level to create these
resources. The Cultural Safari video is specially scripted to answer questions raised by educators about
Sikh Americans.
Identity Explorer – This activity helps participants begin thinking about issues related to visible and
invisible identities and diverse communities. The Identity Explorer can be used with students in upper
elementary school through adults in professional development settings.
Courageous Conversations – This activity explores the experiences everyday Sikh Americans and
engage students in conversations about discrimination and bias.
Reading Lists and Book Guides – Bring stories about Sikhs into your classroom library with a
curated set of children’s books and young adult literature about Sikhism. Curriculum material to
accompany selected books are also available.

How Kaur Foundation Can Work with You
Workshops for Faculty, Staff, and Administrators – The work of changing the conversation about
religious and cultural diversity must start with campus leaders and faculty. Workshops with faculty,
staff, and administrators not only increase knowledge about Sikhism, but introduce frameworks for
thinking about how religious identities are recognized or overlooked in both the classroom and the
curriculum.
Workshops for Pre-Service Teachers – One of the best ways to increase awareness of Sikhism in
schools is to reach teachers before they enter the classroom and break the cycle of silence and
misunderstanding about religion in the curriculum. Pre-service teacher training dispels stereotypes and
misconceptions and helps teachers be ready to foster cultural inclusion and encourage dialogue from
the first day of school. Participants have access to curricular materials and pedagogical strategies that
they can bring back to their classrooms. There are multiple ways that we work with pre-service
teachers:
 Class visits – A Kaur Foundation representative would be happy to serve as a guest speaker for
your class. This is a great option for classes on multicultural education, family and community
engagement, or social contexts of education.
 Workshops – Host a Kaur Foundation workshop open to all students on your campus.
Workshops can be arranged from 1 hour to a full day.
Workshops for other Pre-Professional Students – All professionals, not just teachers, need the
knowledge and skills to navigate a religiously diverse society. We can tailor workshops to meet the
needs of students in specific pre-professional programs and encourage greater understanding of
religious and cultural diversity across sectors.
Religious Literacy Symposium – Sikhs are not the only religious minority that encounter
discrimination and bullying because of their religious identities. There is widespread misunderstanding
about the relationship between religion and public schools and how to teach about religion in a
Constitutionally sound manner. We will work with you to organize a Religious Literacy Symposium
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on your campus to raise awareness about the importance of teaching about religion and understanding
of religious diversity. Sessions could include panels from multiple religious traditions, workshops on
methods for teaching about religion, and discussion of religious liberty issues.
Workshops for In-Service Teachers – Teachers already in the classroom also need to be able to
support Sikh students and teach about Sikhism in the curriculum. Workshops for in-service teachers
can address broad principles of recognizing religious and cultural diversity and understanding the Sikh
identity or can focus on specific teaching tools and strategies for integrating study about Sikhism into
the curriculum.
Elementary, Middle, and High School Classroom Visits – Students of all ages are typically curious
about religious diversity. Classroom visits introduce students to Sikhism and promote religious literacy
skills. Knowledge about religions and frameworks for asking questions about religion can help
students be more comfortable with difference and reduce religiously-based bullying or harassment.
Gurdwara Visits – Experiential learning can be a very powerful too when learning about religion. We
help arrange a visit to a local gurdwara for students, teachers, administers and other community
members to help you learn more about Sikhism first hand.

Kaur Foundation’s Approach
Kaur Foundation develops engaging educational resources and trainings to help achieve the goal of
cultivating awareness about Sikh-Americans and the Sikh identity in the classroom and the
community. We believe that in order for education to contribute towards transformative change and
address the causes of bullying and exclusionary behavior, our collective efforts need to go beyond
simply providing information about diversity. Rather, our approach to diversity education must also
inspire students to think critically about how to engage with cultural differences, and with those who
are perceived to be the ‘other’. We seek to work with stakeholders at all levels, from elementary school
students to university faculty to increase knowledge of Sikh-Americans and the Sikh experience as
well as to promote religious literacy in all sectors of society.
Education – The heart of Kaur Foundation’s work is the development and dissemination of
educational resources, in the form of curricular materials and workshops and trainings for students,
educators, and community members. Curricular resources are designed to teach about Sikhism is it is
lived and experienced in communities. Aligned with national and state standards, these materials,
including lesson plans, case studies, reading guides and videos, can easily be integrated with existing
coursework. We are always working to develop more resources in response to feedback from educators
and students.
Kaur Foundation workshops introduce participants to the fundamental beliefs and practices of Sikhism,
and, more importantly, shed light on the experiences of Sikh Americans. We regularly hear from past
workshop participants that they had never met a Sikh or known anything about Sikhism prior to that
training. Studies from the Pew Research Center have shown that individuals who know someone from
a religious group other than their own or have knowledge about a religious group are more likely to
report having positive feelings about that group. Kaur Foundation workshops are opportunities for both
students and educators to examine assumptions, increase knowledge, and build skills critical for active
citizenship in a religiously plural world.
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Collaboration – We know that success in this work is only possible through collaboration and
dialogue with communities, like-minded organizations, and local, state, and federal government
officials. Our work with public school districts, national professional organizations, and other nonprofits has enabled us to reach many different stakeholders. Some of our past and ongoing
collaborations include:
Annual Workshops for Students and Teachers – Through our
relationships with school districts across the country, we provide
workshops for students and in-service training for educators at all levels
and in all content areas.
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) – We regularly provide
educators attending the NCSS Annual Meeting with opportunities for
experiential learning, such as a visit to a local gurdwara, and new
curriculum resources to increase awareness about Sikhism in the
curriculum.
Participation in the National Summit on Religion and Education
(2019) – We were honored to participate in this landmark event with
leaders in the fields of education, religious studies, social studies and
English language arts to discuss the current state of education about
religion in U.S. schools and chart a roadmap for future collaborations to
promote religious literacy as a civic virtue.

An NCSS 2019 attendee gets
excited to snap a picture of himself
in a Sikh Turban tied by one of the
KF volunteers.

Celebration of Sikh Heritage at Library of Congress (2009) – This three-day event brought together
experts from around the world, members of the U.S Congress, and a wide range of community
members for panel discussions, film screenings, and photo exhibits celebrating Sikh heritage and
experiences.

About Kaur Foundation
Vision and Mission:
We envision a society that promotes cultural awareness
and inclusiveness for all. We strive to bring communities together through
educational initiatives that encourage dialogue and foster cultural inclusion.
Kaur Foundation was established in 2002 by a group of Sikh parents in response to the lack of public
awareness about Sikh identity in America and the lack of education about Sikhism in public schools.
Since its founding, the Kaur Foundation has become a leader in raising awareness about Sikh
Americans by bringing K-12 education about Sikhs into the American school system through
carefully developed educational resources and trainings for educators.
www.KaurFoundation.org

contact@kaurfoundation.org
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