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Grade 
Levels 

K-2 

Lesson 
Overview 

The Sikh turban represents the values of faith, equality, and justice. When Sikh 
immigrants began arriving in the United States in the late 1880s as laborers, many 
continued to wear turbans. In this lesson, students will learn about the concepts of faith, 
equality, and justice, and share ideas or examples of what each word means to them. 

Lesson 
Objectives 

Students will: 
●​ Explain what a Sikh turban is and what it represents.   
●​ Describe the concepts of faith, equality, and justice. 

Standards College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards 

●​ D2.Civ.8.K-2. Describe democratic principles such as equality, fairness, and 
respect for legitimate authority and rules. 

The Sikh Turban Essay 
Sikhism is the world’s fifth largest religion. Some people practice Sikhism. They are called Sikhs. The 
word “Sikh” means “student.” They are students of gurus. Gurus are spiritual leaders. There are ten Sikh 
Gurus. They guide the Sikh faith. They are God’s messengers.  
 
Most Sikh Americans are from Punjab. Punjab is a region. It’s in northern India. It means “land of the five 
rivers.”  
 
Sikhs practice five articles of faith.* One of them is Kesh. This means uncut hair. Sikhs keep long hair. 
They believe hair is a living thing. They believe hair is a gift of God. Not cutting hair shows their devotion 
to God.   
 
Many Sikhs wear a turban. Turbans cover their uncut hair. Men wear turbans. Women can too. 
Traditionally, turbans were worn by kings and queens in India. Today, any Sikh can wear them. 
 
A turban is a long piece of fabric. To put one on, one must first fold the cloth. Then, one must wrap it 
around their head. A patka is a smaller version of a Sikh turban. It is usually worn by boys. During their 
teen years, boys will switch to wearing turbans.   
 
The turban is a symbol of faith, equality, and justice. Faith means strongly held beliefs. This can include a 
belief in God. Equality means treating everyone the same. No one is higher or better than someone else. 
Justice means treating people fairly. 
 
People of many religions wear symbols of their faith. For example, some Christians may wear a cross. 
Some Muslims may wear a hijab. Some Jews may wear a kippah.   
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Sikh immigrants began coming to the United States in the late 1880s. Most were farmers. Some worked in 
lumber mills. Some worked on railroads. They worked hard. They adapted to life in America. They 
continued to wear turbans. This made them stand out. Some people treated them poorly. They said Sikhs did 
not belong in America. But this is not true. Sikhs are proud of who they are. They kept their faith.  
 
*Note: In Sikhism, there are five “articles of faith” that are worn or carried as a symbol of their faith: Kesh 
(uncut hair), Kirpan (religious sword), Kara (metal bracelet), Kanga (comb), Kaccha/Kachera 
(under-shorts). Each is worn as a symbol of their commitment to their faith. 

 

 
Courtesy of SALDEF 
Image source: 
https://saldef.org/wp-content/uploads/Accommodating-Sikhs-in-the-Workplace-An-Employers-Guide-1.pdf  
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Vocabulary:1 

●​ Article: a member of a group of things, for example a sweater is an article of clothing 
●​ Equality: the idea that everyone should be treated the same 
●​ Faith: strongly held beliefs, including religious beliefs  
●​ Guru: a Sikh spiritual leader 
●​ Hijab: a covering for the hair and neck that is worn by some Muslim women 
●​ Immigrant: a person who comes to a country to live there permanently  
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●​ Justice: the idea that people are treated fairly 
●​ Kippah: a small skullcap worn by some Jewish people (also called a yarmulke) 
●​ Lumber: logs or wood usable for building  
●​ Patka: a smaller version of a Sikh turban worn by Sikh children 
●​ Sikhism: a religion founded by Guru Nanak in South Asia** 
●​ Symbol: something that stands for or represents something else  
●​ Turban: a head covering consisting of a long cloth that is wrapped around the cap or head 

 
____________________________________ 

1 Definition adapted from Merriam-Webster unless otherwise noted 
** Definition adapted from SALDEF 

Discussion Questions: 
1.​ What is Sikhism? 
2.​ Who are Sikhs? 
3.​ Why do some Sikh people wear turbans? 
4.​ What does the turban symbolize? 
5.​ What jobs did Sikh immigrants have when they first arrived in the United States? 
6.​ Why were Sikhs sometimes treated poorly?  

Activity 1: Connecting Symbols and Sense of Belonging 

A. Have students look at what they are wearing. Have them describe what they are wearing and why to 
a partner.  

 
B. Ask students the following question: “What are you wearing today that has a special meaning to 

you?”  
 

C. Tell students the following statement: “We wear clothes to protect our bodies and cover our skin. 
Sometimes, clothes and other items we wear can have special meanings. A symbol is something 
that stands for or represents something else.” 

 
D. Ask students the following question: “What symbols are you wearing today?” (Make sure to note 

that logos are also symbols.)  
 
E. Ask students the following questions: “Why do sports teams wear the same uniforms? Why do 

schools have mascots? How do these things create a sense of belonging?” 

Activity 2: Locating Punjab 

A. Have students watch the SALDEF video entitled, “Who are Sikhs?”:  
1.​ Have students turn and talk and share one fact that they learned from the video.  
2.​ Have a few students share aloud what they learned.  
3.​ Have other students give a thumbs up if they heard that same fact too.  

 
B. Show students a map of Punjab, India. 

1.​ Ask students if anyone has been to India. 
2.​ Locate Punjab, India, and Pakistan on a globe, or show Punjab, India on Google Maps.  
3.​ Tell students the following statement: “Punjab refers to a large region in South Asia. It includes parts of 
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India and Pakistan.” 
4.​ Have students identify any special features of the area (i.e., five rivers, borders, etc.). 

 
C. Tell students the following statement: “Many Punjabis, or people from Punjab, came to the United 

States in the late 1880s. Many of them were Sikhs.” 
 

D. Show students the images on the first page of the SALDEF publication entitled, “Who Are Sikhs?” 
Ask students what they notice and wonder. Write down their comments and display them for all to 
see.  

 
E. Tell students the following statement: “Some people in the images are wearing a head covering 

called a turban. Turbans are worn by many Sikh Americans. We will be learning more about Sikh 
turbans today.”  

Activity 3: Defining a Sikh Turban 

A. Have students read the essay. Consider the following options: 
1.​ OPTION 1: Create a slide deck with the essay content and add visuals. Read it aloud to the students. 
2.​ OPTION 2: Write each section on large chart paper. As you read each section aloud, draw visuals in 

collaboration with the students. 
 

B. Facilitate a class discussion by asking students the Discussion Questions.  
 
C. Have students watch the SALDEF video entitled, “Why Sikhs Wear a Turban EXPLAINED + 5 

Sikh Articles of Faith.” 
1.​ Have students turn and talk and share one fact that they learned from the video.  
2.​ Have a few students share aloud. 
3.​ Have other students give a thumbs up if they heard that same fact too.  

 
D. Have students make a list of head coverings. Record student responses and display them for all to 

see. 
1.​ Have students sort the head coverings into two categories: “Similar to Turbans” or “Not Similar to 

Turbans.”  
2.​ Have students sort head coverings (i.e., hijabs, yamulke) that are significant to a religion or culture in the 

“Similar to Turbans” category.  
3.​ Have students sort head coverings (i.e., baseball caps, hats) that are not significant to a religion or culture 

in the “Not Similar to Turbans” category. 
4.​ Tell students the following statement: “Turbans are tied to a religion or culture. They symbolize identity. 

They are not fashion statements.” 
 
E. Have students complete the worksheet entitled, “A Sikh Turban.” Have students finish this 

sentence: “A Sikh turban is ___.” Have students draw a corresponding picture.  

Activity 4: Defining Faith, Equality, and Justice  

A. Reread this paragraph from the essay: “The turban is a symbol of faith, equality, and justice. Faith 
means strongly held beliefs. This can include a belief in God. Equality means treating everyone the 
same. No one is higher or better than someone else. Justice means treating people fairly.” 

 
B. Create the chart below and display for all students to see. Repeat the definition of each word and 
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have students share ideas or examples of what each word means to them. Record their ideas on the 
chart. 

 

Faith Equality Justice 

   

 
1.​ Have each student choose one of the three words (i.e., faith, equality, or justice).  
2.​ Have students draw a picture of what the word means to them. 
3.​ Have students write or share a personal example from their own life that represents that word.  

 
C. Facilitate a discussion by asking the following questions: 

1.​ Why are faith, equality, and justice important to you? 
2.​ Why are faith, equality, and justice important to the community? 
3.​ One of the many ways that Sikhs show their commitment to faith, equality, and justice is by wearing a 

turban. What is one way you show your commitment to these ideas? 

Activity 5: Analyzing the Importance of Symbols  

A. Have students choose an object that serves as a symbol of something important to them.  
 
B. Host a “Show and Tell” activity. Have each student present their objects by addressing the 

following questions: “What is your object? What does your object symbolize? How so?” 
 

C. Facilitate a discussion by asking the following questions: 
1.​ How would you feel if someone made fun of you or treated you poorly because of your object?  
2.​ How would you feel if someone did not respect your object? 
3.​ Why is it important to show respect toward Sikhs who wear turbans?  

Extension Activities 

A. Read aloud one of the following books: 
1.​ Hair Twins by Raakhee Mirchandani and illustrated by Holly Hatam (Little, Brown Books for 

Young Readers, 2021) 
2.​ The Many Colors of Harpeet Singh by Supriya Kelkar and illustrated by Alea Marley (Union 

Square Kids, 2019) 
 
B. Show the video entitled, “PBS Kids | Sikh Patka (Turban) Stands for Equality.” Ask students the 

following question: “How do you remind yourself to treat people equally and fairly?”  

Further Information  
The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “The Turban Myth.” 

https://asianamericanedu.org/turban-myth.html  
The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “Citizenship and Islamophobia After 9/11.” 

https://asianamericanedu.org/citizenship-islamophobia.html  
The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “Sikhs in the Borderlands.” 

https://asianamericanedu.org/sikhs-in-borderlands.html  
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The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “Sikh Farmers in the Borderlands.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/sikh-farmers-borderlands.html  

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “On The Road: Sikh American Truck Drivers.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/sikh-truckers.html  

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “Early South Asian Immigration.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/early-south-asian-immigration.html  

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “"Victimized Twice": 9/11/2001, South Asian 
Americans & Islamophobia.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/victimized-twice-9-11-2001-south-asian-islamophobia.html  

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “Racial Identity and American Citizenship in the 
Court.” https://asianamericanedu.org/racial-identity-citizenship-in-the-court.html    

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “South Asian Pioneers.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/early-south-asian-pioneers.html   

The Asian American Education Project lesson entitled, “South Asian Pioneers in California.” 
https://asianamericanedu.org/early-south-asian-pioneers-in-california.html  

Narasaki, Karen. K. (2009). “A Citizen Fights for His Civil Rights after 9/11: Amric Singh Rathour.” 
Untold Civil Rights Stories: Asian Americans Speak Out for Justice. 
https://asianamericanedu.org/a-citizen-fights-for-his-civil-rights-after-9-11-amric-singh-rathour.pdf  

Turban Myths: The Opportunities and Challenges for Reframing Sikh American Identity in Post-9/11 
America. https://saldef.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/TurbanMyths_121113.pdf  

2020 SALDEF National Sikh American Survey: Key Findings. 
https://saldef.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/2020-National-Sikh-American-Survey-10.23.2020.pdf  
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