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“As soon as we open our mouths and speak, they treat us like we 're animals.”

These are the words of a Vietnamese mumgrant student when he was explammg what it
is like to be Asian at South Philadelphia High.

“.‘_Where are you from? Hey, Chinese. Yo Dragon Ball. Are you Bruce Lee? Speak
English!”

Daily abuse, ridicule, having food thrown at them in the lunch room, being mocked by
school staff, assaults in the bathrooms, threats in the hallways.

The Asian students from South Philadelphia High and the community groups who
support them are not making last Thursday’s assaults into a racial issue. It is a racial
issue and we choose to name it. '

It is a racial issue, not because of the race of the attackers. It is a racial issue because
students were targeted for attack because they are Asian. Throughout an entire school
day, Asian students were randomly attacked, and school staff failed to protect them.

We’re going to talk about race.

As disturbing as the attacks were, it was the response from the school and the District that
has fueled the most anger in our community.

We have seen a total lack of moral leadership.

Where is the District leader speaking with outrage at what are clearly racially motivated
assaults, created in a system whose failures have bred a climate of frustration, anger and
violence?

No instead of moral and educational leadership, what we have heard is: “Sorry. Come
back to school.” And, “We want to bring this to a quick end.” -

So you want to make this go away.

And when the District tries to show that they are taking this seriously, they focus on the
punishment they are going to mete out to ten perpetrators they have identified. The
District’s line is that the problem is just some bad kids. Criminalizing our young people
and turning our schools into police states does not address the problem of racial violence.



Where is the leadership that will admit that we have a basic educational failure when our
children are filled with such rage at and intolerance of each other?

So now we have a situation where children have to take it upon themselves to create the
space to make their voices heard, to try to develop solutions, to struggle in a society that
they barely understand. Kids who speak a language that they are new to need to tell the
adults what happened and what it will take to fix it. :

And even as these students are doing the work that the adults have failed to do, we are
told by the school that the students are illegally out of school. Instead of honoring the

work of these children, you are going to punish them . . . as if they aren’t already hurt

enough?

Oh, and by the way, those comments: “Where are you from? Hey, Chinese. Yo Dragon
Ball. Are you Bruce Lee? Speak English!” — those aren’t the words of the bad kids, they
are the words of adult staff at South Philadelphia High. So stop blaming the children and
start owning the responsibility.
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My name is Xu Lin and I am the Community Organizer of the Philadelphia Chinatown
Development Corporation (PCDC). I am here to express my concern about the relationship
between Asian communities and the South Philadelphia High School (SPHS).

This is not the first time that Asian community organizations have brought this issue to the
attention of school administration. In October 2008, we reached out to SPHS administration after
a series of attacks occurred involving Asian and African American students at the school. The
former principal of SPHS was not responsive to the community’s request for a meeting. Only
after we brought our request to representatives of the School District did SPHS school
administration agree to meet with us. The meeting with SPHS school administration was not
productive as the administration did not respond to our concerns. The school safety manager
made such statements as: “If Asian students don’t report incidents, there [is] no incidents” and
“there were only one or two incidents involving Asian students” as of January 2009, despite the
fact that dozens of Asian students reported (to the school or to community organizations?) being
attacked by other students. It concerns me that the person in charge of student safety has failed to
recognize that:

1. Many Asian students face language barriers and often are not provided with appropriate
language assistance when reporting incidents.

2. When Asian students report incidents, the school officials in the building often do not respond
professionally. Many incidents went neglected.

The safety manager’s comment is inappropriate and irresponsible. As a result of the school’s
approach toward these incidents, violent incidents continue to take place both inside and outside
of school.

We were glad to see the former principal removed for her inability to perform her duty as a
principal. SPHS’s new principal was brought to a community meeting by the regional
superintendent. She agreed to meet with Asian community organizations on a monthly basis due
to our concerns about school violence. The first meeting was set for 9/29/2009. When the
community advocates arrived, we discovered that the principal was in an interview and had
totally forgotten about the meeting. We waited for over 40 minutes before we were able to have a
brief meeting with her. In the meeting, I warned her that in our experience, if she didn’t initiate
programs in school to integrate the students, it would be just a matter of time before the next
wave of violent incidents occurred. The principal promised to meet with us again in the near
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future, but this has yet to happen. I called numerous times and left messages for the principal,
but I never heard back from her. In fact, the principal has been out of reach for two months. We
did not hear from her until this last incident when dozens of Asian students were attacked in
school and on their way home from school; many had to seek medical treatment.

Parents, community leaders, and community advocates were shocked and outraged by these
violent attacks. We set up a meeting right away in the community to meet with the school and :
the school district. The principal and four other staff members came to the meeting on 12/4/2009.
Even at this meeting school administrators did not give this issue the attention it deserves. We
were very upset to see the principal playing with her cell phone when the students and their
parents were giving statements about the violence that had occurred the day before. We were
even more offended to see the safety manager I mentioned earlier sleeping during the meeting in
front of the whole community. '

The school has been both unresponsive to the community’s concerns of violence and
disrespectful when we try to present our concerns. Based on the attitude of school administrators
towards the community, I can only imagine how the students are being treated in school. Thesc
are serious matters that need to be addressed immediately.



My name is Tram Nguyen and | am a Community Organizer and Victim Advocate at
Victim/Witness Services of South Philadelphia.

| have been working with the school district for over a year to try to address the problems that
Asian students were reporting at South Philly High. Students have reported being assaulted,
being bullied, having food thrown at them. When | received the call on Friday that students
were assaulted | was not surprised. '

And that is a problem. In 2009 we should be surprised by racial violence, by unsafe schools, by
our children having to face the discrimination we fought. We should be surprised that after a
year of work, the progress of the adults is so far behind the work of the students.

At Victim Services we get frequent reports of violence against students of all races. This is
unacceptable. We know that for every report, there are also tens of other situations for which
a report was not filed because in the Asian community many people believe we should focus on
learning and not make trouble.

Everyone you talk to about South Philly High seems to say, oh this has been going on for years.
How is that an answer? How have we allowed this happened for years? | have also heard
people say that this issue is getting too much attention, that Asian kids are getting special
treatment. We do not want special treatment. We want safety and education for all the
students.

Over this past few days | have been repeatedly moved and impressed by the goodwill of

students of all races at South Philly High. One of the girls | spoke to told a story that | want to
share with you:

She is a Vietnamese student | will call Thi. On Monday Thi went to school and attended class.
She felt tension in the room with some of the black students. She approached them and asked
them what was wrong. She asked them “Is there something that is wrong about me, | can
change”. The other students put their arms around her and hugged her. These are the kids we
need to talk about. These are the people who are modeling the right response.

We cannot expect that all children will be as capable as Thi, however. And we cannot blame
victims or make it their responsibility to solve these problems. The adults in the school and in
the community need to rally here and set the example for all the students. We need to tell the
truth about what’s wrong and work together to fix it. There is violence, there are racial
tensions. We need the school to admit that there is a problem and to come with a resolution so
our children can have a safer school environment when they return.






