
Panel on Surge of Anti-Asian Violence 
By Maggi-Meg Reed 
 
On Monday March 15, 2021, the Elementary and High School PTAs cohosted a special panel 
discussion on the surge of violence against Asian-Americans, with panelists Flora Ferng of the 
NYC Commission on Human Rights (NYCCHR), and HCCS Psychologist Dr. Lonette Belizaire. 
 
Ms. Ferng is a representative of the NYCCHR, an agency of the New York City government which 
is charged with the enforcement of the NYC Human Rights Law, and with educating the public 
on issues surrounding human rights and discrimination and encouraging positive community 
relations. Ms. Ferng is in the Community Relations Bureau. Their officers speak more than 30 
languages, and their offices are open and easily accessible to all New Yorkers. 
 
(Note: a number of informational and resource links are provided at the end of the minutes 
which further expand on topics shared in the course of the discussion by Ms. Ferng.) 
 
Agency overview 
The NYC Human Rights Law is one of the most comprehensive civil rights laws in the nation, and 
prohibits discrimination in several areas, including employment, public accommodations, 
housing, discriminatory harassment, bias-based profiling by law enforcement and retaliation. 
New York City identifies 27 protected classes against which you cannot discriminate, including 
race, color, age, gender, disability, national origin, citizenship status, marital/partnership status, 
religion/creed, sexual orientation, military status, caregiver status, credit history, arrest record, 
salary history, lawful source of income, occupation, children, status as a victim of domestic 
violence, among others. 
 
Ms. Ferng notes that you aren’t limited to reporting discrimination only against yourself. You 
can report on behalf of someone else if you witness discrimination or are aware of it, and you 
can report anonymously. 
 
The law regarding discrimination is strict and explicit. But it is also useful to consider it as a 
basis for standards or values by which to observe and judge behavior in any social or communal 
setting. 
 
Discriminatory harassment can happen based on actual or perceived protected status, and 
refers to hate speech which includes verbal threats, intimidation, harassment, coercion, or 
violence that: 
1) Interferes with a person’s civil or constitutional rights; and 
2) is motivated in part by that person’s actual or perceived protected status. 
 
What to do if you witness discriminatory harassment: 
Evidence: You don’t need to provide physical evidence to report an incident. You can report 
something to bring awareness of harassment happening, in order to increase patrol and 
supervision in the subject area. 



Liability: Whoever acts in a discriminatory way is liable. Anyone who acts discriminatorily to you 
is liable, regardless of personal relationship. 
Graffiti: Discriminatory graffiti is considered harassment and is reportable. Sometimes people 
don’t want to report graffiti or other acts, but even anonymous reports help bring awareness of 
potential problems in an area and alert the NYCCHR to pay closer attention to that area. 
Why report: Reports raise awareness of problems and potential problems, and can help protect 
people from further negative or harmful action. 
What measures will result: Reporting incidents results in broader community awareness of 
discrimination as an issue to be addressed, greater efforts to protect citizens from harm, and 
even restorative justice. 
 
Recent observations and trends 
Recent historical data shows that in 2019 Anti-Asian incidents in the city numbered about 30, 
related mainly to employment and housing. (Ms. Ferng noted that disability and race are the 
first and second most frequent reasons for discrimination.) 
 
Beginning in January 2020, at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the NYCCHR noticed 
increased discrimination against Asians and Asian businesses related to the pandemic. From 
February 1 to December 31, 2020, there were 625 reported COVID-19-related bias incidents 
and 205 anti-Asian related incidents reported. She stressed that the NYCCHR believes there 
were many more such incidents, though, but as Asian people are reluctant to report them to 
authorities, they weren’t counted. 
 
Discrimination against Asians has included acts related to employment, housing (many Asians 
work in jobs that are considered essential and may be refused housing by landlords who fear 
they thus carry the COVID-19 virus), public accommodation and discriminatory harassment.  
 
How to face hate crimes and discriminatory harassment 
Ms. Ferng outlined the “Five Ds “of being a bystander/upstander, stressing that the primary 
initial objective of any individual witnessing or experiencing aggressive or discriminatory actions 
must be to preserve their own safety: 
 
DELEGATE/DISTRACT/DIRECT/DELAY/DOCUMENT 
 
She also identified several verbal de-escalation strategies to help deflect and delay 
discrimination in the moment, should you find yourself confronted: 
 
Get to WE – Try to remind the aggressor that “we’re all in this together,” try to unite 
Offer alternatives – Find other ways to deal with the problem. 
Match & Lead to Step it Down – Try to reduce the heat of the interaction by modeling a more 
conciliatory and less aggressive tone of voice. Don’t escalate an argument. 
Broken Record – Keep repeating calming words, and identifying the aggressor’s words as 
discriminatory and hurtful. 
Lose to Win – Pick your battles. You don’t have to respond to every episode you experience. 



I statement – “I feel….” Sharing your feelings in the moment may alter and soften the behavior 
of the aggressor. 
Name the behavior – Challenge the aggressor gently but firmly by identifying their action as 
discriminatory. 
 
She added that the NYCCHR has a 1.5 hour training program in this subject for adults, which is 
offered in 5 languages. 
 
How to report discrimination 
Always contact the NYCCHR if you think you’ve experienced or witnessed discrimination. Calls 
will be received, and after the complaint is filed an investigation and determination will be 
made on how the NYCCHR will proceed. Call 311 or the direct infoline number 212-416-0197 to 
ask for the Commission on Human Rights. You can also visit their website to learn more: 
nyc.gov/humanrights. 
 
Dr. Belizaire emphasized the importance as a school and as a family community of considering 
deeply how we can support one another and stand in solidarity, empowering our students to 
not be bystanders during difficult times. She encouraged parents to have serious discussions 
about what it means to be someone opposed to racism. 
 
Students and parents alike experience now, in response to discrimination, feelings of fear, 
anger, frustration, fatigue, collective trauma. Because Asian women and people over age 60 are 
disproportionately accosted, students in multigenerational homes may be more likely to be 
impacted significantly. How do we support our Asian students in this situation? Asians are the 
least likely of all racial groups to seek mental health help, and students may just try to ignore 
the discrimination and power through their studies and obligations. We encourage our students 
to find ways to process what they’re experiencing, both individually and as a community – in 
family, in religious groups, in community groups. And we must all be aware of the violence 
against the Asian community and establish platforms for all of our community to come together 
to support one another. 
 
Dr. Belizaire advised parents that this is an incredible opportunity to talk about race. Even 
young children are hearing about discriminatory acts from news and friends. It’s far better for a 
child to hear from a parent who is able to broach the topic appropriately, to prepare the child 
for what they may encounter in the broader community, and to instill the values that you hold 
dear as part of your culture. Think what it would have meant for you as a child to have a parent 
say to you (when you’d witnessed an act of racism or violence): “That was wrong.” Such 
empathy and sharing from a parent is meaningful. Do take into account the developmental 
stage of your child, but speaking out and talking to your kid about what’s going on is 
empowering and useful. 
 
For young children, talk about the virus and current times more generally; ask them what 
they’ve heard and take it gently from there. For teens, who are more autonomous, have 
conversations about what to do if you witness an act of violence, so teens are better prepared 



in advance of witnessing something. Consider role-playing what you might say, or what you 
might wish to say, should you encounter hate speech or discriminatory aggressive language 
from someone.  
 
Some adolescents want to participate in protests or marches. Talk to them about safety: tell 
them to have their phone on, or their camera on, when attending a march, both for witnessing 
and recording events and for personal safety. Maybe encourage them to write their politicians 
to express their concerns. For others who don’t want to engage directly, remember that it’s still 
important to talk to them so they are able to emotionally protect themselves. On a practical 
level, as it’s not always possible to travel in groups, note that it’s important to practice both 
safety and witnessing skills in advance of kids’ being in a position to experience events in real 
time. 
 
Parent questions 
1) What should kids do on a street or train if someone approaches them and asks for money 
or accosts them and intimidates them? 
Dr. Belizaire has had the experience of being asked for money or food. Each family has to 
address this in their own way. In certain situations, people are discouraged from giving to 
panhandlers. Your response is going to be based on your family values. You may decide to give 
money on the spot, or maybe the family decides to donate money to an organization, or 
volunteer at a shelter, as a way of helping needy people. 
Ms. Ferng agrees: a lot of times in life such things will happen. Discuss with your children how 
you think you should respond and remember as well to observe social distancing. 
 
2) What if a student doesn’t give money and then someone says something bad to them, or 
does something physical? 
Ms. Ferng believes the response depends on the situation. If it’s in school you’d handle it one 
way. If you’re on the street or in a store, your first priority is always to be sure you yourself are 
safe. If someone insults you in passing, don’t chase them. If someone has been aggressive to 
you in a store, tell the store manager. Evaluate the bigger environment to determine how safe 
it is for you to respond. If you’re in an express train, you are stuck with the violator in an 
enclosed area. Make sure you don’t escalate the situation, and don’t be afraid to ask for help 
from others near you. Then when the situation allows, report the incident to the proper person 
to take action, be it a store manager, station attendant, police officer or parent. Perhaps this is 
a place you go to frequently, so you want to alert people so that it won’t happen again. 
 
Dr. Belizaire reiterated the need to be careful because some aggressive or hostile people may 
have untreated mental illness. Think about your own safety first, and speak to an adult to get 
help. 
 
3) How do you respond to someone who says “Go back to your own country?” 
Ms. Ferng identifies this as clear discriminatory harassment. Your response will again depend 
on where you are when it happens. In school, school policy will address this act. In a street, 
name-calling alone is considered hate speech, which is unfortunately protected by freedom of 



speech and doesn’t violate discrimination laws. Still report it, though, because if this person 
continues to aggress and perhaps may escalate behavior, that might put their further actions 
into a category that can be prosecuted as a hate crime. By reporting cases, you might 
contribute to making a future criminal case or at least contribute to awareness in your 
community, thereby making it safer. 
 
Dr. Belizaire again stressed having conversations with students at home, well before anything 
happens, so children are emotionally prepared to understand that the aggressor’s speech is 
wrong. This will perhaps give them a small sense of armor against such surprise events. We 
don’t want children to internalize such language and suffer an impact their self-esteem. 
 
4) How would HCCS respond to a violation? 
Dr. Fisher said Hunter has had such situations. There is very clear school policy language 
prohibiting harassing or threatening people with hate speech. There have been both very public 
and some private incidences of hate speech at Hunter. “We take it seriously” and there are 
consequences for the perpetrator, as well as educational aspects acknowledging that students 
are capable of growing and learning from their mistakes. Hunter has had an anti-bullying pledge 
for a long time; it’s been rewritten and adapted into something that is now much broader and 
reminds students that they are responsible for their behavior and cannot ignore hate speech 
from others, either. 
 
Dr. Belizaire said it won’t hurt a student to have discussions in advance of something negative 
happening. This will not damage their emotional well-being, but instead will help prepare them 
for the possibility of events they may encounter. 
 
5) What if someone witnesses an event? 
Ms. Ferng said a student could consider filming and act of discrimination they witness, but 
don’t post it without the victim’s permission, as that could cause further harm to the victim of 
the aggression. Stand by and ask if the person if they need help. Even if you don’t do anything 
immediately, afterwards, consider saying something to the people around you, if only to make 
them aware that this event happened and could happen again. This can travel up community 
lines to adults who can take further action, and even get reported to her at the NYCCHR. Once 
again though, before taking any action, always remember that you must first consider your own 
safety. 
 
6) Is there any training for parents or kids? 
Ms. Ferng said the NYCCHR offers a 60-minute class in standby intervention training for adults, 
in-person, that can be offered to Hunter parents, and also offered in a different form to 
students. 
 
7) What number do you call to report an anti-Asian hate crime event, if you saw something or 
want to send a photo or video? 
You should call 911 right away for emergency help if you are being hurt or witness someone 
else being hurt. If you witness something in writing (graffiti, a sign, a note), then connect with 



311 or the direct infoline number 212-416-0197 to ask for the Commission on Human Rights, or 
visit their website at nyc.gov/humanrights.  People don’t usually report to the District Attorney 
because that’s a prosecution agency.  In NYC call the hotline or 311. In Westchester, Long 
Island, etc., call NY State numbers for help. 
 
Sometimes kids are afraid of being too harsh on aggressors, because they don’t want a person 
of color to be thrown into the police system. The NYCCHR doesn’t arrest people, but will work 
with the aggressor to get help, or work with them and/or the community on restorative justice. 
 
8) How is the repetitiveness of discrimination best dealt with (i.e., verbal discrimination by 
strangers)? 
Ms. Ferng said the best thing to do is to make yourself safe. Later, when you are sure you are 
safe, talk to someone to see what attention and action should be taken. 
 
Dr. Belizaire advised that you want to de-escalate such situations and get to safety. Go into a 
store, get your phone out. And if you’re on the street and talking on the phone, it’s important 
to always be aware of your own personal safety. If you need to, go into the nearest store or 
open building with people in it who can help. 
 
9) Any advice on what students can do to bring more awareness to issues surrounding racial 
difference? 
Dr. Fisher said that the adults of the school will consider how Hunter can help bring support to 
students. He doesn’t want to put the onus on students, but also notes that cultural clubs at 
school are an enormous source of strength and comfort and support for students. Hunter has 
had different kinds of upstander training and assemblies in past, but not specifically about 
what’s in the streets; it’s more about what happens in school. 
 
Dr. Belizaire shared several resource websites (below) which offer suggestions on how to talk 
with your children about violence, discrimination, privilege, power. She also recommends the 
use of movies, songs and writings to jumpstart discussions about how to be an anti-racist 
person. 
 
https://www.pbs.org/parents/thrive/how-to-talk-honestly-with-children-about-racism 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/family/article/talking-to-kids-about-xenophobia-coronavirus 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/family/article/talking-about-race 
https://www.immigranthistory.org/aapiparentworkshop.html 
https://www.readbrightly.com/how-to-talk-to-kids-about-race-books-and-resources-that-can-help/ 
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-
Resilience/Pages/using-books-to-talk-with-kids-about-race-and-racism.aspx 
https://centerracialjustice.org/resources/resources-for-talking-about-race-racism-and-racialized-violence-
with-kids/ 
 
10) Talk about the invisible accumulation of racism: you may not see evidence, but yet you 
know it’s there. What is best way to bring up topic of racism with a very young child 
surrounded by other persons of color? 

https://www.pbs.org/parents/thrive/how-to-talk-honestly-with-children-about-racism
https://www.pbs.org/parents/thrive/how-to-talk-honestly-with-children-about-racism
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/family/article/talking-to-kids-about-xenophobia-coronavirus
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/family/article/talking-about-race
https://www.immigranthistory.org/aapiparentworkshop.html
https://www.readbrightly.com/how-to-talk-to-kids-about-race-books-and-resources-that-can-help/
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/using-books-to-talk-with-kids-about-race-and-racism.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/using-books-to-talk-with-kids-about-race-and-racism.aspx
https://centerracialjustice.org/resources/resources-for-talking-about-race-racism-and-racialized-violence-with-kids/
https://centerracialjustice.org/resources/resources-for-talking-about-race-racism-and-racialized-violence-with-kids/


Dr. Belizaire doesn’t know what is “best practice,” but thinks it’s very powerful and helpful for 
students to hear about their own parent’s experience of the feeling of being Othered. This can 
happen at any time, even for young children. This opens the door to the child to come to you if 
they have an experience, because they know their own experience is not unique. 
 
11) Do you suggest kids learn self-defense skills or carry defense tools? And can students 
speak up in the face of discrimination, if they think it’s safe? 
Ms. Ferng said the Center Against Violence in New York (CAVNY) offers self-defense classes for 
adults. She doesn’t recommend advising students to fight back or engage. How sure can you be 
that you are in fact safe when accosted by someone that uses hate speech? You can’t know 
your risk situation. For personal safety, it’s always best to try to distract, deflect, move away to 
avoid further risk of danger. She doesn’t suggest you bring any weapon or anything that could 
harm others, as you might end up harming yourself. 
 
Dr. Belizaire’s initial reaction is to advise that students de-escalate situations. Kids can 
misinterpret situations or overestimate their own skills. She wouldn’t want them to get into a 
further state of risk. The best reason to learn self-defense skills to build personal self-
confidence. 
 
12) How do you handle anti-Asian speech from other minority racial groups?   
Ms. Ferng said other racial groups verbally abusing Asians is the most common event she 
encounters in her work. As always, the response depends on the situation: you have to consider 
your situation and act accordingly.  
 
Dr. Belizaire asks the question: why does one racial minority aggress against another? There are 
so many things that may come into play here. But the biggest priority in any situation is to make 
sure you yourself are safe. You could possibly engage in a situation and have a dialogue, but 
usually in a heated moment you don’t have the opportunity to do that. Use the experience to 
have a discussion with others after the fact. Don’t put yourself in danger. 
 
A parent note: there are city and state bills being put forward right now to address hate crimes. 
Consider reaching out to your elected officials to press for reform and the implementation of 
these bills. 
 
Ms. Ferng concluded by saying that in addition to anti-discrimination laws, the city has 
implemented education and film programs to try to bring solidarity among groups and combat 
discrimination. She is very willing to offer assistance in bringing educational programs to the 
Hunter for parents and students. 
 
The meeting concluded at 8:30pm, with a statement from the Hunter PTA co-presidents 
emphasizing the importance of Hunter’s continuing to grow its sense of togetherness. 
 
 



Below are the references and resource links Ms. Ferng mentioned in the course of her 
discussion: 
 
NYCCHR List of Protected Classes in 11 languages 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/list-of-protected-classes.page 
  
NYC Commission on Human Rights - If you feel you experienced discrimination, please call 
212-416-0197 or 311 and ask for ‘Human Rights’ 
To ask questions or file a complaint with CCHR -
 https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/about/report-discrimination.page 
  
Contact NYCCHR  
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/about/contact-us.page 
  
NYCCHR Discriminatory Harassment fact sheet in 11 languages 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/discriminatory-harassment-factsheet.page 
  
Fact sheet on how to report hate crimes and bias incidents --
 https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/covid19.page (in English and 13 other 
languages) 

Outreach videos in Mandarin, Cantonese, Fujianese, Tagalog, and Korean 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/community/covid19-videos.page 

 "I Still Believe in Our City" Public Art Campaign 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/pair-believe.page 
  
NYCCHR Stop Asian Hate toolkit 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/community/stop-asian-hate.page 
  
 
 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww1.nyc.gov%2Fsite%2Fcchr%2Fmedia%2Flist-of-protected-classes.page&data=04%7C01%7CRFerng%40cchr.nyc.gov%7C477f8239619e41107c4708d8deb6463a%7C32f56fc75f814e22a95b15da66513bef%7C0%7C0%7C637504221736496620%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XRZUrCDOSzDWOEprBPOLjufr1UlR97gnoe4qW0ry6Vk%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww1.nyc.gov%2Fsite%2Fcchr%2Fabout%2Freport-discrimination.page&data=04%7C01%7CRFerng%40cchr.nyc.gov%7C477f8239619e41107c4708d8deb6463a%7C32f56fc75f814e22a95b15da66513bef%7C0%7C0%7C637504221736496620%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=QkAlT7BG6tbEbSrAdACWqLWRumLFynQgCDTpoKkLebE%3D&reserved=0
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/about/contact-us.page
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww1.nyc.gov%2Fsite%2Fcchr%2Fmedia%2Fdiscriminatory-harassment-factsheet.page&data=04%7C01%7CRFerng%40cchr.nyc.gov%7C477f8239619e41107c4708d8deb6463a%7C32f56fc75f814e22a95b15da66513bef%7C0%7C0%7C637504221736506579%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=yJj2z1rGLU12OaASE%2FEswDP3PA6oAXDnor2z3R3LRPc%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww1.nyc.gov%2Fsite%2Fcchr%2Fmedia%2Fcovid19.page&data=04%7C01%7CRFerng%40cchr.nyc.gov%7C477f8239619e41107c4708d8deb6463a%7C32f56fc75f814e22a95b15da66513bef%7C0%7C0%7C637504221736506579%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=daut3Z3IFLWs10xlgrcwvROb7aja926mo6I2vlGGygs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww1.nyc.gov%2Fsite%2Fcchr%2Fcommunity%2Fcovid19-videos.page&data=04%7C01%7CRFerng%40cchr.nyc.gov%7C477f8239619e41107c4708d8deb6463a%7C32f56fc75f814e22a95b15da66513bef%7C0%7C0%7C637504221736516532%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=4AEYoK2ACpBRgbiSFUUJ93K%2BhBX%2FRjtwA4HRbR56x5s%3D&reserved=0
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/pair-believe.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/cchr/community/stop-asian-hate.page

