
 

   
 

September 16, 2025 
 
Shermila Bharat 
Acting Principal 
Academy of American Studies  
40-11 28th Street 
Long Island City, NY 11101 
Email: Sbharat@schools.nyc.gov 
  

 
Re: Mistreatment of Eli Kassirer; Discrimination against Palestinian and Jewish  
 Students 
  

Dear Ms. Bharat: 
  
I am writing on behalf of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC), the United 
States’ largest Arab American civil rights organization. We were founded in 1980 by former U.S. 
Senator James Abourezk and are based in Washington, D.C. ADC has received an alarming report 
about discrimination by the Academy of American Studies (AAS) against an individual for expressing 
support for the Palestinian people. We are shocked by the discriminatory control of speech that has 
been brought to our attention. 
  

Factual Background 
 
We understand that during the AAS graduation ceremony on June 26, 2025, Eli Kassirer gave a 
speech in honor of his slain daughter, Lauren Kassirer, a beloved AAS teacher whose life was cut 
short by senseless violence. We understand that the Kassirer family has sponsored a scholarship 
in Lauren’s name since 2019 and that seven AAS graduates have been awarded $1000 each to assist 
with their post-graduation studies. 
 
We understand that during the graduation ceremony, multiple speakers made statements 
referencing political issues and the violence happening in the world. We understand that the 
keynote speaker, Glenn Ivers, specifically mentioned Vietnam and advised graduates to “fearlessly 
speak the truth.” We understand that Mr. Kassirer made a brief statement referring to the senseless 
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violence that stole his daughter, Lauren’s life. Mr. Kassirer expressed concern for senseless violence 
in places including Israel, Iran, and Palestine: 
 

Lauren died a violent death...which leads me to a fact some of the other previous speakers 
mentioned: this is a violent world. There is pain and suffering. People are intentionally 
starved in Gaza...[audience applause], yes, Free Palestine. I also have to say the suffering is 
not limited to Gaza. There is suffering in Iran. There is suffering in Israel. My heart goes out to 
them. 

 
Mr. Kassirer went on to discuss the pervasive darkness of the world, which has also touched AAS. 
He said that he prayed for peace, healing and justice. And that he hopes the Lauren Kassirer 
Memorial Scholarship award brings some lightness into the darkness. We understand that many 
attendees, including AAS graduates, approached Mr. Kassirer following the ceremony to express 
appreciation for his recognition of Palestinian humanity and human rights. 
 
We understand that the following day, multiple AAS students reached out to Mr. Kassirer to express 
sadness that he had been banned from ever speaking at AAS again, which came as a shock to him. 
We understand that no AAS official discussed or communicated this decision to Mr. Kassirer. 
Instead, AAS students took it upon themselves to show Mr. Kassirer the respect and dignity they felt 
he deserved by sharing an email from Elizabeth Mema, AP Social Studies teacher for AAS. In this 
email, Mr. Mema states: 
 

We want to make it clear that we do not tolerate hate of any kind towards any group of people. 
Our goal is to foster an environment of respect, inclusion, and celebration for all students 
and we are committed to ensuring that everyone feels valued and supported. We sincerely 
apologize for what happened and are committed to moving forward in a positive way. We will 
take this as an opportunity to learn and improve, ensuring we handle similar situations better 
in the future. As part of this, the individual involved will no longer be permitted to make public 
speeches at our school. Our focus remains on creating an environment of respect and 
celebration for all students. 

 
We understand that immediately after the graduation ceremony, AAS enrolled in the Anti-
Defamation League (ADL)’s No Place for Hate program. The ADL is a self-described pro-Israel group, 
which purposefully conflates anti-Zionism with antisemitism, preventing legitimate criticism of the 
state of Israel. Zionism is a political ideology, not a religion. Speech that criticizes political ideology 
or government action is constitutionally protected. Political ideology or governmental action that 
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cloaks itself in religion does not change its nature from political to religious or shield itself from 
constitutionally protected criticism. In silencing a Jewish man who says, “Free Palestine” and 
endorsing Zionist political ideology, AAS is not only contributing to the dehumanization of 
Palestinians, but AAS is also discriminating against Jewish people by treating them all as one 
monolith. 
 

Harm to Palestinian Students 
 

Students should never be made to feel that their identity is controversial or something to be hidden. 
When AAS denies anyone from expressing support for Palestine, especially when Palestinians are 
enduring a brutal genocide as recognized by the International Association of Genocide Scholars, 
the United Nations, and every major human rights group, including Israeli groups, AAS is making 
Palestinian identity something controversial that must be hidden. Contrary to Ms. Mema’s fluffy 
statement about “respect and celebration for all students,” AAS is blatantly telling its Palestinian 
students that their ethnic identity is neither respected nor celebrated. 
 
When students are told that their identity, culture and ethnic heritage are controversial, something 
to be apologized for, something to be hidden whenever and however possible, there is a 
tremendously negative impact on their psychological well-being, their academic performance and 
their peer relationships. Karen Pittman, President and CEO of The Forum for Youth Investment in a 
2020 piece for Edutopia:  
 

Young people's racial and cultural identities are critically important, and we have to 
acknowledge that the way we have set up opportunities for learning and development are 
not always respectful of the diversity that we have in this country. As we are thinking about 
how to maximize chances that young people are thriving, it's important to let them lead with 
their identity. Not bury it, but lead with it; show it off, be proud of it, actually display it, to 
perform it, to put it up on the stage, to put it up on the screen, to make videos about it, to write 
poetry about it, so they are really brining themselves into the room. If I come into a space and 
I don't trust the space, and I don't bring my full self into the space, the behavior that you see 
may not be a reflection of my competence, it's a reflection of me not being motivated to show 
you what I have, because I don't trust the situation. If I don't have a relationship with you, and 
I don't get to be a little bit more of who I am, you're going to slow down my learning and 
development by not knowing me. Schools, community organizations, families, and the 
overall environment of the community are all playing a role in shaping the experiences and 
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contexts and relationships where learning happens. That's what the science of learning and 
development has told us - that all adults, all settings, all experiences matter. 

 
Schools are meant to protect and nurture the students in their care.  A student should never be 
mandated to hide their identity or otherwise be made to feel that their identity is in some way 
controversial, bad, something to be feared and ashamed of. And yet, when apologies are sent out 
to the entire parent or student body of a school apologizing for a speaker's call for a "Free Palestine" 
- a cry for equitable dignity and human rights for Palestinians in the land which their families have 
called home for thousands of years, the message being delivered is that Palestinians are a 
controversial ethnic and cultural group to be ashamed of and feared. For Palestinian students, this 
highlights for them a lack of support from trusted adults on campus. 
 

Harm to Jewish Students 
 
Antizionist Jews who criticize Israel’s policies believe their voices are needed because the Zionist 
movement and the state of Israel purport to speak for and act on behalf of all Jews. Mr. Kassirer is 
gravely concerned about institutions such as AAS that treat criticism of Israel or Zionism as 
antisemitic.   
 
Flattening the political issue of Palestine and Israel into one where any support for Palestinians is 
treated as hatred of Jews not only has a chilling effect on protected speech, but it also fosters 
stereotypes that all Jews are Zionist, which ultimately leads to antisemitism. In particular, at a time 
when the state of Israel is widely recognized to be committing a horrific genocide, AAS is telling the 
world that all Jews support Israel’s genocide, which is completely untrue. 
 
By embracing the Zionist perspective as reflective of Judaism as a whole, AAS is treating all Jews as 
a monolith – denying the fact that a large and growing number of Jewish Americans are either anti-
Zionist or non-Zionist. AAS has decided that only the opinion of Zionist Jews will be considered when 
it comes to issues relating to Israel or Palestine. We question whether AAS would so easily accept 
that Christian Nationalists represent Christians as a whole. 
 

Harm to Kassirer Family 
 
The action taken by AAS and the words used by Ms. Mema when describing Mr. Kassirer shock the 
conscience. The Kassirer family suffered a tragic loss and then courageously sought to uplift AAS 



 

   
 

students in honor of their slain daughter who was part of the AAS community. Mr. Kassirer spoke 
from the heart about his concern for all violence and his prayers for peace and justice everywhere.  
 
Describing Mr. Kassirer’s courage and compassion as hatred reflects so very poorly on AAS, which 
has chosen to cast its lot with those who would pretend a genocide is not happening. AAS has 
insulted the memory of Lauren Kassirer, offended Mr. Kassirer and also added another layer of 
suffering to the Kassirer family. Why? Out of fear of speaking the very truth that students are 
encouraged to speak. The Kassirer family and the entire AAS community deserve better. 
 

Legal Ramifications 
 
In treating antizionism or criticism of Israel as antisemitic AAS is redefining what it is to be a Jew. 
AAS is boldly and improperly messaging that Zionism and supporting Israel are required parts of the 
Jewish faith. Dictating what constitutes valid or required Jewish beliefs runs directly counter to the 
Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, its history, and its purpose. The First Amendment 
was adopted to ensure “Government would be used to control, support or influence” how any 
Americans practice their faith. Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421, 430-431 (1962). 
 
Palestinian American students have every right to express pride in their ethnicity and support for 
their country of origin. The same applies when others express support for Palestinians. “Students 
[and] teachers [do not] shed their constitutional rights to freedom of expression at the schoolhouse 
gate.” Tinker v. Des Moines Indep. Cmty. Sch. Dst., 393 U.S. 503, 506 (1969). Moreover, Title VI of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination on the basis of shared ancestry in federally funded 
programs, including schools. 
  
Furthermore, to the extent that such treatment applies to censorship of the perspective of 
Palestinians or those supporting Palestinians, the school may also be in violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause. We wonder, for example, if the same sort of bias would be 
tolerated against African American students if a segment of the AAS community claimed that 
African freedom was offensive to them. The First Amendment does not allow such censorship, and 
the Fourteenth Amendment does not permit such discriminatory application of rules based on the 
race or national origin of students. 
  

Moving Forward 
 



 

   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  
  

 
 

 
 
 

  

We live in a time when dissent is deemed dangerous and speech is only free when those in power
deem it to be acceptable.  History has shown us that discrimination and dehumanization are only
tolerated for so long before decent people demand justice and equality. During our lifetimes, we 
have seen a major  shift in American attitudes toward many marginalized communities, including
LGBTQ people, Asian Americans, African Americans, and many others.

Gaza  is  described  as  today’s  litmus  test  of  humanity.  Future  generations  will  question  how
Americans  remained  silent  while  children  were  being  slaughtered.  Will  AAS  alumni  say  that  their
school did not allow them to speak out for Palestinian rights? AAS has the opportunity to stand on
the right side of history, and the law, by recognizing both Palestinian rights and Jewish diversity.

We respectfully request that AAS take the following actions:

1. Issue  a public  apology  to  Mr.  Kassirer  for  the  defamatory  comments  made  against  him  by 
Ms. Mema and invite him to return to the 2026 AAS graduation.

2. Engage  in  a  respectful  discussion  with  Mr.  Kassirer  about  his  beliefs  and  the  need  to 
recognize that Zionism is not Judaism.

3. Allow  Palestinian  students  and  families  to  express  themselves  and  their  national  identity 
without censorship, on an equal basis with all other heritage groups.

ADC is happy to meet with AAS to discuss the national context of discrimination against Palestinian
and Arab Americans and the nationwide  efforts to prevent their full participation in American life.
We  offer  educational  programming  to  school  districts  and  educators  across  the  country.  We  are
watching situations like this closely and are available to be a resource to your school to ensure that
no  staff,  faculty,  or  student  is  subjected  to  unlawful  discrimination  based  on  their  identity  as  a
Palestinian or Arab, or their political beliefs relating to such identity.




