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Testimony 
 
Honorable Council Members, thank you for organizing this event and the opportunity to 
submit testimony.  
 
My name is Jerin Arifa. I was one of two students who spearheaded the sexual 
harassment policy for CUNY – while I was undocumented! I understand firsthand how 

different issues like race, gender and class intersect, and how to achieve systemic 
change despite obstacles.  
     
As the cultural community moves forward with the recently passed sexual harassment 
legislation, I wanted to share some of the lessons from our work at CUNY.  
 
Before we worked on the CUNY policy, there was no uniform policy for the half-a-
million students and staff at 24 colleges. We intentionally engaged in a two-year 

process of soliciting feedback from various stakeholders. We created a taskforce with 
staff, faculty, students and administration in a collaborative process of discovering 
needs and defining a desired policy. We wanted all types of stakeholders to feel 
ownership of this policy. We leveraged surveys, town hall meetings, events, Op-Ed 
pieces and my marketing and communications background to raise awareness and 
create an inclusive policy.  
 
Our experience shows what you know already: art has the power to change culture. To 
end sexual harassment, we need a culture reboot.  
 
We need to change the culture that allows the entire spectrum of gender-based 
discrimination, everything from sexist “jokes” to violence. Experts consider sexual 

http://genprogress.org/voices/2016/06/10/43835/students-lead-charge-comprehensive-sexual-assault-policies-cuny/
https://jerinarifa.com/s/Jerin-Arifa-CV-trainings.pdf
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harassment and violence the most extreme forms of sex-based discrimination. These 
extreme forms of discrimination persist only because the less “serious” forms of 
violations are allowed to continue.  
 
Since graduation, I’ve continued my anti-violence work as a proud American citizen. 
I've designed, led and evaluated trainings for hundreds on ending sexual harassment. I 
organized train-the-trainer trainings by the foremost experts in the U.S. Our 
experiences confirm what a New York Times article reported. Most sexual 
harassment trainings are ineffective because they’re led by human resources 
professionals, as opposed to advocates who understand the nuanced dynamics 
of sexual discrimination. Some of the current trainings can actually make things 
worse by reinforcing gender stereotypes. The article also gave an example of what 
does work: bystander intervention techniques taught at in-person trainings. Online 
training is highly ineffective in these situations.  
 
Everyone has unconscious bias, but diversity and inclusion training can help mitigate 
implicit and explicit bias in hiring and promoting women and minorities. Inclusion 
nudges can help foster workplace cultures free of micro or macro aggressions. 
Company cultures that encourage discrimination-free workplaces–clear 
communications, transparency, empathy and innovation–also reduce employee 
turnover and increase productivity, yielding higher profit margins.   
 
In my work at both corporate and nonprofit sectors, I saw firsthand how theater was 
used to change culture. I hope you will consider using similar tools to change biased 
attitudes and behaviors, in partnership with women’s rights advocates and experts. 
Artists may not always have the nuanced understanding of gender-based 
discrimination. By bringing artists together with advocates, you can create powerful 
change.   
 
Thank you for your consideration! 
 

Further Reading, which I can email as attachments: 
 

1. New York Times articles:   
a. Anonymous Harassment Hotlines Are Hard to Find and Harder to Trust 

https://nyti.ms/2pNk9vf  
b. Sexual Harassment Training Doesn’t Work. But Some Things Do. 

https://nyti.ms/2kTud85 
c. We Asked 615 Men About How They Conduct Themselves at Work 

https://nyti.ms/2E3kKAd 
2. Center for American Progress article on CUNY Policy: 

http://genprogress.org/voices/2016/06/10/43835/students-lead-charge-
comprehensive-sexual-assault-policies-cuny/   

3. Village Voice article: https://www.villagevoice.com/2010/07/27/the-problems-with-
cunys-new-sexual-assault-policy/ 

https://jerinarifa.com/speaking/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-prevention-effective.html?ref=todayspaper
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-prevention-effective.html?ref=todayspaper
http://thethriveadvisory.com/
https://www.ft.com/content/1bc22040-1302-11e7-80f4-13e067d5072c
https://nyti.ms/2pNk9vf
https://nyti.ms/2kTud85
https://nyti.ms/2E3kKAd
http://genprogress.org/voices/2016/06/10/43835/students-lead-charge-comprehensive-sexual-assault-policies-cuny/
http://genprogress.org/voices/2016/06/10/43835/students-lead-charge-comprehensive-sexual-assault-policies-cuny/
https://www.villagevoice.com/2010/07/27/the-problems-with-cunys-new-sexual-assault-policy/
https://www.villagevoice.com/2010/07/27/the-problems-with-cunys-new-sexual-assault-policy/
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4. CUNY Policy 2010: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5872ed5c8419c2fab2592896/t/5a9a163f7
1c10b1a7df5cb85/1520047686217/CUNY+policy+2010%2C+Policies+and+Proc
edures.pdf  

5. CUNY Policy 2015: http://www2.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-
assets/about/administration/offices/legal-affairs/POLICY-ON-SEXUAL-
MISCONDUCT-10.1.2015-with-links.pdf  

6. Hunter College violations, Office for Civil Rights 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/investigations/more/02132052-
a.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery
&utm_term=  

7. Hunter College violations, summary: 
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/11/01/hunter-college-found-
violation-title-ix  

8. National Women’s Law Center testimony to CA hearing (can email) 
 

CUNY Policy and Violations: 
 

 As the Center for American Progress article mentions, the 2010 version of the 
CUNY policy “includes new and comprehensive guidelines for students and 
counselors, establishes disciplinary procedures, creates on-campus advocates 
for victims, provides education and training for faculty and staff, and ensures 
assistance for students in obtaining medical care and counseling." 

 The 2015 version builds on the 2010 policy with additional requirements, as per 
the New York State’s Enough Is Enough legislation, signed into law in July 2015. 

 The law required CUNY Administration to include provisions we asked for—but 
did not get—like campus climate surveys. The survey showed what we predicted 
without spelled-out, mandatory, in-person trainings. Most students aren't aware 
of CUNY's policy. 

 Not being enforced: "It must also be distributed annually to all students, made 
available on the college’s website and posted in college campus centers and in 
CUNY owned and operated housing." 

 Not being enforced: “colleges must keep accounts of harassment.”   

 As activists, we asked for clearly defined, mandatory prevention education. 
Although the policy requires education (p17), it does not spell out what that 
should look like. As a result, colleges use a PowerPoint that is highly ineffective 
in these situations. As the recent New York Times article reported, effective 
education involves in-person training.  

 The Office for Civil Rights found Hunter College in violation of Title IX because 
the college did not follow the provisions of the policy we created.  

 Although we didn't get everything we asked for, our work helped create a 
foundation for continued anti-violence work at CUNY. It connected advocates 
across campuses to tackle this problem together. 

 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5872ed5c8419c2fab2592896/t/5a9a163f71c10b1a7df5cb85/1520047686217/CUNY+policy+2010%2C+Policies+and+Procedures.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5872ed5c8419c2fab2592896/t/5a9a163f71c10b1a7df5cb85/1520047686217/CUNY+policy+2010%2C+Policies+and+Procedures.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5872ed5c8419c2fab2592896/t/5a9a163f71c10b1a7df5cb85/1520047686217/CUNY+policy+2010%2C+Policies+and+Procedures.pdf
http://www2.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/legal-affairs/POLICY-ON-SEXUAL-MISCONDUCT-10.1.2015-with-links.pdf
http://www2.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/legal-affairs/POLICY-ON-SEXUAL-MISCONDUCT-10.1.2015-with-links.pdf
http://www2.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/legal-affairs/POLICY-ON-SEXUAL-MISCONDUCT-10.1.2015-with-links.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/investigations/more/02132052-a.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery&utm_term
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/investigations/more/02132052-a.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery&utm_term
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/investigations/more/02132052-a.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery&utm_term
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/11/01/hunter-college-found-violation-title-ix
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2016/11/01/hunter-college-found-violation-title-ix
http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/campus-websites/cunys-sexual-violence-campus-climate-survey/campus/hunter-college/
http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/01/TitleIX-curriculum-for-incoming-students-5.2016.pptx
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/11/upshot/sexual-harassment-workplace-prevention-effective.html?ref=todayspaper
http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/campus/university/
http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/campus/university/
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Summary: 
 
As the cultural community moves forward with the recently passed sexual harassment 
legislation: 

1. I hope that the City Council will engage in an inclusive process that will involve 
stakeholders from every group.  

2. I hope you will also leverage the expertise of women’s rights advocates on the 
ground, who understand the nuances of gender-based discrimination.  

3. And I hope you will spell out the type of mandatory, in-person training that the 
various City agencies and contractors must provide.  

 
As a proud American citizen—and a proud Queens girl—I’m excited about what this 
could mean not just for New York, but the rest of the country. The City has been a 
trailblazer in other legislation, and we can lead the way once more. I would love to 
support the City Council through my expertise working in direct service and policy 
change.  
 
If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me at (917) 727-6486 
or jerin.arifa@gmail.com.  
 
Thank you for working on this important issue.  
 
Sincerely,  
Jerin Arifa  
https://jerinarifa.com 

mailto:jerin.arifa@gmail.com
https://jerinarifa.com/
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