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                                           Introduction 
 
 
 

The Ashes of Auschwitz are everywhere. 

-Elie Wiesel 

 

 
Why teach the past? Why teach about something that happened in the last century? Why teach about 

the Nazi Holocaust in the 21st century? 

After the devastating events of September 11, 2001, the lessons of the past are even more compel­ 

ling. The lessons of the past will help us to deal with the tragedies of today and inspire us as we build 

tomorrow. The lessons of the past offer hope as we invite a new generation to guide their lives with a 

deep regard for humanity, a commitment to the values of caring and respect for others, and the develop­ 

ment of a strong moral and ethical fiber that will enable them to stand up for what they believe in and 

speak out against injustice. 

At the cornerstone of education is history. Only as we become aware of how the past has shaped the 

present can we build a more positive future. Today more than ever, the study of the events of the 

Holocaust and its lessons are vital. As the Holocaust is studied, students discover significant truths 

about human nature and the importance of compassion and the courage of the human spirit. 

At the core of Holocaust education are lessons for life, lessons that will guide generations of  

students as they establish goals and take responsibility for themselves and one another in building 

a community that celebrates the diversity that exists among us. Every day the news is filled with accounts 

of racial hatred and genocide. Yet these acts of prejudice and persecution continue, and the world 

watches. Students must become aware of the devastating effects of prejudice, indifference , and apathy. 

Students must be guided in the ideals of human decency and moral courage. 

Through a study of the Holocaust, students are inspired to take a stand for what they believe in and 

to recognize that certain universal values of right and wrong must be upheld. Most important, they need 

to recognize that each individual has the potential to effect change. 

Studying the Holocaust Through Film and Literature : Human Rights and Social Responsibility bridges 

the past, present, and future. We must teach the history and events of the Holocaust first. Students must 

know what occurred during the years 1933-1945 that almost destroyed an entire culture, the Jewish 

people of Eastern Europe, as well as millions of other innocent people. Yehuda Bauer, the esteemed 

Holocaust scholar, has said, "The Holocaust can either be a precedent or a warning." It is the intention 

of this book to teach the events of the Holocaust as a warning. However, as we have entered a new 

century, a knowledge of the history is not enough. We must teach the moral and ethical lessons that 

have evolved from the Holocaust so that students can connect these with the moral dilemmas they face 

in their own lives. 
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Yad Vashem, the Center for World Holocaust Studies in Jerusalem, Israel, teaches 

three main lessons to be learned from the Holocaust that address moral and ethical 

issues. These three lessons can be connected to any aspect of life and are the threads 

that run through the issues explored in this book. These three lessons must be 

considered as we reflect on the choices we make in our daily lives: 

I . Thou shalt not be a victim. 

2. Thou shalt not be a perpetrator. 

3. Thou shalt not be a bystander. 
 

Character Education and Core Values 

In addition to dealing with major ethical and moral issues of human rights and social 

responsibility, “studying the Holocaust addresses” the issues of courage, compassion, 

character, and civility that determine an individual's behavior on a daily basis and 

include the core values of citizenship, cooperation, fairness, honesty, integrity, 

kindness, empathy, respect, and responsibility. 

 

It is highly recommended that 

teachers preview all films and literature 

to ensure that they are appropriate 

for individual classrooms and students 
 

 

 

Main Objectives: 

 

The main objectives are twofold: (a) to teach the Holocaust and its lessons about 

human behavior and to try and understand why such events occur, and (b) to clarify 

and strengthen students' conviction about the code of conduct they will adopt as they 

face life's decisions and help them to envision their place in the world. 

To achieve these goals, “teachers should consider the following: 

 

1. Critical Thinking and Discussion: Socratic questions invite students to clarify 

their own understandings and judgments, strengthen their moral courage, and 

develop a strategy for problem solving and decision making. A core question 

that should be asked is "What lesson(s) did you learn from this memoir or film 

that will influence your life today and choices you make?" Questions can be 

used as a basis for group discussion and either formal or informal debate. 

2. Reflections in Writing: Writing topics encourage students to analyze and 

synthesize what they have learned and address specific issues as they strive for 

deeper meaning and understanding. 

3. Researching the History: Individual and group projects stimulate further 

 



 

research and under­ standing about the Holocaust and connect ideas presented 

with current events affecting their l ife 
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                                                                             Getting Started 

The guidelines that follow will help educators to easily implement the material 

presented in this book. The material can be adapted to most classroom settings grades 

8-12 and, in many cases, college level. 

 

Enhancing Teacher Knowledge 

Holocaust education is a fairly recent addition to the curriculum of schools 

throughout the country. Therefore, many teachers have had little training, if any, on 

the subject. There are a great many re­ sources available that will augment your 

understanding.  Web sites such as the one prepared by the United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum (www.ushmm.org) also provide a wealth of information, as do 

videos related to the history of the Holocaust. 

 

Enhancing Student Knowledge 

The following films, historical texts, and Web sites are highly recommended for the 

instructor to re­ view and select appropriate pieces for classroom introduction to the 

history and study of the Holocaust through film and literature. 

*PLEASE NOTE:  Teachers are also encouraged to check out films from our DVD 

Library and examine all of the other resources available at 

holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org. Just click on the RESOURCES tab to view the 

links. 

 

Films: Heritage: Civilization and 

the Jews The Longest Hatred 

There Once Was a Town 
 

Historical texts: The World Must Know by Michael Berenbaum (1993) 

A History of the Holocaust by Yehuda Bauer and Nili Keren (1982) 

Holocaust: A History by Deborah Dwork and Robert Van Pelt (2002) 

 

Web sites: The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Web site, 

www.ushmm.org, includes "Education Resources for Teachers." 

This site provides links to a complete and comprehensive 

summary of the  Holocaust, timelines, maps, photographs, and a 

glossary as well as survivor testimony.

http://www.ushmm.org/


 

 

The History Place, www.historyplace.com, also provides historical 

informa­ tion and a comprehensive timeline of the Holocaust. 

 

The Holocaust Chronicle Web site, www.holocaustchronicle .org, 

includes more than 800 pages of Holocaust history on-line. 

 

Setting Up the Classroom and Finding the Right Resources 

Fill your room with appropriate maps, news articles, encyclopedias, and reference 

books to help students in their research.  

 

 

Survivor Visitation 

A study of the Holocaust is incomplete without first-person testimony. Survivors 

provide a rich and powerful experience and bring history to life. The best time to have 

a survivor speak with your class is after students have studied the history of the 

Holocaust and have a basis for understanding.  

PLEASE NOTE: If you are in South Florida, you can arrange a tour of the 

Holocaust Memorial Miami Beach that includes meeting a Holocaust Survivor and 

an interpretive tour of the Memorial led by an experienced docent.  Go to 

holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org and click on the book a field trip link. 

 

Journal Writing 

All students should keep a journal to record their reactions and reflections as they take 

part in the study of the Holocaust and the moral and ethical issues involved. Journal 

writing is often cathartic, allowing students to sort out their feelings and express their 

emotions. In addition, it gives them the opportunity to search for their own meanings 

and draw conclusions. 

http://www.historyplace.com/


 

 

 

 

Film Critique 

Have students analyze various movie critiques from newspapers and magazines so that 

they are aware of the way in which such critiques are written. As students view the various 

films suggested in this book, have them write critiques and then select a few to be 

distributed to the rest of the school through e-mail or closed-circuit TV. 

 

 

Guidelines for Teaching the Holocaust Through Film and Literature 

1. Depending upon your time limitations you can choose specific topics to cover. For 

example, if you have 3 weeks to dedicate to Holocaust study, along with a 

summarized history of the Holocaust you might choose "The World of the 

Persecuted" or "The Holocaust, Human Rights, and Social Responsibility,” as 

areas of discussion and for lesson plans. 

2. Once you have determined which topics you wish to focus on, select the related 

literature and film most appropriate for your students' abilities.+ (*You can 

select one of the documentaries streaming on the Holocaust Memorial 

website or choose a film to check out from the library: 

http://holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org/dvd_lending_library/ ). 

3. Always preview the film and literature before introducing them to students. 

4. Excerpts, excerpts, excerpts!!! In almost every instance, the films do not have to be 

used in their entirety. In fact, we encourage using selected excerpts from films and 

to augment your study of specific topics. For example, the film Conspiracy 

(available from the Holocaust Memorial DVD library) has an excellent 3- to 5-

minute scene which clearly portrays the 15 Nazi perpetrators who made the decision 

to murder all the Jews of Europe. The entire film need not be shown. 

5. Character education is mandated in many states today. A study of the Holocaust 

is a perfect vehicle for lessons in character development and values. We encourage 

you to use the films and literature to discuss the moral and ethical issues included 

at the end of each topic in this book. 



 

 

 
 

 

6. In addition to the films available via the Holocaust Memorial DVD lending 

library and video streaming collection, many appropriate films can be borrowed 

from the following: Facing History and Ourselves National Foundation, 

www.facinghistory.org (click on "resources"), and from the National Center for 

Jewish Film, Brandeis University, www.jewishfilm .org. In addition, many of the 

films are available at your public library system, university, the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum Bookstore (www.ushmm.org), and Social Studies 

School Service (www.socialstudies.com) as well as Amazon. 

 

As a final note on Guidelines, we re-emphasize the importance of sensitivity to 

appropriate visual images for teaching purposes by the following from the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum "Methodological Considerations" see p. 13 (Part I ). 

Reprinted with permission from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 

 

Be sensitive to appropriate written and audiovisual content. 

One of the primary concerns of educators teaching the history of the 

Holocaust is how to present horrific images in a sensitive and appropriate 

manner. Graphic material should be used judiciously and only to the extent 

necessary to achieve the objective of the lesson. You should remind 

yourself that each student and each class is different and that what seems 

appropriate for one may not be appropriate for all. 

Students are essentially a "captive audience." When you assault them 

with images of horror for which they are unprepared, you violate a basic 

trust: the obligation of a teacher to provide a "safe" learning environment. 

The assumption that all students will seek to understand human behavior 

after being exposed to horrible images is fallacious . Some students may 

be so appalled by images of brutality and mass murder that they are 

discouraged from studying the subject further. Others may become 

fascinated in a more voyeuristic fashion, subordinating further critical 

analysis of the history to the superficial titillation of looking at images of 

starvation, disfigurement, and death. Though they can be powerful tools, 

shocking images of mass killings and barbarisms should not overwhelm a 

student's awareness of the broader scope of events within Holocaust 

history. Try to select images and texts that do not exploit the students' 

emotional vulnerability or that might be construed as disrespectful of the 

victims themselves. 
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