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History of the Holocaust
An Instant Lesson Series

Teacher’s Guide

David Bianco, Mira Sussman, Micah Streiffer
and Joel Lurie Grishaver

Grades: 6-adult
Format: Each lesson is either 4 or 8 pages long.
Timing: Each lesson can take 1-2 hours

This Instant Lesson series will provide a frame-
work in which your class can study the Holo-
caust. It addresses:

• The economic and social conditions that led 
up to the Holocaust

• The progression of events between Hitler’s 
rise to power and the implementation of the 
Final Solution

• Important biographies connected to the 
Holocaust—and particularly to the issue of 
heroic response

• Some important “after the fact” issues such 
as Holocaust theology and righteous gentiles

• Connections between the Holocaust and the 
future, asking the question, “What can we 
do?”

The lessons cover a series of historical events, 
individual biographies, and concepts that 
together provide for an overall understanding of 
the Holocaust. The material is presented here 
in the form of a series of individual lessons so 
that you, the teacher, can have the flexibility to 
decide how and when to use it with your class.

The Format
Each lesson has two main components:

1. An essay on the topic. It is equivalent to a 
chapter in a good textbook and will provide 
your students with the historical information 

necessary to dig deeper into the concepts at 
hand. It is surrounded by a series of photos 
and quotations, which provide for a deeper 
level of understanding.

2. A classroom activity included to aid compre-
hension, and also for application of the infor-
mation.

3. Photographs and sidebars provide an addi-
tional layer of learning opportunities.

The Lessons:
History of Antisemitism: Antisemitism has 
existed since Biblical times, in many incar-
nations. This lesson traces antisemitism from 
its roots in the Bible, through the Christian 
and Moslem eras, to the modern variation 
that stood behind the Holocaust. It provides 
a vocabulary for understanding antisemitism 
and explores the concepts of scapegoating and 
racism.

Rise of Hitler: This lesson attempts to shed 
light on how Hitler rose to power. It discusses 
Germany’s shattering defeat in World War I, 
Hitler’s beginnings as a dissident political activ-
ist, the impact of Mein Kampf, and the early 
development of the Nazi state and its antise-
mitic laws.

Kristallnacht: Kristallnacht, the Night of 
Broken Glass, marked the start of a new phase 
of the Nazi campaign against the Jews. The 
lesson begins where Rise of Hitler leaves off, 
with a description of the Jews’ situation in 1938 
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Germany, and discusses the events that led to 
Kristallnacht and its impact on the events that 
would follow. Students are invited to put them-
selves in the shoes of a German Jew from that 
time.

Warsaw Ghetto: The Warsaw Ghetto is 
important both as a model of ghetto life and 
because of the Jewish uprising that occurred 
there in 1943. This lesson explores both and 
allows students to role-play some of the difficult 
decisions that Jewish governing councils were 
forced to make in the ghettos.

Auschwitz: It is difficult to grasp the realities 
of the death camps. Here students will confront 
life and death in the largest camp, Auschwitz-
Birkenau. A description of arrival at the camp 
lets students try to put themselves into the time 
period.

Profiles—Szenes, Wiesel, Frank: Anne 
Frank, Hannah Szenes, and Elie Wiesel are all 
associated with the Holocaust in some way, 
through their lives and their writing. This 
lesson introduces students to these three impor-
tant biographies. It also uses these three indi-
viduals’ stories to help students begin to under-
stand the range of experiences that victims and 
survivors had in the Holocaust.

Rescue and the Righteous: In this lesson, 
students will learn the remarkable stories of 
gentiles who risked their own lives to save Jews 
during World War II. They will then create a 
“working definition” of what it means to be 
a righteous gentile by discussing and judging 
cases that actually occurred.

Zakhor—Holocaust Remembrance: This 
lesson begins with the general Jewish concept 
of remembering—how we remember events and 
concepts through holidays. It then moves on 
to specific memorials, museums, and days 
of remembrance that have been set up in 

America and Israel. Students have a chance to 
explore Holocaust remembrance and to discuss 
commercialization.

The Holocaust and Religious Belief: For 
many people, the Holocaust raises challenging 
questions about the existence of God. This 
lesson exposes students to a few of the ways 
Jewish thinkers have reconciled belief in God 
with the historical experiences of the 20th cen-
tury and invites them to explore their own 
thoughts about the subject.
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History of 
Antisemitism

Overview
This instant lesson traces the history and evolu-
tion of antisemitism from its roots in the Bible 
through the pagan, early Christian, Moslem, 
medieval, and the modern eras. It explores how 
each era took from previous beliefs of antisemi-
tism and added its own new elements, eventu-
ally leading up to the modern variation that 
stood behind the destruction of much of Euro-
pean Jewry during World War II. Students will 
also be introduced to the vocabulary of anti-
semitism. It is filled with illustrations of famous 
antisemitic posters and cartoons. The major 
activity of this lesson is a response to those 
illustrations.

Goals
1. Students will learn about the history of anti-

semitism; they will see how antisemitism 
evolved through the Biblical, Pagan, Chris-
tian, Moslem, Medieval and Modern eras, as 
well as learn about the new elements that 
each group or era added.

2. Students will learn the definitions of the 
terms Black Plague, blood libel, conversos, 
Crusades, disputations, genocide, ghetto, 
Inquisition, moneylenders, pogrom and Pro-
tocols of the Elders of Zion.

3. Students will see how Nazi antisemitism and 
modern antisemitism rooted themselves in a 
long tradition and history while evolving to 
a new level.

4. Students will prepare themselves to respond 
to antisemitism.

Procedure
1. On the last page of the lesson is a dictionary. 

Before you begin reading the essay, see how 
many of these words your students know 
already. As you read the essay, have them 
point out the vocabulary words so that the 
entire class can see them used in context.

2. The essay is written in sections. Each section 
deals with a different period of history and 
describes the antisemitism of that period, 
in addition to introducing vocabulary words 
associated with that period. At the end 
of each section are bullets outlining the 
elements of antisemitism that were added 
during that period. Have your students read 
each section. When they arrive at the bullets, 
have them define the origins of these added 
elements. What was taken from the past, and 
what was added? For the visual learners, you 
can create a chart, like a tree, that indicates 
the roots of antisemitism and the branches 
that grow out of those roots. Each era is 
another level of branches.

How is antisemitism like an evolving disease, 
and how is each new version like a different 
outbreak of the disease?

Each “outbreak” had similar qualities, but 
also different characteristics. Pagan anti-
semitism was based on the Jews’ political 
stubbornness, social differences and differ-
ences of customs. Christian antisemitism 
was based on religious lies and anger over 
theological differences and the Jews’ not 
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accepting Christianity. Moslem anti-
Semitism was ideologically benign (badges 
of distinction were not dishonorable), but 
the Moslems introduced the class distinc-
tions that were later adopted and exploited 
by European and Nazi antisemitism. Medi-
eval antisemitism took native superstitions, 
fears and hate and placed them squarely on 
the Jews. They regressed to Ppagan levels 
of fear and ignorance. Modern antisemitism 
added the elements of science and race to 
vilify the Jews, arguing that reason proved 
that the Jews were a different, separate, and 
evil race (not just a different social or reli-
gious group). Anti-Zionism is one of the 
latest antisemitic forms. It is both like and 
unlike previous incarnations.

3. Sidebars: Running along the sidebars of this 
lesson is a series of antisemitic graphics (and 
a text from the Protocols). You will want to 
work through these images one at a time. It 
may be best to do so after you finish the text.

•  The picture on the front page was a 
Nazi propaganda poster from the 1930s. 
It blames the Jews for German suffering 
and implies that Jews steal money from 
Germans. The Jew is characterized with 
his big nose and ugly face—common racial 
stereotypes.

•  The second cartoon, “Broadway on a 
Jewish Holiday,” shows every shop on the 
street with a Jewish name, and the street 
completely empty of people. The implica-
tion is that Jews control the economy and 
can decide how the non-Jewish population 
lives.

•  The third piece of art shows a pogrom 
scene. The Jews are being beaten, and 
their belongings are being stolen. This is 
not an antisemitic image, but one that 
shows some of the horror of being a Jew 
in Europe.

•  The blood libel scene depicts a Christian 
child crucified while the Jews, who look 
evil and devilish, take his blood to make 
matzah. It shows the Jews mocking the 
crucifixion—implying that the Jews are 
trying to destroy/parody the crucifixion 
and sacraments.

•  The Chagall drawing of “Man Attacking 
a Rabbi” also shows the horror of being 
a Jew in Eastern Europe. Look at the ele-
ments of antisemitism shown in the pic-
ture.

•  The last sidebar is a series of short 
excerpts from the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion. They show a series of false assump-
tions about Jews: [1] Jews continually mis-
inform and confuse non-Jews. This is the 
root of the charges that Jews control the 
media. [2] Quote #2 extends this charge, 
claming that Jews create wars and con-
flicts for their own good. [3] Jews control 
money and manipulate its availability for 
their own gain.

4. As you work through the images, match them 
to the period and the kind of antisemitism 
in the text.

5. Conclude by asking, “Are we making prog-
ress or not? Do you think there is more or 
less antisemitism in the world today? What 
can we do to stamp out antisemitism?”

Suggested Activities
1. Ask your students if they can think of any 

modern examples of antisemitism. Is it insti-
tutionalized (i.e., the government or legal 
system is involved)? Is it more social (i.e., in 
the form of negative comments or lingering 
stereotypes)? 

• How is the antisemitism that your stu-
dents may have encountered different 
from the antisemitism our grandparents 
or previous generations encountered? 
Have them ask grandparents or other 
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older people if they experienced antisemi-
tism and what it was like.

• How is institutional (government spon-
sored) antisemitism different from and 
similar to non-institutional antisemitism? 
How might you react differently to these 
two types?

2. Modern antisemitism includes the element of 
race in its definition. What is the different 
between hating Jews as a separate, strange 
social and religious group and hating Jews as 
an inferior race? Why might this have led to 
the Holocaust, when most earlier Antisemi-
tism led to persecution and discrimination, 
but not to genocide?

3. Have your students role play the following 
characters and share with the class their 
responses:

• A French Jew in 1180. It is Passover/Easter 
time. A Christian child has been kid-
napped, and the Jewish community has 
been accused of killing her and using her 
blood to make matzah for Passover. How 
would you respond to your accusers?

• A Spanish Jew in 1492. The Jews were 
expelled from Spain that year by the Inqui-
sition Tribunal, a court of law in Europe. 
One of the Inquisition Tribunal’s duties 
was to search out and punish people 
who were pretending to be Christian but 
secretly remained Jewish. This was consid-
ered a crime against the Church. You have 
three choices: [1] leave behind your home 
in Spain and flee to another country where 
you will have no friends, no business, 
and no connection, and may not even 
speak the language, [2] convert genuinely 
to Christianity and leave behind the Jewish 
people and Judaism forever, or [3] pretend 
to be Christian while secretly practicing 
Judaism, risking getting caught and exe-
cuted by the Inquisition. What would you 
choose to do? Why?

• An Italian Jew in 1516. The duke of your 
hometown, Siena, has decreed that “for 
your own protection,” all Jews must live in 
one particular section of town, which will 
be guarded by a tall fence and gate. You 
must give up your house and move into 
this new neighborhood. Would you move? 
Hide? Would you feel safer? How do you 
think this would affect your life?

• A Russian Jew in 1903. Following a 
government plan, a gang of hooligans 
rides their horses into your hometown of 
Kishinev, burning buildings, looting, kill-
ing and beating people. You are wounded, 
your sister is killed, and your home is 
burnt to the ground. Would you want to 
stay in Kishinev? If so, how would you feel 
toward the Russian government? If not, 
where would you go—America? Palestine? 
Western Europe?

• A German Jew in 1935. The Nuremberg 
Laws (Nazi Germany’s early antisemitic 
laws) have just been decreed. You have 
lost your job as a university professor 
and the law says you must divorce your 
non-Jewish wife. How would you react to 
these events? Would you divorce your wife 
because of these new laws?

• An American Jew in the present. You are 
playing baseball with your friends after 
school. You strike out at bat, and the 
opposing team yells “dirty Jew.” Are you 
angry, hurt, or embarrassed? How would 
you want your team to react? Would you 
say something back? What would you say?

Suggested Bibliography
Marsden, Victor E. (trans.). The Protocols of the 
Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion (Noontide 
Press, 1986).

Prager, Dennis and Telushkin, Joseph. Why the 
Jews? The Reason for Anti-Semitism. (Simon & 
Schuster, 1985).
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Rise of Hitler

Overview
This lesson traces the history of Hitler’s rise 
to power, from Germany’s shattering defeat in 
World War I to early development of the Nazi 
state and its antisemitic laws.

Goals
1. Students will understand the series of histori-

cal events that led to Hitler’s rise to power.

2. Students will empathize with the experiences 
of German Jews who faced the antisemitic 
laws of the mid-1930s.

3. Students will be exposed to the Nuremberg 
laws and be able to describe their role in the 
unfolding Nazi campaign against the Jews.

Instructions
1. Read the essay. This can be done out loud 

in class, quietly at student desks, or as a 
homework assignment due the day of class. 

2. The questions in the sidebar are meant to 
emphasize some of the important issues in 
the essay. You may want to have students 
write their answers down, talk about the 
questions as a class, or discuss in pairs and 
then share their answers with the class. Use 
their answers as a basis for further discus-
sion.

3. Have one student read the selections from 
the Nuremberg Laws on page 4. This text is 
rife with discussion possibilities.

•  Why the Nazi concern about marriage 
and sex? 

The Nazis were worried about keeping 
the German bloodline “pure.” Marriage 
and sex between Germans and Jews 
would produce children who weren’t 
“pure Germans.”

• What does the exemption for older 
maids say about Jewish wealth in Ger-
many?

Jews were wealthy enough to have maids. 
They had a lot of money and a lot of 
power in Germany at that time.

• Why wouldn’t Jews be allowed to fly 
German flags? 

Jews weren’t allowed to be patriotic because 
Germany wasn’t “their country.” What 
other answers can your students come up 
with?

4. On a separate sheet of paper, have students 
write letters as directed on the bottom of 
page 4. They can share their favorite parts 
with the class. You may also want to have 
students write responses to one another’s let-
ters from the point of view of German non-
Jews who received the letters.

Suggested Activities:

1. There are several issues hinted at by this 
instant lesson. Any one of them could be an 
interesting discussion.

• Why did people go along with the 
Nazi party? When have you done 
something you knew was wrong 
because of “group psychology”? How 



8—History of the Holocaust Teacher’s Guide History of the Holocaust Teacher’s Guide—9

can we prevent such parties from 
coming to power in other countries?

• What is the relationship between pov-
erty or economic upheaval and hate?

• Germany was a democracy in the 
early 1930s, and Hitler was elected. 
Does that mean that democracy is a 
flawed system? Should democracy be 
curtailed for the sake of the good of 
the whole? (For example, Nazi parties 
are illegal in today’s Germany, but legal 
in the U.S.)

• How have students reacted to antisemi-
tism in their own lives?

2. Watch an excerpt from the movie Triumph 
of the Will and discuss Hitler’s charisma and 
speaking ability. How much of the Holocaust 
can be traced to Hitler’s personal characteris-
tics? Do your students know of any public 
figures (or other people) today who are so 
captivating that they can convince people of 
things that they did not believe before?

3. In small groups, have students draw a time-
line on butcher paper for the years 1918 
through 1935. Along the top of the timeline 
have students fill in events in German his-
tory. Along the bottom have students draw 
and label scenes from the life of one Jewish 
family in Germany. (NOTE: If you plan to use 
the Instant Lesson on Kristallnacht with the 
same class, you could continue this activity 
once students have learned about those later 
years.)

Suggested Bibliography
Hitler, Adolf. Mein Kampf (My Struggle) (Hough-
ton Mifflin, 1999).


