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Thave never before been so clearly documented in such 

dying in the years leading up to, and including, the era of 

often, for teachers, it is difficult to find the balance in pre
senting the nuances of every aspect of life during this time. 
It is a struggle, teachers find, to insert uplifting moments, 
because such minimal goodness is vastly overshadowed by 

he writes 20 years later, “given the history of our indecent 
century, the impulse to defend the human species must sur

I have come to believe that students must come away 
from such study with a sense that the Holocaust was not 
merely a horrible display of man’s inhumanity, a litany 

used to inform future generations of the need to be vigi
lant against evil’s insidious and relentless search for will

ing recruits. It was also the canvas upon which ordinary 
people painted the story of their tenacious wish to live, 
love, and celebrate their family and their faith, to pre

Surely, this is true. There is much positive behavior to 

nesses Jews showed one another despite their own desperate 

resistance and sacrifice documented in ghettos and camps 
throughout Eastern Europe, including strenuous attempts 

notable, if limited, actions of the Righteous Gentiles, who 

However, at its core, the Holocaust was a wholly negative 

of the evil perpetrated in our need to establish the fact that 

measure is both ahistorical and a gross injustice to those who 

ity to memory, to the survivors, to the students, and to our
selves. As difficult as it may be to teach about the violent and 

and death camps, a treatment of the Holocaust without their 
discussion is disingenuous. “To ignore the intolerable, as if 
death by atrocity were an aberration and not a crucial fact of 
our mental life, is to pretend an innocence that history dis
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and if certain things should be taught at all to anyone but the 
Holocaust scholar. However, such considerations play them
selves out in all aspects of Holocaust pedagogy and should 

addressing teachers of students in grades 11, 12, and beyond. 
It is obvious that young adults of such ages are already 

media and other cultural phenomena and, tragically, through 

“The facts of recent history have destroyed much of the sus

students about the realities of the conditions and actions in 
concentration and death camps may not desensitize them, as 
some may purport, or force them away from further study, 
but may rather, in fact, attune them to what they may have 

CLASSROOM OBJECTIVES

In an effort to narrow the scope of the lessons possible in a 
unit on this subject, I suggest four specific areas of focus for 

Certainly, no two classroom conditions are identical, and some 
basic assumptions, such as the grade level, must always be 
made in teaching guides such as this. The areas are:

2. Literary analysis

Historical Context

in the debate over which to teach first: the narrative or his

tivity of the subject with the assertion that the history should 

much” beforehand fall by the wayside when dealing with the 
must 

about the history of the camps, with time spent on research 
and much thought on pedagogy before ever broaching this 
topic. The teacher must always
the students: always. 

That said, what must be conveyed to the students is 
decidedly not everything, and no one high school teacher 

lishment and maintenance of the camps as prisons for politi

Increasingly, then, the camps became places to hold certain 

Gypsies, mentally handicapped, and others who did not fol

mination of the Jews as the central purpose of the camps did 
not arise until later. With the beginning of the Second World 
War, as more and more “undesirables” came under the rule of 

more and more camps were established to hold them. 

themselves by means of gassing. By November of that year, 
camps specifically designed for that purpose began to be set 

genocide of the Jews as the Final Solution was established 
as official Nazi policy, and the mass murder of the Jews 
began in earnest. The horrors of the Einsatzgruppen, gas 
vans, gas chambers, and crematoria need not be overempha
sized, but they should be addressed, as should the inhumane 
conditions in the camps, including starvation diets, forced 
labor, humiliations, tortures, random beatings and murders,  

pliance.
Good teachers are aware of the sensitivities of their stu

history in all its horrific detail. A general discussion, though, 
is essential. Clearly, more or less detail depends on several 
factors, not the least of which is the time allotted for this 

tory class or a literature, humanities, religion, or psychol
ogy class. For those who choose the more detailed approach, 
there are hundreds of reputable resources, easily found and 

http://remember.org/camps—A poignant database of pic
tures of some of the camps.
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Holocaust/
cc.html—A wealth of organized and outlined information 
about the camps.
http://fcit.usf.edu/HOLOCAUST/resource/resource.
html—A site dedicated to pedagogic materials including maps, 

http://www.pbs.org/auschwitz/40-45/index.html—

Auschwitz death camp.
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Literary Analysis

must be illustrated by literary narrative, which, with its intimate 
and personal portrayals of specific occurrences and encoun
ters, gives students the ability to relate in more profound ways 
to the grim circumstances and realities of the Holocaust. Elie 

appropriate to be taught. It conveys the atmosphere and con
flicts intrinsic in the dire situation of its protagonists in very 
real ways, yet the situation it depicts, while dreadful, does not 
contain the potentially objectionable, vividly graphic content 
of other such accounts. Wiesel has mastered the difficult form 
that is Holocaust literature, offering us truth with a sensitivity 

As the class begins analysis of the assigned story, the 
teacher would have decided on appropriate goals, rationale, 

and methodology, including vocabulary guides, reading 

and cognitive responses, such as:

of those in the camps?

reader?

writing this story?

or three passages that represent to them the heart of the story.
 

Comparisons
Students will compare several stories on the same subject 
to analyze what and how they learned most effectively from 

well as “The Verdict” and “Friendly Meetings,” both by Sara 

ferent understandings they gained from literary narrative 

Thought-Provoking Questioning; Conclusions
Increasingly, classroom methodology has been focusing 
more and more on the benefits of involving the students in 

revolves around student debate over the validity of teaching 
this material. Just as teachers may debate if and how to teach 
about the death camps, so, too, can involving the students in 
such discussions be healthy and productive. Such conversa

tion allows each learner to share and elicit validation for his 

individual coping and learning styles.

camps should be taught in high schools? Is there anyone to 
whom this should not be taught?

2. What value is to be gained by learning the details of the 
death camps? Is there such a thing as too much when it 
comes to teaching such material?

have to the victims/survivors?

CONCLUSION

There are few subjects as sensitive as the Holocaust, and no 
portion of that time in history is more delicate and difficult 
to teach than that of the concentration and death camps. As 
educators who endeavor to teach this material, we need not 

apprehension with the students and involve them in the dis
cussion and debate over the value and the depth of the teach
ing of this aspect of the Holocaust. 

The Holocaust is vivid on our historical map. To not teach 
it would be a grave injustice. To teach its full horror would 

be shared in the average classroom. Yet as we strive to honor 
and memorialize those who suffered at the bloodied hands 
of the perpetrators, we must find a way—a sensitive way—to 
confront and to teach at least some of its grimmest truths, 
savage as they might be. 

nonetheless. What happened in them? Why did it happen? How 

tions that the teacher of a class on the Holocaust will undoubt
edly face. If, through the foregoing teaching, the student has 

Holocaust—then we will have done our duty.  n
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