Holocaust Lesson Plan

I use this lesson plan with my German classes, levels 1,2 and 3 in grades 7-9.

Using this plan near the end of April coincides with many of the liberations for various camps.  Pick and choose a camp so you have a specific date and reason for the activity or the liberation.  Dachau was April 29th, 1945.  Participating with or informing the English classes can give you more background in what the students already know.  Often students have read The Diary of Anne Frank or other books.

Objective: At the end of the unit students should be able to...


Name 4 important groups involved in the Holocaust.  


Give approximate dates.


Give approximate locations.


Determine some consequences still existing today.


Evaluate potential to be mislead by a powerful leader.


Find and compare similar events occurring currently or in near past.


Realize that events can be viewed differently by different societies. 


Create  a power point  generated slide,  “Related Events,”  for WW II or the Holocaust.

What type of project:


This is a Holocaust simulation designed to replicate (not really, but the forced labor and cramped quarters help a little) concentration camp conditions in a normal classroom.  The activity occurs without any warning and should catch the students unaware of what is happening in the classroom.  Day 1 disrupts the class schedule a little because the students remain in the classroom until the end of the activity.  Most of the factual education will occur during the debriefing on day 2 or during class research on day 3 and can include a summation of the entire simulation combining student's questions, research and feelings.  Day 4 gives the students a chance to create a unique power point presentation reinforcing what they have learned.  Keeping the first day's activities as as firm as possible, for example, allowing no exceptions, not apologizing for the uncomfortable positions, making the physical labor seem unbearable at times, all seem to create better impressions for whatever you want to debrief on following days.  I also collect and count the numbers written and compare them to the number of holocaust victims.  Completing the physical labor (push ups and arm exercises) with the students diminished the amount of complaining but will give you sore muscles the next day.  Have fun with this activity. 

Day 1 - 1st  period 

Send an e-mail to all teachers excusing your students from their classes for a German activity. (If you don't mention Holocaust to the teachers, most of the students will be excited to come into your class to see what the activity is.)

Students attend class as normal. Begin with your daily warm up/introduction as if nothing is different today.

Pass out a number to each student that they should record and remember for the next couple of days.   They should wear the # somewhere visible so everyone can identify each student by their number and not their name. (anyone caught using the class name instead of the number, or not remembering their # will cause each member of the class to do 5-10 push-ups.)

Have all students put away all work and keep a pen or pencil. Collect all backpacks now and move them to a corner/area in the room where they will not be disturbed.  

Pass out a 3X5  card to each student and ask them to spell/write the numbers from 0 to 10 in German correctly 5 times.   (Walk around the room checking spelling, each misspelled word means each member of the class does 5-10 more push ups. This may happen several times. When students start to complain about writing or mistakes, have each member of the class do 5-10 more push ups. When students start to complain about push-ups, have them stand with their arms outstretched. Count up to or down from 20. Pause if everyone does not comply and then restart from 20. Any problems or concerns, start recounting. Do not single out the bad student, just require the entire class to do the extra physical exercise. If you are aware of an individual who is intentionally not complying, assign their friends to do the extra physical exercise with them.)  I have allowed students to do 'alternate' activities if they are unable to do push ups.  Sit ups are a natural second choice.  Reward 3 or 4 students who are fast, efficient (use only 1 side of the 3X5 for example) and obedient with a little treat.

I require my German 3 students to speak only German.  Any English in class means more push ups for the class. 

About this time the class should be ready to end.  I have already received permission from the principal to retain my students until my simulation is over.  Right before the bell rings I warn my class that they must stay in my room until I excuse them;(could be several hours later).  Also, before the other classs arrives they must sit on the floor under the desk so that the new students arriving will have a place to sit.  Any talking, gesturing or other signals while the new class is walking in will result in more push ups for the entire class after the tardy bell rings.  

(Most classes have done 100 or more push ups by this time and several arm exercises and are tired of the consequences for bad behavior.  I do not judge push up quality and they are very bad by the end of the activity.  I do the arm exercises with them though and expect them to keep their arms straight and at a right angle to their body.  Failure to do so results in a consequence for the class-more exercises!)

Day 1 - 2nd period

I stand at the door with the door closed until the new students knock to be let in.  I quickly open the door, enthusiastically greet the students, hurry them into the classroom and tell them to sit in any available chair as I quickly close the door again.  Some students appear more perplexed than others and I just say it is an activity and they quickly sit down.  I wait for more knocks and repeat the process until it is time for 2nd period to start.  I often have to remind the students on the ground to be quiet.  Just saying “10 push ups” is usually enough to keep them quiet.   

Pass out more 3X5 cards for each new student as you take their backpacks and give each student a new number for a name.  Ask each student to write down their own name (number) 10 times and the names(numbers) of 5 neighbors. Place all packs in a safe corner.  I now have about 55-65 kids in the classroom.  That is too many to be comfortable, but because half of the students are on the floor, it works out.   If a student cannot remember his/her number, the class has a consequence.  Misspelled words are more consequences.  Speaking English creates more consequences.  Complaining creates more consequences.  The students generally become very docile and do exactly what I tell them as quickly as possible.  They also start to get very upset with those who are causing the consequences. 

As the class period ends, give the same warning with an even stiffer consequence.  

I should mention now that I have a special potty break rule.  If a student needs to use the restroom, it is allowed under the following conditions:  4 friends must agree to do 30 push ups each(I increase it to 50 if it has been less than a hour), the student has no more than 3 ½ minutes to return, if the student is gone more than 3 ½ minutes the four friends will all receive a drop in the citizenship grade.

Day 1 - 3rd period

Following the same procedure as 2nd period, have the new students come in and find a desk or sit on the floor.  It is often harder to get this group all the way in the door because the room is getting crowded.  I just mention we are having a special activity and they come in and sit down.  Often the students in the class now are trying to warn the new students with hand motions that they shouldn't come in.  Don't let this get out of hand or the new students will wait in the hallway.  Pass out new cards and assign numbers.  Collect the cards from the older students.  Encourage the students to see who can write the numbers from one to 100 the fastest, the smallest, the neatest, etc.  (helps in debriefing about dealing with the sheer volume of victims and what to do with them).  Continue with consequences.  

Near the end of class tell everyone that you have just been liberated.  Ask them to discuss the Holocaust with their parents and to be prepared for debriefing the next day. Tell them to keep it a secret and not spoil it for the next set of students.  Let them all go to their next class and start over.  

Day 2 – debrief in class


Warm-up:  Give 4 things you think you learned during yesterday's activities.

Discuss with the class what they learned from the activity.  Ask how many talked with their parents.  Ask them what they think would be useful to know about the Holocaust.  Write a list on the board of all possible answers.  

Pass out the homework assignment they will take home to use with their parents.  Have students individually write down the 6 questions they feel are the most important.  The students will need to have 3 more questions chosen by their parents. 

Ask them to be prepared tomorrow to use the internet to find their answers.  Of course they may peek a little tonight if they want to get a head start.

Day 3 – computer lab


Warm-up:  Write 4 time periods in history where something similar to the Holocaust has occurred.  

Discuss historical events and ask about current similar situations. 

Assign students to a computer and explain computer room rules.  Leave for the computer room with only homework paper and writing utensils.  

Students should answer their questions and give the reference where they found the answer.  Ask them to evaluate the best and worst websites they visit.  They will need to give one reason for being the best and the worst.  

Observe the best lists and spend the last 10 minutes of class showing the students a few of those best websites.

Answer questions that might come up. 

Collect homework papers as you return to class.

Day 4 – Power point chart...in computer lab


Warm-up:  Answer the following question words about the Holocaust and World War II.  Each question word should have at least 3 simple answers.  Who!  When!  Where!  And Why!  (example:  who-Germans, Jews, Allies, Great Britain, etc.)

Based on the answers to your questions on your homework yesterday, several of you learned some very cool things.  Brenda, I enjoyed your answers! Could you tell the class a little more about...

Great!  Today we will be returning to the computer room.  I hope you wont need to bring any notes, but if you want to you can.  First, we will be creating power point slides using graphics based on the four questions you answered on the warm-up.  I will expect the answers (Pictures you use) to be as complete as possible.  Here is an example of how you might start:
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Anybody have questions about what I am looking for?  I am looking for more than just a picture of Hitler or a map of Germany.  Try to include as much information as you possibly can using pictures.  Ask your partner!  Share your ideas.  You may include other question words like WAS or WIE if you feel it is appropriate.  

All right, how many of you don't feel comfortable searching for pictures and putting them in a power point presentation?  ....   Good, would you all stand up.  Now all of you find a sitting partner to work with.  ....  Great, now the rest of you who don't have a partner yet, stand and raise your hand.  Find another partner with a hand up.  Lower your hands when you have your partner.  Super, let's go to the computer lab.

Assign each partnership to a specific computer, leaving a blank computer between each group.

Here is a simple example to get you started:

Show one or two slides you have started on a Power point screen  (World War II 6730)

Please expand it using your own ideas and pictures.

Most of the students should be able to use power point so the teacher only needs to observe what is included.  Some students will be slower and should receive positive reinforcement for what they have accomplished.  Help these students to feel more comfortable using power point.  For the more advanced students who begin quite easily, ask for an extra credit 2nd page.  On this page include the websites they found useful for obtaining the pictures or for background information about the pictures or both.  Again, based on experience and ability, some students could quick link directly to the website.  Because the objective is strengthening and reviewing the Holocaust and WWII and not teaching power point, accept all power point presentations that fulfill the picture requirement.

Well done.  Save your slides with both of your last names and WW2.  For example  SmithZentzWW2   Then submit your power point slides to me as an attachment on your e-mail.  My e-mail is hzentz@weber.k12.ut.us   Well organized with 10 good related pictures attached is at least a 70%, 12 pictures – at least an 80%, 15 or more – at least a 90%.

This activity is a great precursor for similar themed vocabulary pages.  Start with a central theme, and expand including pictures and vocab in German for a large number of related vocabulary words.  As the students improve their skill at finding pictures and inserting them into documents, their assignments should improve in quality.  

This is also a simple start for linking information to the pictures.  For example, the picture of Hitler will link to a document that gives more specific information about him.  This will lead to designing websites that are even more interactive, giving prompts as you scroll over, etc.  

This assignment is extremely useful because you are reinforcing material learned during the week without making it seem tedious.  The students will discuss pros and cons of different pictures based on what they learned during the week.  Working as a partnership allows more teaching opportunities and allows slower students the chance to feel more confident.  The teacher is allowed to travel the room more freely and can quickly see from the diagram what the students grasp about WWII or the Holocaust as a whole.  It also forces me as a teacher, who uses the computer lab very sparsely, to begin integrating technology more effectively.  

Day 5 – Video/ answer questions

Show selected portions of video “Paper Clips.”  Answer questions.  The last 15 minutes of class ask students to write a 150 word response paper on their experiences/feeling about the Holocaust. 

