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1.1 Introduction: Why This Guide Matters

Teaching the Holocaust and other episodes of mass violence, genocide, and systemic injustice is among the
most consequential work an educator can undertake. These subjects carry an extraordinary moral weight: they
demand historical rigor, emotional sensitivity, and pedagogical intentionality at every turn. When taught well,
they cultivate historical empathy, critical thinking, and civic responsibility. When taught poorly—or avoided
altogether—they risk trivializing human suffering, reinforcing harmful stereotypes, or leaving students feeling
helpless rather than empowered.

This guide exists because too many teachers are asked to navigate this terrain without adequate preparation.
You may have deep content knowledge but limited training in facilitation strategies for emotionally charged
discussions. You may understand trauma-informed pedagogy in the abstract but lack concrete scripts for the
moment a student begins to cry, expresses a disturbing thought, or asks a question you never anticipated. You
may carry your own emotional responses to this material—qgrief, anger, moral injury—with no institutional
structure for processing them.

Core Principle: Teaching difficult history is not about shock. It is about bearing witness, honoring the
humanity of victims and survivors, and helping young people develop the intellectual and emotional
capacity to confront injustice in their own world.

This resource is designed to be practical, not merely theoretical. It provides protocols you can follow, scripts
you can adapt, checklists you can use, and frameworks you can apply before, during, and after teaching difficult
content. It addresses five interconnected domains:

* Facilitation: How to structure classroom experiences so that students can engage meaningfully with
difficult material within a safe and intentionally built container.

e Student Distress Response: How to recognize and respond to emotional distress in real time, without
shutting down the learning or pathologizing normal human reactions.

« Communication: How to partner with parents, caregivers, and school counselors so that the difficult work
happening in your classroom is supported rather than undermined.

« Self-Care: How to attend to your own emotional landscape, because you cannot sustain this work if you
are depleted, overwhelmed, or isolated.

 Institutional Alignment: How to brief administrators and build school-wide approaches so that individual
teachers are not carrying this responsibility alone.

The material in this guide is informed by research from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Facing
History and Ourselves, the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), the National Child
Traumatic Stress Network, and decades of classroom practice. It is designed for educators working with
students in Grades 6-12, though many principles apply more broadly.

“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”
— James Baldwin
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1.2 Philosophical Foundations: Teaching
Difficult History

Before considering how to teach difficult history, educators must clarify why they are teaching it. The
philosophical foundation upon which a unit is built determines every subsequent pedagogical decision—from
text selection to assessment design to the tone of classroom discussion.

The Moral Imperative

Holocaust and genocide education is not primarily about transmitting historical facts. It is about equipping
young people to recognize the precursors of mass atrocity: the deliberate dehumanization of groups, the
erosion of legal protections, the complicity of bystanders, and the failure of institutions. Scholars including
Deborah Lipstadt, Timothy Snyder, and Gregory Stanton have demonstrated that genocide is a process, not an
event—and that process is identifiable and, at early stages, interruptible. Education is one of the few tools
society has for building that capacity for recognition and interruption.

The Pedagogical Imperative

Research from Facing History and Ourselves consistently demonstrates that students who engage with difficult
historical content in structured, reflective ways show increased civic engagement, greater tolerance for
ambiguity, stronger moral reasoning, and deeper historical understanding. Avoiding difficult history does not
protect students; it deprives them of the intellectual and emotional skills they need to navigate an unjust world.

The Cautionary Imperative

At the same time, difficult history must be taught with extraordinary care. Poorly designed lessons can cause
real harm: re-traumatizing students with personal or intergenerational trauma, inadvertently normalizing
violence through repetitive exposure, or creating a "spectacle” out of suffering. The IHRA’s guidelines on
Holocaust education emphasize that instruction must preserve the dignity of victims, avoid simplistic analogies,
and resist the impulse to resolve unresolvable moral questions prematurely.

Essential Tension: Teaching difficult history requires holding two truths simultaneously: (1) this
material must be taught, and (2) it must be taught with care. Neither imperative negates the other. The
entire architecture of this guide is built on this dual commitment.

Key Principles for Ethical Instruction

* Preserve Human Dignity: Always center the full humanity of victims and survivors. Avoid reducing
individuals to their suffering. Include narratives of resistance, resilience, and agency alongside narratives of
persecution.

e Avoid Simplification: Resist the temptation to provide tidy moral lessons. The Holocaust does not "teach
us to be kind" in any simple sense. It reveals the catastrophic failure of kindness, law, religion, and
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civilization to prevent atrocity. Sit with that complexity.

e Contextualize Thoroughly: Historical context is not optional—it is the foundation of ethical instruction.
Decontextualized atrocity imagery is exploitative. Students must understand the political, social, and
economic conditions that made the Holocaust possible.

* Engage with Primary Sources: Let victims, survivors, witnesses, and perpetrators speak in their own
words wherever possible. This honors their agency and resists the distortion of narrative by contemporary
agendas.

» Connect to the Present Responsibly: Help students see relevance without drawing facile equivalences.
The Holocaust is not "just like" every subsequent injustice, but the patterns of dehumanization and
complicity it reveals are tragically recurrent. Teach pattern recognition, not false equivalence.

e Avoid Simulation & Role-Play: The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and virtually every major
Holocaust education organization explicitly advise against simulations that ask students to "experience" the
Holocaust. These activities trivialize suffering, risk re-traumatizing students, and create a false sense of
understanding.

e Teach Resistance & Rescue: Alongside narratives of persecution, teach about armed and spiritual
resistance, rescue efforts, and the choices of upstanders. Students need to see that even in the darkest
circumstances, human agency persisted.

e Plan for Emotional Impact: Assume that this material will generate strong emotions—in your students
and in yourself. Planning for emotional impact is not "softening" the material; it is ensuring that emotional
responses become opportunities for deeper learning rather than barriers to it.

“The aim of education is not to fill the mind with facts, but to teach the mind to think about
what to do with facts.”
— Adapted from Facing History and Ourselves
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1.3 Building a Container for Hard
Conversations

In trauma-informed pedagogy, a "container" is the set of structures, norms, and relational conditions that allow
participants to engage with difficult material without becoming overwhelmed or feeling unsafe. It is not about
making the content comfortable—difficult history should never be comfortable—but about making the
engagement manageable. A well-built container allows students to approach the edge of their discomfort, learn
from it, and return to a baseline of safety.

What Constitutes a Container?

A container is not merely a set of classroom rules. It is a living, relational agreement that must be established
before the unit begins and maintained through intentional practice every day. It encompasses physical,
emotional, and intellectual dimensions:

« Physical Safety: The classroom must feel physically safe. Seating arrangements should allow students to
see each other and the door. The environment should be free of distractions that could undermine the

gravity of the work.

* Predictability: Students need to know what is coming. Unexpected exposure to violent or traumatic
material can be harmful. Provide content warnings, clear agendas, and consistent routines so students can
prepare themselves psychologically.

e« Community Agreements: Co-created norms for how the class will treat one another during difficult
discussions. These should be specific (not just "be respectful”), revisited regularly, and genuinely enforced.

e Structured Entry & Exit: Rituals that mark the transition into and out of difficult content. This signals to
students that the emotional space of the difficult conversation is bounded—it has a beginning and an end.

» Teacher Regulation: The teacher's own emotional state is a primary component of the container.
Students take their cues from the adult in the room. If you are dysregulated, the container will not hold.

Building Community Agreements

Do not simply present a list of rules. Invest class time in co-creating agreements. When students participate in
building the container, they feel ownership over it and are more likely to uphold it. Use the following process:

e Step 1 — Reflect: Ask students to write privately: "When | am in a difficult conversation, what helps me feel
safe? What makes me feel unsafe?"
* Step 2 — Share: Have students share in pairs or small groups. Chart common themes.

» Step 3 — Draft: As a class, draft 5-7 specific agreements. Avoid vague language. Instead of "be
respectful,” write "we will not interrupt or talk over someone who is sharing a personal reflection.”

e Step 4 — Commit: Have every student sign the final document. Display it prominently.
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e Step 5 — Revisit: At the start of each class during the unit, read the agreements aloud or have a student

read them. This takes 60 seconds and is never a waste of time.

Structured Entry & Exit Routines

Transitions into and out of difficult content are among the most vulnerable moments for students. Without
structure, students carry the emotional weight of the content with them into the hallway, the lunchroom, or
home. Implement consistent routines:

Entry Routines (2-3 minutes):

Frame the Day: "Today we are going to examine testimony from survivors of the Warsaw Ghetto. This
material is emotionally heavy, and it is normal to have strong reactions."

Preview Content: Briefly outline what students will see, hear, or read. Note any graphic or disturbing
elements in advance so students can make informed choices about their engagement.

Re-center: A brief moment of silence, a short breathing exercise, or a quick journal prompt: "What is one
word describing how you are feeling right now?"

Exit Routines (3-5 minutes):

Reflect: A structured writing prompt: "What is one thought or feeling you are taking with you today? What
is one question you still hold?"

De-brief: A brief class discussion or partner share. Avoid ending the class in silence unless silence has
been explicitly framed as a reflective practice.

Transition: A deliberate verbal marker: "We are now closing our work on this topic for today. As you leave,
carry what you need to carry, but also give yourselves permission to step back."

Check-in Access Point: Let students know how they can reach you if they process the material later: "My
door is open during 4th period, or you can email me."

Facilitation Tip: Never end a class period in the middle of the most disturbing or emotionally intense
content. If you are showing a documentary with graphic testimony, stop with enough time for the exit
routine. Sending students out the door immediately after exposure to traumatic material is a failure of
the container.
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1.4 Pedagogical Strategies for Difficult Content

The strategies you choose for teaching difficult history must be deliberately selected to match the emotional and
intellectual demands of the content. Some strategies that work beautifully for other historical topics are
inappropriate or even harmful when applied to genocide and mass violence. The following strategies are
recommended based on research and best practice.

Recommended Strategies

« Structured Academic Controversy (Modified): Use this format to explore historical dilemmas—for
example, "Could the international community have done more to stop the Holocaust?" Assign students to
argue both sides using evidence. Important modification: Never ask students to argue in favor of genocide,
persecution, or dehumanization. The controversy must focus on historical interpretation of responses, not
the legitimacy of atrocities.

e "Save the Last Word for Me" Protocol: Students read a primary source and select a passage that strikes
them. In small groups, one student reads their passage (without commentary). Others respond. The
original student gets the "last word," explaining why they chose the passage. This ensures student voices
are centered and prevents a few dominant speakers from controlling the conversation.

e Anticipation Guides: Before reading, present 4-5 statements related to the content (e.g., "Bystanders
who did nothing bear some responsibility for the Holocaust"). Students agree or disagree, then revisit after
the unit. This creates intellectual investment and reveals pre-existing assumptions.

» Reflective Journaling: Provide dedicated journals for the unit. Use prompts that invite both cognitive and
affective processing: "What surprised you today? What do you wish you could change about what you
learned? What question are you sitting with?" Journals are private unless the student chooses to share.
Never grade journals for content; grade only for completion and thoughtfulness of engagement.

e Chalk Talk / Silent Discussion: Write a question in the center of the board (e.g., "What makes people
willing to dehumanize others?"). Students write responses silently, draw lines to connect ideas, and add
questions. This allows introverted students to participate fully and slows down the pace of reaction, leading
to more thoughtful contributions.

* Witness Tree / Memory Map: As a class, build a visual representation of the historical narrative. This can
be a timeline, a map, or a "tree" where each branch represents a different perspective or experience. Add
to it throughout the unit. This helps students see the scope and scale of events without relying solely on
emotional narrative.

Strategies to Avoid

The following strategies are widely considered inappropriate for Holocaust and genocide education by major
organizations including the USHMM, Yad Vashem, and the IHRA:

0 Simulations / Role-Play of Atrocity: Never ask students to "pretend” they are victims, perpetrators, or
bystanders in a genocide. This trivializes suffering, risks re-traumatization, and creates a false sense that
students "know what it was like." They do not and cannot.
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5.1 Pre-Unit Coordination Checklist

Complete the following steps with your school counselor 2—3 weeks before the unit begins:

m Schedule a 20—30 minute meeting to review the unit scope and sequence.
m Share the list of primary sources and identify the most emotionally challenging materials.

m Review the student roster. Flag students with known trauma histories, recent losses, or family connections
to the content.

m Establish a communication protocol: How will you contact the counselor during class? (e.g., call the office,
send a trusted student, email).

m Confirm the counselor's availability during your class periods.
m Provide the counselor with a copy of the parent communication letter.

m Discuss the process for mandatory reporting if a student discloses abuse.

5.2 In-Unit Communication Protocols

During the unit, maintain consistent communication with the counseling team:

e Quick Check-ins: Send a brief email at the start of each week outlining the upcoming content and any
anticipated triggers. (e.g., 'This Thursday we are covering the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. There will be
references to mass deportations and armed resistance.")

» Referral Protocol: When a student needs to see the counselor, use a pre-agreed upon 'pass’ system.
Have passes pre-written so the student does not have to explain themselves at the front office.

* Counselor Pop-ins: Invite the counselor to briefly visit the class at the start of the unit to introduce
themselves and normalize seeking support.

5.3 Co-Facilitation Opportunities

In some cases, the counselor may co-facilitate specific lessons:

* Emotional Check-in Lessons: The counselor can lead a dedicated lesson on stress management,
grounding techniques, or emotional literacy before the heaviest content begins.

» Reflective Closure: The counselor can assist in facilitating the final reflective closure activity of the unit,
helping students process their lingering questions.

e Parent Nights: If hosting a parent information night, the counselor should co-present to answer questions
about trauma and child development.

5.4 Debriefing After Difficult Lessons

UM Printables | Facing Difficult History: Teacher Facilitation & Self-Care Guide 53



Facing Difficult History: Teacher Facilitation & Self-Care Guide

UM Printables | Facing Difficult History: Teacher Facilitation & Self-Care Guide 55



Facing Difficult History: Teacher Facilitation & Self-Care Guide

7.1 Rationale & Curricular Context

Use this template to brief your administrator before the unit begins. Provide a copy of this guide along with your

specific scope and sequence.

Course:

Unit Title:

Duration:

Standards Alignment: This unit aligns with [State/National Standards, e.g., C3 Framework D2.His.1.9-12]
which require students to analyze the causes and consequences of mass atrocities and evaluate the role of

individuals and institutions.

Philosophical Rationale: This unit is taught to fulfill the mandate of 'Never Again' by equipping students with
the critical thinking and historical empathy required to recognize and resist the patterns of prejudice and

dehumanization in their own world.

7.2 Risk Assessment & Mitigation

Student emotional distress

Trauma-informed pedagogy; established container; PAUSE and
OBSERVE protocols; counselor on standby.

Parent objections to content

Proactive parent letter; A.C.T. communication framework; admin
awareness of rationale.

Inappropriate or offensive student
comments

Co-created community agreements; immediate, unambiguous
intervention; referral to counseling/admin if necessary.

Teacher vicarious trauma / burnout

Pre-unit preparation; in-class regulation strategies; scheduled
debriefing with counselor; self-care checkilist.

Holocaust denial / misinformation

Firm boundary-setting; historical evidence-based instruction;
escalation to admin if it constitutes harassment.

7.3 Support Request Summary

To successfully and safely implement this unit, | am requesting the following supports from administration:
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e Counselor Availability: Confirmation that a school counselor will be available during [Class Periods] for
immediate student referrals.

e Administrative Backup: Confirmation that administration will support the pedagogical rationale for this
unit if parent concerns arise, referencing the proactive communication plan.

« Professional Development: Request for funding/time to attend workshops on trauma-informed pedagogy
or Holocaust education (e.g., through Facing History and Ourselves or the USHMM).

e Material Review: | have submitted my primary source list for review. | request that any concerns be
discussed with me prior to parent communication to ensure a unified school response.

Teacher Signature: Date:

Admin Signature: Date:
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Thank You for Your Dedication

Teaching difficult history is some of the most important work an educator can do. By choosing to
approach this material with intentionality, care, and ethical rigor, you are making a profound
difference in the lives of your students and the world they will shape.

Your Feedback Matters

If you found this resource valuable, please consider taking a moment to leave a review on Teachers
Pay Teachers. Your feedback not only helps us improve, but it also helps other educators discover
the tools they need to teach this vital content effectively.

UM Printables
Premium Resources for Dedicated Educators
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