
NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Summer 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Educators – both as classroom teachers and as parents – know few subjects are 
as challenging to share with youngsters as is the Holocaust. For as explained by 
Professor Gerald K. Markle, “to struggle with the Holocaust is to wrestle with 
the meaning of our lives and times.” (p. xi) Fortunately, a creative pedagogical 
reset is underway in Israel, and it could take hold in America if supported soon 

by NewCAJE members who conclude its adaptation here is attainable, worthy, and vital. 
At stake is the quality of Holocaust memorialization for many decades to come.

From 1945 to date, Holocaust memorialization in Israel and America has been 
dominated by the “Horror Story,” a terrifying account of unforgettable and unforgiveable 
crimes perpetrators committed against victims. Regrettably, little or no attention has 
gone to the “Help Story,” an inspiring account of daring, secret, and fiercely forbidden 
efforts by victims to try to care for one another.

Overdue inclusion of this neglected matter in our K-12 Holocaust curriculum AND home-
based “instruction” can improve the accuracy of the transmitted narrative, earn the 
pride of American Jewish youngsters in the nobility of certain European Jewish victims, 
and bolster our life-shaping appreciation of what cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker 
calls the “the better angels of our nature.”

In Israeli classes about the Holocaust, a growing number of pro-reset teachers now focus 
more on humanistic lessons than on evil license. More on ennobling achievements of 
Jewish and Gentile Upstanders than on the evil aberrations of Nazi perpetrators and 
their collaborators. More on retention by victims of religious faith than on lapses in it. 
And far more on reasons that can be found in the Holocaust for hope in humanity’s 
future than on its undeniably ominous aspects.

This reset requires six pedagogical changes in our classrooms and living rooms: 
1. Upgrading the role of young learners. 
2. Reducing the traumatic impact on them of the “Horror Story.”
3. Re- directing attention to the humanity of victims. 
4. Saluting the role of Upstander as one worthy of emulation. 
5. Emphasizing inspiring takeaway lessons and helping to improve the Reset itself (see  
     https://www.facinghistory.org/).

1. STUDENTS AS CO-LEARNERS
Reset teachers in America would encourage students to develop, discuss, critically 
examine, and prioritize their own Holocaust-related questions, e.g., “How has it 
impacted American bigotry and racism?” “What might life be like here had Germany 
won the war?” Guided by the teacher, a class would prioritize its questions and have 
small teams develop tentative answers. Engaging presentations would ensue, while the 
entire class also tackles teacher-posed questions (see www.rightquestion.org).

This inquiry-led process can promote critical thinking, fresh discovery, and student 
engagement. A teacher will be able to learn what hasn’t yet been grasped; what 
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especially intrigues the students about the Holocaust; and 
what merits clarification, correction, debate, or emphasis. 
Similarly, students are likely to achieve some “deep” learning 
and age-appropriate gains in self-esteem (see info@
echoesandreflections.org).

Outstanding as a resource for classroom and home-based 
learning are over 80 colorful booklets in an inexpensive series 
entitled “A Book by Me.” The authors are teenagers, as are 
the illustrators. Series creator and director Deb Bowen invites 
youngsters under 18 all over the world to use their talents 
to share extraordinary stories about Holocaust survivors, 
Righteous Gentiles (non-Jews who aided Jews), prison camp 
liberators, and others … important stories about human rights 
and/or WWII heroes. Each booklet also provides a “Learning 
Station” (vocabulary and key terms, thinking strategies, 
discussion questions, extended activities, coping strategies, 

comprehension questions, etc.), which aids in spotlighting the 
“Help Story” (see www.abookbyme.com).

2. DEFANG THE HORROR STORY
Haim Ginott, speaking for many other survivors, will never 
forget having seen “what no man should witness: Gas 
chambers built by learned engineers. Children poisoned by 
educated physicians. Infants killed by trained nurses. Women 
and children shot and burned by high school and college 
graduates.” (p. xx)

While age-appropriate attention must be paid, the 
conventional classroom approach can and often does result 
in a defensive turnoff or some other undesirable emotional 
response from aggrieved parents, school administrators, and 
local media pundits. The reset approach buffers against this 
by explicitly emphasizing not one, but TWO stories – “Horror” 
and “Help.”

History is represented as a Both/And matter, rather than 
Either/Or. In the case of the Holocaust (and other mass 
murders and genocides), classroom attention goes both to 
perpetrator atrocities and to victim care-sharing. In this way, 
the reset recognizes that Holocaust retelling in school or 
home, as defined by Rabbi Harold M. Schulweis, is “a sacred 
act that elicits a double standard -- to expose the depth of 
evil and to raise goodness from the dust of amnesia” (p. 318). 

(See in this connection, www.stealthaltruism.com.)

Invaluable here is a 67-page booklet, “Teaching the Holocaust 
from a Position of Strength, “written by Dr. Deborah Fripp 
after attending a 10-day annual teachers seminar offered by 
Yad Vashem’s International School of Holocaust Studies (see 
www.yadvashem.macam.ac.il/is/en). Her inexpensive booklet 
features “a story of people who held onto their humanity and 
their Judaism in the face of chaos and terror … We see and 
acknowledge the horror [they] endured, but recognize the 
strength with which [they] met that horror (see https://shar.
ed/1MLQ4g; “This Synagogue Embraced a New Narrative for 
Teaching the Holocaust”).

Dr. Fripp’s booklet explains that Reset Teachers can convey 
a traumatic story without traumatizing young learners. She 
urges us to “rescue the individuals from out of the pile of 

bodies. We need to focus on their humanity and on our 
empathy with them … through literature, music, art, and 
religion.” She discusses lesson plans, offers specific insights, 
and provides curriculum suggestions divided by Early 
Elementary, Late Elementary, Middle School, High School, 
and Adult Education. Ideas are offered regarding “Safety 
Nets,” classic texts, survivor testimony, field trips to Holocaust 
Museums, and sample handouts for parents to use when 
discussing the Holocaust with their children (see  
www.TeachTheShoah.org).

3. HUMANIZE LEARNING GOALS
In the past, learning goals might have included awareness 
of certain dark historic dates, geographic sites, and numbing 
percentages – as in “what year did the Holocaust begin?” 
“What countries did the Third Reich eventually subjugate?”  
and “what percent of all European Jewish youngsters did 
the Nazis murder before the war’s end?” Reasonable doubts 
persist today about whether any of this was long remembered 
or had lasting salience in the lives of American youngsters.

Reset Teachers and parents will reframe such material so 
as to accent the positive – as in highlighting the dates of 
militant resistance in ghettos, camps, and also in forests that 
contained partisan guerilla groups. Student attention would 
be directed to Bulgaria, Denmark, Portugal, Russia (before 
1939), and Sweden, where Jewish and gentile Upstanders 

While age-appropriate attention must be paid, the conventional 
classroom approach can and often does result in a defensive turnoff or 
some other undesirable emotional response ..... The reset approach 
buffers against this by explicitly emphasizing not one, but TWO stories – 
“Horror” and “Help.”
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enabled many Jewish victims to find refuge. And note would 
be taken of the large number of hidden Jewish victims aided 
by Gentile Upstanders in eluding capture by the Gestapo or 
SS in Italy, France, Germany, and the Netherlands (see “Jewish 
Resistance Against the Nazis,” edited by Patrick Henry; 
“Jewish Responses to Nazi Persecution,” by Isaiah Trunk; 
http://jewishcurrents.org/escaping-from-the-vilna-ghetto-an-
authentic-memoir/).

As for the conventional school bus visit to a local Holocaust 
Museum, Dr. Fripp warns us that all too many of these places 
“often emphasize different aspects of the story than this 
[reset] program is designed to emphasize” (p. 54). Be sure 
to have activities ready that fit the new Reset narrative. 
Employing “scavenger hunt,” questions could have students 
search for “Help Story” material, and later recommend some 
to a museum found to have a short supply (see  
info@echoesandreflections.org – “Teaching the Holocaust. 
Inspiring the Classroom”).

4. SALUTE UPSTANDERS
Certain Jewish and Gentile victims let their conscience, 
ethicality, and/or religiosity lead them to try to alleviate 
suffering, even at risk of life. Manya Frydman Perel, a survivor 
of six years in eight concentration camps, recalls, “We resisted 
in every way we could. Our weapons were our bare hands, 
our minds, our courage, and our faith. I resisted by stealing 
bread and potatoes to share with my friends. I resisted by 
risking my life time and again. The Nazis could not crush our 
spirit, our faith, or our love for life and humanity” (p. xvii).

Such behavior was fanatically opposed and fiercely punished 
by the Nazis. Their anti-Semetic ideology insisted Jews as 
untermenchen (sub-humans) were incapable of Higher 
Morality ... this a “sacred” falsehood that could brook no 
behavioral refutation (see “Saving Children: Diary of a 
Buchenwald Survivor and Rescuer,” by Jack Weber with 
William B. Helmreich; and iwitness.usc.edu/SFI/Activity).
.
Reset Teachers and parents will help youngsters learn about 
Gentile Upstanders at Yad Vashem’s “Righteous Among 
the Nations” website. Over 26,000 Europeans are honored 
(more are saluted annually; see http://www.yadvashem.org/
righteous.html). Young learners report aloud at least one such 
story (see https://edsitement.neh.gov/websites/coming-age-
holocaust-coming-age-now, a free, interactive curriculum for 
middle and high school students and their educators that 
features individual testimonies of thirteen people who were 
adolescents during the Holocaust).

Similarly, many vignettes of Jewish Upstanders are available 
in my 2017 “Stealth Altruism” book, and also in the survivor 
memoirs of teen-age victims, e.g., “If You Save one Life,” by 
Eva Brown; “A Lucky Child: A Memoir of Surviving Auschwitz 

as a Young Boy,” by Thomas Buergenthal; “Roses in a 
Forbidden Garden: A Holocaust Love Story,” by Elise Garibaldi; 
“‘Still Alive: A Holocaust Girlhood Remembered,” by Ruth 
Kluger; and “Eva’s Story: A Survivor’s Tale by the Stepsister of 
Anne Frank,” by Eva Schloss with Evelyn Julia Kent (see also 
http://mandelproject.us/younglove.htm; http://www.ushmm.
org).  

The Reset approach could have High School students debate 
whether or not the law – as guided by ethical concerns 
– should require complacent Bystanders to intervene in 
situations of imminent harm as “instant” Upstanders. Severe 
penalties might ensue if a Bystander remained indifferent (see 
“The Crime of Complicity: The Bystander in the Holocaust,” by 
Amos N. Guiora).
 
5. ACCENT TAKEAWAY LESSONS
Since youngsters give special credence to informal accounts of 
the real-life applicability of Holocaust-based lessons, personal 
anecdotes offered in class or in a living room by an adult  are 
often highly valued. Likewise, Holocaust survivors are greatly 
appreciated in classrooms as guest speakers.

Wide-eyed youngsters find it fascinating to hear directly from 
a (sometimes arm-tattooed) senior citizen who had survived 
as a slave laborer or a Jewish resistance fighter, had been 
hazardously hidden in a farmhouse or monastery, had been 
sent on the Kindertransport to England, or had perilously 
escaped to distant China or an unoccupied European country. 
(See, for example, http://www.jewishpartisans.org., the 
Jewish Partisan Educational Foundation.)

Our Holocaust Reset would have us meet a classroom guest 
beforehand in person or by phone to encourage use of 
examples of the “Help Story,” along with age-appropriate 
aspects of the “Horror Story.” Likewise, discussion of life-
enriching lessons would be sensitively recommended (see 
www.ushmm.org/educators, and info@echoesandreflections.
org).

The US Holocaust Memorial Museum hopes youngsters will 
learn that their personal actions – as in refuting hate-mongers 
and helping new refugees – do matter, as we are responsible 
for helping others create a better future. Similarly, youngsters 
ought to be aware of the link between yesteryear’s Nazism 
and today’s neo-Nazi and white supremacist campaigns: 
both share powerful code words, ideologies, and symbols 
of hate, which can be partially blunted if their sordid WWII 
antecedents are exposed and defamed (see https://www.
ushmm.org/endhate).

Our Holocaust Reset would also seek awareness of new global 
legal deterrents against war crimes, such as the actions of 
the permanent International Criminal Court. These tools have 
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their origins in worldwide revulsion against Nazi war crimes. 
Although horrific new mass murders (as in Bosnia, Cambodia, 
Darfur, Rwanda, and the Sudan) have lamentably followed the 
WWII Holocaust, students ought to learn humanity persists 
in trying to prevent them, force their rapid end, blunt their 
material and human costs, and punish their perpetrators (see 
http://memoria.auschwitz.org).

6. HELP IMPROVE OUR RESET
Please send advice, ideas, and field reports to www.
TeachTheShoah.org (as maintained by Dr. Deborah Fripp) and 
to me at arthurshostak@gmail.com, for sharing with many 
other educators and parents. Especially welcome are inputs 
about strengths and weaknesses of the Reset approach from 
youngsters.

Citations of relevant DVDs would be especially welcome (e.g., 
“God on Trial;” “When I Was 14: A Survivor Remembers.”), as 
would clips from feature films (e.g., ‘Help Story” episodes in  
“Defiance,” “Fateless,” and “Son of Saul” – see “The Holocaust 
as Seen Through Film,” by Rabbi Dr. Bernhard H. Rosenberg). 
Also sought are the names of Holocaust Museums with a 
reset “Horror”/”Help” focus, this a welcome endorsement of 
related classroom and living room work.

SUMMARY
A redemptive “Horror”/”Help” pedagogy will not dodge 
classroom attention to the “Horror Story.” Our Reset insists, 
however, that TWO stories be sensitively told: that of altruism 
along with that of anguish; high-risk care-sharing along with 
cruelty, and valor along with victimization. These opposites 
are inseparable in an honest account of history, and that is 
the only narrative we want to share with young learners.

As survivor Pierre Sauvage would have us never forget, “If we 
remember solely the horror of the Holocaust, we will pass 
on no perspective from which meaningfully to confront and 
learn from that horror … If the hard and fast evidence of the 
possibility of good on Earth is allowed to slip through our 
fingers and turn to dust, then future generations will have 
only dust to build on.” (p. xviii)
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