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Teaching Children About the Holocaust

Similar to many mothers (maybe many fathers as well), I have always tended to shelter 
my children from the horrors that exist in the world. Yet, as an educator, a historian, 
and a Holocaust and genocide expert, I will tell anyone about the multitude of books 

they should read; the abundance of articles they need to sift through; and the programs, 
museums, and speaking engagements they should attend to learn about and be as well-
versed on the subject as possible. These two personas of mine have, at times, come in 
conflict with one another.

As my children have grown, I am pleased with myself that the side of me that is Holocaust 
expert has oftentimes won out over the protective mother side of me. My own children and, 
by association, many of their friends, are extremely knowledgeable about the Holocaust and 
anti-Semitism and aren’t at all afraid to broach the subject, dig deeper, and learn more. And 
as I tell them often – with the Holocaust, there is always more to learn. 

The Holocaust is an issue that many parents do not want to discuss with their children. In 
my role as the Director of Holocaust Education for Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest 
NJ, I have met with frequent pushback from parents, teachers, and administrators. But this 
is 2019, and we live in a world where acts of anti-Semitism are rising. We live in a world in 
which there is not just violence against Jews in the Middle East, but there also are attacks 
against Jews in Paris, London, and a multitude of other European cities. This is 2019, and we 

live in a nation in which Nazis openly march in the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia, and 11 
Jews are murdered in a Pittsburgh synagogue simply for worshipping on Shabbat. We live in a 
world of anti-Semitism. 

And so, while we may want to shield our children and keep from them the horrors of the six 
million Jews murdered in the Holocaust – this is purely making the matter far worse. Our 
Jewish children are going to be the last generation to have met Holocaust survivors; sadly 
though, they are not going to be the last ones to meet Holocaust deniers and anti-Semites. 
I encourage you not to shy away from it; use it as a way to teach open-mindedness and 
respect for all. 

I am acutely aware that this is not and never will be a simple topic to teach. When tackling 
this, I often stop and remind myself that there was never a time that I was “introduced to the 
Holocaust.” It was just something I simply always knew about. It was ever-present in my life, 
even though I was not the child or grandchild of survivors. When starting to educate your 
children at a young age, here are some points that I encourage. 
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If possible, raise the issue yourself: Do not wait for children 
to start asking about the Holocaust. If they hear about the 
Holocaust somewhere else, you may have to unwind some 
information and work backwards. Here’s how to bring it up 
with them:

• On Yom HaShoah, light a yahrtzeit candle and gently provide 
   an explanation of why you are lighting this candle. 
• Tie the Holocaust into a discussion about another holiday  
   that surrounds Jewish persecution, be it Hanukah, Purim, or  
   Passover. Be honest with children; it was not smooth sailing  
   once the Jews left Egypt. 
• Use the number six million (and five million others), but  
   also stress the fact that there were many who did survive  
   and many of those survivors went on to build incredible  
   lives. And if you know any survivors or children or  
   grandchildren of survivors, tell young people about them  
   and their stories. 

If children start asking on their own about the Holocaust, here 
are some tips on how to answer their questions: 
• Do not lie. It’s very important for children to understand  
   that this is something horrible that did happen. You can  
   certainly make them feel safe, but do not deny what took  
   place. 
• Guide their questions toward the points above and  
   let them know that you want to talk to them about the  
   Holocaust.

• Know that it is okay to say there are points of the Holocaust  
   that they do not need to know yet, depending on their age,  
   but that as they get older, you will teach them and guide  
   them further. 
• If asked directly about how the Nazis killed their victims, tell  
   them that there were many ways that the Nazis enacted the  
   murder of 11 million people and leave it at that for the time  
   being. 

I encourage you to make use of books and films to help with 
education, but make sure that they are age-appropriate and 
current. There are so many resources out there to help with 
this. Reach out to your own local Holocaust resource centers 
or, if need be, look nationally or even globally.  The Museum 
of Jewish Heritage: A Living Memorial to the Holocaust in 
New York City; the United States Holocaust Museum and 
Memorial in Washington, D.C.; and Yad Vashem in Israel are 
all excellent resources.   As Jewish educators and parents, we 
need to teach our youth about the Holocaust in a way that 
doesn’t frighten them. In almost 25 years, we will be at the 
100-year anniversary of the end of the Holocaust. It’s up to 
us to determine whether this next generation will see the 
Holocaust as a blip in history that is often overlooked or if 
they will deeply understand it as the atrocity that it was and 
ensure that it never happens again. Let’s choose correctly. 


