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1. Introduction to a Study of Holocaust Memorials: 
 

A defining event of the 20th century, the study of the Holocaust and 
memorialization of the victims and survivors continue to find a prominent place in many 
societies around the world, especially those in Western Europe and the United States.  

Many examples of memorialization efforts continue to highlight how various 
groups and societies have wrestled with how to preserve the collective history and 
individual memories of the Holocaust for current and future generations. Prominent 
among these efforts are educational and research institutions such as the United States 
Holocaust Museum Memorial and Yad Vashem in Israel. In addition, hundreds of 
smaller physical memorials have been erected throughout the world by Jewish 
communities, local governments, and others intent on preserving memory.  

An analysis of these Holocaust memorials offers an opportunity for middle and 
high school students to reflect on the meaning of the Holocaust in societies around the 
world in the 70+ years since the end of World War II and the liberation of the camps. 
Such an analysis would ideally be undertaken following a detailed unit on the history of 
the Holocaust, to ensure students have an adequate knowledge base to properly analyze 
the content of memorials. What follows below are suggestions for a single-class period 
lesson to analyze examples of Holocaust memorials, as well as suggestions for a multi-
day extension, in which students would design and create a Holocaust memorial. Images 
of 5 memorials (including the cover image), as well as some lesson resources and links to 
external sites for student and educator research are also provided.   

 
Some initial points to consider with students when discussing memorials: 

 
• The complexities of memorialization: Memorialization is simply the process of 

preserving memory. It can be an individual and/or a collective process. 
Memorialization can be seen as a need for all peoples and societies. Despite this, both 
currently and historically, memorialization has not been allowed all peoples or 
groups. This has often been the case with the 1915 Armenian genocide, as the Turkish 
government still continues to exert pressure to restrict memorialization efforts by 
Armenian communities (see, for example, the struggle to construct a memorial to the 
victims of the Armenian genocide in Geneva, Switzerland).2 Memorialization efforts 
can offer powerful opportunities to help societies address past human rights abuses 
and come to terms with their own history, but they can also be fought with 
controversy. Thus, who creates the memorial and in what context, as well as the 
location and message(s) conveyed by the memorial become crucial questions for 
students to explore. Take, for example, the differences between a memorial erected 
by decedents of the victims and a memorial, such as those often erected in Germany, 
by the decedents of the perpetrators. Teachers should help students explore and 
understand the context for the creation of specific Holocaust memorials.  
 

• Collective memory (or public memory) and individual memory: In short, 
collective memory refers to the ways in which a group collectively remembers and 
interprets historical events such as the Holocaust. Collective memory is shaped by 
the group or society’s ideologies and concerns, as well as the particular time period, 
during which the memorialization efforts takes place. Collective memory differs from 

                                                
2 Hazan, Pierre “Turkish obstruction keeps Geneva’s Armenian genocide memorial in public eye.” 
Justiceinfo.net. 19 April 2017. http://www.justiceinfo.net/en/component/k2/33033-turkish-obstruction-
keeps-geneva%E2%80%99s-armenian-genocide-memorial-in-public-eye.html  
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individual memory, which although never free of the influence of societal forces, is a 
person’s own remembrance and singular interpretation of events from their life. 
Memorials can provide a window for students into the ways in which groups and 
whole societies remember events like the Holocaust. Students should be introduced 
to the concept of collective memory and be encouraged to view memorials through 
this lens.  

 
• Location and Sites of Memorials: Many memorials in Europe are located at 

specific sites of the atrocities of the Holocaust, while other memorials, such as those 
in the United States, are not tied to such specific sites. These memorials, however, 
are often strategically placed on capitol grounds or in public parks. Teachers and 
students should seek to understand how each specific memorial site plays an 
important role in the message and meaning of the memorial. For example, see the 
Manitoba Holocaust Memorial (in section 5 below), which stands on the grounds of 
the Manitoba capitol in Winnipeg. Often while reading the names of the survivors 
etched on the memorial, the Legislative building can be seen reflected in the highly 
polished stone of the memorial’s monument. Such a memorial site invariably ties the 
continued remembrance of the Holocaust to the democratic process and the 
legislators working in the adjacent capitol building, which shapes the meaning of the 
memorial (similarly the location of the USHMM at the Washington Mall). Students 
should be encouraged to examine the specific location of memorials. 

 
• Content of Memorials: The content of Holocaust memorials varies widely. For 

example, the simple monument stone of the Holocaust memorial in Madison, WI (in 
section 5 below) reads “TO HONOR THE MEMORY OF THE 6 MILLION JEWS 
AND ALL VICTIMS OF THE HOLOCAUST 1941-1945.” Immediately students could 
notice that, unlike the Manitoba memorial, the Madison monument doesn’t list 
specific names of survivors, rather the commonly-cited death toll of 6 million Jewish 
deaths. Furthermore, “and all victims,” implies non-Jewish victims as well, but 
doesn’t specifically list any of the other groups targeted by the Nazis. Also, the 
memorial lists the years 1941-1945. Other memorials might list a broader range of 
dates, such as 1933 (the beginning of the National Socialist government in 
Germany)-1945 or 1938 (the so-called “Kristallnacht” pogrom)-1945. Teachers and 
students should examine the specific content of memorials.  

 
*A note about picking memorials for analysis: Holocaust memorials and 
memorialization can come in many forms, from physical sculptures and models to larger 
installations, museum spaces and exhibits to commemorative days and events. These lesson 
plans have been created with physical memorials in mind, such as Lois Dorfman’s 1979 “For 
this the Earth Mourns” in Toledo, Ohio or Fritz Koelle’s 1949 "Unknown Concentration Camp 
Inmate” located near the crematoria building in the Dachau Concentration Camp in southern 
Germany (see section 5 below). Many examples of memorials exist all over the United States, 
Europe, and the world. The Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies at the University of 
Minnesota has a virtual collection of memorials, which can be accessed at: 
http://chgs.elevator.umn.edu/  

 
2. Essential Questions for A Study of Holocaust Memorials: 

 
• How, when, and why do we memorialize events like the Holocaust? 
• How do societies’ collective memories of events like the Holocaust change over 

time?  
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3a.  Ideas for a Single-Day Lesson: 
 
Lesson Objectives: 
 

• Students will be able to describe and discuss some of the various ways in which 
societies have constructed memorials to the victims of the Holocaust. 

• Students will be able to analyze Holocaust memorials as a reflection of a group or 
nation’s collective memory.  

• Students will be able to articulate the importance of memorials in maintaining a 
group’s collective memory.  

 
Lesson Activities: 
 

1. As a hook for the lesson, students should free write in response to one or both of 
the following questions (the teacher might provide an image of a memorial 
familiar to the students (such as the Lincoln or Vietnam Memorials in 
Washington D.C.): 

a. For younger students: How do memorials help us remember the past? 
b. For older or more-advanced students: Why is it important for groups of 

people to construct memorials in public places, such as public parks and 
the grounds of government buildings? 

2. In pairs or small groups, students should examine a series of Holocaust 
memorials (6-10 memorials), taking notes about each memorial using an analysis 
tool worksheet around the prompts, “what do you observe?”; what do you 
think?”; and “what do you wonder?” (see sample lesson planning materials in 
section 5). This examination might also take place in the form of a gallery 
walk3, in which students physically move about the classroom examining 
prearranged photographs of preselected Holocaust memorials. During the gallery 
walk, students might affix colored sticky notes, each color representing each of 
the three prompts, in place of completing the image analysis tool worksheet. In 
place of a gallery walk with preselected images, older students might do a 
WebQuest4 to locate images of memorials on the web (see student resources in 
section 6) and complete the analysis tool worksheet. 

3. Students should share observations and reflections about specific memorials and 
about Holocaust memorials in general in a whole group discussion. 

 
Ideas for Assessment:  
 

• Students should select one memorial and create an annotated visual essay5. 
Student annotations should specifically focus on: 

o The location, form, and content? of the memorial 
o The meaning(s) behind the memorial 
o Cultural significance of the memorial, or the ways in which the memorial 

dialogues with a society’s or group’s collective memory 

                                                
3 A gallery walk is a learning activity where students move around a space examining multiple texts or images 
organized into stations. Ideally, as they move in small groups from station to station, students would respond to 
prompts. This learning strategy provides a movement break for students and can help engage kinesthetic learners.  
4 A WebQuest is a learning activity where students a guided through research on the internet. For this activity, the 
teacher might provide a set of initial links for student research (see section 6: Resources for Student Research.” This 
learning strategy might work best with high school or more-advanced middle school student.  
5 An annotated visual essay is a modified essay, in which students integrate groups of visuals, such as images of 
Holocaust memorials, into any type of traditional essay, such as a 5-paragraph essay). An annotated visual essay 
would ask students to provide a series of annotations, comments, or captions for each image.  
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3b.  Ideas for a Multiple-Day Lesson or Unit: 
 
Below are some thoughts on how to extend an analysis of Holocaust memorials to have 
students design, create, and present and support their own Holocaust memorials.   
 
Lesson Activities:  
 

• After completing the activities for the day-long lesson, students should design 
their own memorial to the victims of the Holocaust. Currently, Minnesota is one 
of just a handful of states without a public memorial to the Holocaust.  

• Students, working alone or in small groups, should consider the following 
questions to help guide them through the process of designing a memorial: 

o What are the overall and specific purposes of the memorial (i.e. a site of 
mourning, remembrance and reflection, education, etc.)?  

o What type of memorial does the State of Minnesota need? 
o What physical shape should the memorial take? 
o Where would the memorial potentially be located (i.e. the Capital lawn)? 
o Who is the target audience for the memorial? 
o What elements should a memorial include (i.e. informative sign boards, 

the names of survivors in Minnesota, etc.)?   
o What is the theme of the memorial? 
o Who should create and pay for this memorial and why? 

• Depending on time and resources, students should create either drawings or 
complete scale models of their memorials. 
 

Ideas for Assessment:  
 

• Depending on time, students should examine and critique their own memorial 
designs, as well as those of their fellow classmates. Peer critiques should be 
constructive and specific. For younger students, an expectation that students 
provide equal numbers of “glows” and “grows” for their peers helps to keep 
critiques kind, yet constructive (see sample lesson planning materials in section 
5). 

• For an even greater extension of the activity, students should present their 
memorials to a panel of experts (administrators, teachers, parents, or community 
members work well). Panel members should question the students about their 
designs. The same questions from above can serve as sample questions for the 
panel members.* Ultimately, memorials could be displayed within the classroom 
or school building. 

 
*A note about a memorial competition and/or judging memorials: Students 
often want to see the presentation of memorials become a competition to ultimately 
narrow in on one winning memorial. This sort of competition could distract from the 
learning objectives. Students might be reminded that the thought process behind 
designing and critiquing memorials is the objective of the lesson.   
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4.  Relevant State (Minnesota) and National Standards: 
 

Minnesota Social Studies Standards: 
 

• History Substrands and Standards:  
o Substrand 2 Peoples, Cultures and Change Over Time Standard 

5. History is made by individuals acting alone and collectively to address 
problems in their communities, state, nation and world. 

• Grade 7, Strand 4 History, Substrand 4 United States History, 
Benchmark: Outline the causes and conduct of World War II including the 
nations involved, major political and military figures and key battles, and the 
Holocaust. 

• Grade 9-12, Strand 4 History, Substrand 3 World History, 
Benchmark: Describe the causes and consequences of the Nazi Holocaust, 
including the effects of the Nazi regime’s “war against the Jews” and other 
groups, and its influence on the 1948 United Nations Declaration of Human 
Rights and other human rights movements of the post-WW II era. (A Half 
Century of Crisis and Achievement: 1900—1950) 

• Grade 9-12, Strand 4 History, Substrand 3 World History, 
Benchmark: Describe the response of the world community to human rights 
violations, including the response to apartheid in South Africa. (The World After 
World War II: 1950—1989) For example: Cambodia, Rwanda, Darfur 

 
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) Standards: 
Below are the relevant thematic standards and teacher expectations: 
 
• Thematic Standard 1: Culture and Cultural Diversity  

Teachers should: 
o assist learners to understand and apply the concept of culture as an 

integrated whole that governs the functions and interactions of language, 
literature, arts, traditions, beliefs, values, and behavior patterns;  

o enable learners to analyze and explain how groups, societies, and cultures 
address human needs and concerns;  

o guide learners as they predict how experiences may be interpreted by people 
from diverse cultural perspectives and frames of reference;  

o encourage learners to compare and analyze societal patterns for transmitting 
and preserving culture while adapting to environmental and social change 

• Thematic Standard II: Time Continuity and Change  
Teachers should: 

o assist learners to understand that historical knowledge and the concept of 
time are socially influenced constructions that lead historians to be selective 
in the questions they seek to answer and the evidence they use;  

o help learners apply key concepts such as time, chronology, causality, change, 
conflict, and complexity to explain, analyze, and show connections among 
patterns of historical change and continuity 

• Thematic Standard IV: Individual Development and Identity 
Teachers should: 

o assist learners in articulating personal connections to time, place, and social/ 
cultural systems; 

o help learners to appreciate and describe the influence of cultures, past and 
present, upon the daily lives of individuals 
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5a.  Example Holocaust Memorials:   
 
A. 

 
Manitoba Legislature Holocaust Memorial 1990 (with close-up) 

Capitol lawn: Winnipeg, Manitoba 
Photos: George D. Dalbo 

 
 
B. 

 
Holocaust Memorial 1998 (with close-up) 

Marshal Park: Madison, Wisconsin 
Photos: George D. Dalbo 
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C.  

 
Lois Dorfman (1979) “For this the Earth Mourns”  

Jewish Federation of Greater Toledo grounds: Toledo, Ohio  
Photo: George D. Dalbo 

 
D.  

 
Fritz Koelle (1949) "Unknown Concentration Camp Inmate” 

Dachau Concentration Camp 
Photos: George D. Dalbo 

The German text reads: “To Honor the Dead, to Warn the Living” 
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5b.  Sample Lesson Planning Materials: 
 

Holocaust Memorials Analysis Tool: 
 
Basic Information: 
(location, date, 
etc.) 

OBSERVE: 
 
What do you 
observe while 
looking at the 
memorial? 

THINK:  
 
How does the 
memorial reflect the 
Holocaust? 

WONDER: 
 
What questions do 
you have after 
seeing the 
memorial? 

Memorial 1:  
 
 

  

Memorial 2:  
 
 

  

Memorial 3:  
 
 

  

Memorial 4:  
 
 

 (add additional rows 
as needed) 

 
Sample Peer-Feedback Form: 

 
“Glow” comment starters: 

• I appreciate how you used…in order 
to… 

• You did a great job of… 
• What really stands out is… 
• I like the way you…  

 
“Grow” comment starters: 

• I’d like to see more of…. 
• Can you explain why…. 
• I’d like to hear/learn more about… 
• I don’t understand…because of… 

Group: ______________ 
 
Two “Glows”: 

1.  
 

2.  
 
Two “Grows”: 

1.  
 

2.  
 
Your name: ______________ 

 
Sample Student Self-Assessment Questions: 

 
In what areas did you excel 
during the project? Explain. 

In what areas did you 
struggle during the project?  
Explain. 

Overall, how well do you 
feel you did on the project? 
Explain. 
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6a.  Resources for Student Research: 
 
• “Holocaust Memorials.” Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies. 

University of Minnesota. 
http://chgs.elevator.umn.edu/search/s/29c5690f-9cd0-416b-9781-
c8cc5cbbee6c  

o This site features photographs, descriptions, and additional resources for 27 
Holocaust memorials from around the world. While perhaps best seen as a 
teacher resource, this site would be appropriate for students (middle and high 
school) to use on their own to conduct research around a memorial, or to gain 
a broader understanding of many different types of Holocaust memorials. 
 

• “17 Haunting Holocaust Memorials.” The Telegraph. 27 Jan. 2017. 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/galleries/17-haunting-Holocaust-
memorials/ 

o This article from the Travel Section of the Telegraph includes high-quality 
photos and short descriptions of 17 Holocaust memorials from around the 
United States, Europe, and Israel. The article would be very accessible for 
middle and high school students. The short descriptions would also be 
accessible for English Language Learners as well. 
 

• “Global Directory of Holocaust Museums.”  Israel Science and 
Technology Directory. http://www.science.co.il/jewish/Holocaust-
museums.php  

o This site provides a comprehensive listing of Holocaust museums from 
around the world. The site includes web addresses for each museum. 
 

• “Holocaust Memorial.”  The Holocaust Explained. The Wiener Library 
for the Study of Holocaust and Genocide. 
http://www.theholocaustexplained.org/ks3/survival-and-legacy/legacy-
and-memory/holocaust-memorials/#.VkNrPXgQ70s 

o This site contains short descriptions and photos of 7 Holocaust memorials. 
Links provide additional information on the Holocaust. This site would be 
appropriate for middle school students for a more-limited look at memorials. 
 

• “Holocaust Memorials Around Europe.” The Museum of Family History. 
http://www.museumoffamilyhistory.com/hme-main.htm 

o This site contains a list of Holocaust memorials around Europe. The site 
includes pictures and brief descriptions for each memorial. The site would be 
useful for student research. 
 

• “Holocaust Memorial Museums Database.” http://www.memorial-
museums.net/WebObjects/ITF 

o This site contains interactive maps (divided by continent) of selected 
Holocaust museums and memorials. This site would be appropriate for 
students (middle and high school) to use on their own to conduct research 
around a memorial, or to gain a broader understanding of many different 
types of Holocaust memorials. 
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• “List of Holocaust Memorials and Museums.”  Wikipedia. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Holocaust_memorials_and_mus
eums 

o This is a partial list of Holocaust memorials organized by country and state. 
Many links include basic information, photos, and clickable links for further 
information. This site would be appropriate for students (middle and high 
school) to use on their own to conduct research around a memorial, or to gain 
a broader understanding of many different types of Holocaust memorials. 
 

• “Other Memorials.” A Teacher’s Guide to the Holocaust. Florida Center 
for Instructional Technology. University of South Florida. 
https://fcit.usf.edu/holocaust/resource/gallery/gallery6.htm 

o This site features 24 memorials with photos and short descriptions. Each 
photo links to an individual page with more photographs of the same 
memorial. This site would be appropriate for students (middle and high 
school) to use on their own to conduct research around a memorial, or to gain 
a broader understanding of many different types of Holocaust memorials.  
 

• Preisler, Julian H. “Holocaust Memorials, Statues & Museums in North 
America.” http://jpreisler.com/HolocaustMemorialsNorthAmerica.pdf 

o This site contains a list of Holocaust memorials in North America, especially 
those in the United States. Although it contains a more-comprehensive list 
than that found on Wikipedia, it does not include descriptions, photos, or 
clickable links. This might be useful for teachers and students to locate 
memorials in their vicinity and to help them conduct additional research. 
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6b.  Further Resources for Educator Use: 
 
• Berenbaum, Michael. “Study Guide for the Holocaust Memorial Miami 

Beach.” 2015. 
http://holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org/learn/FInal_Draft_11._10.23.
15.pdf  

o This study guide covers the history of the Holocaust, as well as an in-depth 
description and analysis of the Holocaust Memorial in Miami Beach, Florida. 
This guide provides some sample lesson plans for analyzing the memorial 
itself. This study guide is meant as an educator resource. 

 
• Schroeder, Peter and Schroeder-Hildebrand, Dagar. Six Million Paper 

Clips: The Making of a Children’s Holocaust Memorial. Kar-Ben 
Publishing. 2004. 

o This book tells the story of a small-town school in rural Tennessee as they 
attempt to educate students on the Holocaust. What results is a community-
created memorial to the children who lost their lives in the Holocaust. The 
story was also told in a documentary film: see Berlin, Elliot and Fab, Joe 
(directors). Paper Clips. Ergo Entertainment. 2004.  Both the book 
and the film are best used with middle school students.   

 
• Young, James. At Memory's Edge: After-Images of the Holocaust in 

Contemporary Art and Architecture. Yale University Press. 2002. 
 

• Young, James. The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and 
Meaning. Yale University Press. 1994. 

 
o The three works listed above provide some insight as to the contemporary 

scholarly and political debates surrounding Holocaust memorials. These 
works are most appropriate for educators but could be excerpted for 
advanced-level high school students. 

 


