
LESSON PLAN #3: The Holocaust 
Grade: 5

Georgia Standard:
SS5H4b. Explain America’s involvement in World War II.

Theme/Constructs

1. World War II

2. The Holocaust

3. Never a Bystander

4. Refuse to be Enemies

Objectives

Upon successfully completing this lesson, students will be able to:

1. Explain the origin of the word, holocaust, as well as its Greek roots

2. Place the years of the Holocaust within World War II from 1939-1945.

3. List two actions taken by Hitler in the 1930s that preceded the Holocaust and set the stage for 
the Holocaust to occur.

4. Locate Germany and Poland on a map of western Europe.

5. Create a table of five countries affected by the Holocaust with approximate number of 
Holocaust victims in each country.

6. Discuss differences as strengths not weaknesses and Irene’s messages of “Never a Bystander” 
and “Refuse to be Enemies.” 

Anchor Article on WWII Home Front website: 

• Meet Irene: from Holocaust to Hope and Her Journey to America on a Liberty Ship  

Anchor Book

• Shores Beyond Shores: From Holocaust to Hope, My True Story by Irene Butter (2018: 259 
pages) with John Bidwell and Kris Holloway

Additional References

• Anne Frank Remembered by Miep Gies

Time Required: Two, 50-60 minute class sessions 
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https://aodww2.com/meet-irene-from-holocaust-to-hope-and-her-journey-to-america-on-a-liberty-ship/


Background Information

Rationale for lesson: 

The Holocaust is a very difficult topic to introduce at any age. At fifth grade, it is very important to 
introduce the topic in a way that fosters an interest in additional learning and reflection as students 
progress in school. To that end, this lesson plan introduces the Holocaust from the story of Irene 
Hasenberg Butter, a Holocaust survivor who lived in the same Amsterdam neighborhood as Anne 
Frank. Irene was briefly with Anne in January 1945 at the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in 
northern Germany. Irene and her family were freed from the camp at the end of January. Anne and 
Margot Frank died there in February from typhus, malnutrition and exposure to the cold winter 
weather. Irene found herself all alone at age 14 in a United Nations displaced persons camp in Algeria 
in February 1945. Her father died on the Red Cross train to freedom in Switzerland. Irene’s mother and 
brother were too sick to travel any farther once they reached Switzerland. Irene was put on a train to 
Marseilles, France and then a ship to North Africa. In 2018, she wrote a book about her Holocaust 
experiences – Shores Beyond Shores; from Holocaust to Hope, my True Story. Her messages to students 
are a call to action to, “Refuse to be Enemies” and “Never a Bystander.” 

Background Information: Key Dates

As soon as Adolf Hitler was named Chancellor of Germany on Jan. 28, 1933, he began to consolidate 
power and turn Germany’s Weimar Republic into a totalitarian dictatorship. In essence, he dissolved 
the parliament (the Reichstag) with laws that gave him power to act without legislative approval. Early 
signs indicated he was intent on oppressing German Jews but few could imagine his diabolical plan to 
eradicate not just German Jews but all European Jews as well. 

The following are key events that occurred before World War II began on Sept. 1, 1939 when Germany 
invaded Poland: 

1. March 1933: Just weeks after becoming Chancellor, Adolf Hitler opened the Dachau prison for 
political prisoners. Through intimidation and violence, Hitler silenced his political opposition. 
Intimidation included arrests, prosecutions and imprisonment for his political enemies.

2. March 1933: The German Reichstag passed the Enabling Act which gave Adolf Hitler four 
years of unlimited power. It was renewed in 1937 and 1939.

3. September 1935: Hitler pressured the Reichstag to pass the Nuremberg Laws, which began the 
process of stripping German Jews of their German citizenship.

4. Summer 1936: Germany hosted the Summer Olympics, called the Berlin Olympics. Hitler used 
the games as propaganda that Germany was a good global citizen. But after the Olympics 
ended, oppression of German Jews increased dramatically.

5. March 1938: Germany annexed Austria as Hitler began his plan to reunite the German Empire 
of the early 20th century. Hitler was born in Vienna.

6. November 9-10, 1938: Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass) – With tacit approval from the 
Nazi Party, thousands of Jewish businesses and hundreds of synagogues were destroyed or 
damaged.  Thousands of Jews were imprisoned, an event that in essence began the Holocaust. 
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7. Sept. 1, 1939: Germany invaded Poland to start World War II. German officials quickly 
established Auschwitz to first hold political prisoners just as Dachau did in 1933. Both Dachau 
and Auschwitz became Jewish concentration camps. About 1 million of the six million Jews 
murdered during the Holocaust were murdered at Auschwitz.

Note: Number 3 and Number 6 above are the two key events to meet Objective 3 above. 

Holocaust by the numbers (reference: U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum – USHMM)

In total, about six million European Jews were murdered, a genocide perpetrated by Adolf Hitler and 
Nazi Germany. According to the U.S. Holocaust   Memorial   Museum   in Washington D.C., more Jews 
from Poland were murdered than from any other country in Europe. The museum points out that there 
is not one single source to document all of the atrocities during the Holocaust. As the Allies (England, 
Canada and the United States) were liberating Europe, the Nazis burned many records at their network 
of concentration camps they set up in Europe. From 1942 on, Hitler implemented his “Final Solution” 
to eradicate the more than nine million Jews living in Europe in 1940. But he also targeted other people 
he deemed inferior, such as gypsies and those with physical or mental disabilities. 

The following statistics summarize the Holocaust from five countries. 

1. Poland: In May 1940, there were 3.35 million Jews living in Poland (Polish citizens). During 
the Holocaust, 2.7 – 3 million Jews were murdered.

2. Soviet Union: In May 1940, there were 3 million Jews living in the Soviet Union (Soviet 
citizens). During the Holocaust, 1.3 million were murdered.

3. Germany: In May 1940, there were 237,773 Jews living in Germany (German citizens). During 
the Holocaust, 165,200 were murdered.

4. Hungary: In May 1940, there were 490,621 Jews living in Hungary (Hungarian citizens). 
During the Holocaust, 297,621 were murdered.

5. the Netherlands (Holland) – In May 1940, there were 140,245 Jews living in the Netherlands 
(Dutch Jews). During the Holocaust, 102,000 were murdered.

Irene’s Story 

Irene Hasenberg’s father moved the family from Berlin, Germany to Amsterdam in 1937. With Hitler’s 
rise to power, his bank was taken away from him, a bank he and his father-in-law owned. Irene’s father 
fought for Germany during World War I. He was incensed at the oppression and discrimination German 
Jews began suffering in the 1930s. He thought moving to Amsterdam would be safe because the 
Netherlands had remained neutral during World War I (1914-1918). The first few years were fine. 

Then in May 1940, Germany invaded France, Belgium, Denmark and the Netherlands. Life became 
difficult and then impossible. Dutch Jews could no longer take public transportation and then their 
bicycles were taken away from them. One by one all of their freedoms were lost. 

In June 1943, Irene and her family were forcibly removed from their home and deported to Westerbork, 
a transit camp. There Irene’s father received passports from Equador. These documents saved the 
family from being deported to Auschwitz and almost certain death. 
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In February 1944, the Hasenbergs were sent from Westerbork to the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp 
in northern Germany. At first they thought the move meant they soon would be exchanged and freed. 
But weeks stretched into months and they were still at the camp. Conditions were horrible. There was 
little food to eat. Irene describes the daily roll call as torture because they had to stand for hours at a 
time while the guards counted the prisoners. Sometimes there would be more than one roll call per day. 

The family was finally freed in January 1945. The night before they were freed, Irene and a friend met 
Anne Frank at the fence to throw her a bundle of clothes. Anne and Irene had lived in the same 
Amsterdam neighborhood but went to different schools. Anne and Margot Frank died at Bergen-Belsen 
in February. 

Irene’s father died on the train to Switzerland and freedom. Once in Switzerland, Irene’s mother and 
brother were too sick to travel any farther. Irene, age 14, was put on a train to Marseilles, France and 
then a ship to Algeria where she stayed at a displaced persons camp. In December 1945, she boarded a 
Liberty Ship in Algeria bound for Baltimore. She stayed with her mother’s cousins in New York City. 
She was reunited with her mother and brother in June 1946. 

STORY SNAPSHOT (published within anchor article) 

1. Irene Hasenberg was born in Berlin, Germany on Dec. 11, 1930.

2. John, her father (Pappi), served in the German military during World War I (1914-1918)

3. Werner, Irene’s brother, was two years older.

4. In 1937, the Hasenbergs moved from Berlin to Amsterdam in the Netherlands to escape Adolf 
Hitler’s Nazi Party and government. John had his bank taken away from him by the Nazi 
government.

5. John found a job with the American Express Company in Amsterdam.

6. The first few years were not too bad. But in May 1940, Germany invaded many countries in 
western Europe, including the Netherlands.

7. Life became difficult and then impossible because of restrictions placed on Dutch Jews.

8. In June 1943, the Hasenbergs were deported to Westerbork, a transit camp. In February 1944, 
they were moved to the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in northern Germany. They were 
saved from Auschwitz and almost certain death because Pappi had secured passports from 
Equador.

9. Conditions at Bergen-Belsen were deplorable. In January 1945, Irene briefly saw Anne Frank 
there.

10. The Hasenbergs were freed on Jan. 21, 1945 but Pappi died on the train to Switzerland. Werner 
and her mother were very sick. Once in Switzerland, only Irene could travel farther.

11. Swiss authorities sent her to a displaced persons camp in Algeria (north Africa). In December 
1945, she boarded a Liberty Ship for her journey to America. Her mother’s cousins lived in 
New York City and took care of her.

12. Irene’s mother and brother came to America in June 1946. They had not seen each other for 18 
months.

13. In 2019, it was learned Phyllis Gould, a Rosie the Riveter ship welder at the Kaiser Shipyards in 
California, most likely welded the deck house of the Liberty Ship Irene took to America. The 
deck house contained the dining room where Irene slept because of rough seas. (watch first 
video in article)

 © 2020 Redwood Educational Technologies LLC, All rights reserved. 4



Learning Activities 

 1. On the attached map, use the legend to estimate the following distances:

(a) Berlin to Amsterdam:  _____________________________________________

(b) Amsterdam to Westerbork: _________________________________________

(c) Westerbork to Bergen-Belsen:  ______________________________________

(d) Bergen-Belsen to Switzerland: ______________________________________

(e) Switzerland to Marseilles, France: ___________________________________

 2. Irene’s trip to America on a Liberty Ship took 21 days. Refer to a map of the world. 

(a) Find: 1. Algiers 2. Algeria 3. Baltimore, Maryland.

(b) How many miles did Irene travel across the Atlantic Ocean? _______________________

 3. Using the stats from the five countries, fill in the table below:

Country Jewish Population: 
May 1940

Jews murdered 
during Holocaust

1.

2.

3.

4. 

5. 

 4. Irene did not talk about her Holocaust experiences for many years. In the 1980s when her 
children began asking her about it, she decided it was time to start talking so people would 
never allow it to happen again. She has two main messages to students. The first is “Never a 
Bystander.” The second is “Refuse to be Enemies.” Reflect on those messages. How can you 
put those messages into action in your life at school and at home?
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