
Stereotypes 
and “single 
stories”



Essential 
Questions

• What does learning about the choices 
people made during the Weimar 
Republic, the rise of the Nazi Party, and 
the Holocaust teach us about the power 
and impact of our choices today?



Guiding 
Questions

• In what ways do “single stories” impact our 
own identities, how we view others, and the 
choices we make?



Learning 
Objectives

• Students will recognize that it is a natural 
and common human behavior to group the 
people and things we encounter in the world 
into categories, but that sometimes these 
categories become “single stories” that give 
us incomplete and simplistic understandings 
of the identities of others.

• Students will construct a “working 
definition” of stereotype and recognize how 
stereotypes can lead to prejudice and 
discrimination.



Overview

• In the previous lesson, students began the first stage of the Facing 
History scope and sequence, “The Individual and Society,” by 
considering the complexity of answering the question “Who am I?” In 
this lesson, students will continue to explore the relationship 
between individual and society by examining how we so often believe 
“single stories” and stereotypes about groups of people. The activities 
that follow ask students to reflect on the basic human behavior of 
applying categories to the people and things we meet and to think 
about the circumstances in which “single stories” about others can be 
harmful or even dangerous.



Context

• We know that every person is different from any other in countless ways, yet when we encounter others, we 
often rely on generalizations to describe them. “It's a natural tendency,” says psychologist Deborah Tannen.

• We must see the world in patterns in order to make sense of it; we wouldn’t be able to deal with the daily 
onslaught of people and objects if we couldn’t predict a lot about them and feel that we know who and 
what they are. But this natural and useful ability to see patterns of similarity has unfortunate consequences. 
It is offensive to reduce an individual to a category, and it is also misleading.

• Author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie uses the phrase “single stories” to describe the overly simplistic and 
sometimes false perceptions we form about individuals, groups, or countries. Her novels and short stories 
complicate the single stories many people believe about Nigeria, the country where she is from.

• In a speech excerpted in this lesson, Adichie recounts her experiences as the subject of the “single stories” 
others have created about groups to which she belongs, as well as times when she herself has created single 
stories about others. She says:



Context

• I've always felt that it is impossible to engage properly with a place or a person without engaging with all of the stories of that 
place and that person. The consequence of the single story is this: It robs people of dignity. It makes our recognition of our equal 
humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we are different rather than how we are similar...

• The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. 
They make one story become the only story.

• Adichie’s speech provides a framework for discussing stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination with your students. 
A stereotype is a belief about an individual based on the real or imagined characteristics of a group to which that individual 
belongs. Stereotypes can lead us to judge an individual or group negatively. Even stereotypes that seem to portray a group 
positively reduce individuals to categories and tell an incomplete or inaccurate “single story.” Prejudice occurs when we form an 
opinion about an individual or a group based on a negative stereotype. When a prejudice leads us to treat an individual or group
negatively, discrimination occurs.

• It is important to reflect on the relationship explored in this lesson between the ways that we think about others and the ways that 
we treat others. Investigating the connections between stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination will provide an important 
framework for exploring in future lessons the ways that people create “in” groups and “out” groups, both in our everyday lives and 
throughout history.



Notes to Teacher

• Working Definitions and Concept Maps
Before introducing the reading The Danger of a Single Story, it is important for students to first consider the word stereotype—a 
word they have likely heard often but may not have explored in depth. To do so, students will each create a concept map that will 
help them define stereotype as well as establish the relationship between stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. We 
recommend that you create a “durable” class concept map for stereotype on chart paper, which can be saved and posted in the 
classroom for reference in later lessons.

• Students will use their concept maps to help them construct a “working definition,” which is a less formal way of explaining what 
a word means. Unlike dictionary definitions, working definitions are often multi-layered, using less formal language and 
examples.

• Previewing Vocabulary

• In addition to stereotype, the following are key vocabulary terms used in this lesson:

• Assumption

• Prejudice

• Discrimination

• Add these words to your Word Wall, if you are using one for this unit, and provide necessary support to help students learn these 
words as you teach the lesson.



Activities

• Day 1

• Journal Response: Responding to Assumptions
Begin the lesson by giving students a few minutes to write in their journals in response to the following question: Has someone 
else ever made an assumption about you because of some aspect of your identity? Was it a positive assumption or a negative one? 
How did you find out about the assumption? How did you respond?

• Create a Concept Map for Stereotype
Tell students that the assumptions we make about each other are sometimes based on stereotypes. Most middle- and high-school 
students have heard the word stereotype, but they might struggle to articulate a definition. Tell students that to help them reflect 
on their understanding of stereotype, they will create a concept map, a visual representation of the word, using words, phrases,
questions, the space on the page, lines, and arrows. Later in the lesson, they will use their concept maps as a launching point to 
help them explore the relationship between stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. Lead students through the steps of 
the Concept Map teaching strategy, first brainstorming words, phrases, and ideas that they associate with stereotypes and then 
organizing these around the word stereotype on a page of their journals. Have students share their concept maps using the Think,
Pair, Share strategy. Invite them to revise their maps by adding new information they learned from their conversations that extends 
or challenges their thinking. You might then facilitate a discussion in which students share ideas from their maps for you to add to 
a class concept map that you hang in the room, refer back to, and modify over the course of the unit as their thinking about 
stereotyping develops.



Activities

• Create a Working Definition for Stereotype
Using the information on their concept maps and from their discussions, ask students to write a 
“working definition” of stereotype underneath their concept map. They will have the opportunity 
to share these working definitions with the class. Explain that a working definition is a less formal 
way of explaining what a word means—a definition that can change over time and might use less 
formal language. Tell students that they might expand, focus, or revise their working definitions as 
they learn more about the topic over the course of the unit. After students have drafted their 
own working definitions, ask volunteers to share their ideas to create a class working definition of 
stereotype, which you can then add to the class concept map. Explain the relationship between 
stereotype, prejudice, and discrimination, and ask students to add these terms to their concept 
maps. Then ask students to share their ideas about where they placed prejudice and 
discrimination and how they connected these to other concepts on their maps.



Activities

• Reflect on the Role of Stereotypes in Daily Life and Society

• Project or pass out Garry Trudeau’s cartoon Street Calculus and discuss students’ first impressions of the image by asking the following 
questions:

• What’s happening in this image?

• What do you notice about what each person is thinking in his thought bubble?

• How are each of their thoughts similar? How are they different?

• Next, analyze the cartoon more deeply by having students discuss the following questions:

• Do you think the situation depicted here is realistic? Do people use “lists” like these to make judgments about each other?

• How aware do you think people are of the lists they make? When someone sees you walking down the street, what lists might they 
make about you? What lists do you sometimes make about others?

• How might these lists shape choices people make (beyond greeting each other)? What would it take to change the lists people make
about each other?

• Next, connect the discussion of Street Calculus to stereotyping by asking students to reflect in a class discussion or in their journals on the role 
that stereotypes play in our society and in their own experiences. Depending on time, one or more of the following questions can be used to 
guide this reflection and debrief:

• Where do stereotypes come from?

• What stereotypes do the two men in the cartoon have about the groups the other one belongs to?

• When, if ever, can stereotypes be harmless or even helpful? When do stereotypes become harmful?

• What does the cartoon suggest about how stereotypes might impact the way we see ourselves and the way we see others? How might 
stereotypes impact the choices we make?



Activities

• Day Two

• Discuss “Single Stories” in Concentric Circles

• To debrief Adichie’s TED Talk, have students stand in two concentric circles, facing a partner in the opposite circle, 
and use the prompts below to begin the discussion. Rotate to a new partner for each new prompt.

• What does Adichie mean by a “single story”? What examples does she give?

• How did Adichie learn single stories about others? How did these stories impact her understanding of herself 
and of others? How did these single stories impact the choices she made at home and in her travels?

• What enabled Adichie to change her single story? What are other ways for these types of stories to change?

• According to Adichie, why can “single stories” be dangerous? What is the relationship between “single 
stories” and stereotypes?

• Why is it that people sometimes make the same mistakes that they so easily see others making?



Activities

• Write about the Connection between “Single Stories” and Stereotypes

• After the concentric circle discussion, use the quotation below or one or more of the subsequent questions as a prompt to 
allow for individual student reflections in their journals. Encourage students to use their resources, such as their concept 
maps, working definitions, notes from today’s lesson, and identity charts, to help them make connections between “single 
stories” and stereotyping.

• “The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are 
incomplete. They make one story become the only story.” (Adichie)

• What single stories have you noticed that others have about you? What dilemmas have you experienced when 
others view you differently than you view yourself?

• What single stories have you noticed that you hold about others? What dilemmas have you seen arise when we view 
others differently than they view themselves?

• What steps can you take, or have you taken, to challenge these single stories? Lead the class in a discussion that allows 
students to share their ideas about the concentric circle questions and journal responses with the whole group.

• Close the Discussion with a Wraparound Activity
If time allows, tell the class that they will be sharing a concluding idea in a Wraparound activity. As you go around the room, 
students can share a memorable word or short phrase from the lesson. It could be something they wrote or something they 
heard from a classmate (or from The Danger of a Single Story).



Assessment

• Evaluate students’ concept maps for stereotype to gauge their 
understanding of the concept.

• Instruct students to make Text-to-Text, Text-to-Self, and Text-to-
World connections with The Danger of a Single Story. Use or adapt 
the handout that accompanies the Facing History description of this 
teaching strategy to help guide their work.



Universe of Obligation



Essential Questions

• What does learning about the choices people made during the 
Weimar Republic, the rise of the Nazi Party, and the Holocaust 
teach us about the power and impact of our choices today?



Guiding 
Questions

• What factors influence the extent to which 
we feel an obligation to help others? How 
does the way we view others influence our 
feelings of responsibility toward them?



Learning Objectives

Students will apply a new concept of human behavior—universe of 
obligation—to analyze how individuals and societies determine who 
is deserving of respect and whose rights are worthy of protection.

Students will recognize that a society’s universe of obligation often 
changes, expanding or shrinking depending on circumstances such as 
peace and prosperity or war and economic depression.



Overview

• In this lesson, students build on their previous discussion about stereotypes by examining why 
humans form groups and what it means to belong. This examination begins the second stage of 
the Facing History scope and sequence, “We and They.” Students will learn a new 
concept, universe of obligation—the term sociologist Helen Fein coined to describe the circle of 
other individuals and groups within a society “toward whom obligations are owed, to whom rules 
apply, and whose injuries call for amends.”

• Understanding the concept of universe of obligation provides important insights into the behavior 
of individuals, groups, and nations throughout history. It also helps students think more deeply 
about the benefits of being part of a society’s “in” group and the consequences of being part of 
an “out” group.

• The activities in this lesson ask students to think about the people for whom they feel 
responsible. The activities also help students analyze the ways that their society designates who is 
worthy of respect and caring and who is not.



Context

• Collecting ourselves into groups is a natural behavior. Being part of a group helps to meet our most basic needs: we share culture, 
values, and beliefs, and we satisfy our yearning to belong.

• Like individuals, groups have identities. How a group defines itself determines who is entitled to its benefits and who is not. 
Sometimes the consequences of being excluded from a group are minor or harmless. For example, someone who does not enjoy 
running is unlikely to be affected by not being a member of a track club. But sometimes the consequences can be substantial, even 
dire. If someone is denied citizenship by a country, his or her freedom, livelihood, or safety may be at risk. Moreover, a society’s 
universe of obligation can change. Individuals and groups that are respected and protected members of a society at one time may 
find themselves outside the universe of obligation when circumstances are different.

• Societies with governments dedicated to democratic values and human rights tend to define their universes of obligation in a more 
expansive and inclusive manner than other societies do. Yet, even within democratic countries, political movements and ideologies 
such as nationalism, racism, or antisemitism can take hold and lead to a more narrow definition of whose rights and privileges 
deserve protection and whose do not. In times of crisis—such as war or economic depression—societies also tend to define more 
narrowly who is “one of us” and whose loyalty is now under suspicion, making them undeserving of protection and respect. 
Individuals or groups who fall outside a nation’s universe of obligation become vulnerable not only to being deprived of the rights, 
privileges, and economic benefits afforded to citizens but also to expulsion, physical harm, and, in the most extreme cases, 
genocide (as Helen Fein warned when she articulated this concept in the 1970s).



Context

• Although Fein conceived of the term to describe the way nations determine 
membership, we can also recognize that individuals have a universe of obligation—the 
circle of individuals a person feels a responsibility to care for and protect. This concept 
helps us recognize the internalized hierarchies that influence how we think about and 
respond to the needs of others. While it is neither practical nor possible that one’s 
universe of obligation could include everyone in its center (the position of most 
importance), acknowledging the way we think about and prioritize our obligations 
toward others can help us act in a more thoughtful, compassionate manner.

• During this lesson, students will examine their universe of obligation, as well as those of 
groups and nations to which they belong. By investigating the “us and them” dynamic 
that so often plays out in all of our lives and throughout history, students will be better 
prepared to analyze and understand the case study of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust.



Activities

• Journal Responses: Groups and Belonging
Ask students to respond in their journals to the following prompt: Think about a group you belong to. 
It might be your family, a team, a faith community, a club, a classroom, an online community, or 
some other type of group. How did you become a member of that group? Did you choose to be a 
member, or are you one automatically? What do you gain by belonging to that group? What, if 
anything, do you have to give up or hide about yourself to be a member?

• Briefly debrief the prompt by asking students to share some of the things they gain by 
belonging to groups and some of the things they give up in order to belong. Honor student 
privacy and refrain from requiring all students to share their responses in detail.

• Then pose a new question to students: Why do humans so often divide themselves into 
groups? When is this a good thing? When is it harmful?

• Give students a few minutes to respond in their journals, and then discuss the question using 
the Think, Pair, Share strategy.



Introduce the Concept of “Universe of 
Obligation”

• Introduce the concept of universe of obligation to students, and explain that it is one way to consider the 
benefits of belonging to groups and the consequences of being excluded. An individual’s or group’s 
universe of obligation represents the extent to which they feel responsible for others. We often feel a 
greater sense of responsibility for those who belong to the same groups that we do.

• Pass out the reading Universe of Obligation and read it aloud.

• This reading includes quotations that feature the perspectives of three people: David Hume, Chuck Collins, 
and William Graham Sumner (connection question

• Re-read the quotations from each of these people to the class, and then discuss with students the following 
questions:

• In what ways do these three people agree? In what ways do they disagree?

• Which of these people seems to have the most inclusive universe of obligation? Which seems to have 
the most exclusive?

• Is it possible for everyone in the world to be included in person’s or country’s universe of obligation? If 
not, how should we prioritize



Activities

• Illustrate Individual Universes of Obligation

• Finally, ask students to illustrate their own universes of obligation using the graphic organizer on 
the Universe of Obligation handout. The concentric circles on this handout can help students visualize and 
diagram what an individual, group, or country’s universe of obligation might look like.

• Give students time to follow the instructions and complete the activity on the handout. It might be helpful 
first to quickly brainstorm a variety of types of individuals and groups that might appear on one’s graphic 
organizer, including family, friends, neighbors, classmates, strangers in one’s town, and others.

• Have students meet in groups of two or three to discuss their experience of trying to illustrate their 
universes of obligation. In their discussions, students should address some of the following questions:

• What was the experience of diagramming your universe of obligation like?

• What did you think about when deciding where to place certain groups in your universe of obligation? 
Which decisions were difficult? Which were easy?

• Under what conditions might your universe of obligation shift? What might cause you to move some 
groups to the center and others to the outside?

• What is the difference between an individual’s universe of obligation and that of a school, community, 
or country?



Assessment

•Due to their personal nature, we do not 
recommend using students’ individual Universe of 
Obligation Graphic Organizers for assessment. 
Instead, gauge their understanding of the concept 
by asking each student to complete a separate 
universe of obligation handout, this time illustrating 
a group to which he or she belongs—such as a 
school, neighborhood, or country.

•Observe the group discussions at the end of the 
lesson to understand how students are responding 
to the moral and ethical dilemmas inherent in 
attempting to define explicitly one’s universe of 
obligation.



Extensions

Supplement with Additional Readings

You might deepen the discussion of groups and belonging in this 
lesson by introducing additional readings from Chapter 2 of 
Holocaust and Human Behavior for student discussion and 
reflection. The reading What Do We Do with a 
Difference? includes a poem that raises important questions 
about the ways we respond to differences. In the 
reading Understanding Strangers, journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski 
discusses the ways the earliest humans likely responded to “the 
Other” and suggests models for how we can constructively 
respond to unfamiliar groups of people today. Both readings and 
their related connection questions can help support a larger 
class discussion about the human behavior of dividing ourselves 
into groups. You might use the following question to guide the 
discussion:

Why do humans so often divide themselves into “we” and 
“they”? When does it become a problem? What historical 
examples help you answer this question? What examples from 
the world today help you answer it.



The Concept 
of Race



Essential Questions

• What does learning about the choices people made during the 
Weimar Republic, the rise of the Nazi Party, and the Holocaust 
teach us about the power and impact of our choices today?



Guiding Questions

• What is race? What is racism? How do ideas about race affect how we 
see others and ourselves?

• How have race and racism been used by societies to define their 
universes of obligation?



Learning 
Objectives

• Students will define and analyze the socially 
constructed meaning of race, examining how 
that concept has been used to justify 
exclusion, inequality, and violence 
throughout history.



Overview

• In the previous lesson, students began the “We and They” stage of the Facing History scope and 
sequence by examining the human behavior of creating and considering the concept of universe 
of obligation. This lesson continues the study of “We and They,” as students turn their attention 
to an idea—the concept of race—that has been used for more than 400 years by many societies 
to define their universes of obligation. Contrary to the beliefs of many people, past and present, 
race has never been scientifically proven to be a significant genetic or biological difference in 
humans. The concept of race was in fact invented by society to fulfill its need to justify disparities 
in power and status among different groups. The lack of scientific evidence about race 
undermines the very concept of the superiority of some “races” and the inferiority of other 
“races.”

• Race is an especially crucial concept in any study of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, because it 
was central to Nazi ideology. However, the Nazis weren’t the only ones who had notions about 
race. This lesson also examines the history and development of the idea of “race” in England and 
the United States.



Context

• For at least 400 years, a theory of “race” has been a lens through which many individuals, leaders, 
and nations have determined who belongs and who does not. Theories about “race” include the 
notion that human beings can be classified into different races according to certain physical 
characteristics, such as skin color, eye shape, and hair form. The theory has led to the common, but 
false, belief that some “races” have intellectual and physical abilities that are superior to those of 
other “races.” Biologists and geneticists today have not only disproved this claim, they have also 
declared that there is no genetic or biological basis for categorizing people by race. According to 
microbiologist Pilar Ossorio:

• Are the people who we call Black more like each other than they are like people who we call white, 
genetically speaking? The answer is no. There’s as much or more diversity and genetic difference 
within any racial group as there is between people of different racial groups.

• As professor Evelynn Hammonds states in the film Race: The Power of an Illusion: “Race is a 
human invention. We created it, and we have used it in ways that have been in many, many 
respects quite negative and quite harmful.”



Context

• When the scientific and intellectual ideals of the Enlightenment came to dominate the thinking of 
most Europeans in the 1700s, they exposed a basic contradiction between principle and practice: 
the enslavement of human beings. Despite the fact that Enlightenment ideals of human freedom 
and equality inspired revolutions in the United States and France, the practice of slavery persisted 
throughout the United States and European empires. In the late 1700s and early 1800s, American 
and European scientists tried to explain this contradiction through the study of “race science,” which 
advanced the idea that humankind is divided into separate and unequal races. If it could be 
scientifically proven that Europeans were biologically superior to those from other places, especially 
Africa, then Europeans could justify slavery and other imperialistic practices.

• Prominent scientists from many countries, including Sweden, the Netherlands, England, Germany, 
and the United States, used “race science” to give legitimacy to the race-based divisions in their 
societies. Journalists, teachers, and preachers popularized their ideas. Historian Reginald 
Horsman, who studied the leading publications of the time, describes the false messages about 
race that were pervasive throughout the nineteenth century:



Context

• One did not have to read obscure books to know that the Caucasians were innately superior, and that they 
were responsible for civilization in the world, or to know that inferior races were destined to be 
overwhelmed or even to disappear.

• Some scientists and public figures challenged race science. In an 1854 speech, Frederick Douglass, the 
formerly enslaved American political activist, argued:

• The whole argument in defense of slavery becomes utterly worthless the moment the African is proved to 
be equally a man with the Anglo-Saxon. The temptation, therefore, to read the Negro out of the human 
family is exceedingly strong.

• Douglass and others who spoke out against race science were generally ignored or marginalized.

• By the late 1800s, the practice of eugenics emerged out of race science in England, the United States, and 
Germany. Eugenics is the use of so-called science to improve the human race, both by breeding “society’s 
best with the best” and by preventing “society’s worst” from breeding at all. Eugenicists believed that a 
nation is a biological community that must be protected from “threat,” which they often defined as mixing 
with allegedly inferior “races.”



Context

• In the early twentieth century, influential German biologist Ernst Haeckel divided humankind into races and 
ranked them. In his view, “Aryans”—a mythical race from whom many northern Europeans believed they had 
descended—were at the top of the rankings and Jews and Africans were at the bottom. Ideas of race and 
eugenics would become central to Nazi ideology in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.

• Despite the fact that one’s race predicts almost nothing else about an individual’s physical or intellectual 
capacities, people still commonly believe in a connection between race and certain biological abilities or 
deficiencies. The belief in this connection leads to racism. As scholar George Fredrickson explains, racism has 
two components: difference and power.

• It originates from a mindset that regards “them” as different from “us” in ways that are permanent and 
unbridgeable. This sense of difference provides a motive or rationale for using our power advantage to treat 
the...Other in ways that we would regard as cruel or unjust if applied to members of our own group.

• The idea that there is an underlying biological link between race and intellectual or physical abilities (or 
deficiencies) has persisted for hundreds of years. Learning that race is a social concept, not a scientific fact, 
may be challenging for students. They may need time to absorb the reality behind the history of race 
because it conflicts with the way many in our society understand it.



Activities

• Opener: One of These Things Is Not Like the Others

• Race is one of the concepts that societies have created to sort and categorize their members. Before 
discussing race, this brief opening activity introduces students to the idea that when we sort and categorize 
the things and people around us, we make judgments about which characteristics are more meaningful 
than others. Students will be asked to look at four shapes and decide which is not like the others, but in 
doing so they must also choose the category on which they will base their decision.

• Share with students the handout Which of These Things Is Not Like the Others? If possible, you might 
simply project the image in the classroom.

• Ask students to answer the question by identifying the object in the image that is not like the others.

• Prompt students to share their answers and explain their thinking behind the answer to a classmate, using 
the Think, Pair, Share strategy. What criterion did they use to identify one item as different? Why? Did their 
partner use the same criterion?

• Explain that while students’ choices in this exercise are relatively inconsequential, we make similar choices 
with great consequence in the ways that we define and categorize people in society. While there are many 
categories we might use to describe differences between people, society has given more meaning to some 
types of difference (such as skin color and gender) and less meaning to others (such as eye and hair 
color). You might ask students to brainstorm some of the categories of difference that are meaningful in our 
society.



Activities

• Reflect on the Meaning of Race

• Tell students that in this lesson, they will look more closely at a concept that has been used 
throughout history by groups and countries to shape their universes of obligation: the concept 
of race. Race is a concept that continues to significantly influence the way that society is 
structured and the way that individuals think about and act toward one another.

• Before asking students to examine the concept closely in this lesson, it is worth giving them a 
few minutes to write down their own thoughts and assumptions about what race is and what it 
means. Share the following questions with students, and give them a few minutes to privately 
record their responses in their journals. Let them know that they will not be asked to share their 
responses.

• What is race? What, if anything, can one’s race tell you about a person? How might this concept 
impact how you think about others or how others think about you?



Activities

• Explore the Meaning of Racism

• Pass out the Race and Racism handout. Alternatively, you might project the handout in the 
classroom and instruct students to copy down Frederickson’s definition of racism into their 
journals.

• Read the handout aloud to students and ask them to complete the following tasks:

• Circle any words that you do not understand in the definition.

• Underline three to four words that you think are crucial to understanding the meaning 
of racism.

• Below the definition, rewrite it in your own words.

• At the bottom of the page, write at least one synonym (or other word closely related 
to racism) and one antonym.

• Allow a few minutes after this activity to discuss students’ answers and clear up any words they 
did not understand.


