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Essential 
Question/s

• 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 Question/s

• How can we create a class 
that is both safe and 
challenging? 

• How can we create an 
environment in which 
everyone is willing to take 
risks, test ideas, and ask 
questions?



Learning Objectives

• Students are to come together as a community 
of learners to develop a contract that establishes 
a safe but challenging environment in our 
classroom.



Overview

• The purpose of this first lesson is to help the class develop an environment that is conducive to learning and sharing: a reflective 
classroom community.

• Throughout this unit, students will be talking about sensitive topics, such as prejudice and discrimination, and how those concepts 
have impacted historical events and students’ own lives. When students feel empowered to contribute honestly and wrestle with
multiple perspectives besides their own, such discussions can be positive and even life-changing.

• Prior to exploring the historical case study of this unit—the collapse of democracy in Germany and the steps leading up to the 
Holocaust—it is important that students and teachers spend some time establishing and nurturing classroom rules and 
expectations of respect and open-mindedness. These “habits of behavior” will equip students with the skills to engage with each 
other in important and sometimes uncomfortable conversations.

• In this lesson you will review the classroom rules you may have already established, as well as create new norms and expectations 
generated by the students themselves. While we urge you to consider the language and expectations that are most appropriate for 
your classroom context, the handout Sample Facing History Classroom Expectations provides examples of the kinds of classroom 
norms Facing History teachers have used to support a reflective classroom community.



Context

• Facing History and Ourselves conceives of its program as a journey—a journey that provides a unique and 
engaging way for students to study history and the world around them. As one student remarked,

• Something about our Facing History class felt different. We were studying the very things I was afraid of: being 
singled out, teased, and bullied; stereotyping; neighbors against neighbors in Nazi Germany. Students couldn’t 
react angrily to how people treated each other in history and then turn around and do these very things to me.

• By helping students develop as moral philosophers, critical consumers of information, and civic agents, we hope to 
change the way they see themselves as individuals in a larger society.

• It takes a particular kind of learning environment to help students achieve these objectives. A reflective classroom 
community is a place where students are encouraged to voice their own opinions—even when their ideas are 
unpopular—and to actively listen to others; to treat different perspectives with patience and respect; and to 
recognize that there are always more perspectives and there is always more to learn. Psychologist John Amaechi 
explains:

• Teachers have to create this emotional space where it is safe but challenging, where people can be themselves, 
where people can take chances and fail, where people can tell stories about themselves and reveal things about 
themselves without risk of derision, without fear of being marginalized. Without safety, there is nothing, there is 
no learning.

• Journal writing is also an integral part of the unit. See the teaching strategy Journals in a Facing History Classroom 
for important suggestions about how to incorporate journals.

• The habits of behavior found in a reflective classroom community—attentive listening to diverse viewpoints, 
voicing clear ideas, and raising relevant questions—not only help students deeply understand historical content 
but also require them to practice skills essential for their role as engaged citizens. Philosopher John Dewey 
believed that classrooms are not the training grounds for future democratic action, but rather places where 
democracy is already enacted. Professor Diane Moore has argued that “encouraging students to take themselves 
seriously and inspiring in them the confidence to do so are two of the most important roles of an educator in a 
multicultural democracy.”

• These characteristics may be helpful in teaching many different units of study, but they are essential to teaching in 
a Facing History and Ourselves classroom.



Activities

• You are going to begin the revision of the Holocaust and Human Behavior.

• You will find attached a letter for your perusal.

• Please write down in your workbook any phrases and words that stand out 
to you.

• Now you are to react to this letter, by answering the following questions:

• What does it mean to have to use both your head and your heart 
while learning?

• What does it mean for a classroom to be a “community of learners”? 

• In what ways does your classroom feel like a community of learners?

• What might help it feel more like a community of learners?

• Draw the diagram on the following slide in your workbook and fill in all the 
words that would fill a “mind learning” and what would fill a “heart 
learning”.

• Next we will turn to the contract where you will be expected to from here 
on out, think about history in two aspects:

• Intellectual “head”.

• Emotional and ethical “heart”.



Create a Class 
Contract

• Explain that before students begin exploring new material, the class needs to agree on 
some rules, norms, or expectations. You can strengthen students’ vocabulary by spending a few 
moments asking them to define one or more of these terms. Students can record definitions in 
their journals.

• When a community agrees on norms or expectations for behavior, these are often articulated in 
a contract. Students can define the term contract in their journals. A contract implies that all parties 
have a responsibility in upholding the agreement.

• To prepare students to develop a class contract, ask them to reflect on their experiences as 
students in a classroom community. Pass out the handout Classroom Experience Checklist, and ask 
students to complete it individually.

• Ask small groups of students to work together to write rules or expectations for the classroom 
community. Distribute handout Sample Facing History Classroom Expectations to help them get 
started. Students will discuss each of the sample items on the handout and decide whether they 
should adopt it in their class contract, modify it, or omit it. Have each group select three items from 
the list (or create their own) to share with the class.

• We suggest keeping the final list brief (e.g., three to five items) so that the norms can be easily 
published in a visible place in the classroom and remembered. As groups present, organize their 
ideas by theme. If there are any tensions or contradictions in the expectations that have been 
suggested, discuss them as a class. While the process is inclusive of students’ ideas, ultimately it is 
the teacher’s responsibility to ensure that the ideas that make it into the final contract are those 
that will best nurture a safe learning environment.

• Finally, discuss with students what they think should happen when someone violates one of the 
norms in the contract. It may be useful to help students distinguish between school and classroom 
rules and the community norms outlined in the class contract. When rules are broken, adults will 
often need to respond. But the students themselves should outline potential responses for 
rebuilding the community after an individual breaks with the norms in the class contract.

• After the class has completed its contract, reaching consensus about rules, norms, and 
expectations, it is important for each student to signal his or her agreement. Students can do so by 
copying the contract into their journals and signing the page. If there is no time, the teacher can 
create printed contracts or a poster to be signed in the next class period.



Assessment

• We will create a final class contract that can be recorded 
in your books to keep everyone accountable for the 
learning from this lesson. 

• The real measurement of understanding, however, resides 
in your efforts to abide by the contract throughout this 
unit.

• Ensure you have filled out the following in your workbook:

• Classroom Experience Checklist

• Classroom Expectations



Extensions

• Personalizing your Journal

You are invited to explore aspects of your identity throughout this unit. You are 
invited to personalize your journal with images or words that represent who 
you are. 

• Your journal can be decorated with markers or by pasting on pictures from 
magazines. 

• However you need to ensure that the options you choose are appropriate.


