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Using Timelines to Teach History


Teachers of various disciplines have discovered the value of using timelines to help put history and literature 
curriculum in perspective. Timelines provide a visual tool for studying a period of time—a day, a year, or an 
individual's life—or for examining a topic across centuries. Researching and creating timelines appeals to students' 
visual, mathematic, and kinesthetic intelligences.1  They can be utilized to encourage students to make 
interdisciplinary connections between events occurring in a single historical era through the lens of music, science, 
or literature. Timelines, therefore, are a highly valuable when studying the Holocaust within 20th century history. 
One of the core pedagogical principles of Echoes & Reflections is the belief that the Holocaust was not inevitable. 
Using a timeline can underscore this idea, and help students grasp that the Holocaust was a progression of events, 
decisions, actions, and inactions, not a singular inescapable fate. 


Timelines can also propel students towards metacognitive thinking about how we interpret and construct time and 
situate historical events. When should a timeline begin? What should we include in a timeline? What is the purpose 
of charting linear and causal occurrences?2  Asking students to question and consider the constructs of history can 
be beneficial for higher order thinking and help students understand both the creation of a historical canon, and 
the events pivotal in telling history or understanding context for a reading. 


Part of the challenge of learning with timelines, however, can be that same linear and impersonal connection to 
history. We teach history and English to help students find their humanity. By co-locating primary sources like 
testimonies, photos, and poems alongside important historical events, our hope is that students will build a personal 
connection and understand the impact that any one decision can have on individuals, societies, and even a nation. 


Timeline-based assignments can aid in a variety of learning goals, including:


• Develop historical context. Students sometimes have trouble seeing a particular text or event as part of a
broader human story. By visually locating events that occurred concurrently in time, timelines can help students 
understand individual events and people in relationship with others.


• Analyze on a micro and macro- scale. Students sometimes view historical events on only one scale. In
using a timeline, students can identify and analyze how seemingly isolated events relate to larger scale history or 
other micro-macro dynamics, such as local or regional histories in the context of broader national or worldwide 
events.3 


• Understand the development of historiography. Students can be unfamiliar with interpreting or
understanding academic disciplines. By using a timeline to plot the development of history students can discover 
how scholars’ understanding changes over time.


• Focus on details. Large trends have little details that need to be examined. Use timelines to help your
students discover how small details can relate to the larger picture.


• Develop arguments. Have students select several items from their timeline to develop an argument
about change and/or continuity over time. Work on developing skills that involve incorporating and synthetizing 
information and presenting arguments.   







Used intentionally, timelines enable students to make meaning of history while at the same providing a clear and 
linear outline to events. When we give students the tools to examine how individual decisions influence the arc of 
history, we empower them to explore the humanity of each narrative, and how all of us are part of a broader human 
story.   


1  Chapman, Tim. "Teaching Chronology through Timelines." The Effects of Poverty on Children on JSTOR. October 01, 1993. https://
www.jstor.org/stable/43257957?read-now=1&loggedin=true&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents.


2  "Create Active Learning with Timelines." Quality Matters. Accessed August 10, 2018. https://www.qualitymatters.org/qa-
resources/resource-center/articles-resources/timeline-creation-tools.


3  "Using Timelines in the Classroom: Helping Students Make Connections." Learning Bird. April 08, 2016. Accessed August 10, 
2018. https://blog.learningbird.com/using-timelines-in-the-classroom-helping-students-make-connections/.
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The following activities—developed with input from Echoes & Reflections educators—provide ideas for using the 


Timeline of the Holocaust in the classroom. Suggested grade level, subject area, and time needed for completion can 


be modified to meet the needs of your students and the time available. 


 


Activity #1: Escalation: Examining Events between 1936-1938 
Summary: Students will investigate the progression of events between 1936-1938 in order to understand the steps 


taken against the Jews and whether possible intervention could have saved lives or had some other positive effect. 


Teachers have the option to go further with asking students to connect with USHMM’s Americans and the Holocaust 


online exhibit. 


 
Grade Level: High School 


Subject Area: History or English 


Estimated Time: 30-45 minutes 


Directions: 


1. Quick write: Instruct students to make a timeline of their past year and identify aspects of causation. How 


did one thing impact another? For instance, if your family moved here from another country or state, how 


has that impacted your choice of school, your teachers, your friends, perhaps even your future? 


 
2. Divide students into pairs (or triads) and assign each a different event from the Timeline of the Holocaust 


for the years 1936-1938. Instruct students to research their assigned event using the timeline assets and 


prepare a brief summary to share with the class. They should be able to explain the event’s significance to 


the Holocaust and respond to the following questions: 


 
•  What happened in your event? What was its impact at the time and on whom? 


 
3. Come back together and have students share their summaries. Pose the question: What can we learn about 


the progression of events leading up to the Holocaust? 


 
4. Extension: Introduce students to USHMM’s Americans and the Holocaust exhibition and have them review 


information specific to the years they studied in this activity. What, if anything, can they add to their 


understanding of events during 1936-1938 and how the United States responded or reported on events. 


 


Activity #2: ‘The Whole World is Watching’: The Global Response to the Holocaust 
Summary: Students will use the timeline to understand how the world perceived the Holocaust and to consider the 


global community’s response to reports of Jewish persecution in Europe. This activity can serve as an introductory 


exercise or support to the Bystanders to History: The World’s Response to the Holocaust lesson. 


 


Grade Level: High School 


Subject Area: History or English 


Estimated Time: 25-40 minutes 


Directions: 


1. Pose or write the question, “Many of us have asked, ‘why didn’t the Jewish people just leave Europe?’” 


Conduct a short discussion with students.  


 


2. Show students Felix Nussbaum’s The Refugee. Have a brief discussion using the following questions: What 


is happening in the painting? What is the dilemma? What questions does this painting raise for you about 


the international community and Jews during the Second World War? 


 
 


Timeline of the Holocaust: 
Suggested Activities 


for Classroom Use 



https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/main

https://echoesandreflections.org/unit-9/?state=open&amp;lessn3

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/09-03-07-02_Photo_TheRefugee.doc.pdf
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3. Have students access the Timeline of the Holocaust. Assign students numbers that correspond to the


following events: 1) Nuremberg Laws in 1935, 2) Evian Conference in 1938, 3) MS St. Louis in 1939, and 4)


Kristallnacht.


4. Have students review information about the events, considering the significance of the event as well as


what the world knew about what was going on at the time. Be sure to have students read the summary


handouts on the Nuremberg Laws, the Evian Conference, the MS St. Louis , and Kristallnacht as part of their


research.


5. Explain that each event had implications for whether Jews would be able to leave Europe. Direct students


into groups according to number and discuss the following questions:


• What did you learn about the opportunity and ability for Jews to emigrate before and during the


war?


• What did you learn about the response of other countries, including the United States, as it related


to the plight of the Jews at these different points in time?


6. Exit Ticket: Ask students to answer the question posed initially, “Many people have asked, ‘why didn’t the


Jewish people just leave Europe?’”; ask students to write a short single-paragraph explanation.


7. Extension: Using information from Yad Vashem’s Righteous Among the Nations and USHMM’s Americans 


and the Holocaust, provide students with an opportunity to learn more about Americans who worked to help


Jews during the Holocaust as well as the coverage of events in Europe by the American Press.


• Yad Vashem recognized Americans Varian Fry, Lois Gunden, Roddie Edmonds, and Waitstill and


Martha Sharp as “Righteous Among the Nations.” Research their stories and identify specific


actions they took to help Jews.


• Click through and read two entries in What Americans Knew and consider the questions below.


- How did the American press respond to Kristallnacht? The Evian Conference? The


Nuremberg Laws in 1935?  The MS St. Louis? 


- Did American popular opinion favor helping the Jews? Entering the war? Given what you


know of American history, why was this?


Activity #3: Dehumanization 
Summary: This activity is an inquiry-based way for students to think critically about the events of 1933-1945; 


consider the meaning and impact of dehumanization; and the systemic deprivation of basic rights while examining 


how Jews perceived and exercised opportunities for choice and human agency within each stage. 


Grade Level: Middle and High School 


Subject Area: History 


Estimated Time: 30-45 minutes 


Directions: 


1. Write the term “dehumanization” on the board. As a class, compose a definition. Present and review the 


definition of dehumanization with students. Students should have a basic understanding of the process


of dehumanization. 


2. Assign each student, pair of students, or small group, a single year, between the years 1933-1945.


3. Ask students to examine their assigned year using the Timeline of the Holocaust and find what they


believe to be the three most influential events and stories of that year that contributed to the


dehumanization of the Jewish people. Identify and be prepared to justify choices.


4. Have students share the events they identified from their research of the Timeline, and then as a class


respond to the following questions: 



https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Note-St-Louis.pdf

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/1938_November_9_10_Handout1.pdf

https://www.yadvashem.org/righteous.html

https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/topics/what-americans-knew

https://echoesandreflections.org/audio_glossary/

https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/themes/twentysixteenechoes/fileview.php?source=1&file_nm=2017/07/09-03-05-01_StudentHandout_EvianConferernce.pdf

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/themes/twentysixteenechoes/fileview.php?source=1&file_nm=2017/12/03-03-05_StudentHandout_NaziGermanyandAnti-JewishPolicy_edited-1.pdf
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•  What are some examples of how Jews were dehumanized socially? How was their political power 
taken away? 


•  Identify three opportunities in the year you were assigned that show how an individual 


was able to make their own choices or have “agency” – to act independently. 


•  How might a neighbor, friend, or citizen have helped? 


•  What choices were Jews forced to make? 


•  Whose opportunity for human agency is most resonant with you? In your opinion, why is this story 


meaningful? What does this show you about dehumanization? 


 


Activity #4: Stages of Genocide and the Holocaust 
Summary: By researching events in the Timeline of the Holocaust and applying the first 8 Stages of Genocide, 


students will learn how events from 1937-1942 unfolded and consider opportunities for intervention at each stage. 


 
Grade Level: High School 


Subject Area: History 


Estimated Time: 20 -30 minutes 


Directions: 


1. Discuss the 10 Stages of Genocide with students with a focus on stages 1-8. Students should have a basic 


understanding of each stage. 


 
2. In small groups, assign students 1-2 stages to examine, so that stages 1-8 are assigned. Have students 


analyze the events that occurred between the years 1937-1942 and choose one event that illustrates each 


stage. 


 
3. Have students write out the first 8 Stages of Genocide that they examined and their corresponding event on 


chart paper. 


 
4. Conduct a gallery walk so students can see each of the events their peers have chosen as important. 


 
5. Conclude with a whole class discussion using the questions below. Encourage students to use specific 


examples to support their responses. 


 
•  What do these examples show related to the progression of genocide, and the Holocaust 


specifically? 


•  What could have been done at each stage to stop the progression? Why weren’t these steps taken? 


What choices were made instead? 


•  Whose responsibility is it to interrupt genocide and at what stage? 


 
Activity #5: Acts of Resistance 
Summary: One of the questions students often ask when learning about the Holocaust is “Why didn’t the Jews fight 


back?” Using this activity, combined with resources from the Jewish Partisans Educational Fund, students will 


examine the timeline to find Jewish responses to the loss of rights and acts of violence by examining various forms 


of resistance to the Nazis as early as 1933. This activity can serve as an introductory exercise or support to the Jewish 


Resistance unit. 


 


Grade Level:  Middle or High School 


Subject Area: History and English/Language Arts 


Estimated Time: 30-45 minutes 


Directions: 


1. Instruct students to do a quick-write or journal for 5-10 minutes answering the following prompt: 
 


•  “Resistance does not have to be with a gun or a bullet.” What do you think of when you read this 


quote? What images come to mind? 


 
2. Define and review the definition of resistance with students. 



https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://echoesandreflections.org/prepare/?class=genocide-examining

https://echoesandreflections.org/unit-6/

https://echoesandreflections.org/unit-6/

https://echoesandreflections.org/audio_glossary/





3. Either organize students in partners, or jig-sawed, and assign an event from the list below.  Students will 
look to the Timeline of the Holocaust, the Echoes & Reflections Jewish Resistance Unit,
as well as the Jewish Partisans Educational Fund website for stories of resistance. 


• May 1935: Read – Protest against refusal to allow Jews in the Wehrmacht 


• April 1943: Watch – Sol Rosenberg discusses resistance in the Warsaw ghetto 


• October 1943: Read – Rescue in Denmark; Watch – Hans Moller


• Echoes & Reflections Jewish Resistance Unit: Watch –  Ruth Brand


• Echoes & Reflections Jewish Resistance Unit: Watch – Helen Fagin 


• Jewish Partisans: Watch – Every day the Impossible: Jewish Women in the Partisans


• Jewish Partisans: Watch – Partisans: Through the Eye of the Soviet Newsreel 


4. Follow with a class discussion using the questions below. Encourage students to use evidence from their 
readings to support responses.


• How did Jews actively resist before and during the Holocaust?


• What role did women play in resistance? 


Echoes & Reflections is a trademark of the Echoes & Reflections Partnership. 
© 2005-2018 All rights reserved. 4 



https://echoesandreflections.org/timeline/

https://echoesandreflections.org/unit-6/

http://www.jewishpartisans.org/what-is-a-jewish-partisan

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/1935_May_31_A2_Doc1.pdf

https://youtu.be/TKON9LmqXSI

https://echoesandreflections.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/1943_October_1_2_Handout1.pdf

https://youtu.be/4nlEOI82EW8

https://youtu.be/fA--zl83H5A

https://youtu.be/ziq35rqvUks

http://www.jewishpartisans.org/films#node-media_film-846

https://youtu.be/V9i5Hp2nVb8

http://www.jewishpartisans.org/films#node-media_film-846

https://youtu.be/ue7k1rkkxEg

https://echoesandreflections.org/
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