
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Different Ways Jews Were Helped 
during the Holocaust 
Martyna Grądzka-Rejak  | Piotr Trojański 

Introduction for the teacher 

This lesson scenario is based on the exhibition Between Life and Death: Stories of Rescue 
during the Holocaust. It is intended for students aged 14 and above. The subject matter 
discussed allows for it to be used in interdisciplinary classes in history, culture, native 
language, media education, ethics and social sciences. The material has been divided into 
three parts: the lesson scenario proper (the course of the lesson), a set of source materials 
and a worksheet with exercises to be done during the class, in a group or individually. 

Instructions 

This scenario contains three pieces of source material and a worksheet with exercises. The 
suggested lesson structure can be modified, along with the use of the sources and 
exercises. Ensuring Internet access and allowing the students to use mobile devices will 
be useful throughout the course of the lesson. 
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Teaching objectives 

The student will: 
● become familiar with the plight of European Jews under German occupation 
● know who the ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ are, as well as who awards this 

honorary title and for what 
● understand the meaning of the words ‘Whoever saves one life saves the world entire’ 
● become familiar with the different ways Jews were helped during the Holocaust and 

be able to demonstrate how with stories of people coming from different European 
countries 

● know what were the consequences of aiding Jews during the Holocaust 
● and be able to analyse individual decisions taken by Jews and those helping them. 

Skills developed 

The student will able to: 
● analyse source texts, statistical data and photographs 
● point to cause-and-effect links between historical facts 
● and create an independent argumentative statement. 

Teaching methods 

● brainstorming session 
● teacher-led discussion 
● group work 
● analysis of source materials, texts and illustrations 
● individual work with a set of exercises 

Teaching aids 

● sets of source materials 
● a worksheet 
● the catalogue of the exhibition Between Life and Death: Stories of Rescuers during 

the Holocaust - https://enrs.eu/between-life-and-death. 
● boards/flipcharts, marker pens/chalk 
● large paper sheets/Bristol board sheets 
● a computer with Internet access and a projector/interactive multimedia board 
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Lesson scenario 

Introduction 
1. Carry out a brainstorming session. Ask the students about what they associate the 

term ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ with. If it is completely unfamiliar to them, you 
may ask what they think the term ‘being a fair/righteous person means…’ and then tell 
them that the lesson is going to focus on a unique group of the righteous people who 
aided Jews during the war. The students should note down their associations on post-
it notes and come up to stick them on the board (in an online version, they can use 
such applications as Jamboard). 

2. Sum up the brainstorming session, indicating that according to Jewish tradition, the 
term ‘Righteous Among the Nations’ originally referred to gentiles who were good, 
God-fearing people. The Talmud records 36 hidden righteous man in the world in each 
generation who defend mankind from God’s anger. Tell them about the 
establishment of the honour and the conditions for which the Yad Vashem Institute of 
Jerusalem awards it. Finally, explain why the title cannot be given to everyone who 
aided Jews during the war. 

3. Present the subject and lesson’s objectives to the students. 

Development 
1. Distribute the source materials and worksheets (in the case of the online lessons, 

make the files available). Ask the students to read Source A and reflect on the data 
concerning individual countries – what might be the reason(s) for the difference in the 
number of distinctions awarded. 

2. Ask the students to read Source B and on its basis list and characterise different types 
of aid given to Jews. The students do Exercise 1 individually. Selected ones present 
their answers to the entire group. 

The source text (Source B) is an introduction to the lesson’s content. 
You may also: 
1. ask the students to read it before the lesson, 
2. summarise the source content, 
3. divide the text into smaller excerpts and ask the students to read them in groups. 
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3. Divide the participants into pairs corresponding to individual countries presented in 
the catalogue Between Life and Death: Stories of Rescuers during the Holocaust 
(https://enrs.eu/between-life-and-death). Here you will find descriptions of 12 countries 
and a chapter on diplomats. The number of groups will depend on the number of 
students and countries selected. Then ask the participants to read on their own the 
texts relating to the Jews' situation during the war in the individual countries featuring 
in the exhibition catalogue. Having read these texts, the students read from the 
catalogue the short biographies of Jewish survivors or their rescuers from a given 
country (as selected). 

Sample texts relating to the Jews’ Sample biographies of Jewish survivors 
situation during the war in an or their rescuers from a given country 

individual country. 

4. Ask the students to do Exercise 2 – they should fill the table in with the stories learnt 
as examples of individual, collective or institutional aid, e.g. ‘Villa Emma – institutional 
aid’. Selected students present their answers to the rest of the group and respond to 
the following questions: 

● What were the circumstances of the aid given to Jews? 
● What dangers did aiding Jews entail? 
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 Recommended 
In order to increase the students understanding of the decisions taken by Jews during 
the war and their survival strategies, read the scenario ‘Jews in the Face of the 
Holocaust: Attitudes and Survival Strategies’. You can present selected source texts and 
photos during the lesson. 

5. Ask the students to do Exercise 3, where the different types of aid given to the Jewish 
population have been listed. Encourage them to reflect on the risks entailed by each 
type of aid. Emphasise that decisions taken by the rescuers and the rescued were 
made in life-threatening situations and during the war. 

6. Ask the students to return to Source A. Once they have become familiar with the 
situation of the Jewish population in various occupied countries, ask them the 
following question again: 

What might be the reason(s) for the difference in the number of distinctions 
awarded? 

In your comment, pay attention to the fact that you should not hastily draw conclusions 
on the basis of numbers. The situation of the Jewish population and the consequences to 
be faced by those aiding Jews in various countries differed. The number of rescuers was 
very much affected by the number of people of Jewish origin living in a given territory. 

5 

https://hi-storylessons.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Jews-in-the-face-of-the-Holocaust_attitudes-and-survival-strategies.pdf


 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Summary 
1. Show the students a Righteous Among the Nations medal (Source C) and ask them 

what they understand about its symbolism. Then, in the context of the history of 
aiding Jews learnt during class, ask them what the inscription on the medal means: 

‘Whoever saves one life saves the world entire.’ 

Ask the students to share their ideas on the subject with their classmates. Additionally, 
tell them that the quotation is a paraphrase of one the sentences from the Talmud 
that states ‘[…] whoever kills one life kills the world entire and whoever saves one life 
saves the world entire’. 

2. Finish the lesson with a full discussion on the possibilities of helping Jews during the 
Holocaust. Ask the students some debate-inspiring questions: 
● What do stories of aiding Jews tell us about human nature, attitudes and 

mechanisms of human behaviour in extreme conditions? 
● What do they tell us about the human will to survive and the power of resistance 

in the face of persecution? 
● What do we learn from them about interpersonal relations in situations when your 

own life or the lives of your nearest are at risk, or you face being betrayed by the 
people closest to them? 

● How important do you think it is to cultivate the memory of people who helped 
Jews? 

● What can we learn from their attitudes in the context of present times? 
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Homework 
Ask the students to reflect and search for additional information about aiding Jews during 
the Holocaust and try to answer the following questions: 

● In which countries of occupied Europe did the Germans introduce the death penalty 
for aiding Jews? Why was it introduced only in some of them? Was it always strictly 
enforced? 

● What objectives did the Germans want to achieve by introducing such severe 
penalties for giving Jews aid in various forms? To what extent did those regulations 
impact the attitudes shown by the populations in occupied countries? How many 
people were murdered for aiding Jews? 

● Can you demand someone else to rescue others and thus risk their own life and the 
lives of those closest? How should the attitude of people aiding Jews be assessed in 
this context? 

Content editor: Urszula Bijoś  | Translation: Mikołaj Sekrecki  | Editor: Caroline Brooke Johnson  

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of 
the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the 
European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European 
Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them 
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Sources 
Source A 

Numbers of Righteous Among the Nations by country. As of 1 January 2021, the award has 
been made to 27,921 people. Yad Vashem highlights that the table is not representative of 
the effort or proportion of Jews saved per country, and notes that these numbers "are not 
necessarily an indication of the actual number of rescuers in each country, but reflect the 
cases that were made available to Yad Vashem." 

Albania 75 Japan 1 

Armenia 24 Latvia 138 

Austria 113 Lithuania 918 

Belarus 676 Luxembourg 1 

Belgium 1,774 Macedonia 10 

Bosnia 49 Moldova 79 

Brazil 2 Montenegro 1 

Bulgaria 20 Netherlands 5,910 

Chile 2 Norway 67 

China 2 Peru 2 

Croatia 122 Poland 7,177 

Cuba 1 Portugal 3 

Czech Republic 119 Romania 69 

Denmark* 22 Russia 215 

Ecuador 1 Serbia 139 

Egypt 1 Slovakia 621 

El Salvador 1 Slovenia 15 

Estonia 3 Spain 9 

France 4,150 Sweden 10 

Georgia 1 Switzerland 49 

Germany 641 Turkey 1 

Greece 362 Ukraine 2,673 

Hungary 876 United Kingdom 22 

Indonesia 3 USA 5 

Ireland 1 Vietnam 1 

Italy 744 

Total: 27,921   Source: Yad Vashem 
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https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/albania.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/japan.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/armenia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/latvia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/austria.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/lithuania.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/belarus.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/luxemburg.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/belgium.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/macedonia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/bosnia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/moldova.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/brazil.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/montenegro.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/bulgaria.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/netherlands.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/chile.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/norway.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/china.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/peru.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/croatia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/poland.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/cuba.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/portugal.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/czech-republic.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/romania.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/denmark.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/russia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/ecuador.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/serbia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/egypt.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/slovakia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/salvador.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/slovenia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/estonia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/spain.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/france.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/sweden.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/georgia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/switzerland.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/germany.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/turkey.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/greece.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/ukraine.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/hungary.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/united-kingdom.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/indonesia.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/usa.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/ireland.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/vietnam.pdf
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/pdf-drupal/italy.pdf
https://forms.yadvashem.org/contact-us


 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

Source B 

‘Europe and the World in the Face of the Holocaust: Individual, Collective 
and Institutional Aid’ 

The German policy toward Jews residing in the occupied countries of Europe led to their 
Gentile neighbours unwillingly becoming witnesses to its implementation. This 
particularly affected the population of Eastern Europe, mainly in occupied Poland, where 
the Germans built death camps. Confrontation with escapees from ghettos and camps or 
transporting them required a certain response. Some people, regardless of consequences, 
decided to help. Others, for various reasons, took no action. Still others turned in escapees 
and persons aiding them. There were even those, who, in certain circumstances, took part 
in the murder of Jews. 

Such varying behaviour towards Jews on the part of people in countries occupied by 
Germany and its satellites was influenced by various factors, primarily attitudes towards 
Jews, stereotypes and prejudices, political views, religious convictions, material and family 
circumstances and, obviously, fear of repression. In this context, anti-Jewish legislation 
imposed by the occupying authorities or collaborating governments was of particular 
significance. It consisted mainly of regulations limiting Jews’ freedom of movement in 
occupied territories. The most important directive was that of Hans Frank, dated 15 

1October 1941, limiting their stay in the General Government . It not only upheld the order 
to isolate Jews but also introduced the death penalty for those who left their assigned 
neighbourhoods without authorisation. The same penalty also applied to people giving 
shelter to them. Notably, the death penalty for aiding Jews applied not only to the General 
Government, but also in the Polish parts of the Reichskommissariat Ukraine and 
Reichskommissariat Ost (present-day Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania). Moreover, a similar 
punishment was also introduced in occupied Serbia. In turn, in the Protectorate of 
Bohemia and Moravia assistance to the Jewish population was treated as sabotage for 
which the death penalty also applied. However, there were no such harsh repressions in 
Western European countries. Helping Jews was punishable with loss of work, 
imprisonment or dispatch to a concentration camp. For this reason, the territorially 
differentiated policy of the occupier and the nature of the occupying regime largely 
influenced people’s attitudes towards Jews in occupied countries. 

1  The General Government (German: Generalgouvernement, GG) – territorial unit in Poland created by the Nazis on 26 October 1939. 

When the Germans invaded Poland in September 1939, they split the country into three parts: the western third was annexed to the 

Third Reich; the eastern third was occupied by the Soviet Union; and the central third was made into the General Government. The 

main goal of Nazi Germany was the total germanisation of the territory of the General Government through the direct and indirect 

extermination of the population and the destruction of the Polish cultural heritage. Sources: https://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/ 

Microsoft%20Word%20-%206246.pdf; https://sztetl.org.pl/pl/slownik/generalne-gubernatorstwo 
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Members of the Danish resistance movement as well as some ordinary Danes assisted in 
dispatching Jews in boats to a safe haven in Sweden. The cost was mainly borne by the 
refugees themselves or covered with resources mustered by underground organisations. 
Members of the Danish resistance movement recognized aid to Jews as a collective act 
and called on the Yad Vashem Institute not to distinguish them individually. This indeed 
was the case. To date, only several Danes individually received the title of Righteous 
Among the Nations. 

The repression of Jews met public resistance in the Netherlands. A general strike broke 
out in the country when the Germans deported several hundred Dutch Jews to 
concentration camps in February 1941. Although quelled by the Germans on its second 
day, repressions against the civilian population intensified. The Germans began to isolate 
Jews from the rest of society and 15,000 were placed in labour camps. A round-up of Jews 
in Amsterdam was then ordered, whereby those without Dutch citizenship were 
transferred to a temporary camp in Westerbork. Jews living in the provinces were 
confined to a camp in Vught. 

On the basis of subsequent regulations, the Jews’ identity documents were then marked 
with the letter J (from the Dutch word Jood for ‘Jew’) and from May 1942 onwards all Jews 
had to wear a Star of David badge. In protest against the new regulations, many Dutch 
people pinned yellow flowers to their clothes and posters appeared on walls in Rotterdam 
calling for a public expression of solidarity with the Jews. The first transports to death 
camps left the Netherlands in mid-June 1942, which led to a protest of Dutch bishops. 
Dutch underground organisations, members of the clergy as well as ordinary citizens 
sought to help the Jews. Occupation authorities countered such activity with repression 
in the form of arrests, imprisonment and deportation to concentration camps. As a result 
of individual and collective efforts, approximately 35,000 Dutch Jews survived the war. 
However, the number of victims was very high in comparison to the neighbouring 
countries. This was due to several reasons: the country's geographical location hindered 
escape, the Germans were exceptionally effective in finding their hideouts, and some 
people – as well as certain state officials and policemen – collaborated with the Nazis. In 
neighbouring Belgium, the reluctance of officials to cooperate with the German 
occupiers allowed the rescue of some Jews present there. 
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Jews could also count on the support of various international assistance organisations 
active during the Second World War. They included the International Red Cross, the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JOINT) and the Relief Committee for the 
War Stricken Jewish Population (RELICO). Support was also provided by diplomats, for 
example those stationed in occupied countries. Some of them worked in neutral 
countries such as Portugal, Spain, Turkey, Sweden and Switzerland. However, aid was also 
provided to an extent by diplomats accredited in the Third Reich and other Axis countries 
such as Hungary, Italy, Romania and Japan. Help from diplomats to escaping Jews 
focused mainly on issuing passports or visas. They also offered shelter to persecuted Jews 
in their buildings covered by diplomatic immunity. Thanks to such documents, Jews in 
peril could try to get to such places as Palestine, countries of the Far East and South 
America. 

A document confirming a different citizenship already sufficed for many individuals. 
Diplomats also acted in an organised manner, in accordance with instructions from their 
governments and with financial support. However, many did so in breach of their 
countries’ official policy. The success of such actions depended on the ingenuity and 
courage of the diplomats and other people supporting them. It cannot be specified how 
many people survived thanks to the support of diplomats. It is estimated that 
approximately 100,000 benefited and were thereby able to survive through support from 
various diplomatic missions, papal nuncios and the Red Cross. Yet not all Jews who 
received visas or support in different forms from diplomatic missions survived the 
occupation. 

Alongside aid provided by individuals, there was also institutional assistance, well 
exemplified in occupied Poland. The Catholic Church was an institution shaping the 
Poles’ attitudes towards Jews during the war and influencing their behaviour. The 
position of its hierarchy towards the Holocaust and individual actions of the clergy and 
monks was of great significance. The voice of the Church on the treatment of Jews 
seeking rescue particularly affected the faithful in the provinces. Priests were perceived as 
representatives of the local elite in small towns and villages, thus their opinions mattered. 
Therefore, views of the clergy may have to a certain degree contributed to the actions of 
local communities towards Jews. That also applied to the clergy of other faiths and their 
impact on the faithful. Protestant, Greek Catholic and other Christian priests extended 
individual aid, at times even publicly, in the form of letters voicing opposition to the 
German Holocaust policy. Assistance from church institutions and clergy varied greatly, 
particularly at the initial stage of the war. Some Jews assumed that a change of religion 
would ensure their survival so the study of the prayer book, Christian values and baptism, 
together with new birth certificates certainly helped. 
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At the time of mass killing of Jews in death camps, the clergy, in cooperation with 
underground organisations, e.g. the Council to Aid Jews codenamed Żegota and 
individuals, provided birth certificates to issue ‘Aryan’ documents and new identities for 
Jews in hiding. Such actions nevertheless depended on decisions of individual priests. 

Monasteries also provided refuge after the Holocaust developed on a mass scale. One 
frequent form of helping Jews was their concealment in parish institutions: in shelters, 
schools, boarding schools, dormitories and children’s homes. The scale of the aid provided 
by monasteries to Jews, including the number of baptisms carried out by the church 
during the occupation, is unknown yet historians estimate that in occupied Poland alone 
it may have helped save around 5,000 Jewish children. 

In 1942 the Council to Aid Jews Żegota was founded. The financial means for the council’s 
activity primarily originated from the London-based Polish government-in-exile, the Bund 
and the Jewish National Committee as well as foreign institutions. 

The council’s tasks included aid to Jews as victims of the Holocaust, assistance in 
obtaining a new identity, rental of safe hideouts and material assistance. A significant part 
of Żegota’s activity was the distribution of food to those in hiding. Its members warned 
Jews of danger and organised escapes for persons facing arrest. It is estimated that by the 
end of 1944 around 3,500–4,000 people benefited from Żegota’s financial aid. Its 
members issued approximately 50,000–60,000 false documents. The children’s 
department headed by Irena Sendler helped the youngest victims of repression. It also 
organised several escapes of prisoners from labour camps and illegal passages to 
Hungary. In addition to the Warsaw headquarters, local branches were also formed in 
Krakow and Lviv. The Council to Aid Jews operated until the start of 1945. This was the sole 
state institution in occupied Europe helping to save Jews from the Holocaust. It was 
honoured with the Righteous Among the Nations medal awarded by Yad Vashem, albeit 
only in 1963. Many of those who received help did not survive the war. Those who did 
rarely spoke of their wartime experience. 

‘Europe and the World in the Face of the Holocaust: Individual, Collective and Institutional Aid’ 
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Source C 

A Righteous Among the Nations medal. The obverse of the medal features a quotation 
from the Talmud: 
‘Whoever saves one life saves the world entire.’ 

Picture source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0 
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Worksheet 
Exercise 1 

Based on Source B, list and characterise the types of aid given to Jews during the Second 
World War. 

Your answer: 

Exercise 2 

In the table below, enter examples of collective, individual and institutional aid given to 
Jews. 

Individual aid Collective aid Institutional aid 
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Exercise 3 

Learn about the selected forms of aid given to the Jewish population. 

● Employing Jews in enterprises 

● Admitting Jews to hospitals as patients 

● Falsifying documents 

● Hiding Jews in houses/households 

● Adopting Jewish children 

● Providing necessary items, food and drinks 

● Giving material support 

● Facilitating emigration 

● Participating in strikes against deporting Jews 

● Signing protest letters against deporting Jews 

Underline the types that might have entailed the highest risk for the people and 
institutions aiding Jews. 
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