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Extending the Conversation

A recent themed issue of English Journal on “Ethics in the English 
Classroom” includes two papers addressing how teachers can ethically 

engage students in reading literatures of wartime (Glasgow & Baer, 2011; 
Vaughn, 2011). Kyle Vaughn, for example, describes a course on the litera-
ture of war in the non-Western world that he teaches at a private all-girls 
school. In reflecting on the ethical consequences of students’ literary study 
throughout the course, Vaughn cites the careers of three former students 
in humanitarian work as possible evidence of students’ taking to heart the 
moral lessons of the course. He goes on to write:

I often sit back after class and hope that . . . more and more students will 
take what they have learned, go out, and act. I feel quite confident that 
all of them, regardless of their future vocational paths, will go out and 
act more ethically in regards to the questions of global conflict, refugees, 
suffering and need, and cultures that represent different viewpoints. (66)

Vaughn’s reflections on the ethical consequences of a specific course he 
teaches exemplify a broader cultural-historical phenomenon that Deborah 
Brandt (2004) labels a “moral imperative” for literacy. She describes that 
moral imperative as “a belief in literacy as a knowledge of right behavior” 
(p. 488) and locates it historically, for example, in a nineteenth-century Prot-
estant worldview that shaped purposes for reading in primary and secondary 
U.S. English classrooms (Applebee, 1974; see also Fraser, 1999). 
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Contemporary transformations of the moral imperative for literacy live 
on in the popular imagination, sometimes erupting in controversies about 
text selection and censorship in English classrooms. They also show up in 
writings by teachers—such as Vaughn (2011)—that assert that reading and 
studying literature are ethically consequential in students’ lives. I believe it is 
time to subject the belief in the moral consequences of literature study—and 
especially in the moral consequences of teaching difficult literatures about 
past events—to closer critical scrutiny. 

A set of especially complicated ethical relationships becomes visible 
in literary study when the unspeakable atrocity of state-sponsored geno-
cide is part of the story, as it is in many wartime texts taught in secondary 
English classrooms, including some discussed by Vaughn (2011). On the 
one hand, we want students to relate personally 
to texts, to identify with characters, to make 
the works live anew today. In short, we want 
to encourage meaningful transaction. Yet with 
material grounded in deeply disturbing periods 
of history, most would agree that it seems shal-
low at best and ethically irresponsible at worst 
to encourage just transaction. What then is the 
nature of an English teacher’s obligation to the 
detailed particularity of the past and to those who endured that past when 
encouraging students’ individual and collaborative responses to texts in the 
present (or in the future)? 

I explore the broad ethical question by discussing specific difficulties 
presented by the case of Holocaust pedagogy.1 The Holocaust offers a use-
ful case for examining the tensions surrounding the studying of difficult 
literatures about the past. First, because the Holocaust was a historically 
unprecedented effort at state-sponsored mass murder (Bauer, 2001), many 
believe it poses a “moral affront” to humanity that requires response (Mar-
galit, 2002). Because Holocaust texts and teaching about the Holocaust 
pervade U.S. English classrooms,2 moreover, the content offers up a set of 
practical pedagogical challenges for new teachers.3 My argument therefore 
proceeds by discussing tensions raised by three different approaches to en-
gaging Holocaust texts in English classrooms: reader response, historical, 
and rhetorical. The guiding purpose of the discussion is to explore a set of 
more general questions about the ethical dimensions of literary engagement 
in English—and specifically engagement with texts about disturbing pasts. 

I begin with a critical examination of popular reader-response ap-
proaches to Holocaust texts, raising a first tension: How to encourage students 

The guiding purpose of the 
discussion is to explore a set of 
more general questions about 
the ethical dimensions of literary 
engagement in English—and spe-
cifically engagement with texts 
about disturbing pasts.
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to personally and collaboratively engage with Holocaust texts while discour-
aging inappropriate comparisons between the experiences of those who lived 
through, or perished in, the Holocaust years and “my problems today” or even 
global problems today? One solution for many teachers is to present histori-
cal context. Yet that choice raises a second tension: How to ensure accuracy 
and detail of historical/contextual information without reverting to history 
lessons that do not really belong in the disciplinary context of English? Another, 
less common, solution is to take a rhetorical approach that relates textual 
particularities to broader ethical considerations (i.e., the moral affront to 
humankind presented by the Holocaust). Such an approach, in turn, raises a 
final tension: How to foster active moral stance-taking and rhetorical analysis 
of texts, while discouraging simplistic moralizing about Holocaust atrocities? 
These historical, rhetorical, and ultimately ethical tensions—which seem 
to pose greatest difficulty for early-career teachers—also point to a broader 
question: What, ultimately, are the purposes for teaching Holocaust and other 
texts about disturbing pasts, in English? 

I build an argument around these tensions, sharing and interpreting 
examples from specific teaching situations and texts I have encountered. 
Examples include (a) my own early-career teaching of Anne Frank’s diary 
to a group of ninth graders in a private suburban school; (b) the teaching 
of an early-career colleague, Jane Connor,4 who taught seventh and eighth 
graders in an urban public school; and (c) the teaching of teacher writers 
such as first-year teacher Erin Gruwell (Freedom Writers, 1999) and veteran 
teachers Kate Kessler (1991) and Alexander Hernandez (2001). Ultimately, 
I argue, the tensions raised by reader response and historical approaches 
to teaching Holocaust literature suggest a more general need to check our 
confidence in the ethical consequences of teaching and studying difficult 
literatures about past events. A rhetorical approach offers a particularly 
fruitful pathway for directly grappling with some of the tensions involved 
in transactions with such texts.

Personal Response and Identification: Encouraging Meaningful 
Transaction, Discouraging Inappropriate Comparisons

We should encourage students to make connections between the present 
moment they inhabit and the world(s) of the texts with which they transact 
and about which they interact, say both literary theorists (Bakhtin, 1981; Iser, 
1981; Rosenblatt, 1994; Tompkins, 1980; Wolf & Heath, 1995) and literacy 
researchers (Beach, Appleman, Hynds, & Wilhelm, 2010; Wolf, 2003). As 
Cynthia Lewis (2000) points out, that transaction involves the nature of the 
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text itself—for example, its literary, poetic, and rhetorical features—as well as 
the aesthetic experience of any given person reading that text in a particular 
social, cultural, and historical setting. In some classrooms, literary response 
entails a collective give-and-take among diverse voices and interpretation, 
not just an individual response (e.g., Marshall, Smagorinsky, & Smith, 1995; 
Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, & Prendergast, 1997). 

I aspired to such an approach when I designed a unit around expressive 
and personal responses to Anne Frank’s diary early in my English teaching 
career. My description of the Anne Frank unit serves to illustrate a more 
general ethical tension that can arise when individual meaning-making 
becomes the primary focus of literary interpretation. Thus I do not assume 
that my early-career interpretation of a reader-response approach some years 
ago is more generally true of how reader-response pedagogies are enacted 
in English classrooms today. While it is possible that my uptake of reader-
response theory is completely anomalous among early-career teachers, my 
classroom research on narrative talk in literature instruction (e.g., Juzwik, 
Nystrand, Kelly, & Sherry, 2008; Juzwik & Sherry, 2007), my reading of the 
practitioner journals (most notably, English Journal), and my ongoing work 
with teacher candidates in a large teacher preparation program lead me to 
suspect that the reader-response approach I enacted was not atypical for 
an early-career teacher and may be found among veteran teachers as well. 

Let’s now take a look at my reader-centered Anne Frank unit. I devised 
student-led discussions (Nystrand et al., 1997) and expressive writing (Brit-
ton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, & Rosen, 1975) as daily activities. A cycle of 
small-group reading and discussion, followed by group-led whole-class dis-
cussions, provided momentum for most daily activities in the unit. Students 
partnered up, with each group assuming responsibility for leading one day’s 
discussion. For example, one group of girls jotted the following notes while 
preparing to lead whole-class discussion after reading a segment from the 
middle of the diary:

Mrs. Van D, selfish, rude, etc. pg 139

An entire entry on her pen? Pg 143 

Dr. Dussel’s bathroom use? Pg 126 (pagination based on Frank,  
Massotty translation)

Although cursory, this list indicates some ideas and scenes that interested 
them. In response to the group’s question, “An entire entry on her pen?” the 
class collaboratively explored what the pen meant for Anne as a writer and 
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how its loss might have affected her.5 Students questioned and explored how 
and why a diarist might choose to spend “an entire entry” writing about an 
object dear to him or her. I then used the students’ discussion point about 
Anne’s pen as springboard to invite students to compose “Odes in Memo-
rium” about a time they lost an object that was important to them. Consider, 
for example, the piece written by Dina6 about losing a treasured necklace: 

A few weeks ago I went to New Jersey for my cousin’s wedding. We were 
staying at my grandma’s house. It’s almost like tradition. My grandma 
always tries to give all of her old clothes to us. Well, I found a shirt or two 
that I liked so I went to the bathroom to try them on. I liked them, so I 
kept them.
 A few hours later, we were all getting ready to go to the wedding. 
Then we went to this fancy hotel and during the appetizers, I noticed it 
was gone. I started to panic and looked everywhere twice. Then I told my 
Mom and she asked me the usual questions: “Where did you last see it? 
Did you take it off?” I answered no to both of these and went to go ask a 
hotel person. He helped me look for it. But we still didn’t find it.
 For the rest of the night I felt like crap. I had lost maybe the one and 
most valued thing I had. I talked to my Mom about it, and she said that if I 
didn’t find it, she would give me one of hers that was like it. My grandma 
went to Israel and got it for me there. I have worn it ever since. It looks 
like this [Here Dina inserted a sketch of a Hamsa hand symbol].
 Well, the night went by and then we went home. And guess what? 
My necklace was on the bathroom floor. I think it fell off when I was try-
ing on my shirts. I was so happy I couldn’t believe it. It was like having 
something you lost come back to life. 

I valued many aspects of this expressive writing—Dina’s personally invested 
voice, her implicit forging of a connection between a symbol of her own Jew-
ish heritage and Anne’s beloved pen, the representation of intergenerational 
family relationships, the joyfulness conveyed by her writing. At the same time, 
however, this piece rather forcefully reveals some troubling problems with 
the reader-response approach to Holocaust texts that I espoused. 

In keeping with my writing invitation, Dina’s response does not ac-
count for the broader historical and ethical context surrounding and shap-
ing Anne’s writing. For example, Anne’s pen could be seen as her tool for 
resisting the Final Solution goal to globally annihilate all persons of Jewish 
heritage—through writing. Through an emerging, self-styled identity as “a 
writer” (Prose, 2009), Anne self-consciously resisted the state-sponsored ef-
fort to silence her voice forever. I do not recall this topic coming up in our 
student-driven discussion about the pen. 

It seems that my writing prompts, including the one inviting Dina and 
her peers to write about objects dear to them and the culminating assign-
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ment discussed below, may well have fostered inappropriate identification 
with Anne and her world (Suleiman, 2005). Although there may be many 
forms of inappropriate identification, I refer here to the projection of read-
ers’ own worlds onto the text, with the text serving as a kind of Rorschach 
test for readers’ own current preoccupations (Lewis, 2000; Rosenblatt, 1994). 
Because I did not explicitly frame the writing prompt (or the unit more 
generally) within the sociohistorical context of the Second World War, the 
ethical reprehensibility of the Final Solution, or any number of contextual 
ways I might have and because students either were not equipped to or did 
not choose to bring such insights to the class discussions, many students 
responded in just such a way (although, to provide full disclosure, some of 
the boys in my class struggled to identify with Anne at all). 

The unit culminated in students writing and publishing a diary about 
10 days in their own lives, an assignment resembling the invitation to respond 
to Anne Frank presented by teacher Erin Gruwell in Freedom Writers Diaries 
(Freedom Writers, 1999). Gruwell’s students, the self-styled Freedom Writ-
ers, read and compared Anne Frank’s diary with other diaries of wartime. 
Gruwell reports encouraging her students to identify with characters and 
situations in the wartime diaries by observing similarities of the diarists’ 
lives to their own lives in urban Los Angeles. Writing diaries in response 
to their reading, the Freedom Writers further documented the grinding 
daily challenges of poverty and racial injustice in Los Angeles. The urban 
lives chronicled by the Freedom Writers were far removed from the worlds 
inhabited by my well-off white students in suburban Boulder. 

As I reread my students’ diaries today—having in the meantime engaged 
in my own study of Holocaust history and representation—I feel somewhat 
chagrined at the diaries my students “published” in response to their read-
ing of Anne Frank. They read like mundane snapshots of comfortable life 
for middle- and upper-class U.S. youth in the late 1990s. Truly, the unit was 
designed as what Dixon (1975) some time ago called a “developmental” 
approach to English, an opportunity for students to grow in their capacity 
for self-expression in written form. But, it seems to me now, that unabash-
edly expressive goal trivialized the particular life and times of Anne Frank, 
including the particular, unprecedented state-sponsored genocide that 
dominated her world.7

I am not entirely to blame for these problems in my Anne Frank 
unit, although I do take responsibility for its shortcomings. The text itself, 
including Anne’s writerly choices, can invite a somewhat troubling read-
ing of Anne as a developing teenager “just like me” (Bernstein, 2003). The 
great Holocaust narrator Art Spiegelman (2011), for example, testifies to his 
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daughter’s response to Anne Frank’s diary as a middle schooler, an uptake 
of the diary similar to those recounted by Bernstein and others: “I remem-
ber my daughter getting excited about it as a coming-of-age love story and 
being inspired to briefly keep a diary” (44). Eleanor Roosevelt’s influential 
introduction to the first English translation (Frank, 1993) also invites such 
personal responses to the story as a teenage “coming-of-age” tale: 

Anne herself . . . matured very rapidly in these two years, the crucial years 
from thirteen to fifteen in which change is so swift and so difficult for every 
young girl. Sustained by her warmth and her wit, her intelligence and the 
rich resources of her inner life, Anne wrote and thought much of the time 
about things which very sensitive and talented adolescents without the 
threat of death will write—her relations with her parents, her developing 
self-awareness, the problems of growing up.
 These are the thoughts and expression of a young girl living under 
extraordinary conditions, and for this reason her diary tells us much about 
ourselves and about our own children. And for this reason, too, I felt how 
close we all are to Anne’s experience, how very much involved we are in 
her short life and in the entire world. (pp. 7–8) 

Here Roosevelt universalizes Anne’s experience as a teenage girl, placing it 
within a development framework of “growing up,” even while recognizing 
the “extraordinary” times in which Anne lived. If the textual particulari-
ties of Anne’s diary do reveal the daily difficulties of life in hiding from the 
Nazis in such “extraordinary” times, the even more horrifying reality of 
death camps and state-sponsored mass murder remain distant and implied 
at the diary’s ending (Ozick, 2000), especially in contrast to Night, the other 
canonical Holocaust text taught in secondary schools that some teachers 
choose to teach alongside Anne Frank’s diary (e.g., Kessler, 1991). 

In sum, my Anne Frank unit design and Dina’s writing within it il-
lustrate how collective transactional study of the diary can run the risk of 
trivializing the unprecedented state-sponsored atrocity in which the writing 
was embedded. Certainly more skilled or more talented teachers may not 
find themselves running up against such trivialization problems, but such 
problems can confront early-career teachers who want students to personally 
transact with literatures grounded in deeply troubling past events.

Historical Contextualization: Engaging Sociohistorical Context 
of the Nazi Genocide While Still “Doing English”

One key approach to discouraging such trivialization and inappropriate iden-
tification, at least with a text such as Anne Frank’s diary, is to teach students 
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about the historical context of the diary. Certainly many other teachers have 
sought to overcome the problems just raised by teaching students about the 
horrific events in human history that defined the Holocaust years. But for 
many English teachers, and I think especially early-career teachers like me 
(and perhaps also Erin Gruwell), doing the historical contextualization can 
pose problems. 

I, for one, struggled with that contextualization task as an early-career 
teacher without a background in twentieth-century European history and 
with four brand-new course preps to manage simultaneously. As someone 
who was interested in history, however, and 
particularly oppression in history (I had, for 
example, read extensively about the civil rights 
movement in the United States and about Latin 
American social justice movements while in 
college), part of my struggle emerged from my 
recognition of and respect for the detailed com-
plexity of the Holocaust in history. My respect 
for the complexities and questions of history 
led me to worry about the historical and ethical 
tensions raised by leading students to transact 
with Holocaust texts as an English educator. I wondered: How is it possible 
to engage the detailed particularity of the Holocaust and World War II in 
history, while staying true to my literacy-focused and transactional goals in 
English? How can I remain accountable to the past, while making it serve 
my purposes as an English educator in the present? 

As a graduate student, I decided to study the issue further in classroom 
research with Jane, an energetic and impressive third-year teacher. Anchor-
ing her middle school Holocaust unit in historical study, Jane organized into 
six sections, which were—with the exceptions of the first and last segment—
chronologically ordered: 

 1. Introduction (included such topics as prejudice, stereotypes, racism, 
and scapegoats), 

 2. Pre–World War II (1930–37), 

 3. World War II and Hitler’s war against the Jews, 

 4. The Final Solution (1942–45), 

 5. Liberation and displaced persons camps, and 

 6. Genocide studies. 

How is it possible to engage the 
detailed particularity of the Holo-
caust and World War II in history, 
while staying true to my literacy-
focused and transactional goals 
in English? How can I remain ac-
countable to the past, while mak-
ing it serve my purposes as an 
English educator in the present?
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Because she wanted to historically contextualize the events of the Holocaust, 
Jane chose to spend an enormous amount of time in class—especially in the 
first four weeks of the unit—going through historical timelines, which she 
had herself created by synthesizing various resources (see Figure 1 for an 
example). 

For example, she clarified to her students—using the timeline in Fig-
ure 1—that Kristallnacht occurred in November 1938 and was an important 
historical turning point for the fate of the Jews of Germany. Within the 
historical framework, Jane introduced many other curricular genres (both 
nonfiction and fiction): documentaries, autobiographies, biographies, diaries, 
letters, memoirs, short stories, essays, and poems. For example, she showed 
Hitler: The Criminal, a film suggesting that from the time he wrote Mein 
Kampf, Hitler intended to murder the Jews of Europe (for more detail about 
the unit, see Juzwik, 2009, Chapter 2)—a contention that has been vigorously 
debated by historians of the Holocaust. 

To quickly summarize those debates, intentionalists such as Dawido-
wicz (1975/1986), Fleming (1984), and Jackel (1981) argue that even from a 
very early point onward, Hitler intended systematic genocide. Functionalist 
historians such as Broszat (1979), Mommsen (1978), Kershaw (2000), and 
Browning (1991) claim that only later on, around or after the time of the 
Wannsee Conference in 1942, did Hitler’s intentions coalesce around the 

Figure 1. A Timeline Jane Created as Part of Her Historically Focused Holocaust Unit

APPENDIX A
TIMELINE - 1936

FEBRUARY
 - The Gestapo becomes the supreme police agency of Nazi Germany
 * Exclusive right to make arrests—gives them complete independence of the courts

MARCH
 - Hitler sends troops to the Rhineland Province (defies Treaty of V. – 7th)
 * To maintain the “peace,” neither Britain nor France move to stop him
 * Last great chance is missed by the two western powers to bring HItler down

JULY
 - Upper Silesia portion of Geneva Convention expires. Jews in that area now must abide 

by German law.

SEPTEMBER
 - SACHSENHAUSEN CONCENTRATION CAMP ESTABLISHED

OCTOBER
 - Secret protocol is signed between G. and Italy
 * First step to official formation of the “Axis”
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systematic destruction of the Jews of Europe, with the ultimate goal the 
global destruction of Judaism and Jewish persons. Jane herself did not have 
knowledge of that debate among historians, and neither did I at the time I 
observed her teaching the unit. That lack of knowledge became apparent in 
a story about Hitler’s intentionality that she told to students: 

JANE:   Right, right, I mean, there’s no—Hitler did NOT intentionally 
set out to kill six million Jews. He just wanted ’em gone, Folks, and 
I can’t stress that enough. He just wanted them to leave. He just 
didn’t want them, in, basically in Europe, because he was going to 
try and take over all of Europe, that living space policy he had. But 
he didn’t necessarily want ’em dead, that was never his intention. 
The camps and all those things were never his intention. He didn’t 
set out to DO that. He just didn’t WANT them there. But when no 
one else would take them, he had to find other methods of getting 
rid of them. And the ghettos only worked for so long too. It was 
very slow [said slowly]. It was a very slow process. He was kinda 
forced into getting bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger. And at 
a certain point, Nathan’s right, you can’t just all of a sudden shut 
down all the, shut down all the camps and say, “We’re not doing it 
any more. It’s over.” It was impossible. In fact, they kept it up until 
forty-five, even though it probably meant—that was probably one 
of the big reasons why they lost the war. They had a LOT of trains 
that could have been used for the war purposes used for Jews being 
sent to camps. It was, it became somewhat impractical, what was 
going on. But by that point, there’s question over Hitler’s mental 
state at a certain point too. And how much it was all in his control, 
how much he lost control, how much sanity remained at the end 
when he killed himself. And we’re never going to know those things. 
We’re NEVER going to know. And that’s all just fictionalized and I 
can’t really tell you about that stuff. I don’t know. But it was NEVER 
his intent to do that. And that’s proven, Nathan. He NEVER intended 
just to kill all these [Jews], especially like that. Winona?

WINoNA:   If he didn’t intend to kill all those people, why did he 
write a book about how he was going to be a mass murderer?

As Winona pointedly noted in her follow-up question to the story, the key 
theme of the story is false: Credible historians now agree that, at some point, 
Hitler’s intentions did coalesce around the Final Solution goal of annihilat-
ing all the Jews, not only of Europe, but of the world. The historical debate 
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revolves around when that happened. As Winona observes, Mein Kampf is 
marshaled by some historians as evidence suggesting that Hitler’s intention 
to systematically annihilate the Jews coalesced relatively early on.

This example is extreme and some have interpreted it to position Jane 
as a Holocaust denier, an interpretation that would aggrieve Jane terribly, 
because she is decidedly not a Holocaust denier. In fact, preparing students to 
debunk Holocaust denial was a stated goal of her unit. It does, however, use-
fully show how a dedicated English teacher working very hard to historically 
contextualize her teaching of Holocaust texts, yet without formal training in 
modern European history, can make an egregious historical error. I would 
argue that such errors are indeed likely to happen to English teachers who 
lack historical training or expertise attempting to teach history. I suspect 
that most such errors go undocumented (even if they are called out by keen 
students like Winona!). Teaching history is difficult and it takes a good deal 
of knowledge and background to avoid errors such as the one in this story 
told “in the moment” as a response to a previous student comment about 
Hitler. Even when well prepared with historical knowledge, rhetorical 
practices in the life of the classroom—such as storytelling—can sometimes 
undermine or altogether contradict the history being taught. After all, Jane 
had in fact advanced the opposite story about Hitler’s intentionality—that 
he had intended, from early on, to systematically murder Jews—earlier in 
the unit when she shared the film Hitler: The Criminal. 

Another common problem in teaching history surrounding Holocaust 
texts involves essentializing or oversimplifying people and events in that 
past. Take, for example, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
recommendation that the history of anti-Semitism be included when teach-
ing about the Holocaust. While this goal may work well in history courses, 
I wonder if the history of anti-Semitism in Europe before the Second World 
War may simply be too difficult for many English teachers to pull off. The 
simplification of the history of anti-Semitism, in the effort to include it, can 
sometimes result in unintended and unfortunate consequences. 

Consider, for example, a troubling item from a quiz that Jane designed: 
“What are three Jewish practices that make it easier for anti-Semitism 
to exist?” One potential interpretation of the question is that Jews are in 
some way responsible for anti-Semitism, a potentially offensive—albeit 
unintended—meaning of the question. If Jews—as a conglomerate mass—do 
something that makes it easier for anti-Semitism to exist, that interpreta-
tion suggests, would it not therefore follow that they are in some way re-
sponsible for anti-Semitism? This question was crafted as an assessment of 
what students learned from a general nonfiction reading on the history of 
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anti-Semitism taken from a study guide to Night (Hogue, 1993). As I read it, 
the quiz question became possible due to an essentialization (in the article) 
of what was in reality a diverse range of Jewish experiences and practices 
in prewar Europe. By “essentializing,” I mean that the article (and the quiz 
question, following the interpretation I have introduced) categorizes the 
Jews of Europe together as a single conglomerate mass, rather than as a set 
of culturally diverse ethno-religious communities (including assimilated 
and non-observant Jews) that experienced different types and levels of anti-
Semitism in different European settings. Even a qualifier on the question, 
for example, “practices of observant Orthodox Jews” rather than “Jewish 
practices,” could mitigate the potentially problematic implication of the 
question. 

The problem of oversimplification or essentialization of European 
Jews, in turn, raises further questions: Which histories of anti-Semitism 
ought to be told and which obscured? How can oversimplification of Jewish 
experiences and anti-Semitism in Europe be avoided while still recognizing 
Jews as the distinct group targeted by the Nazi Final Solution for global an-
nihilation? To delve into the complex and diverse history of anti-Semitism in 
Europe before the Holocaust years in a short period of time in English class 
can truly be a daunting challenge, especially for an early-career teacher like 
Jane. That challenge seems more likely than not to result in error, oversim-
plification, or essentialization of persons and events in history.

Teachers therefore face a challenge of selecting what social and 
historical context to teach and how best to communicate that material to 
students. Many find that community experts, for example on Judaism, can 
be tremendous resources. Hernandez (2001), for example, invited a Jewish 
rabbi to visit his class to teach the class about Judaism as a faith tradition 
before their reading of Night. Kessler (1991), on the other hand, invited a 
local pastor (a Christian, I presume, given the designation “pastor”) who 
was an expert on Judao-Christian relations to speak with her class about 
Judaism. If indeed the pastor was Christian, that choice seems less likely 
to contextualize texts written by Jewish writers on their own religious and 
historical terms. Despite the potential controversy that may be introduced 
by bringing religious information into public school classrooms (Kunzman, 
2006; Moore, 2007), this choice seems appropriate and reasonable in scope 
for a teacher to undertake, especially given the religious themes that are so 
central to Night (Spector, 2007). 

Finally, Ozick (2000) suggests choosing texts with robust, complex 
historical representations at the scenes of Nazi atrocity. Ozick, for her part, 
is not enthusiastic about Anne Frank’s pervasive presence in the secondary 

f284-308-Apr13-EE.indd   295 3/19/13   10:32 AM



296

E n g l i s h  E d u c a t i o n , V 4 5  N 3 ,  A p r i l  2 0 1 3

English canon—often at the expense of other, more robust, representations of 
the Holocaust. Good text choices can be a helpful way to avoid errors when 
teaching historical context in an English classroom (like Jane) or to avoid 
insufficiently detailed historical contextualization (like me). It can, however, 
also be difficult for an early-career teacher to feel confident about making 
such judgments. Key historical issues for them to consider, when evaluating 
and selecting Holocaust texts, include the following: 

 > What do authors leave out in their representations of the past? 

 > Whose perspective do they foreground and whose do they efface? 

 > What is the level of historical detail presented in a given text? 

 > How does this text complement other texts being introduced, in the 
historical material it teaches students? 

 > How persuasive is the text likely to be to a particular group of students?

Those overwhelmed by the task of text selection can look to Art Spiegelman’s 
(1994) The Complete Maus, which includes an account of the prewar lives 
of his parents Vladek and Anya, including the ways anti-Semitism before 
the war affected them differently. It also reveals their experiences in the 
death camps and the lifelong and indeed cross-generational reverberations 
of those experiences (e.g., Anya’s suicide in the 1960s). Spiegelman’s (2011) 
MetaMaus describes the meticulous research process the author undertook 
in composing the work. My goal here, however, is not to argue for the place 
of Maus as the standard Holocaust text in secondary English.8 Rather, my 
goal is to suggest that historical contextualization of the Holocaust within an 
English classroom unit can be a more complex and challenging undertaking 
than new teachers and teacher educators often make it out to be. 

Rhetorical (Con)Textualization: Relating Textual Particularities 
to Broader Ethical Considerations While Avoiding Banal  
Moralizing

A second and less common solution to contextualizing the Holocaust when 
studying Holocaust texts in English is to focus more on the text itself, connect-
ing detailed literary particularities with the broader ethical implications of 
the Holocaust.9 A rhetorical approach invites teachers to focus on engaging 
the students in studying how texts—including narratives—work persuasively 
to take ethical stances on persons and events of the Holocaust years. Staying 
focused on how texts work rhetorically helps teachers to avoid the problem 
of banal moralizing about the Holocaust that historian Peter Novick (1999) 
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laments as a tendency in American life. Such moralizing often follows the 
logic: Because of the Holocaust, ____ is wrong (fill in the blank with your 
particular moral judgment, for example, on abortion or capital punishment).

Two particular strategies are particularly useful for delving into the 
moral complexities of language and its persuasive uses that are raised by the 
Nazi genocide and texts about it: 

 > Studying textual features and moral stances through which the 
Holocaust is represented in various texts 

 > Examining how identification and division are promoted in Holocaust 
texts 

Such inquiries can involve students in exploring questions such as, How do 
texts represent a difficult-to-represent past? What 
are the (ethical) consequences (intended and 
unintended) of those representations? Examin-
ing the rhetoric of Holocaust texts can help stu-
dents engage with the moral complexities of the 
Holocaust—and especially the Final Solution—as 
a set of historical events being represented for 
various purposes to various audiences in writing 
and other artistic forms. I am not suggesting a 
rhetorical approach somehow gets around the 
problems of history in engaging Holocaust texts; 
rather, it engages some of those very problems by connecting textual study 
to broader ethical concerns. 

Examining Narrative, Language, and the Construction of Moral 
Stance in Holocaust Texts

Maus provides perfect fodder for such study. At one level, it recounts an 
oral history of an Auschwitz survivor, Vladek Spiegelman, the author Art 
Spiegelman’s father. However, Vladek’s personal narrative is figuratively 
framed and remediated by Artie’s commentary and by the framing medium 
and accompanying conventions of the comic book. The multimodal re-mix 
of visual and written texts and genres expands the symbolic and allegorical 
potential of this text in secondary classrooms. For those not familiar with 
it, the work is a boundary blurring historical genre that: 

 > represents persons and group affiliations through allegory (most 
saliently, Jews are mice and Germans are cats); 

Examining the rhetoric of Holo-
caust texts can help students en-
gage with the moral complexities 
of the Holocaust—and especially 
the Final Solution—as a set of his-
torical events being represented 
for various purposes to various 
audiences in writing and other 
artistic forms.
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 > is rich with metaphor, both visual and verbal; 

 > offers provocative characterization—perhaps most interestingly, of 
Vladek and Artie; 

 > unfolds through multiple perspectives, most notably Vladek’s and 
his late wife Anya’s experiences of Auschwitz; and finally,

 > explicitly invokes the difficulties of representing the Holocaust. 

For example, at the beginning of Part II, Chapter 2, we encounter a series of 
frames where the author represents himself “depressed” despite the “criti-
cal and commercial success” of “the first part of MAUS” (p. 201). This same 
section also features reporters hounding Artie the author, asking him what 
“message” he is trying to get across through the work. He responds, “I-I never 
thought of reducing it to a message. I mean, I wasn’t trying to CONVINCE 
anybody of anything” (p. 202). This section explicitly invites consideration 
of whether—and if so, how—Maus, as a narrative, works as a persuasive text. 

Not insignificantly, the rhetorical complexity of Maus makes it a com-
pelling text for a wide range of students, from the most “gifted” students to 
struggling readers and writers. I have especially observed, as has Wilhelm 
(1997), that Maus can be appealing to boys who are struggling readers. An-
other beauty of Maus is that, because the text itself offers up such rhetorical 
complexity in its representation of Nazi atrocity, teachers can proceed using 
the reader-response approaches discussed above without worrying about 
short shrifting history, for the text itself teaches a good deal of history. For 
this reason, Maus may be an excellent text choice for an early-career teacher 
who feels daunted by the historical challenges I’ve raised above. Yet rhetori-
cal study is certainly possible with other texts as well.

A key rhetorical dimension of Holocaust texts to explore is how moral 
stances are taken by different voices shaping interpretation of the past. My 
students and I compared how Anne Frank and Nazi leader Joseph Goebbels 
each represented the surrender of Italy in their diaries. Goebbels, well-
known for his hateful anti-Semitism and his rousing oratory, kept a diary 
that recounted his leadership during the Third Reich, now published and 
available as The Goebbels Diaries (Geobbels, 1948). One interesting point of 
comparison is the Italian capitulation. Anne wrote of it:

Friday, 10 September, 1943
Dear Kitty,
Every time I write to you something special seems to have happened, but 
they are more often unpleasant than pleasant things. However, now there is 
something wonderful going on. Last Wednesday evening, 8 September, we 
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sat around listening to the seven o’clock news and the first thing we heard 
was: “Here follows the best news of the whole war. Italy has capitulated!” 
Italy’s unconditional surrender. The Dutch program from England began 
at quarter past eight. ‘Listeners, an hour ago, I had just finished writing the 
chronicle of the day when the wonderful news of Italy’s capitulation came 
in. I can tell you that I have never deposited my notes in the wastepaper 
basket with such joy!” “God Save the King,” the American national anthem, 
and the “Internationale” were played. As always, the Dutch program was 
uplifting, but not too optimistic. (pp. 108–109)

Goebbels, on the other hand, wrote:

September 9, 1943
A sensational development took place in Italy in the course of the day 
[yesterday]. In the morning the British and American papers were already 
able to report the news—which proves that the Italians have cheated us 
to beat the band. . . . 
 During the afternoon we received more detailed news, until the 
actual facts became apparent at 6 P.M., first via the London radio. Without 
telling us a single word about it in advance, Badoglio has offered uncon-
ditional surrender and concluded an armistice with the enemy powers. 
This armistice is to be effective immediately. Eisenhower, who concluded 
the armistice, urged the Italians to chase the German troops out of the 
country.
 . . . [T]he Fuehrer . . . is incensed about developments. Only a few 
hours before his unexampled treachery, Badoglio informed our Counsellor 
of Legation . . . that he wasn’t thinking of leaving the fighting Axis front, 
and that we would still have occasion to see how an Italian general keeps 
his word. Well, now we certainly know how he does it! . . .
 The Italians are deserting us in our most critical hour. But I suppose 
they realize fully that they have thereby chosen the most disgraceful fate 
that history can record. They have lost face. Certainly one cannot break 
one’s word twice in the course of a quarter century without smirching 
one’s political honor for all time to come. (pp. 486–487)

I invited my students to look closely at the two accounts to compare how 
they communicated stances on the historic event. Students pulled out details 
such as Frank calling Italy’s surrender “wonderful” and Goebbels labeling it 
“sensational” and “unexampled treachery.” Students also noticed the styliza-
tion of Anne’s entry: In quoting the radio show, Anne uses the words of the 
British newscaster to capture her own perspective on the events, whereas 
Goebbels summarizes the events and the behind-the-scenes conversations 
between himself and Hitler. What is fascinating—especially in our present 
Internet age—is how we get a blow-by-blow account of how the news reached 
both Anne and Goebbels on Wednesday, September 8, on British radio shows 
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(not on the Internet!). Through rhetorical examination of contrasting reports 
of the same event, students explored how—even as history unfolded—its con-
strual was vastly different, depending on who was experiencing, reporting 
on, and responding to the events. 

The great irony—and one that students were quick to point out—is that 
Goebbels himself, along with other leaders and followers of the Third Reich, 
chose “the most disgraceful fate that history can record” by carrying out mass 
murder. Another rhetorical possibility in a text like the Goebbels diary is to 
ask of it: What can we infer counts as right and wrong for this person? What 
might he need to believe about the world and the moral order to write as he 
does? We get a clue about the Nazi prioritization of “honor” to the state, for 
example, in Goebbels’s final paragraph above. By examining the words of 
Goebbels about the Jews elsewhere in the text, students could also observe 
how the atrocities of the Holocaust unfolded by state-sponsored design (most 
notably, the Final Solution) and how individuals such as Goebbels and “The 
Fuhrer” shaped and debated and reshaped that design.

Examining Identification and Division in Holocaust Texts

A second rhetorical pathway for addressing the Nazi genocide in its broader 
ethical context involves guiding students to pay attention to how texts are used 
to promote identification and division. This is a more analytic take on the 
sort of personal identification promoted within reader-response approaches 
and I think it can serve as a useful complement to such identification. The 
notion of examining identification as part of rhetorical study was advanced 
by Kenneth Burke, who wrote throughout the Holocaust years and made 
sense of the rise of the Third Reich in part through the study of rhetoric. In 
Burke’s (1969) view, a central use of rhetoric is to promote identification 
and division. Identification, on the one hand, entails writers or speakers 
striving to identify or connect their ways of speaking or writing with those 
of their audiences or readers, thus to persuade those audiences. In this way, 
rhetoric is not just about individual language choices, but it is about tapping 
into collective sensibilities and beliefs. Division is part of this process, for 
writers or speakers often divide themselves from others through a range of 
available means, separating “us” from “them.” For example, the strategies 
that Hitler and the Nazi propaganda machine used to represent Jews as “in-
human” or “other” are well documented. There are numerous possibilities 
for studying how these rhetorical processes played out and continue to play 
out in texts surrounding the Nazi genocide.  

One way to explore identification and division is through critical 
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examination of Nazi propaganda. Especially in the context of teaching argu-
mentative writing and speaking, such study can add an ethical dimension to 
the study of argument, showing how much may be at stake in the crafting 
and acceptance of arguments, such as Hitler’s, that come to have widespread 
influence. Two websites about Nazi propaganda provide a valuable resource 
for examining identification and division:

 > Nazi and East German Propaganda Guide Page (http://www.calvin
.edu/academic/cas/gpa) by Randall Bytwerk

 > Nazi Propaganda (http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.
php?ModuleId=10005202) by the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. 

Many of these texts are well worth exploring with middle-level students, 
particularly the books and other propaganda targeting children and youth. 
In studying propaganda, however, we should beware the danger that students 
might lose the analytic stance and find themselves identifying with—or, as 
Kessler (1991) discusses, laughing sympathetically with—anti-Semitic rheto-
ric: handling such distressing readings of hate-filled propaganda can be a 
central ethical challenge of Holocaust study.

Political cartoons offer another option for studying rhetorical identifi-
cation and division. Such cartoons were published, for example, by Theodore 
Seuss Geisel (Dr. Seuss) in 1941 and 1942 (Minear, 1999). As Spiegelman 
claims in his preface to the collection, these cartoons are “very impressive 
evidence of cartooning as an art of persuasion. . . . Dr. Seuss’s political car-
toons were, perhaps, ahead of their time in seeking to entertain as well as 
convince” (pp. 6–7). Dr. Seuss takes a clear and vivid moral position as he 
divides the interests of Hitler and Nazi Germany from “the good” (p. 101) 
and from the policies the United States should be pursuing (p. 101). Many 
of the cartoons critiqued the isolationist policies of the United States (e.g., p. 
32). Because Dr. Seuss’s cartoons are visually rich and highly stylized, they 
provide much rhetorical material for analysis and exploration. Foci of using 
these cartoons in the classrooms could include: 

 > the text of the cartoon, 

 > the metaphors and allegories of the cartoon, 

 > the way the visual and the textual work together, 

 > the historical “lesson” of the cartoon, 

 > the moral stance of the cartoon (Who is right and who is wrong? 
And how is that conveyed by the cartoonist?), and
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 > the genre of the political cartoon.

A final way to explore the notion of “identification”—probably best used 
with older students—is to examine how the United States Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum uses “identification cards” to encourage visitors to identify 
with victims of the Nazi genocide (see http://www.ushmm.org/education/
foreducators/resource/idcards.pdf). Some of the strategies for promoting 
identification include:

 > First-person point of view (in some of the cards)

 > Close-up portraits or photographs

 > Detailed description of family 

 > Accounts at the bottom of the card about the fate of the individual 
(whether or not he or she survived the Nazi genocide)

The museum and its online repository include many cards representing 
those who were adolescents and children during the Holocaust years. Invit-
ing students to study these identification cards as rhetorical texts offers one 
pathway for meta-exploration of identification as shaped through specific 
textual and visual choices. They could even take longer texts they’ve read 
(such as Anne Frank’s diary, Night, or Maus) and design new cards about 
the characters, critically reflecting on their own identification or division 
“moves” as writers. It thus becomes possible for students to build analytic, 
procedural, and affective understandings of how identification is working 
in texts. 

In rhetorical studies of Holocaust texts that bring in ethical questions 
and considerations, it may be wise to ground the work in students’ ethi-
cal frameworks, some of which may be richly informed by religious faith 
and religious communities (see also Spector [2007] and Schweber & Irwin 
[2003]). Both Kunzman (2006) and O’Donnell-Allen (2011) suggest the power 
of engaging students (yes, even public school students) in open discussions 
about their own religious-based or non-religious-based ethical frameworks 
on the one hand and those of authors, narrators, or characters in texts on 
the other. To honestly read and interpret Holocaust texts in ethical terms, 
religious faith is central for many students (and teachers). And given the 
complex moral questions, problems, and situations raised in Anne Frank’s 
diary, Night, and Maus, why not allow students to fully bring what may be 
the most salient aspect of their identity to the table? Admittedly such discus-
sion can be difficult, especially given what many feel should be a tall wall 
separating church and state in public school classrooms. Many may feel as 
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though they have neither precedent nor vocabulary for engaging such discus-
sions.10 And what about the comfort of religious minorities in a classroom? Yet 
given the basic moral affront to humanity posed by the Holocaust (Margalit, 
2002), engaging ethical frameworks that include religious faith of students 
and authors alike may be critical to transactions that overcome—or at least 
openly address—the ethical and historical problems I have raised. 

Beyond Moralizing: The Ethical Purposes of Teaching Holocaust 
and other Texts about Disturbing Pasts

What, finally, is the purpose of teaching Holocaust texts and other difficult 
literatures about the past in an English classroom? As an early-career teacher, 
my response tended (rather shallowly, I now think) to be focused on the 
student reader and his or her capacity for expressive writing and personal 
identification with characters. Others, such as Hernandez (2001), profess 
grander moral purposes for teaching about the Holocaust:

[T]oday’s students need to learn about the human capacity for evil so they 
can guard against it. They need to understand that the seeds of prejudice 
and racism still lie just below our thin veneer of civilization, that racism 
and prejudice know neither color nor gender, and that acts of genocide 
are still being committed today, more than fifty years after the defeat of 
Nazi Germany. Night provides our students with the opportunity to gain 
insight about and reinforce the human capacity for love, understanding, 
compassion, faith, and respect for life. (p. 59)

The insistence on a reading of Night that reinforces the “human capacity for 
love, understanding, compassion, faith, and respect for life” recalls Vaughn’s 
(2011) confidence “that all of [his students], regardless of their future voca-
tional paths, will go out and act more ethically in regards to the questions 
of global conflict, refugees, suffering and need, and cultures that represent 
different viewpoints (66),” to repeat from the beginning of the article. 

As noted already, such moralizing goals emerge from a long ethical 
tradition in the teaching of English (Applebee, 1974; Brandt, 2004). Through 
transaction with Holocaust texts, English teachers aspire to do more than 
engage our students in becoming skilled and critical writers, readers, speak-
ers, listeners, and viewers. We also want to improve our students as moral 
persons—what nineteenth-century literacy educators referred to, in religious 
terms, as the “cure of souls” (Brass, 2011) and, in more secular terms, as 
“personal cultivation” (Hinsdale, 1897, p. xvi). Some teachers—like Erin 
Gruwell—scale that up to the societal level and seek to teach tolerance and 
social inclusion through Holocaust study (Danks, Rabinsky, & NCTE Commit-
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tee on Teaching about Genocide, 1999; Freedom Writers, 1999), for example, 
through broader studies of stereotype and prejudice. 

This article brings to the surface a tendency to make strong claims on 
behalf of the moral persuasiveness and subsequent ethical consequences of 
Holocaust study and, more broadly, the study of other difficult texts about 
past events in secondary English classrooms, especially within the context 
of reader response and historical approaches. While I listen to many teach-
ers—like Gruwell, Hernandez, and Kessler—who claim that their students’ 

lives were transformed through transactions with 
Holocaust texts, I wonder at the extent to which 
these claims actually play out in the life pathways 
of students. Do students who have studied the 
Holocaust or other wartime atrocities actually 
become “better people” as a result of that literary 
study? What would count as evidence to support 
that claim? My own reading reveals scant empiri-
cal or historical evidence to support such claims; 
indeed, my literary reading and my reading of 
the daily newspapers continually reminds me of 

the depth of the human capacity for doing (to quote, from my own ethical 
heritage, the early Christian apostle Paul) “that which I know I ought not 
to do.” In light of the historical, rhetorical, and ethical tensions that can 
accompany transactions with Holocaust texts in English, I am beginning to 
wonder if we might be wise to temper those grand moral claims about what 
that study accomplishes in the lives of our students. 

One virtue of rhetorical study is its capacity to push beyond morally 
didactic positions toward the exploration of how moral complexities and 
ethical stances are implicated in the relationship between word and world 
(to borrow from Paulo Freire [1970]) that gets crafted in texts and taken up 
in textual interpretation. It may never be possible, or desirable, to completely 
un-tether the reading of Holocaust texts with some form of didacticism—and 
the same may hold true for texts about other disturbing pasts. For example, 
Holocaust denial is an intolerable and unacceptable response to a Holocaust 
text. With this qualification in mind, I do advocate for toning down the 
moralizing that often accompanies engagement with Holocaust and many 
other texts in English. 

By spending at least some time dwelling on the rhetoric of represen-
tation, whether of the Holocaust or of other distressing historical events, 
it becomes possible to engage students in investigating precisely how texts 
construct moral stances and collective visions of what is right and what is 

While I listen to many teachers— 
like Gruwell, Hernandez, and 
Kessler—who claim that their 

students’ lives were transformed 
through transactions with  

Holocaust texts, I wonder at the 
extent to which these claims 

actually play out in the life path-
ways of students.
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wrong. When coupled with dialogue about students’ own ethical frameworks 
(Kunzman, 2006), such rhetorical investigation of morally challenging texts 
can open up possibilities for “ethical reading” (Booth, 1989; Phelan, 1996) 
where “students become responsible for their own positions, stances, and 
beliefs rather than authoritatively or moralistically assuming those beliefs 
are universally held norms” (Thein & Sloan, 2011, p. 16) shared by authors, 
characters, and narrators of texts they read or by fellow readers. That, to 
me, is an interesting and doable project for English.
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Notes
1. I recognize that my choice to use the term Holocaust throughout the article is 

not without problems. Spiegelman (2011), for example, observes the discomfort many 
scholars and writers feel in using the term Holocaust to label the years that included 
the rise of Nazism and the Final Solution: “I keep wanting to put the word—Holocaust . 
. . in quotation marks to disown them. The word Genocide was coined to refer to what 
happened to my family, and is free of the odd religious implications of ‘Holocaust,’ a 
burnt offering” (p. 75). Like Spiegelman, I follow popular usage of the term Holocaust, 
while recognizing its disturbing connotations. 

2. According to one survey conducted in Michigan, for example, Night has moved 
into the “top ten” list of most frequently taught texts in secondary English (Borsheim-
Black, 2011).

3. Whether Holocaust texts ought to be so pervasive in U.S. classrooms (as opposed 
to literatures emerging from other genocides, for example the Native American geno-
cide in North America, which implicates U.S. citizens more directly) is a curricular 
question that deserves serious consideration.

4. Pseudonym.
5. For those interested in exploring this theme further, it may be worthwhile to 

compare Art Spiegelman’s (2011) discussion about the pen used to draw Maus (p. 158).
6. Real name.
7. Whether this charge of trivialization can also be leveled at Gruwell’s pedagogy 

(Freedom Writers, 1999) is an interesting question, deserving of further consideration, 
that space does not allow me to explore in the present article. 

8. For the record, I do think that argument can be made.
9. My thinking about ethics and Holocaust texts has been greatly influenced by 

Israeli moral philosopher Avishai Margalit and particularly his fine book, The Ethics 
of Memory.

10. See Cindy O’Donnell-Allen (2011), who provides some suggestions about scaf-
folding small-group discussions about religious differences
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