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T
his report draws on data from 40 interviews 
with middle and high school English lan-
guage arts (ELA) and social studies teachers 
that we conducted from January to March 

2025. During these interviews, we aimed to discover 
how teachers addressed topics related to Jewish his-
tory and culture in their classrooms. Our hope is that 
the descriptive insights from these interviews will 
provide state, district, and school leaders and orga-
nizations that support instruction related to Jewish 
history and culture (e.g., curriculum developers, 
professional development providers) with an under-
standing of the types of supports and resources that 
could help teachers deepen their instruction on these 
complex subjects.

This research is timely. At the time of this writ-
ing, the number of targeted acts of hostility and 
discrimination toward individuals of Jewish descent 
have sharply increased in recent years (American 
Jewish Committee, 2024; Crime Data Explorer, 
undated). Antisemitism has intensified since the 
October 7, 2023, Hamas-led attack on Israel and the 
ensuing war. Roughly one-third of Jewish Ameri-
cans said that they have personally experienced 
antisemitism since October 2023, and more than 
three-quarters of Jewish Americans said that they 
feel less safe as a Jewish person (American Jewish 
Committee, undated).

The U.S. public education system is one poten-
tially powerful avenue through which to counter 

KEY FINDINGS
	■ Among the English language arts teachers we interviewed who taught about topics related to Jewish 

history and culture, most reported focusing their instruction on a Holocaust novel with varying levels of 
integration of other topics.

	■ Most social studies teachers said that they taught about such topics in the context of a World War II 
unit. Social studies teachers also said that they situated their instruction about these topics in units 
about immigration, the post–World War II era, foreign or domestic policy, and ancient civilizations or 
world religions.

	■ Teachers wove together topics related to Jewish history and culture by providing historical context to the 
topics and illuminating relationships between historical and contemporary events.

	■ Academic standards established a foundation for teachers’ instruction, but teachers tended to exercise 
significant instructional autonomy. Most teachers cobbled together materials from a variety of sources, 
including textbooks, literary and informational texts, videos, and primary sources they found themselves.

	■ Most teachers were open to addressing more topics related to Jewish history and culture and spend-
ing more time on those topics. In fact, most teachers reported a greater emphasis on teaching these 
topics—especially the Arab-Israeli conflict—in recent school years because of heightened salience and 
student interest.

	■ However, teachers cited barriers to deepening their instruction on the topics, such as difficulty fitting the 
topics into the scope of their course or subject, a lack of time, and a lack of expertise.

	■ Teachers desired a centralized repository of instructional materials that are engaging (e.g., relatable, 
interactive), trustworthy (e.g., fact-based and from reputable organizations), aligned with their learning 
objectives, and focused on the through lines between the topics and their modern-day relevance (e.g., the 
present-day ramifications of the Holocaust).

	■ Nearly all teachers expressed a desire for additional professional learning (PL) that would expand their 
knowledge of the topics or help them connect their instruction to the present.

	■ Teachers wanted more materials and PL for teaching about topics related to Jewish history and culture 
outside the Holocaust.
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antisemitism. Greater knowledge about Jews and 
Jewish history and greater awareness of present-
day antisemitism is associated with a reduction in 
antisemitic sentiments (Center for Antisemitism 
Research, 2023). The U.S. federal government and 
numerous U.S. states have historically recognized 
the role that Holocaust education plays in battling 
antisemitism and preventing the future occurrence 
of similar atrocities (Popper et al., 2024). In 2020, 
Congress passed the Never Again Education Act, 
which earmarked $10 million in funding for the 
development and dissemination of accurate and 
accessible Holocaust education materials (Public Law 
116-141, 2020). According to one organization that 
tracks Holocaust education, 29 states mandate some 
type of instruction about the Holocaust (Echoes & 
Reflections, undated-b). Importantly, prior research 
suggests that Holocaust education alone may not 
be sufficient to help combat antisemitism. Instead, 
research suggests that taking a more well-rounded 
approach that includes instruction on antisemitism 
can raise students’ awareness of the many manifesta-
tions of contemporary antisemitism, enhance student 
empathy, and cultivate a deeper understanding of 
the Holocaust (Dalbo, 2024; Echoes & Reflections, 
undated-a; Pistone et al., 2024).

Yet, especially in the wake of the October 7 
attacks and the ensuing war, teachers might struggle 
with how to approach such complex topics as anti-
semitism, the Holocaust, the history of Israel, and 
the Arab-Israeli conflict. Tensions stemming from 
different opinions about the Arab-Israeli conflict 
have arisen not only on college campuses but also 
in K–12 schools (Bregman, 2023; Timmeney, 2023). 
Anecdotal accounts from teachers suggest that they 
are grappling with how to best engage their students 
in discussions about these complex issues while 
balancing the need to teach their required content, 
providing a safe space for their Jewish, Muslim, and 
Palestinian students, and allowing for respectful 
disagreement alongside empathy (Langreo, 2023). 
At the time of this writing in 2025, teachers have 
also experienced limitations on their ability to teach 
about an array of topics that might be perceived as 
contentious, stemming in part from community and 
parental pushback (Woo et al., 2023). These develop-
ments have the potential to further dampen class-

room instruction and discussions on topics related 
to the Holocaust and Jewish people.

To understand the state of teachers’ instruction 
on these topics, we fielded a survey to secondary 
public school (grades 6 through 12) ELA and social 
studies teachers in summer 2024 (for the results of 
this study, see Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman, 2025). 
We learned the following from that survey:

•	 Nearly all secondary ELA and social studies 
teachers teach about some topics related to 
Jewish history and culture.

•	 Of the topics related to Jewish history and 
culture, teachers most commonly covered the 
Holocaust. The vast majority of teachers spent 
very little time teaching about other related 
topics, such as historic or present-day anti-
semitism, Judaism, or Israeli history.

•	 A majority of teachers reported that they had 
never received professional learning (PL) on 
teaching about these topics, and many teach-
ers appeared to draw on a variety of unvetted 
resources, such as those from YouTube or 
Teachers Pay Teachers.

These survey findings raised new questions 
about how teachers provide instruction on topics 
related to Jewish history and culture in practice, how 
teachers situate these topics within the context of 
their courses, what teachers’ instructional decision-
making processes look like, and the types of instruc-
tional resources and supports teachers need most.

To fill in these gaps, we invited a subset of teach-
ers who responded to our summer 2024 survey to 
participate in an interview (see Box 1). Drawing on 
these teacher interviews, we address the following 
five research questions:

1.	 How do secondary ELA and social studies 
teachers approach instruction about topics 
related to Jewish history and culture?

2.	 What factors drive teachers’ decisions to teach 
(or not teach) these topics?

3.	 How do teachers find, use, and assess instruc-
tional materials to teach about these topics?

4.	 What types of PL have teachers participated in 
to support their instruction about these topics?

5.	 What resources or guidance do teachers want 
to deepen their instruction on these topics?
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In this report, we address each research question 
in order. We close with recommendations for educa-
tion leaders and providers on how they can enhance 
the provision of useful instructional materials and 

PL to teachers and consider school organizational 
structures that facilitate teachers’ deeper instruction 
on these topics.

BOX 1

Who We Interviewed and What We Asked About

We drew our interview sample from a subset of the secondary ELA and social studies teachers who completed 
our summer 2024 companion survey on teaching about nine topics related to Jewish history and culture (Sha-
piro, Woo, and Kaufman, 2025). We invited only teachers who reported spending any time on any of the nine 
topics during the 2023–2024 school year.

We interviewed 40 secondary ELA and social studies teachers from January through March 2025. Our sample 
was split roughly in half between ELA and social studies teachers and middle school and high school teachers. 
In addition, about one-half of the teachers we interviewed worked in states with multiple or strong standards 
on teaching about the Holocaust, about one-quarter worked in states with Holocaust education mandates but 
no or superficial standards, and the remaining one-quarter worked in states without strong Holocaust educa-
tion requirements. (To learn more about how we collected and analyzed our data, see the “Data Collection and 
Analysis” section at the end of this report.)

Throughout our interviews, we focused on the same set of nine topics that we asked about in our summer 2024 
companion survey (Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman, 2025). In this report, we refer to these nine topics as focal 
topics or topics related to Jewish history and culture.a The topics were

1. the Holocaust 
2. genocide in contexts other than the Holocaust 
3. historical antisemitism (prior to 1933) 
4. present-day antisemitism 
5. ancient Israel 
6. Zionism or the state of Israel 
7. the Arab-Israeli conflict 
8. Judaism 
9. Jewish American identity, history, or experience.

When we present our findings, we describe the proportion of teachers who expressed sentiments aligned with 
each finding to provide a sense of the prevalence of different themes. In our discussion of findings, we use the 
terms nearly all to refer to three-quarters or more of interview participants in an applicable group (e.g., our whole 
interview sample, ELA teachers, or high school teachers), most to refer to one-half or more of teachers but less 
than three-quarters, some to refer to one-quarter or more of teachers but less than one-half, and few to refer to 
less than one-quarter of teachers. Where we observed notable differences across teacher subgroups (e.g., by 
subject, grade level, or state policy context), we note them throughout the report.

a During the interviews, we did not define any terms, meaning that interpretation of the topics was left to the participants. 
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How Do Secondary English 
Language Arts and Social 
Studies Teachers Approach 
Instruction About Topics 
Related to Jewish History and 
Culture?

In this section, we describe how teachers wove the 
nine topics related to Jewish history and culture into 
their instruction and whether and how their instruc-
tion had shifted in recent school years.

Most English Language Arts Teachers 
Teaching About Jewish History and 
Culture Used a Holocaust Novel

Among the 20 ELA teachers we interviewed, about 
three-quarters reported that their instruction focused 
on the Holocaust, with varying degrees of integration 
about the other topics (see Figure 1). This instruc-
tion often took the form of teaching a novel or pas-
sages that center on the Holocaust—for instance, 
Elie Wiesel’s Night (1958), a memoir recounting a 
Holocaust survivor’s experiences as a teenager during 
World War II—with varying use of supplemental 
materials to help students understand the context 
surrounding the Holocaust.

The remaining ELA teachers (roughly one-
quarter) reported that they taught about the Holo-
caust or other focal topics as context for learning 
about other subjects (e.g., the U.S. government’s Japa-
nese internment camps, totalitarianism, diversity, 
discrimination), touched on Judaism when teaching 
about religious texts (e.g., the Torah, the Bible, and 
the Koran), or taught ELA electives that integrated 
the focal topics. For instance, one high school ELA 
teacher used the Arab-Israeli conflict as a topical 
issue in their journalism course to help students learn 
how to identify bias in the media and assess the cred-
ibility of sources. Another high school ELA teacher 
described teaching an elective focused on reading 
the Bible as a piece of literature in which many of 
these topics (e.g., ancient Israel, Judaism, historic 
antisemitism) naturally arise.

Most Social Studies Teachers Covered 
Jewish History or Culture Within a 
World War II Unit

The 21 social studies teachers we interviewed situated 
instruction about topics related to Jewish history and 
culture within larger units: ancient civilizations and/
or world religions, immigration to the United States, 
World War II, the post–World War II era, and foreign 
and/or domestic policy (see Figure 2).

Nearly two-thirds of the social studies teachers 
we interviewed said that they taught about the focal 
topics—especially the Holocaust—within the context 
of a unit on World War II. This approach was about 
evenly split between middle school and high school 
teachers, suggesting that students might receive 
instruction on this content at either stage or even at 
both stages of their education.

The next most common form of instruction—
mentioned by slightly more than one-half of social 
studies teachers—was the integration of focal 
topics, especially Jewish American identity, his-
tory, or experiences. In these units, teachers said 
that they taught about the arrival of Jewish immi-
grants or Jewish refugees, antisemitism against 
Jewish Americans, and the contributions of Jewish 
American individuals.

About one-third of social studies teachers dis-
cussed teaching about the focal topics—especially 
about other instances of genocide and about Israel—
when teaching about the post–World War II era. 
These teachers described teaching about the estab-
lishment of Israel, the Arab-Israeli conflict and 
the 1970s energy crises, the Yom Kippur War, and 
modern-day genocides.

About one-quarter of social studies teachers 
reported teaching about the focal topics in the con-
text of foreign or domestic policy. These teachers said 
that they taught about the United States’ relationship 
with Israel and how the United States’ standing as a 
world power affects the Arab-Israeli conflict. Nota-
bly, the teachers who taught about the focal topics in 
these three units (i.e., immigration, the post–World 
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FIGURE 1

How English Language Arts Teachers Addressed Jewish History and Culture in Class

“The Holocaust would show up . . . where we discuss nonfiction and that’s where we look at 
The Diary of Anne Frank. . . . We kind of look at each selection in isolation to a degree . . . 
it’s really more related to the literature and more related to reading concepts, not so much 
related to the historical background.”

— Middle school ELA teacher

“I look at the importance of teaching not just a novel but the historical context of novels and 
how they relate to modern day issues not just within our country but globally. So, that is 
how I address all of that and showing this is the whole picture and not just in the past, but 
here we are today.”

— High school ELA teacher

“[Anthem is] really more about communism and the dangers of totalitarianism than 
specifically the Holocaust. . . . I kind of overlap Holocaust stuff and World War II with that 
book because it is kind of a prediction, what would be the outcome and the loss of people’s 
identity, not just for Jewish people but for everyone in those sorts of totalitarian regimes.”

— High school ELA teacher

“With journalism, we don’t have a mandated textbook. . . . [W]e’re mainly project-based this 
year, so we use the research process to sharpen our skills. We say, ‘Okay, we’re going to 
research the conflict in Israel right now, and then we’re going to use those skills.’”

— High school ELA teacher

“In their textbook they had one biblical, one religious text from the King James Bible, but 
they didn’t have any other religions. And, so, I’ve been pulling together a unit . . . it’s going 
to have a text from the Koran, one from the Torah. . . . And then I’m kind of creating a 
presentation where I briefly overview where these religions are practiced in the world and 
what are some key concepts.”

— High school ELA teacher

“I try to do the best I can to have a wide representation of the different current events that I 
bring into the classroom. . . . [A student] brought in the article where bodies were returned, 
like the dead hostages from Palestine . . . it was more the scientific aspect of ‘Now do we 
even know for sure, they have to do DNA tests and make sure?’ and . . . ‘Does this bring 
peace to the families when they have the remains back or not?’ So, a lot of those 
conversations were had just last week.”

— High school ELA teacher

Holocaust- 
focused 

instruction

Use of 
focal 

topics as 
context

Reading 
and 

analyzing 
religious 

texts

Integration 
of topics 
into ELA 
electives

Discussion 
of current 

events

Limited integration of other focal topics

Extensive integration of other focal topics

NOTE: The shading in each circle on the left-hand side indicates the proportion of interviewed ELA teachers who discussed topics related 
to Jewish history and culture through each approach. Some teachers used more than one approach. The quotes from the teachers are 
illustrative examples.
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FIGURE 2

How Social Studies Teachers Addressed Jewish History and Culture in Class

“So, I teach the Holocaust every year in May. I do at least two weeks on the Holocaust, and 
then I do two weeks on World War II. And of course they overlap.”

— Middle school social studies teacher

“Where we really tend to get into any experience with Jewish Americans is really, it starts 
when we start doing the massive waves of immigration that are 1880s, 1890s. . . . There’s a 
lot of really good primary sources from that time period about Jewish American experiences 
in the immigration and the building of cities.”

— High school social studies teacher

“We specifically cover Zionism and the state of Israel as the post–World War II creation of 
Israel. . . . And, honestly, the way our curriculum is set up, the Arab-Israeli conflict, most of 
that gets tied to the stuff from the seventies. . . . [S]o, [the] Yom Kippur War and things like 
that are kind of where it fits into our curriculum.”

— High school social studies teacher

“In terms of our foreign policy, we talk about the notion of America’s role in defending allies 
and what it means to be somewhat protective of the world. And Israel as an ally because of 
international antisemitism has historically been a country that we have been exclusively 
protective of.”

— High school social studies teacher

“Right now, we’re doing religion. So, that covers when we do Judaism. . . . [W]e spend a lot 
of time on that. . . . What does that look like? And the commonalities and differences 
between Judaism and the other religions.”

— Middle school social studies teacher

“One of my classes had just finished talking about World War I ending and how do you 
prevent wars from starting. . . . [One student said], ‘Well, look at what’s happening right 
now in the Middle East. Religion is the factor here’. . . . And then another student said, ‘Well, 
yeah, and then there’s always economics and politics.’ All of those things start wars. . . . So, 
that’s where that conversation went today with talking about the Gaza Strip, Israel right now.”

—High school social studies teacher

Unit on 
World War II

Unit on 
immigration

Unit on 
post–World 

War II

Unit on 
ancient 

history or 
world 

religions

Unit on 
foreign or 
domestic 

policy

Discussion 
of current 

events

NOTE: The shading in each circle on the left-hand side indicates the proportion of interviewed social studies teachers who discussed topics 
related to Jewish history and culture through each approach. Some teachers used more than one approach. The quotes from the teachers are 
illustrative examples.
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War II era, and foreign or domestic policy) were pre-
dominantly high school teachers.

Finally, about one-quarter of the social studies 
teachers we interviewed reported teaching about 
the focal topics in the context of ancient civiliza-
tions and/or world religions. In alignment with our 
survey findings suggesting that middle school social 
studies teachers spend far more instructional time 
on ancient Israel and Judaism than other teachers 
(Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman, 2025), nearly all of 
these teachers were middle school teachers, thus 
accounting for about one-half of the middle school 
social studies teachers we interviewed. This group 
of teachers said that they taught about the five major 
religions, commonalities between Judaism and other 
religions, the geography of the region, the history 
of the Jewish people, and important figures in the 
development of Judaism.

English Language Arts and Social 
Studies Teachers Discussed Jewish 
History and Culture Through Current 
Events

About one-half of the teachers we interviewed said 
that they discussed the focal topics in the context of 
current events. This included both ELA and social 
studies teachers. Of these teachers, about three-
quarters were high school teachers. Nearly all the 

teachers in this group said that they discussed the 
Arab-Israeli conflict (or associated protests) in the 
context of, for example, having students read cur-
rent events articles, watch news clips, or select debate 
topics. Some of these teachers emphasized how they 
tried to help students see multiple sides of the Arab-
Israeli conflict or explain the historical background 
of the conflict. Teachers also said that they dis-
cussed the focal topics when teaching students about 
current instances of antisemitism, the drivers of 
democracy versus fascism, and present-day instances 
of genocide. In some cases, teachers described these 
discussions as informal—in other words, answering 
students’ questions or correcting students’ miscon-
ceptions as they arise.

Teachers Connected Topics Related 
to Jewish History and Culture by 
Illuminating Relationships Between 
Historical and Contemporary Events

In Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman (2025), the authors 
discussed how teachers might deepen their instruc-
tion on topics related to Jewish history and culture 
by highlighting the interconnected nature of the 
topics. During our interviews, we found that, in 
practice, teachers connected the focal topics in two 
main ways: (1) by providing context to historical 
events or (2) by highlighting the modern-day ramifi-
cations of historical events (see Figure 3).

Slightly more than one-half of teachers 
described weaving together instruction about vari-
ous focal topics to help students understand the 
historical context surrounding those topics. For 
instance, teachers described connecting other 
focal topics to the Holocaust by describing how 
antisemitism throughout history led to the Holo-
caust, the influence of the Holocaust on the estab-
lishment of the state of Israel, or the experiences of 
Holocaust survivors who relocated to the United 
States. As another example, teachers also connected 
Judaism and antisemitism by helping students 
understand why Jewish people were vulnerable to 
being scapegoated. Teachers also described flesh-
ing out connections between ancient Israel and the 
modern state of Israel. For a few social studies teach-

Teachers emphasized 
how they tried to help 
students see multiple 
sides of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict or explain the 
historical background of 
the conflict.
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FIGURE 3

Illustrative Examples of How Teachers Connected Focal Topics

The Holocaust

Jewish American identity, 
history, or experience The Holocaust

Present-day 
antisemitism

Genocide in contexts 
other than the Holocaust

Zionism and
the state of 
Israel

Historic
antisemitism

The Holocaust

Present-day 
antisemitism

Judaism

Genocide in contexts 
other than the Holocaust

The Holocaust

The Arab-Israeli 
conflict

Ancient Israel

Zionism and 
the state of 
Israel

The Arab-Israeli 
conflict

How Teachers Connected Focal Topics Through Providing Historical Context

How Teachers Connected Focal Topics Through Highlighting Current Relevance

“In United States history, the Jewish American experience begins in the 19th 
century. . . . [T]hat’s obviously not the first time Jewish Americans came to the 
country, but in large mass. And then, [our course] continues into World War II, 
the Holocaust, Jewish refugees coming to the United States, America’s 
response to that, America’s response to the Nazi regime and antisemitism 
broadly, how that parlays itself into the state of Israel after World War II, [the]
Cold War, how we deal with in particular the rest of the world throughout the 
Cold War, and then our response to other genocides after the Cold War.”

— High school social studies teacher

“We talk about [whether] this [is] something that still can apply today? Are there 
still people being persecuted for their beliefs religiously? And then we try to 
apply that to the current situation. So, we look and we’re like, oh, we see the 
different Arab conflicts with Israel. . . . [W]e see a lot of the Jewish identity in 
the United States being washed out . . . synagogues being destroyed and 
swastikas. And then we talk about, ‘Are there still hate groups that are 
specifically targeting Jewish people?’ And [students are] like, ‘Well, I don’t 
know.’ . . . And then we look and we’re like, ‘Oh my gosh. Yeah, there’s tons of 
groups that are antisemitic.’”

— Middle school ELA teacher

“In terms of ancient Israel . . . I explained Moses and the story of Palestine. . . . 
And then the rise of Zionism and after the Holocaust and then the wars, and 
it helps explain the situation in the Middle East because nothing exists in a 
vacuum. And, so, that helps them understand that it’s not like, ‘Why do these 
countries not necessarily get along?’ It’s an ancient thing.

I truly think that doing current events and doing it from that perspective where 
you can go back in time and truly follow it up, [students] truly get a deeper 
understanding of history and the world . . . but also why is Israel is planting 
themselves and not willing to give [in] because of the Holocaust. . . . I will admit 
that I also cover it from the side of the Palestinians, because imagine if you were 
them at the same time. . . . This is why each side is feeling the way they’re 
feeling.”

— Middle school social studies teacher

“I do a unit on using the novel Night by Elie Weisel. . . . [S]o we spend 
approximately four weeks, I would say, delving into background on the 
Holocaust, and then so that way they can have some historical context for the 
novel and talking about things like genocide and kind of terminology. . . . And so 
we talk about genocide, we talk a little bit about Judaism in very broad terms, in 
terms of terminology.

I do talk about historic antisemitism very briefly, but I do talk about it in regards 
to the pogroms in Europe and mentioned something about things like the 
Spanish Inquisition and things dating generally back and stereotypes. Of course, 
we talk a lot about antisemitism when we’re reading Night because that’s the 
entire story. So, it’s kind of built in to that discussion.”

— High school ELA teacher

Present-day 
antisemitism

NOTE: The overlapping circles represent the integration of focal topics in each illustrative example.
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ers, this connection occurred organically as they 
taught about historical events in chronological order. 
One high school social studies teacher noted,

It just kind of, by nature, I think comes in as 
an entity. It’s really hard to talk about any one 
of those things without somehow talking about 
the others, if that makes sense. . . . It’s like you 
can’t talk about the Holocaust without talking 
about antisemitism. You can’t talk about Israel, 
you can’t talk about anything going on in the 
Middle East, Arab-Israeli conflict-wise, with-
out actually having people understand the idea 
of [the] creation of [a] Jewish homeland, Jewish 
state, and where that came from and how that 
plugs in with Nazi Germany.

A few ELA teachers teaching texts about the Holo-
caust similarly expressed that it was difficult to 
teach the Holocaust without providing historical 
context that stretched across different focal topics. 
One high school ELA teacher teaching Wiesel’s 
Night (1958) explained,

I can’t just throw [my students] the beginning 
of the book . . . and say, “Oh yeah, the Holo-
caust happened,” and not cover the context of 
where that came from. Why is this an idea? 
What is antisemitism? You have to start with 
the definitions and sort of work back to where 
that came from.

About one-half of the teachers we interviewed 
described connecting focal topics by examining cur-
rent events through a historical lens. Teachers said 
that they highlighted the current relevance of the 
Holocaust by explaining how the historical patterns 
that led to the Holocaust continue to manifest today 
through modern-day genocides. They underscored 
the importance of teaching the Holocaust to prevent 
similar atrocities. Teachers also described explain-
ing the lingering impacts of the Holocaust, including 
instances of present-day antisemitism. Another way 
teachers raised these connections across focal topics 
was by helping students understand the Arab-Israeli 
conflict through a historical lens. Teachers said that 
they discussed the long history behind the conflict 
and how historic antisemitism and Israel’s histori-
cal relationship with the United States related to the 
Arab-Israeli conflict.

Notably, there were a few teachers who 
described teaching about the focal topics in relative 
isolation from one another—that is, addressing the 
topics but not necessarily drawing links between 
them. In particular, a few teachers expressed diffi-
culty connecting historical events to the present day 
given perceived sensitivities around teaching about 
the Arab-Israeli conflict and current antisemitism. 
One high school social studies teacher explained,

I think we’ve been kind of encouraged to talk 
about this more from a historical perspec-
tive. . . . It makes it harder for kids to make the 
connection because it’s so easy for them to just 
think, “Oh, it happened back then. It’s not like 
that anymore,” because we’re teaching about it 
from a historical perspective.

Teachers Tied Instruction About Jewish 
History and Culture to Instruction 
About Discrimination and Other 
Historical Events

Nearly one-half of the teachers we interviewed con-
nected their instruction about the focal topics to 
teaching about discrimination and bias. For instance, 
teachers described teaching about the impacts of pro-
paganda, hate crimes, and stereotypes; one teacher 
shared teaching about stereotypes while reading 
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) with 
students, a novel that includes a character whom the 
teacher described as a caricature of a Jewish person. 
Teachers also underscored the ways that discrimi-
nation or bigotry have manifested against other 
marginalized groups and helped students reflect on 
what it might feel like to be discriminated against. 
One high school English teacher described guiding 
students through these reflections prior to reading 
Wiesel’s Night (1958):

I usually do an anticipation guide before start-
ing the book. . . . I have all these questions to 
sort of have this conversation with [students] 
about what are their feelings now before we 
start reading? How much do you empathize 
with those who are not like you or not from 
here? And how much do you understand about 
discrimination, how much do you connect 
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with or understand what pain might feel like 
for those who are being directly attacked?

About one-half of the teachers we interviewed 
also connected the focal topics to other histori-
cal events, such as other instances of genocide, the 
enslavement of African Americans, the treatment 
of Native Americans, and the U.S. government’s 
Japanese internment camps. Teachers described 
highlighting similarities and differences between 
the Holocaust and other historical events, asking 
students to consider when similar atrocities have 
been committed, and comparing the experiences of 
individuals living through these different historical 
or contemporary events. One middle school ELA 
teacher described a unit in which they discussed the 
experiences of a novel’s characters across three his-
torical events, including the Holocaust:

We have a unit that comes up toward the end 
of the year that is focused around the Alan 
Gratz book Refugee [2017]. And that book has 
three main characters. . . . [T]he first is a char-
acter named Joseph, who is a young Jewish boy 
in Berlin in the 1930s. The second is Isabel, 
who’s growing up in Cuba in the 1990s. And 
the third is . . . a young Syrian boy growing 
up in 2015. . . . And so the book takes each of 
those experiences and tries to draw compari-
sons to them. And so that acts as a gateway 
into a number of global conflicts.

Less commonly, teachers discussed teaching 
about the focal topics in the context of diversity and 
multiculturalism—that is, exposing students to dif-
ferent cultures, backgrounds, and identities. This was 
mentioned by less than one-quarter of teachers in 
our sample. Teachers described selecting texts from 
authors with diverse identities to help Israeli students 
feel a connection to the instructional content or help 
students develop a “multicultural view of history.”

Most Teachers Reported a Greater 
Emphasis on Teaching About Jewish 
History and Culture, but a Few 
Reported Greater Hesitance

Nearly all teachers—about 90 percent of the teachers 
that we interviewed—reported shifts in their instruc-

tion about the focal topics in the current (2024–2025) 
or last (2023–2024) school year compared with prior 
years. Most teachers reported an uptick in their 
instruction on the focal topics because either they 
addressed the Arab-Israeli conflict or they provided 
deeper instruction on some of the other focal topics. 
Specifically, nearly one-third of teachers reported 
teaching more about current events—mostly the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. This was, in some cases, in 
response to questions that students brought to the 
classroom—questions that typically had not arisen 
in class discussions in the past. About one-third of 
teachers talked about deeper instruction on other 
focal topics, such as antisemitism or the Holocaust, 
because teachers expressed that those topics were 
now more salient or relevant. For example, one high 
school ELA teacher explained how present-day anti-
semitism has become even more topical given current 
events, explaining,

My first year teaching, there really wasn’t 
as much conversation about present-day 
antisemitism. That was sort of a looser topic 
considering there weren’t as many things in 
the news or current event ideas that I could 
link from their reading and their learning 
to their lives today. But in recent years, it’s 
become much more apparent and easier for 
me to directly point to how this relates to their 
lives currently.

Even though most teachers reported an uptick 
in teaching about the focal topics, about one-quarter 
of teachers—mostly high school teachers—reported 
greater hesitance or sensitivity about teaching the 
focal topics. These teachers said that, in general, 
they experienced greater difficulty addressing issues 
related to diversity, equity, or any topics that might 
be construed as controversial and that they had to be 
careful about not being too divisive in their instruc-
tion. One high school teacher spoke about the influ-
ence of the broader political climate: “Our society has 
changed so much . . . that it’s really hard to have good 
discourse and conversations in a classroom as much 
as it used to be because we’ve become much more 
tribalized as a society.” In fact, one-tenth of teachers 
said that they stopped addressing topics they used to 
address. One of these teachers used to use Wiesel’s 
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Night (1958) and John Boyne’s Boy in the Striped 
Pajamas (2006) to teach about the Holocaust but said 
that the texts were now “banned.”

What Factors Drive Teachers’ 
Decisions to Teach (or Not to 
Teach) About Jewish History 
and Culture?

In this section, we highlight the factors that drove 
teachers’ decisions to address—or not to address—
topics related to Jewish history and culture in their 
instruction. According to our summer 2024 compan-
ion survey, teachers’ top reasons for addressing topics 
related to Jewish history and culture in class were 
that all students should know about those topics, fol-
lowed by the inclusion of the focal topics in teachers’ 
curriculum materials. Personal motivation appeared 
to be a stronger driver for ELA teachers than social 
studies teachers, and state requirements were a stron-
ger driver for social studies teachers than ELA teach-
ers (Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman, 2025).

Our interview findings build on these survey 
findings, providing additional nuance to the distinct 
roles that standards play for social studies and ELA 
teachers. Teachers’ experiences demonstrate how they 
balanced required content, autonomy, and personal 
motivation in their instructional decisionmaking.

Social Studies Teachers Addressed the 
Topics Required by Their Standards, 
and English Language Arts Teachers 
Aimed to Teach Students the Literacy 
Skills Embedded in Their Standards

Nearly all social studies teachers named the inclu-
sion of topics related to Jewish history or culture in 
teachers’ standards or state requirements as a factor 
in their decision to teach those topics. This included 
teachers across all state policy contexts. The social 
studies teachers who spoke of the influence of state 
standards or mandates said that they were required to 
teach about, for instance, the development and central 
beliefs of Judaism, ancient Israel, the causes of World 
War II, the events of the Holocaust, protections for 

religious minorities, the response of the United States 
and other countries to the Holocaust, and the impetus 
for the creation of the United Nations.

In contrast, very few ELA teachers noted the 
influence of state standards on their instructional 
decisionmaking. Instead, nearly all ELA teachers 
said that teaching ELA standards was one of their 
instructional goals, but these standards were gener-
ally not keyed to the focal topics. For instance, ELA 
teachers spoke about standards related to character 
inferences, different literary styles, author purpose, 
or citing text evidence.

In addition to state standards or mandates, 
teachers might also experience requirements to teach 
the focal topics because they are included in school- 
or district-provided curriculum materials or the 
scope of their courses. Nearly two-thirds of teachers 
noted this as one of the reasons they teach the focal 
topics. For ELA teachers, this meant that texts related 
to the focal topics were included in their provided 
textbook; the curriculum laid out by their school, 
district, or grade-level team; or on a list of school- or 
district-approved texts. For social studies teachers, 
these topics were similarly included as part of their 
school- or district-provided textbook or as part of the 
course (i.e., historical period) they were teaching.

Most Teachers Exercised Significant 
Autonomy over Their Instruction 
Related to Topics on Jewish History 
and Culture

Although standards, mandates, or curricula pro-
vided a baseline or foundation for what teachers had 
to address, teachers often had the flexibility to go 
above and beyond what was required. Social studies 
teachers—even those in states with explicit mandates 
or standards to teach about the Holocaust—noted 
that their standards or mandates were broad, vague, 
or only required a cursory examination of the focal 
topics. These teachers often said that they exercised 
considerable autonomy over their instructional 
choices or covered more than the standards required. 
For instance, one high school social studies teacher 
who worked in a state with Holocaust education 
standards explained how the vagueness of those 
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standards afforded them flexibility to expand their 
Holocaust instruction:

For history, like I said, [the standards are] very 
vague. So, I think it’s really being able to look 
at the standard and kind of put your own per-
spective on it . . . because it is so open to inter-
pretation, it gives me the opportunity to bring 
in different resources.

In addition, standards or mandates were not the only 
factors driving teachers’ instruction; a few teachers 
remarked that they would cover these topics even in 
the absence of such requirements.

Many ELA teachers similarly exerted some level 
of autonomy and agency over their instructional 
choices. Although ELA teachers universally said 
that they strove to touch on ELA standards in their 
instruction, about one-half said that they had sig-
nificant autonomy over the topics included in their 
lessons. This autonomy allowed them to choose the 
focal topics as a vehicle for teaching their ELA stan-
dards, thus fulfilling the dual purpose of teaching 
their standards and the focal topics. One high school 
ELA teacher who had the autonomy to select texts for 
their classroom explained,

I’m using Night as sort of a medium to teach 
about the history and the importance of 
understanding the past but also helping me 
lead into memoir writing on our own and sort 
of taking these stylistic choices of someone 
who’s probably written one of the most recent, 
I don’t know, one of the most popularly read 
memoirs and seeing some of the things that 
they can choose from there.

Given that many teachers described going above 
and beyond what was required of them or actively 
choosing to address focal topics, it is unsurprising 
that about one-half of the teachers in our sample 
said that their personal beliefs or interests motivated 
them to include focal topics in their instruction. In 
alignment with our survey findings, which highlight 
the role of personal motivation in teachers’ instruc-
tional decisionmaking, these teachers underscored 
how imperative it was that students care about and 
understand the Holocaust, especially in light of per-
sistent antisemitism and pervasive misinformation 
(e.g., Holocaust denialism). These teachers hoped to 

play their part in preventing such events as the Holo-
caust from occurring again. Although teachers’ per-
sonal motivations for teaching about the focal topics 
mostly centered on the Holocaust, a few also high-
lighted the importance of providing students with 
multiple perspectives or addressing antisemitism. 
One high school social studies teacher remarked,

One reason to continue or to address [the focal 
topics] more would be continued antisemitism 
in the modern world. . . . We saw very, very 
close by the desecration of a Jewish ceme-
tery. . . . So, unfortunately, because these things 
continue, it suggests or mandates that we con-
tinue to teach about them. So, what would be 
the impetus, the continuation of dictatorships? 
Unfortunately, in the 20th [sic] century, lots of 
governments are moving further and further 
[toward dictatorship]. Lots of governments 
internationally are discriminating against 
different populations. . . . The landscape of the 
world doesn’t look to be getting a whole lot 
better. So, I think that, to me personally, really 
causes me to be motivated to continue with 
some of these topics.

A few teachers also emphasized how teaching about 
the focal topics could help students develop greater 

Although standards, 
mandates, or curricula 
provided a baseline 
or foundation for 
what teachers had to 
address, teachers often 
had the flexibility to 
go above and beyond 
what was required.
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empathy and tolerance for others and prepare students 
to be critical thinkers and consumers of information.

Most Teachers Reported That School 
Leaders, District Leaders, and Parents 
Did Not Strongly Influence Their 
Instruction

School or district leadership did not appear to be a 
strong influence on instruction for most teachers 
we interviewed. About one-half of teachers said that 
their leaders were relatively “hands off” and did not 
dictate or strongly oversee their instruction. For most 
of these teachers, this afforded them a relatively high 
level of autonomy to address the focal topics as they 
saw fit. Although no teachers said that their adminis-
trators prohibited them from addressing focal topics, 
a few teachers said that their leaders cautioned them 
against teaching in a way that might be perceived as 
divisive or political.

Parental reactions similarly did not appear to 
influence most teachers’ instruction. About one-half 
of teachers said that they did not hear any support 

or opposition from parents about their instruction 
related to the focal topics. Conversely, nearly one-
quarter of teachers mentioned that they considered 
parents’ potential concerns when planning their 
instruction. They described considering the sensi-
tivity of the topics in their instruction or actively 
working to ensure that their instruction was unbi-
ased to preclude parental complaints. Most of these 
comments were made in reference to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict. To stave off parental concerns, a few teach-
ers described proactively notifying parents ahead of 
time about their instructional content so that parents 
could ask questions or request alternative assign-
ments. However, all of these teachers said that they 
did not hear back from parents.

A Lack of Time, Fear of Engaging with 
Sensitive Topics, and Lack of Expertise 
Were Impediments to Covering Topics 
on Jewish History and Culture

Three-quarters of teachers said that they did not 
address particular focal topics because the topics 
were not within the scope of their course or sub-
ject or because they were addressed in another 
course. For example, nearly one-half of ELA teach-
ers explained that they did not address various focal 
topics (e.g., Zionism and the state of Israel, the Jewish 
American experience, historic antisemitism) because 
they thought it was not their primary responsibility 
to teach students about history.

Notably, about one-half of teachers said that they 
wanted to address more focal topics than they already 
do, and slightly more than one-half of teachers said 
that they wanted to spend more time on the focal 
topics that they did address. None of the teachers we 
spoke to said that they wanted to address fewer topics 
or spend less time on the topics they addressed.

Yet, these teachers named barriers to more 
deeply engaging in instruction on these topics. 
One common barrier, named by about one-third of 
teachers, was a lack of time. These teachers named 
numerous competing demands on their instruc-
tional time, such as the pressure to cover their full 
curriculum, address content that students will see 
on state summative assessments, and teach about 

A few teachers also 
emphasized how 
teaching about the 
focal topics could 
help students develop 
greater empathy and 
tolerance for others 
and prepare students 
to be critical thinkers 
and consumers of 
information.
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the experiences of other minority groups. Teachers 
also noted that spending more time on focal topics 
would likely require them to either cut material 
from their classes or—perhaps unrealistically—
extend the length of their courses. One high school 
social studies teacher explained,

Every teacher is going to tell you there’s the 
pressure of time that you get in so many dif-
ferent things. If every lobby group that asked 
us to teach everything about what everybody 
wants, 10th grade would be four years long. So, 
there’s the obvious limitation of the amount 
of time and attempting to balance in a world 
history class. . . . For this conversation, we’re 
also balancing other regional areas of study. In 
the last couple [of] years, our Asian American 
community has said, “Hey, wait a second, look 
at this uptick in anti-Asian activity. Look at 
some of this [coronavirus disease 2019] atti-
tudes or actions, and so that’s an area we’ve 
sort of had to reevaluate and say, “Okay, wait 
a second, what are we doing for [the] Chinese 
Immigration Act and how does that play a 
role?” . . . So, I think you’re balancing differ-
ent topics and balancing different geographic 
areas to try to give kids a little bit of a picture 
of everything in public education.

Some teachers—mostly middle school teachers—
also cited the political environment or their desire 
to stay away from topics that might be perceived as 
controversial. These teachers said that they were not 
permitted to discuss the focal topics or perceived 
that parents and other adults in their communi-
ties would oppose instruction on the focal topics, 
especially antisemitism. Teachers expressed a fear of 
having their actions misconstrued and being accused 
of engaging in the “indoctrination” of children. One 
high school social studies teacher described how 
teachers often walk a fine line when engaging in 
instruction on topics about sensitive issues:

I hate to say it, but yeah, the political environ-
ment [surrounding] teaching is very fraught 
currently. It always is. It’s [a] political act. You 
are trying to teach humans to be citizens, to be 
better, and you’re always walking this fine line 
of not feeling like you’re indoctrinating but 
also helping them be better citizens, be better 

members of the world around them. And it’s 
how to do that without backlash.

Some teachers also described challenges related 
to the students they taught. They thought that it 
might be hard to dive deeper into the focal topics 
if students lacked adequate interest, background 
knowledge, or academic ability (e.g., reading ability) 
to engage in deeper instruction.

A few teachers also named their own lack of 
expertise on the focal topics as an impediment to 
deepening their instruction. They reported feeling 
cautious about misinforming or misleading students 
if they themselves did not have adequate expertise 
on the topics. In a few cases, teachers said that they 
were hesitant to speak about the Jewish experience or 
Judaism if they were not Jewish themselves because 
they had no personal experiences to draw from.

How Do Teachers Find, Use, and 
Assess Instructional Materials 
to Teach About Topics Related 
to Jewish History or Culture?

In this section, we describe the types of instructional 
materials teachers used to teach about the focal 
topics, how they found and used those instructional 
materials, and the characteristics teachers prioritized 
when seeking instructional materials.

Most Teachers Cobbled Together 
Materials from a Variety of Sources, 
Including Their Textbooks, Literary 
and Informational Texts, Videos, 
and Primary Sources They Found 
Themselves

When we asked teachers about the instructional 
materials they used to teach about the focal topics, 
most reported combining materials from multiple 
sources, including materials provided or approved by 
their district and materials they identified on their 
own. Few teachers said that they relied exclusively on 
materials provided or approved by their district.

Most ELA teachers reported anchoring their 
instruction in literary fiction or nonfiction texts. 
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Specifically, about one-half of ELA teachers who 
taught about the Holocaust said that they taught 
a whole novel (e.g., Wiesel’s Night [1958], Jerry 
Spinelli’s Milkweed [2003], Markus Zusak’s The Book 
Thief [2006], The Diary of Anne Frank [1947], Lois 
Lowry’s Number the Stars [1989], or Eleanor H. Ayer’s 
Parallel Journeys [2000]). The other one-half said 
that they used excerpts from novels, short stories, or 
plays—content that most teachers said came from 
their textbooks or district-approved curriculum. In 
teaching about focal topics other than the Holocaust, 
a few ELA teachers reported using novels focused on 
totalitarianism and other instances of genocide (e.g., 
Ayn Rand’s Anthem [1938], Gratz’s Refugee [2017], 
Linda Sue Park’s A Long Walk to Water [2010]). To 
teach about Judaism, a few teachers said that they 
used excerpts from religious texts, including the 
Torah and the Bible.

ELA teachers commonly reported supplementing 
their instruction of anchor texts with informational 
texts, primary source documents, or videos they 
found on their own. In fact, most high school and 
all middle school ELA teachers who taught about 
the Holocaust said that they supplemented their 
instruction with video content, usually recorded 
survivor testimonies or clips from documentaries. 
One ELA teacher who supplemented their instruc-
tion of Wiesel’s Night (1958) with additional survi-
vor accounts said that “it helps to put a face and a 
name to the historical things we are talking about.” 
ELA teachers who taught about topics other than 

the Holocaust similarly supplemented their instruc-
tion with additional informational texts and videos. 
For example, one teacher who taught Park’s A Long 
Walk to Water (2010) said that they also incorpo-
rated articles about historical figures, timelines, and 
documentaries into that unit. Likewise, ELA teachers 
who taught about current events, including the Arab-
Israeli conflict, reported using content from peri-
odicals or news outlets or programming, including 
The New York Times, CNN 10 (a daily news show for 
students), and Al Jazeera. (For an illustrative example 
of how ELA teachers paired texts with supplemental 
resources, see Box 2.)

Social studies teachers tended to anchor their 
instruction about the focal topics in informational 
texts and primary source documents, some of which 
they obtained from their textbook and some of which 
they identified on their own. Middle school social 
studies teachers may rely more on textbooks for this 
content than high school social studies teachers. 
Most middle school teachers said that they had a 
textbook, and nearly one-half of these teachers said 
that they used their textbook as their main mate-
rial. In contrast, of the few high school social stud-
ies teachers who mentioned having textbooks, most 
said that they used those textbooks sparingly or as 
background information. High school teachers who 
mentioned textbooks tended to perceive the content 
of those textbooks as insufficient. As one teacher 
shared, “Our curriculum is mainly just the textbook 

BOX 2

Illustrative Example of How an English Language Arts Teacher Might Pair an Anchor Text with 
Supplemental Resources

Pam teaches grade 11 and grade 12 ELA. As part of a larger unit focused on survival and the human condition, 
Pam pairs the novel Night by Elie Wiesel (1958) with an excerpt from Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1973). To introduce 
the unit, Pam shows her students an old documentary produced by Facing History & Ourselves and MTV called 
I’m Still Here: Real Diaries of Young People Who Lived During the Holocaust (2005). Pam says that, of all the 
content she uses, the documentary “tends to be the one that my students really connect to because . . . the 
kids realize, ‘Oh, these [people] are just like me.’” Pam supplements her instruction with articles and video clips 
she finds on History.com and YouTube to help students understand the timeline and origin of the Holocaust. 
Pam spends a significant time sifting through the content to make sure it is appropriate for students.a

a Although the example presented in this box is a fictional amalgamation of the experiences that ELA teachers shared with us, 
the quotes and resources are from our interviews.
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provided to us and then whatever primary sources 
the text has, which in my opinion, is not a lot.”

High school social studies teachers mainly drew 
on primary source documents that they identified 
themselves when teaching about the Holocaust. 
These included survivor testimonies, Nazi propa-
ganda, photographs, and excerpts from government 
documents. Some high school social studies teach-
ers incorporated content from Holocaust memoirs, 
such as Edith Rechter Levy’s The Holocaust in Per-
spective (2001), Primo Levi’s Survival in Auschwitz 
(1986), and Wiesel’s Night (1958). During one unit 
about immigration, one teacher shared how they 
used an online simulation to share the perspective 
of a Jewish girl immigrating from Europe to New 
York. Likewise, nearly all middle school teachers 
said that, to varying degrees, they supplemented 
their instruction with materials they found on their 
own, such as video content—often recorded survi-
vor testimonies— or other “hands-on” materials to 
engage students. (For an illustrative example of how 
social studies teachers described drawing on mul-
tiple primary sources, see Box 3.)

Teachers Reported Finding Materials 
to Teach About Jewish History and 
Culture Online, from Other Teachers, 
or Through Professional Learning 
Opportunities

When we asked teachers who reported using self-
identified materials how they found those materials, 

most said that they found at least one instructional 
item online by entering keywords into a search 
engine (such as Google), visiting the website of a 
trusted organization, or employing a combination of 
these practices. The most common sources teachers 
consulted for additional materials were Holocaust 
museums, including the U.S. Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum and regional museums. Other sources 
teachers trusted were Facing History & Ourselves, 
the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, 
the USC Shoah Foundation, the Jack Miller Family 
Foundation, HISTORY, Encyclopædia Britannica, the 
Nancy & David Wolf Holocaust & Humanity Center, 
and the Stanford History Education Group (now 
known as the Digital Inquiry Group).

Nearly one-half of the teachers we interviewed 
said that they consulted or worked with colleagues 
to identify materials. Most teachers described these 
collaborations as informal. As one middle school 
ELA teacher shared, “We all just pull in our resources 
together, things that I’ve bought, things that my 
neighbor and co-workers have bought. And we just 
pull together and pick and choose from there.” In 
another example, a high school ELA teacher said 
that the reason they use content from Facing History 
& Ourselves is because their colleagues shared this 
content with them after attending a workshop at a 
local Holocaust museum. In fact, as we describe later, 
nearly one-quarter of teachers—mostly high school 
teachers—said that they identified materials to teach 
about the focal topics through PL workshops.

BOX 3

Illustrative Example of How a Social Studies Teacher Might Cobble Together Primary Sources

Tom is a grade 10 U.S. history teacher who teaches about the Jewish American experience. He covers U.S. 
immigration in one unit and the Holocaust in another unit. Tom has a textbook, which, in his opinion, is not 
effective. To build critical thinking and help students make connections between the focal topics, current events, 
and their own lives, Tom brings in a variety of primary resources, including survivor testimonies and photo-
graphs, from his own research and from the recommendations of other teachers. Tom only selects resources 
from organizations he trusts, including the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (which he learned about from PL), 
the Stanford History Education Group, and the Library of Congress.a

a Although the example presented in this box is a fictional amalgamation of the experiences that social studies teachers 
shared with us, the quotes and resources are from our interviews.



18

Teachers Prioritized Materials 
That They Considered Engaging, 
Appropriate for Students, Trustworthy, 
and Aligned with Standards or Skills

Nearly three-quarters of teachers said that they 
prioritize materials that they perceive will engage 
students. Engagement has multiple facets. Teachers 
across all grade levels and subjects said that engag-
ing materials are ones that make the focal topics 
relatable to students or provoke student interest and 
curiosity. For instance, one high school social studies 
teacher shared how a discussion centered on a Nazi 
propaganda poster led to a conversation about racism 
in the United States. As this teacher shared, their 
students were highly engaged in this conversation 
because racism and bias are topics their students per-
ceive as relevant to their daily lives. One ELA teacher 
described how their most effective materials enable 
students to visualize a world completely unlike their 
own while learning about survivors and victims who 
were teenagers—just like them.

Among teachers who prioritized engagement, a 
few—mostly ELA teachers—said they chose materi-
als to promote deep conversations among students 
about broader issues, such as discrimination and 
bias, personal ethics, or the human condition. For 
example, one high school ELA teacher explained 
how they used Rand’s novel Anthem (1938) in com-
bination with William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall 

of the Third Reich: A History of Nazi Germany—
materials they said were novel to students—to 
facilitate discussions about the loss of identity. By 
comparison, social studies teachers who talked about 
engagement tended to use such words as “interac-
tive” to describe the materials they prioritized, 
meaning the materials allowed for student collabora-
tion, movement, or role playing. As one high school 
social studies teacher shared,

The biggest thing is, if they can interact with 
it, they can do something with it. Then, usu-
ally I get more engagement. . . . So, a little bit 
more hands-on type of thing is what I look for. 
So, if they have in the lessons where they could 
do some type of group assessment or analysis 
or some partner-ups. . . . So, I’m looking for 
something quick and easy, effective, something 
that allows them to converse with their peers, 
to have that conversation, to analyze, to chal-
lenge them with critical thinking.

In addition to seeking content that is engaging 
for students, teachers prioritized materials that they 
considered (1) appropriate for their students’ age, 
maturity, or reading levels; (2) trustworthy or bal-
anced; or (3) keyed to specific standards or skills. 
Nearly one-half of teachers named each of these three 
characteristics as key priorities. For many teach-
ers, the way they spoke about these characteristics 
was interconnected. For example, one high school 
social studies teacher described how their decisions 
regarding which materials to use in a lesson on teach-
ing students how to analyze the validity of sources 
hinged on both the credibility and appropriateness of 
the materials and the student skills they were devel-
oping. As this teacher explained,

When I’m assessing instructional materi-
als, you want as much as possible accu-
racy. . . . There’s a lot of things that are out 
there that you want, things that are sensitive 
to perspective. . . . I feel like some teachers try 
to shock students into learning. So, there’s still 
an age appropriateness when we’re thinking 
about photographs and when thinking about 
these stories. . . . A certain sensitivity, a per-
spective that if we’re getting into some of these 
other topics like the Arab-Israeli conflict, the 
perspective of that given source is going to 

Teachers said that 
engaging materials are 
ones that make the 
focal topics relatable 
to students or provoke 
student interest and 
curiosity.
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be extremely important to understand where 
they’re coming from and for students to be able 
to analyze sources. So, I think credibility is a 
huge factor.

When describing what they considered a trust-
worthy source, one-half of teachers said that they 
relied on materials from organizations or websites 
they considered reputable. When naming reliable 
sources, teachers mentioned such organizations as 
the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, local Holo-
caust museums, and the Smithsonian Institution and 
such education platforms as Facing History & Our-
selves, TED-Ed, HISTORY, CommonLit, the Stanford 
History Education Group (Digital Inquiry Group), 
and BrainPOP. Teachers who used media to teach 
current events said that they trusted content from 
such sources as PBS, CNN 10, The New York Times, 
and NPR. Teachers also attended to other markers of 
credibility. They looked for materials associated with 
educational institutions or governments (i.e., website 
addresses ending in .edu or .gov), leveraged informa-
tion that is replicated in multiple sources, or focused 
on fact-based information rather than opinion-based 
materials (e.g., blogs). More than one-quarter of 
teachers said that they used their own judgment, 
developed after years of teaching or graduate school, 
to determine whether materials are trustworthy.

Of all the materials that teachers used to teach 
about the focal topics, first-person accounts were 
among the most effective materials according to 
nearly one-half of the teachers we interviewed. These 
teachers said that they typically found first-person 
accounts to be more credible, relatable, and impactful 
for students compared with other materials. As one 
middle school teacher shared,

Anne Frank’s diary, her own words, her own 
story, I think is the most effective at really 
getting across the impact of, say, the Holo-
caust and not just the Holocaust, but well, 
how any sort of crisis would relate to you 
and your family and how it would pull you 
together. . . . It’s important to me that we pre-
pare the students for life. . . . I think they do 
see that they do relate to her. They’re about 
the same age. She has the same problems that 
they do, and so it really affects on an emotional 

level, but it also, it’s factual. She was there. 
She’s a primary source.

Other types of content that teachers said were 
effective included video content, especially short 
videos that provided useful visuals and held students’ 
attention, and photographs. In contrast, about one-
quarter of teachers cited textbooks as the least effec-
tive type of instructional material, often because the 
textbooks lacked depth, were not engaging for stu-
dents, were overly scripted, or did not align well with 
teachers’ standards.

What Types of Professional 
Learning Have Teachers 
Participated in to Support 
Their Instruction About These 
Topics?

In this section, we explore the types of PL that teach-
ers received to teach about topics related to Jewish 
history and culture. We describe the content of teach-
ers’ PL, the facets of PL that teachers appreciated, and 
the barriers that teachers encountered in accessing PL.

Teachers’ Professional Learning 
Focused Mostly on the Holocaust

About one-third of the teachers we interviewed said 
that they had received PL on teaching about the 
focal topics. A few teachers said that they did not 
attend any PL on the focal topics but instead drew 
on courses they took during their own education 
(i.e., during high school, college, or graduate school). 
Among the teachers who did receive PL on the focal 
topics, about two-thirds were social studies teach-
ers. Nearly all the teachers who received such PL said 
that they attended only one PL opportunity; only two 
teachers in our sample said that they attended mul-
tiple PL opportunities.

Among the teachers who did receive PL, nearly 
all said that they received PL on the Holocaust. 
Teachers described gaining a broad understanding 
of the historical events and antisemitism that led up 
to the Holocaust, listening to the remarks of Holo-
caust survivors, and learning about the resources 
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offered by a Holocaust museum. About one-third of 
teachers who received PL said that they also received 
PL related to other focal topics, such as instances 
of genocide other than the Holocaust, propaganda, 
present-day antisemitism, the tenets of Judaism, or 
the Arab-Israeli conflict.

About one-half of these teachers received PL 
through a Holocaust museum or council; this was 
the most common source of PL for teachers. About 
one-third of teachers who received PL said that they 
received it through a university, and the remainder 
mentioned such institutions as local Jewish organiza-
tions, Facing History & Ourselves, the Institute for 
Curriculum Services, Echoes & Reflections, and vari-
ous teacher conferences (e.g., social studies teacher 
professional associations, the Arthur and Rochelle 
Belfer National Conference for Holocaust Education).

Teachers Appreciated Professional 
Learning Opportunities That Provided 
Them with Instructional Resources or 
Built Their Content Knowledge About 
Jewish History and Culture

Nearly all teachers who received PL said that they 
appreciated receiving instructional materials or other 
resources they could use. These resources included 
primary sources, case studies, survivor testimonies, 
historical context on the Holocaust, and lesson plans. 
Importantly, a few of these teachers mentioned that 
the provision of these resources eliminated the “leg-
work” of finding additional materials themselves. 
Teachers noted that the PL resources were geared 
toward their grade level, relatable to students, and 
more up to date than the materials they otherwise 
had access to. They also said the PL provided them 
with resources they could use to supplement their 
existing materials, such as nonfictional texts they 
could pair with their fictional texts. One high school 
social studies teacher explained the value of receiving 
resources through a PL opportunity:

Thank God for [the organization] providing 
that material, because otherwise, I don’t think 
I would’ve had anything else to work from 

besides the typical textbook. Like I said, [the 
textbook has], okay, here’s a couple [of] graphic 
pictures and they mention it. But beyond 
that, I had no other resources. So, I am super 
grateful for what the [organization] provided, 
because I feel like it was much more personal-
ized. It brought the topic more to life, and it 
allows for the students to connect with the 
topic at a much more human emotional stake 
versus just reading it out of a textbook.

In addition to receiving resources they could 
use, about two-thirds of teachers who received PL 
said that it built their content knowledge on the 
focal topics. Teachers gave examples of learning 
more about the history of the Holocaust, Judaism 
as a culture, and other topics with which they were 
unfamiliar. This enhanced content knowledge pro-
vided teachers with the information and confidence 
to answer student questions, thus allowing them to 
bring new expertise back to their classrooms. For 
instance, one high school ELA teacher described 
learning more about the historical events that led 
up to the Holocaust “not just in the ten to 15 years 
prior to the Holocaust starting, but here’s historically, 
here’s images from medieval times. Here’s images 
from this time period, this time period, and this 
time period to show the connection of antisemitism.” 
Because they were able to explore this history in 
depth in their PL, this teacher commented,

I feel more comfortable talking about histori-
cal antisemitism because of that professional 
development [PD], because it was something 
that we covered within that PD and under-
standing . . . the historical context.

Slightly less than one-half of the teachers who 
received PL described ways the sessions developed 
their pedagogical skills for teaching the focal topics. 
These teachers described how the PL helped them 
understand what types of instructional strategies and 
resources to use and how to approach sensitive topics. 
These teachers also said that the PL provided them 
with opportunities to practice using the resources 
they were provided so they could better use them 
with their students.

Importantly, a few teachers underscored how 
influential the PL was on their teaching practice. 
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They said that the PL provided them with a founda-
tion for how to approach the focal topics in the class-
room that continued to shape how they taught about 
those topics even years later. One high school social 
studies teacher summed it up as follows:

I still use a lot of the resources that they’ve 
given me, especially from the foundation of 
Holocaust instruction. They had lots of sources 
and websites, and that’s something that I’ve 
kept in my teaching career and then I’ve gone 
back to time and time again.

Roughly One-Half of Teachers 
Reported That They Did Not Have 
Access to Professional Learning on 
Teaching About Jewish Culture and 
History

One-half of the teachers we interviewed said that 
they lacked access to PL on the focal topics. These 
teachers reported that PL opportunities were not 
available to them or that they did not know of any 
such opportunities. About one-quarter of teachers 
mentioned a lack of time as an additional challenge. 
Teachers said that their teaching and outside-of-work 
responsibilities made it hard for them to find time to 
attend PL. These teachers also said that they lacked 
the time to seek out PL opportunities.

About one-quarter of teachers also said that their 
school or district leaders did not prioritize instruc-
tion about focal topics. Notably, about three-quarters 
of these teachers were ELA teachers, which points to 
a potential reason that ELA teachers nationally are 
less likely to say that they received PL on teaching 
about the focal topics (Shapiro, Woo, and Kaufman, 
2025). Teachers identified a few reasons why PL on 
the focal topics was a relatively low priority for their 
leaders. Several teachers cited a focus on other priori-
ties, such as graduation rates or assessment scores. 
Teachers also speculated that the perception that the 
focal topics are not relevant to their student popu-
lations might lead school or district leadership to 
deprioritize PL on those topics. In addition, teachers 
noted that they might not spend much time on the 
focal topics in class or that the focal topics are among 
many topics teachers address, which can make it 

hard to justify attendance in PL exclusively on those 
topics. One high school ELA teacher summed up 
these sentiments as follows:

Now, there are definitely a ton of students 
who are facing discrimination and who are 
having to think about and feel a lot of the 
effects of all these things and feel that present-
day antisemitism. And I think, unfortunately 
for my personal school, there’s just not a lot 
of examples of that happening. And, so, it 
might not be the top of our priority list. And 
I know that’s unfortunate, and I know that’s 
really sad to say, but I think that there are just 
things that are a lot more immediate that we 
are being trained on. . . . But again, this is one 
unit that I teach throughout the year, so am 
I expecting to have professional development 
for all my other units?

Additionally, a few teachers mentioned cost and a 
lack of staff coverage as barriers to attending PL.

Teachers said that PL 
provided them with 
a foundation for how 
to approach the focal 
topics in the classroom 
that continued to shape 
how they taught about 
those topics even years 
later.
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What Resources or Guidance 
Do Teachers Want to Deepen 
Their Instruction on These 
Topics?

In this section, we describe the instructional materi-
als, PL, and other supports that teachers said would 
help them deepen their instruction on topics related 
to Jewish history and culture.

Teachers Wanted a Centralized 
Repository of Engaging Instructional 
Materials That Align with Their 
Learning Objectives and Focus on 
Focal Topics’ Modern-Day Relevance

More than three-quarters of the teachers we inter-
viewed expressed interest in accessing additional 
materials to help them teach about the focal topics. 
However, because of the demands of their job, teach-
ers often lacked adequate time to search for and 
verify the quality of new materials:

I think it’s pivotal that we do hit more of 
these topics. And I think one of the things 
would be having a really good website to go 
to with ready-made lesson plans that were 
there for us would be super helpful in doing 

this. . . . And if I have those resources [aligned 
with my standards] and I can pull that lesson 
up and I can get that in, that’s something that 
I’ll do as a teacher. . . . But if I can’t go out 
and if I’m not finding something on historic 
antisemitism prior to 1933, if I’m not finding 
something right away, then it’s probably likely 
not going to get put into [my lesson]. But if 
there is a site where this stuff was up and the 
lessons were there, oh yeah, I think it would 
be way easier for teachers to implement and 
want to implement.

For some teachers, additional materials about the 
focal topics may need to be embedded in their exist-
ing curricula to encourage use. For others, access 
to a centralized, no-cost repository for the types of 
materials they prioritize could go a long way toward 
helping teachers deepen their instruction of the focal 
topics. Among the teachers who wanted more mate-
rials, some teachers, mostly social studies teachers, 
were interested in “pre-packaged” resource kits to 
help them teach about the focal topics in ways that 
aligned with their learning objectives. These teach-
ers said that they would appreciate the inclusion of 
maps, worksheets, timelines, short videos, survivor 
accounts, assessments, and interactive media and 
other “hands-on” activities for students. A few social 
studies and ELA teachers mentioned a desire for 
condensed materials (e.g., mini-units, infographics) 
that they could use to provide students with histori-
cal context for other texts. Providing teachers with 
packages of these various types of high-engagement 
materials with and without lesson plans could allevi-
ate the need for teachers to find them on their own.

Other teachers expressed interest in curated lists 
of texts or videos to help them teach specific skills 
aligned with their teaching standards or instruc-
tional goals (e.g., identifying bias, perspective-taking, 
critical thinking). For example, one social studies 
teacher described how they might use a series of 
short, engaging videos related to the focal topics that 
depicted “extreme bias” to help students develop 
critical thinking skills.

Another top need, shared by nearly one-half of 
the teachers we interviewed, was a desire for mate-
rials to help them teach about focal topics other 
than the Holocaust. Some teachers in this group 

Access to a centralized, 
no-cost repository for 
the types of materials 
teachers prioritize 
could go a long way 
toward helping teachers 
deepen their instruction 
of the focal topics.
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were interested in materials they could use to teach 
about current events (e.g., the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
present-day antisemitism) or materials that would 
help them make connections between present-day 
and historical events. For example, speaking about 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, one teacher shared that it 
would be helpful to have student-appropriate materi-
als that explained the origin of the conflict through 
a historical lens, the flashpoint, and how world gov-
ernments responded. Other teachers were interested 
in materials that address or tie other focal topics 
together, including genocide in other contexts, his-
toric antisemitism, Judaism, Jewish American iden-
tity, and Zionism.

One need in particular was for materials that 
demonstrate the through line between these topics, 
modern-day events, and their relevance for students. 
As one high school social studies teacher explained,

I think I need materials that show the history 
of the Jewish people . . . but let’s take that and 
jump ahead. . . . Then, the Holocaust happens 
and, well, what happens after that? Well, [World 
War II] ends, and then we see Israel, and then 
we end up with the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Teachers Expressed a Desire for 
Professional Learning That Would 
Expand Their Content Knowledge on 
Topics Other Than the Holocaust and 
Help Them Connect Their Instruction to 
the Present Day

Nearly one-half of teachers expressed a desire for 
training that provides them with more in-depth 
knowledge on focal topics other than the Holocaust, 
such as the Arab-Israeli conflict, present-day anti-
semitism, Jewish immigration, Jewish culture, or 
elements of the Holocaust that are more in depth or 
“less known.” Even among teachers who received PL, 
about one-quarter said that they wished their PL had 
covered more focal topics rather than focusing solely 
on the Holocaust. As one teacher explained, “That 
would’ve been an area of improvement, connecting 
[the Holocaust] more to how it fits into everything 
else, like a puzzle piece.”

About one-quarter of teachers expressed a desire 
for PL that would help them connect their instruc-
tion to the present day, such as PL on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, so that teachers could learn how to discuss 
current events with students in an accurate or unbi-
ased manner that allows for multiple perspectives. 
Teachers also discussed wanting to connect the his-
torical issues they teach about (e.g., ancient Israel or 
the Holocaust) to modern history or the present day 
so that students continue to understand the relevance 
of those issues. For instance, a high school ELA 
teacher noted,

I need a [PL] on how to make sure that my 
students see the relevancy of the Holocaust, 
why we still learn about it. Because some of 
them are getting the mindset of, “This was so 
long ago, why does this even matter?” So, if I 
could get a [PL] on how to keep the Holocaust 
relevant, then I would attend it in a heartbeat.

About one-quarter of teachers mentioned need-
ing more support on how to teach about the focal 
topics to ensure that they are presenting the topics 
properly and treating them with the appropriate level 
of sensitivity.

Finally, teachers named some modes through 
which they wanted more PL. Nearly one-quarter 
of teachers desired access to experts in the field or 
speakers who had relevant lived experience they 
could share about Judaism or Jewish American iden-
tity. A few teachers mentioned that it would be help-
ful to see how peers who are teaching the same topics 
present and integrate those topics into their lessons. 
Additionally, the few teachers who participated in 
virtual PL expressed challenges with remaining 
engaged during the PL and suggested opportunities 
to improve how virtual PL is delivered.
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Teachers Suggested That 
Collaboration Between English 
Language Arts and Social Studies 
Teachers and More Elective Course 
Offerings Could Deepen Their 
Instruction on Jewish History and 
Culture

Teachers mentioned course structure shifts that 
could allow for deeper instruction on the focal topics. 
Nearly one-quarter of teachers expressed a desire for 
more collaboration between ELA and social studies 
teachers. These teachers reported that such collabo-
ration could not only underscore the importance of 
these topics to students but also allow students to 
develop background knowledge in one class that they 
could bring to another class. Teachers mentioned 
opportunities for collaboration on teaching the Holo-
caust (e.g., teaching Wiesel’s Night [1958] in an ELA 
class while learning about World War II in a social 
studies course), but a few mentioned that this type of 
collaboration would be helpful for other focal topics 
as well. As one middle school ELA teacher explained,

I think it’d be great if the history department 
at the same time could be doing more like the 
history portion of this and really diving into 
the history portion and leaving us to do the 
Anne Frank portion, like the literature por-
tion of this so that we can have, say, history 
and ELA combine in the curriculum like this. 
I think that would be great because the kids 
are seeing it not just from one teacher but now 
from two teachers going over the same thing 
and getting two different perspectives, two dif-
ferent understandings.

However, teachers named a few challenges to 
this type of collaboration. They noted that different 
departments within the school can seem compart-
mentalized, which can make collaborative planning 
difficult. They also said that courses were often 
mismatched in content. For instance, while ELA 
teachers teach a Holocaust-focused novel, social 
studies teachers may be covering a period other than 
World War II.

Finally, a few teachers said that making elective 
courses that specifically focus on the focal topics 

available to students could provide teachers with the 
time and space to address those topics more deeply. 
One high school social studies teacher noted that it 
would give them “free range on covering all of the 
topics that are listed.” Once again, teachers cited 
potential barriers to standing up such electives. 
Schools need adequate student interest to justify 
new electives. In addition, schools must allow 
enough flexibility in students’ schedules for stu-
dents to have time to take electives; otherwise, such 
electives might be crowded out by required classes. 
Insufficient budgets and a lack of staff were other 
potential challenges.

One high school social studies teacher pro-
vided an example of a unique course structure at 
their school, which afforded them greater flexibility 
to address the focal topics. This teacher described 
a three-year sequence for teaching U.S. history 
and world history, in which the last course in the 
sequence focuses primarily on 20th-century history. 
This teacher said,

We are fortunate in our three-year world his-
tory sequence, which culminates with the 10th 
grade 20th century [history], to have a fair 
amount of freedom. What the state asks us to 
teach in terms of 20th century history is rela-
tively minimal. . . . Most places do all of world 
history in a year. So, our three-year sequence 
is U.S. and world history combined, and so we 
have a little bit more time, a little bit more flex-
ibility to dive into some things. . . . We’re for-
tunate to just have a 20th century class. I think 
we’re able to go a little bit deeper into things, 
but it’s always a balancing act.

Summary and Implications

Our interviews with middle and high school ELA 
and social studies teachers shed light on why and 
how they taught about topics related to Jewish history 
and culture. A few major insights emerged.

Lack of time, competing priorities, and con-
straints on the scope of teachers’ courses and roles 
challenged teachers’ ability to deepen their instruc-
tion on the focal topics. Teachers generally expressed 
a desire or openness to more deeply addressing these 
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topics but were pulled in different directions by the 
numerous demands on their time.

Teachers appeared to address these compet-
ing priorities and constraints by integrating focal 
topics into the content they already teach. Some 
teachers described integrating instruction across 
multiple topics, such as the Holocaust and historic 
antisemitism or the Arab-Israeli conflict and ancient 
Israel, by helping students understand how the topics 
relate to each other. Teachers also described finding 
opportunities to connect these topics to other social 
or historical issues they were teaching in class. These 
strategies might help teachers cover more ground in 
their classes more coherently and more efficiently.

Our interviews also shed light on the many vari-
ables at play when teachers make decisions about 
whether and how to teach about topics related to 
Jewish history and culture. Teachers nearly univer-
sally aimed to address their standards. The pervasive 
influence of standards in teachers’ instruction is not 
surprising. Research on teachers’ instructional priori-
ties suggests that standards alignment is a top prior-
ity for all types of teachers (Doan et al., 2024). Yet, 
within the bounds of teachers’ standards, teachers 
exercised significant autonomy in how and to what 
extent they addressed the focal topics—an autonomy 
afforded to them by the broadness of the standards 
and relative disengagement of school leaders. Teach-
ers often used this autonomy to address the topics 
more deeply than might be required on the basis of 
the standards alone.

Teachers’ autonomy over their instruction on 
these topics has benefits and drawbacks. Many 
teachers spent time cobbling together many different 
types of instructional materials—novels, textbooks, 
video clips, informational texts, primary sources, and 
documentaries—to create a bespoke course of study 
that they hoped would engage their students. Our 
findings align with prior research indicating that 
ELA and social studies teachers tend to create their 
own instructional materials or seek out free, online 
resources rather than use traditional textbooks 
(American Historical Association, 2024; Diliberti, 
Woo, and Kaufman, 2023; Doan et al., forthcoming). 
One advantage of this approach is that teachers may 
be selecting materials that are tailored to students’ 
interests, prior knowledge, or academic abilities. Yet, 

this puzzle-piecing of materials could lead to wide 
variation in the quality of instruction, especially 
given that most teachers do not receive training on 
teaching about these topics.

Although teachers’ instruction about the focal 
topics may fall largely in line with the usual modus 
operandi of ELA and social studies teachers, addi-
tional guidance and support for teaching about 
topics related to Jewish history and culture specifi-
cally may be uniquely beneficial, especially now, for 
the following four reasons:

•	 First, teachers reported a heightened sen-
sitivity about addressing the focal topics in 
schools. Some teachers attributed this sen-
sitivity to the broader sociopolitical climate 
around schooling, which they said made 
it harder for teachers to address any topic 
that might be considered contentious (Woo 
et al., 2023). Aside from this political climate, 
Holocaust education has historically been 
a uniquely complex and difficult subject to 
teach (Fallace, 2006; Pistone et al., 2024).

•	 Second, rising antisemitism further heightens 
the salience and urgency of addressing these 
topics well in schools. After anti-Black or 
African American hate crimes, anti-Jewish 
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their time.
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hate crimes are the most prevalent form of 
hate crime in the United States, accounting for 
more than one-half of religion-based crimes 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2023).

•	 Third, teachers described how students were 
coming to class with heightened awareness of 
the Arab-Israeli conflict and new questions, 
requiring teachers to correct misconceptions 
and misinformation or answer questions as 
they arose.

•	 Fourth, in January 2025, the Trump adminis-
tration reaffirmed an executive order, initially 
issued in 2019, that requires schools to abide 
by the International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance’s definition of antisemitism. Teachers 
may need support and guidance to navigate 
this evolving policy landscape.

Thus, although teachers’ instruction about the 
focal topics falls in line with the usual practices of 
secondary ELA and social studies teachers, these fac-
tors may uniquely raise the stakes of teaching about 
topics related to Jewish history and culture.

With these insights in mind, we offer recommen-
dations for curriculum developers, PL providers, and 
school, district, and state leaders.

Recommendations for Curriculum 
Developers

Our results suggest that, too often, teachers fend for 
themselves when it comes to identifying effective 
materials to teach about the focal topics. This can be a 
significant time investment, and the time that teach-
ers spend looking for or creating their own materials 
can crowd out time they could spend preparing for 
the delivery of lessons on these complex topics.

To alleviate this burden on teachers, we offer the 
following recommendations to organizations that 
develop instructional materials on topics related to 
Jewish history and culture, including traditional text-
book publishing companies and organizations that 
already provide free, online resources:

Curriculum Developers Should Ensure That 
Their Materials Are Easy for Teachers to 
Integrate into Their Instruction

To help teachers integrate focal topics into their 
instruction, curriculum developers should consider 
crafting prepackaged or curated sets of resources. 
Such curated sets could obviate the need for teachers 
to assemble their own resources. Developers should 
consider providing content in different forms so that 
teachers can flexibly use those resources to fit their 
individual needs. For instance, on one end of the 
spectrum, developers might curate an assortment 
of different types of materials (e.g., maps, videos, 
primary sources, informational texts, exit tickets) 
aligned with topical foci that teachers can pick and 
choose from. This might be more appropriate and 
useful for more-experienced teachers who already 
have units or lessons they are seeking to supplement 
and enhance. Providing materials that teachers can 
assemble coherently in different combinations can 
allow teachers to select digestible materials that will 
fit within their limited instructional time or dive 
deeper if time allows. On the other end of the spec-
trum, curriculum developers might also provide 
more-structured lessons or units that provide teach-
ers with preassembled sets of resources, as described 
previously, alongside suggestions for student learning 
activities (e.g., guiding questions, essay prompts). 
This might be more aligned to the needs of teachers 
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who have relatively less knowledge about or experi-
ence teaching the focal topics.

Curriculum developers should also prioritize 
crafting content that is easy for teachers to use off-
the-shelf. This might entail aligning content with 
state standards or mandates. This is likely important 
for both social studies and ELA, although our find-
ings suggest that developers should attend to the 
different ways that social studies and ELA teachers 
think about standards alignment. Another strategy 
could be to craft or curate content that aligns with 
teachers’ existing approaches to embedding focal 
topics in their instruction based on their grade level 
and/or subject taught. This might involve, for exam-
ple, providing content about ancient Israel or Judaism 
that is targeted to middle school social studies teach-
ers. For ELA teachers, this could entail providing 
historical context for a diverse set of novels that touch 
on the focal topics (both Holocaust-related and non–
Holocaust related).

Importantly, several content providers and 
other types of organizations, such as universi-
ties, news organizations, and school systems, have 
already started to curate educator resources on 
some focal topics. However, our interviews sug-
gest that teachers may not always know about these 
resources, which highlights, as we will discuss fur-
ther, a need to enhance teachers’ knowledge about 
existing materials.

Curriculum Developers Should Create and 
Disseminate Content That Provides Historical 
Context for the Focal Topics and Connects 
the Topics to Present-Day Experiences

Our teacher interviews confirm what we learned 
from our 2024 companion survey: Among the focal 
topics, the Holocaust is the most common topic 
that teachers address. To help teachers address focal 
topics other than the Holocaust, whether alongside 
the Holocaust or not, our results suggest that devel-
opers should concentrate their efforts on creating 
(1) resources that help teachers trace through lines 
between historical events related to the focal topics; 
and (2) resources that connect historical events to 
present-day ramifications. Importantly, given teach-
ers’ limited instructional time, curriculum develop-

ers should attend to how they can craft content that 
weaves topics together in an integrated, coherent way, 
allowing teachers to touch on more topics within the 
time they have.

This approach has several benefits. First, as some 
teachers mentioned, the focal topics are deeply linked 
to each other, and understanding one topic often 
requires an understanding of the other topics. Our 
study builds on prior work on Holocaust education, 
which emphasizes the importance of explicitly teach-
ing about antisemitism. One additional contribution 
of our study is the notion that teachers can and likely 
should address topics related to the Holocaust and 
antisemitism alongside topics that are broadly related 
to the Jewish people. Providing teachers with materi-
als that connect the focal topics can help not only 
students build a more comprehensive understanding 
of the focal topics collectively but also help teachers 
efficiently address more of the topics within their 
limited instructional time.

Second, many teachers shared that, when it 
comes to the Holocaust, they can find materials 
that meet their needs. However, when it comes to 
teaching about other focal topics, including cur-
rent events, quality materials may be harder to 
find. If teachers are already teaching about the 
Holocaust, providing them with resources that con-
nect the Holocaust to other focal topics (e.g., the 
relationship between the Holocaust and present-day 
antisemitism) can make all focal topics more acces-
sible and relevant to teachers.

Curriculum Developers Should Develop and 
Curate Materials That Are Engaging, Age-
Appropriate, and Credible to Increase Teacher 
Uptake

Whether they are creating or curating materials, 
curriculum developers should do so with teachers’ 
priorities in mind. Curriculum developers should 
include materials that are engaging for students, 
meaning that the materials are interactive, collabora-
tive, and pithy enough to maintain students’ atten-
tion. Materials should also be authentic and relatable 
to students, meaning that the materials include pri-
mary sources and first-person accounts that human-
ize historical experiences and make them more 
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poignant for students. In addition, teachers raised the 
notion that tying focal topics to broader issues, such 
as discrimination, bias, or racism, can pique students’ 
interest by connecting to issues that students already 
find relevant to their own lives. For teachers to effec-
tively use materials with their students, developers 
should ensure that the materials are age-appropriate, 
meaning they align with students’ maturity and 
reading levels. Finally, to support teachers’ uptake of 
materials, developers should signal credibility and 
trustworthiness to teachers by underscoring that the 
materials are fact-based and balanced.

Curriculum Developers Should Streamline 
Access to High-Quality Resources About 
Jewish History and Culture by Making Them 
Easy to Find

To help teachers identify high-quality materials, 
curriculum developers should work with state and 
district leaders—an untapped resource— to publish 
lists of approved or recommended resources that 
align with state standards and state and local priori-
ties for instruction. Providing teachers with vetted 
materials can bolster teachers’ confidence by signal-
ing administrator support and assurance that the 
materials are high quality, trustworthy, and factually 

accurate. This may be especially important given 
teachers’ concerns about the challenges of teaching 
about potentially contentious content in the current 
political climate. Teachers may not know about exist-
ing, high-quality materials, and such a strategy could 
act as a way to further disseminate those materials. 
To curate these lists, curriculum developers might 
consider tapping education leaders at the state, dis-
trict, or school levels—especially leaders who are in 
a position to disseminate materials to teachers (e.g., 
instructional coaches, curriculum directors).

Content providers with specific expertise on 
teaching about the focal topics might also collaborate 
with larger-scale ELA and social studies curriculum 
publishers to integrate high-quality content into text-
books. This may be an especially effective lever given 
teachers’ complaints that textbooks are inadequate 
for teaching about the focal topics.

Recommendations for Professional 
Learning Providers

Nearly all the teachers we interviewed said that they 
wanted more PL on teaching about the focal topics, 
and only a minority of teachers had ever received 
such PL. Already, numerous organizations, such 
as those named by teachers themselves, offer PL 
related to the focal topics. However, many teachers—
especially ELA teachers—said that they did not know 
about such opportunities, and, even if they did know, 
they faced challenges accessing those opportunities, 
such as a lack of time, a low level of school or district 
prioritization, and cost.

We offer the following recommendations to edu-
cation leaders and PL providers to increase teachers’ 
access to useful PL.

Professional Learning Providers Should 
Provide Practical Professional Learning 
Opportunities That Acknowledge Teachers’ 
Time Constraints and Are Easily Accessible to 
Them, No Matter Their Location

For PL to be influential and effective, it should pro-
vide teachers with resources they can easily employ 
in their classrooms. Such PL should also fill in teach-
ers’ content knowledge gaps and pedagogical skill 
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sets so teachers can build the confidence they need 
to skillfully use their instructional materials and 
respectfully navigate classroom conversations on 
these complex topics.

PL on the focal topics should also be easily acces-
sible to teachers. Given the constraints around find-
ing class coverage and school and district adminis-
trators’ lack of prioritization of such PL, PL providers 
might consider how they can reach out directly to 
teachers (e.g., through professional association news-
letters, social media) to encourage uptake. PL provid-
ers should also consider how they can reduce barriers 
to participation by offering PL that is free and pro-
vides in-person and virtual synchronous and asyn-
chronous options. For in-person options, PL provid-
ers might consider providing teachers with stipends 
for travel and attendance—a strategy that some civics 
education PL providers already employ. For virtual 
options, PL providers should consider how they can 
make synchronous virtual experiences engaging and 
collaborative. Providers might also consider bite-
sized asynchronous options that are keyed to the 
instructional resources (e.g., primary sources, lesson 
plans) offered on providers’ websites.

Professional Learning Providers Should 
Partner with Schools and Districts to 
Disseminate Professional Learning 
Opportunities

Organizations providing PL should stress the impor-
tance of such PL to local leaders by highlighting not 
only the value of PL for enhancing teachers’ instruc-
tional knowledge and skill sets but also how PL on 
teaching about topics related to Jewish history and 
culture can help schools and districts meet other pri-
orities. For instance, knowledge-building curricula 
have gained momentum among districts (Schwartz, 
2024), and PL providers can stress how coherently 
and intentionally building content knowledge on the 
focal topics can help students improve reading com-
prehension. PL providers can also make it easier to 
engage in collaborative partnerships by making their 
catalog of PL opportunities easily visible and acces-
sible to school and district leaders. 

Once PL providers are partnered with schools 
and districts, they might bring their workshops 

directly to teachers’ schools so that teachers can 
attend PL during parts of the school day or school 
year that are typically already set aside for PL. PL 
providers might also use school and district com-
munication mechanisms (e.g., emails, newsletters) 
to disseminate existing PL opportunities directly to 
teachers so teachers can access the opportunities on 
their own time.

Recommendations for School, District, 
and State Leaders

Engagement with the focal topics appeared in many 
different forms, suggesting that instruction about 
these topics does not need to be contained and iso-
lated in traditional ELA or social studies courses. 
Schools and districts might consider other opportu-
nities for new structures (e.g., courses, common plan-
ning) that allow for deeper instruction.

Schools and Districts Should Consider 
Offering Electives Focused on the Focal 
Topics or Providing Teachers with Materials 
They Can Use in Existing Elective Courses

Already, some districts have electives that focus 
on the Holocaust and other genocidal events. Such 
a course would likely alleviate the challenges that 
teachers experience when teaching about the focal 
topics, such as the perception that the topics might 
be outside the scope of their course or the struggle of 
balancing competing priorities. Teachers discussed 
how low student interest might be a barrier to stand-
ing up new electives; expanding the scope of electives 
(e.g., to include other historical events or social issues 
or other racial, ethnic, or religious groups, as teachers 
have already described) could be one way of garner-
ing more interest.

Yet, adding new electives may not be a realistic 
choice for all schools and districts. Large, urban 
districts are more likely to establish Holocaust and 
genocide electives (WestEd, 2024), highlighting the 
challenges that smaller, more–resource constrained 
districts may face. Where elective courses are dif-
ficult to stand up, education leaders and curriculum 
providers should consider how they can package 
materials that can be integrated into existing elec-
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tive courses. For instance, teachers in our sample 
raised teaching about the focal topics in such 
diverse electives as journalism, the Bible as litera-
ture, psychology, U.S. government and political 
science, and even photography.

State, District, and School Leaders 
Should Actively Create Opportunities for 
Collaboration Between English Language Arts 
and Social Studies Teachers

Such collaboration could reduce the potential for 
duplicated efforts by allowing teachers to clearly 
delineate their specific instructional roles, goals, and 
timelines with regard to teaching the focal topics. 
The most low-lift version of enhancing collaboration 
might entail configuring schedules such that social 
studies and ELA teachers within the same grade level 
share common planning time. On a broader scale, 
some states, acknowledging the connection between 
enhanced content knowledge and literacy skills, have 
also crafted systems or offered guidance on how ELA 
and social studies instruction can be more deeply 

intertwined (Burrows and Spenceley, undated; Geor-
gia Department of Education, undated; Munyan-
Penney and Barone, 2020).

Data Collection and Analysis

From January through March 2025, we conducted 
60-minute virtual interviews over Microsoft Teams 
with a total of 40 secondary ELA and social stud-
ies teachers, each of whom received a $75 gift card 
for participating. Participating teachers were drawn 
from a pool of teachers who responded to the 
summer 2024 administration of a survey that simi-
larly asked teachers about their instruction relating 
to Jewish history and culture (Shapiro, Woo, and 
Kaufman, 2025).

Because we drew on our survey results to iden-
tify areas to deepen our understanding of teachers’ 
instruction about the nine focal topics, we used 
teachers’ responses to the summer 2024 survey to 
develop sampling criteria. Notably, we only sampled 
teachers who reported spending any time on any of 
the focal topics during the 2023–2024 school year. 
We used the following four dimensions to develop 
our criteria:

•	 Grade level: We categorized teachers as 
middle school teachers (those teaching grades 
6 through 8) or high school teachers (those 
teaching grades 9 through 12).

•	 Subject: We categorized teachers as ELA 
teachers or social studies teachers.

•	 The amount of instructional time teachers 
reported spending on teaching about focal 
topics: We defined teachers as being highly 
engaged if they reported on the summer 2024 
survey that they spent at least three hours on 
at least three of the focal topics. We defined 
teachers as being less engaged if (1) they taught 
about at least one focal topic for at least some 
time but spent less than three hours on any 
topic that they addressed, or (2) they spent at 
least three hours on only one or two topics.

•	 The extent to which teachers reported a 
desire for more instructional materials 
and/or PL on focal topics: We defined teach-
ers as being more open to supports if they 
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expressed a desire for more instructional 
materials and/or more PL on at least five 
topics. We defined teachers as being less open 
to supports if they did not express a desire 
for more instructional materials or PL on any 
focal topics, or they expressed a desire for 
more instructional materials and/or PL on 
only one or two topics.

We developed this sampling strategy to ensure 
that we would hear from teachers with a diversity of 
experiences teaching about the focal topics. We devel-
oped our sampling criteria based in part on the distri-
bution of responses in our national teacher sample.

We conducted recruitment in two stages. First, 
we categorized teachers using the four dimensions 
we outlined above. Within each category, we drew 
a random set of teachers from our national survey 
sample (n = 1,213) and invited them to be contacted 
by our interview team to participate in an inter-
view. Ultimately, we contacted 351 teachers, and 
71 teachers consented to be contacted to participate 
in an interview.1

Of these 71 teachers, we invited a subset to par-
ticipate in an interview. Our goal was to interview 
three teachers in each of the high engagement cat-
egories for each grade and subject combination (e.g., 
high school social studies, middle school ELA), three 
teachers in each of the categories with less-engaged 
teachers who were less open to supports, and four 
teachers in each of the categories with less-engaged 
teachers who were more open to supports to reach 
our final objective of completing 40 interviews.

As we invited teachers to participate in inter-
views, we also aimed to achieve diversity in teachers’ 
state policy context to understand how state stan-
dards or requirements to teach about the Holocaust 
might influence instruction. We sorted the states 
(and the District of Columbia) into three categories 
on the basis of Echoes & Reflections’ state legislation 
tracker (Echoes & Reflections, undated-b).

•	 The first group was states without strong 
requirements, which includes states with no 
standards or superficial standards with no 
required mandates: Alabama, Alaska, Idaho, 
Iowa, Kansas, Mississippi, Montana, Nevada, 
New Mexico, North Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylva-

nia, South Dakota, Utah, Vermont, Washing-
ton, and Wyoming.

•	 The second group was states with multiple 
or strong standards: Arkansas, Califor-
nia, Connecticut, the District of Columbia, 
Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Louisiana, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Min-
nesota, New Jersey, New York, Oklahoma, 
Rhode Island, South Carolina, Tennessee, 
and Virginia.

•	 The third group was states with no or super-
ficial standards and required mandates: Ari-
zona, Colorado, Delaware, Illinois, Kentucky, 
Maine, Missouri, Nebraska, New Hampshire, 
North Carolina, Oregon, Texas, West Vir-
ginia, and Wisconsin.

We invited a total of 50 teachers to participate 
in a semistructured interview. Our interview team 
sent each teacher an invitation via email and, if 
the teacher did not respond, two additional email 
reminders were sent over the course of about a week. 
If the teachers did not respond to our email invita-
tions, we invited additional teachers until we reached 
our goal of interviewing 40 teachers. In a few select 
cases, the teacher’s sampling category did not reflect 
their actual teaching experience. For instance, we 
may have sampled a middle school teacher but when 
we conducted the interview, we learned that the 
teacher taught high school or middle school and high 
school grades. In these cases, it appeared that the 
teacher moved grade levels in between the 2023–2024 
and 2024–2025 school years or oversaw multiple 
grade levels in their capacity as an instructional 
leader at their district. It is also possible that teachers 
may have responded incorrectly on the survey. In our 
analysis of teachers’ responses, our categorization of 
teachers reflects their actual experience rather than 
the category we used to sample them (see Table 1).

The interview protocol focused on a few key 
topics, such as the following:

•	 teachers’ approaches to addressing the focal 
topics in their instruction, including how 
instruction on these topics fits into their 
instruction over the course of the school 
year; how they connected these topics to each 
other in their instruction; whether and how 
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the focal topics; what any such PL experiences 
entailed; how PL supported them to teach 
about the focal topics; barriers to accessing 
PL; and additional PL desired.

To analyze the data, we used recordings of 
each interview to create transcripts. We conducted 
two stages of thematic coding. In the first stage, we 
coded transcripts using high-level constructs we 
asked about during the interviews (e.g., the influ-
ence of leadership on teachers’ instruction, the types 
of instructional materials they used, the PL teach-
ers desired). After this initial sorting of transcript 
excerpts, we coded the data using a more granular set 
of inductive codes to identify themes (e.g., the relative 
disengagement of school or district leadership, sup-
portive school leadership, PL on current events, PL 
developing content knowledge).

instruction on these topics differed in recent 
school years compared with school years in 
the past; the factors that drove them to include 
these topics in their classes; reasons they did 
not address any topics in their classes; and 
whether they would prefer to address more of 
these topics or spend more time addressing 
the topics in their classes

•	 teachers’ use of and perceptions about the 
instructional materials they used to teach the 
focal topics, including the types of materi-
als they used; why they used those materials; 
how they found those materials; the types of 
materials they found effective or ineffective; 
and ways they reported their materials could 
be improved

•	 teachers’ PL experiences, including whether 
teachers have ever received PL on teaching 

TABLE 1

Teacher Interview Sample Characteristics

Characteristics
Number of 
Teachers

Percentage of 
Total

Total sample 40 100

Grade level

Middle school 17 43

High school 21 53

Middle and high school  2  5

Subject

ELA 19 48

Social studies 20 50

ELA and social studies  1  3

State policy context

Standards 19 48

No standards, required mandate 12 30

No standards, no mandate  9 23

Engagement and openness to supports

Highly engaged 13 33

Less engaged, less open to 
supports

11 28

Less engaged, more open to 
supports

16 40
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felt compelled to present a more favorable picture of 
their instruction. Or, they may have felt hesitant to 
share their true opinions. A small number of teachers 
we interviewed mentioned that they work in states 
with policies restricting how they can address various 
social and political issues in class, and those teach-
ers might have felt constrained in how they could 
respond to interview questions.

Limitations

As with all qualitative research, teachers’ responses 
are self-reports of their experiences, which may be 
subject to imperfect recollection. We have no way to 
verify the accuracy of teachers’ reports. It is also pos-
sible that social desirability bias may have influenced 
teachers’ responses. For instance, when faced with 
an interviewer probing on how teachers engage in 
instruction about the focal topics, teachers may have 

Note
1 We drew 30 teachers from each sampling category with the exception of one category: We had only 21 high school social studies teach-
ers who met the criteria for less engagement and less openness to supports in our survey sample.
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