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1. How do first-hand accounts of Holocaust survivors provide an understanding of
specific events of the Holocaust?

THIS WORK IS LICENSED UNDER A CREATIVE COMMONS ATTRIBUTION-NONCOMMERCIAL-SHAREALIKE 4.0
INTERNATIONAL LICENSE.

1

Focused Inquiry – Holocaust Survivor Art
Compelling Question
Can art reflect the pain of the Holocaust?
Standards

ART.VA.IV.7.2; ART.VA.IV.8.2 - Articulate an understanding of the historical, social, and cultural
contexts of artwork.

Disciplinary
Practice

Art, Social Studies, Social Science, English, English Language Arts

Staging the
Question

Students free write addressing the following question – What does freedom look like, sound
like, and feel like?
Supporting Question

How do first-hand accounts of Holocaust survivors provide an understanding of specific events of the Holocaust?
Formative Performance Task
Use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) to examine a painting from a Holocaust survivor. Read a quote from a survivor
and a testimony from a liberator to identify similarities and differences in experiences.
Featured Sources
Source A: Liberation - Painting by Samuel Pruchno
Source B: Garry Kappy quote – Lessons from a Survivor
Source C: Benjamin E. Ewing Jr. – Interview excerpt (March 29,1995)

Summative
Performance
Task

ARGUMENT: Construct a claim that using a combination of three sources (Liberation, a quote, and a
testimony) provides a better understanding of the final days of the Holocaust and liberation.
EXTENSION: Watch video testimonies from Anton Mason, a Holocaust survivor, and Howard Cwick,
a liberator from the U.S. 281st Combat Engineer Battalion.

English Language Learners: Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) eight components.
Examine the checklist developed by Echevarria, Vogt, and Short (2015, 2017)
Modifications
Students with Disabilities: Modifications identified by the National Endowment for the Arts (2015)
and ArtShop are recommended.

Overview
Inquiry Description
This inquiry focuses on examining a painting from a Holocaust survivor, a quote from a survivor, and an excerpt
from an interview from a liberator to explore how art can express the pain of the Holocaust and how using a
combination of first-hand sources can provide a better understanding of specific events of the Holocaust. The
questions, tasks, and sources in this inquiry asks student to examine one piece of art using visual thinking
strategies then use their observations on the painting in combination with a survivor quote and a liberator
interview to construct a claim that using a combination of sources provides a better/more comprehensive
understanding of the final days of the Holocaust and liberation.
This inquiry highlights the following standards.






ART.VA.III.7.1; ART.VA.III.7.2; ART.VA.III.8.1; ART.VA.III.8.2 - Critically observe, describe and analyze visual
characteristics. Interpret artwork searching for embedded meaning, function and personal connections.
ART.VA.IV.7.2; ART.VA.IV.8.2 - Articulate an understanding of the historical, social and cultural contexts of
artwork.
WHG 7.2.3 - World War II and WHG 7.2.6 - Case Studies of Genocide
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.7.1.A; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.7.1.B; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.1.A; CCSS.ELALITERACY.W.8.1.B - Introduce claim(s), acknowledge alternate or opposing claims. Support claim(s) with logical
reasoning and relevant evidence.
C3 Framework Indicators: D2.His.4.9-12 – Analyze complex and interacting factors that influenced
perspectives of people during different historical eras; D2.His.5.9-12 – Analyze how historical contexts
shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives; Dimension 3 – Developing claims and using
evidence

This inquiry is expected to take one to two class periods. The inquiry time frame could expand if teachers think their
students need additional instructional experiences (e.g., supporting questions, formative performance tasks, featured
sources, writing). Teachers are encouraged to adapt the inquiry to meet the needs and interests of their particular
students. This inquiry lends itself to differentiation and modeling of historical thinking skills while assisting students in
reading the variety of sources.

Structure of the Inquiry
In addressing the compelling question, students will have a greater understanding how the pain of the Holocaust can be
expressed through art and the voices of people who lived through the experience. The formative performance task
provides students with an opportunity to practice the three-step Visual Thinking Strategy technique to examine art and
to examine the reflections of a survivor and a liberator. Ultimately, students take the information they acquired using
visual thinking strategies and reading a statement from a survivor and liberator to develop and support a claim that a
combination of sources can be used to provide a better and more comprehensive understanding of the final days of the
Holocaust and liberation.

Staging the Compelling Question
Have students free write for five to six minutes using the following prompt: What does freedom look like, sound like,
and feel like? After the free write, ask students to describe what they wrote. As students describe freedom in this way,
the teacher will write notes on a three-column anchor chart posted on the wall of the classroom. The following is an
example of this anchor chart.
Freedom
Looks like

Sounds like

Feels like

This activity prepares students for an inquiry on the final days of the Holocaust and connects to a quote from a survivor
and a liberator interview (featured later in this inquiry) where they describe liberation and what it looked like, sounded
like, and felt like from two different perspectives.
The staging task is not designed to delve too far into the specific content of the compelling question. Instead, it’s
intended to provide a frame of reference and context for the inquiry. Specifically, it is to introduce students to the idea
that using a variety of first-hand accounts of Holocaust survivors will provide an understanding of specific events of the
Holocaust such as liberation.
This task may be completed in a brief period of time, depending on how much overall time is available for the inquiry. If
following the guidelines described in the inquiry overview (one or two 50-minute class periods), then this staging task
would likely only last 10-15 minutes.

Supporting Question
The supporting question asks, "How do first-hand accounts of Holocaust survivors provide an understanding of specific
events of the Holocaust?” The Holocaust is sometimes taught through a limited perspective which conveys a message
that victims, survivors, and liberators of the Holocaust had similar experiences. It is important for students to
understand that various experiences and perspectives of the Holocaust exist and using a variety of sources helps provide
a better and more comprehensive understanding of the Holocaust and specific events of the Holocaust such as
liberation. Each source of information is unique and helps add to the story. This supporting question challenges
students to understand how the accounts of those who lived through the Holocaust provide a more accurate story of
what occurred and teaches the Holocaust by focusing on the human story.
The featured sources include one work of art, a quote, and a longer testimony from three Holocaust survivors.




Source A: Liberation - Painting by Samuel Pruchno
Source B: Garry Kappy – Lessons from a Survivor
Source C: Benjamin E. Ewing, Jr., Dachau liberator, interview excerpt

The formative performance task is for students to use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) to examine a painting created by a
Holocaust survivor. The foundation for the formative performance task consists of two analytical frameworks for
studying art – the Structural Framework and the Personal Framework. The Structural Framework analyzes how style,
symbolism, and structural elements contribute to meaning and message and the Personal Framework analyzes how
artwork reflects the personal feelings, thinking, and life circumstances of the artist and how viewer interpretation is
influenced by their life experiences.
Students are shown a painting from a Holocaust survivor. Students will use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) to examine
the artwork. Students will first look at the art in silence then be asked the following VTS questions:
(1) What’s going on in this artwork?
(2) What do you see that makes you say that?
(3) What more can you find?





When asked “What’s going on in this artwork?” the teacher will point to the artwork. As students respond, the
teacher will point to the areas of the artwork the student mentions and will paraphrase what they said. “What I
hear you saying is…” The teacher will look for confirmation from the student. If the teacher is unsure of what
the student means, the teacher will ask the student “Do you mean…?”
When students provide an interpretive remark, the teacher will ask students, “What do you see that makes you
say that?”
When students have exhausted their initial response of what they see, the teacher will ask, “What more can you
find?”

The teacher will decide how long to extend VTS. For more information on VTS:
https://sjmusart.org/sites/default/files/files/Understanding%20Basics.pdf

Upon completion of the VTS activity, students will read a quote from a survivor and read an excerpt from an interview
with a liberator of Dachau. Students will then identify the similarities and differences in information among the three
sources. What information does one source provide that another does not?

Modifications for English Language Learners may include various Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP)
strategies from the eight SIOP components such as:









Adapting content to all levels of student proficiency (Preparation)
Integrating lesson concepts with language practice opportunities (Preparation); Explicitly link past learning to
new concepts (Building Background)
Using a variety of techniques to make concepts clear such as modeling and gestures (Comprehension Input); Use
scaffolding techniques consistently (Strategies)
Use a variety of question types (Strategies)
Give opportunities for student to clarify key concepts (Interaction)
Provide activities to integrate all language skills (Practice/Application)
Pace the lesson appropriately (Lesson Delivery)
Provide feedback to students regularly (Review/Assessment)

Modifications for Students with Disabilities may include recommendations from the National Endowment for the Arts
(2015) and ArtShop such as the following:







Provide a copy of the artwork to look at prior to the formal lesson – talk together. Enlarge the photo, if possible,
making the details clearer.
Mark on the artwork copy – circle, underline, x, cut out – as they answer questions asked of them about the art.
This creates a more sensory-rich experience as they hold and “work” the art piece.
Provide personal modifications for student comfort during the lesson – weighted blankets, fidgets, headphones,
etc. – while working with the art piece. This will allow the experience to be physically comfortable.
Allow students to answer – provide extra wait time, ask questions in a simple, concrete manner, focus on items
they can see or relate to. Art is the perfect medium as there are so many answers that can be discovered to
understanding the work.
Select a simple focus for the art piece – a theme that can be easily followed (color, shapes, light, dark, shadows,
positioning of items, etc.) as you talk about the piece. This allows a continual thread to run through discovering
more and more about the art.

Supporting Question
Featured Source

A

Liberation
Painting by Samuel Pruchno

Liberation
Painting by Samuel Pruchno

About Samuel Pruchno:
Samuel Pruchno was born 1927 in Shavl, Lithuania. Of approximately 40 members of his family, only his brother,
brother-in-law, and Sam survived the Holocaust. During the Holocaust, Sam experienced life in the Shavl ghetto and was
sent to the Stutthof camp upon liquidation of the ghetto where he did hard labor, was beaten, and became very ill at
one point. From Stutthof, Sam was transferred to Dachau where he was given the task to build underground factories to
be hidden from Allied bombings and had experienced a Death March. Upon liberation, Sam went to Munich, Germany
where he found a job washing pots. Sam came to the United States in 1951 and settled in Detroit, Michgan where his
brother had settled first. Sam began working in small shops and eventually started a metal cutting machining company.
He married and has two children, 11 grandchildren, and four great grandchildren.

About the painting:
Sam was imprisoned at Dachau, a concentration camp in Germany, until he was sent on a death march. After several
days of walking, he was exhausted and weak. While the guards were meeting, he saw an opportunity to escape; Sam
quickly crossed the road and went to the first house he saw.
A kind woman let him in, fed him and clothed him in a complete outfit from shoes to hat. He spent the day there. When
her husband returned from work, he threatened to call the police. Sam left immediately but couldn’t cross the road into
the woods, as the German troops were retreating. The woman ran after him with news she just heard on the radio; the
Americans would probably be there in the morning. Sam asked her for a newspaper so he could pretend to read as he
watched the troops through a hole he made in the paper. Half an hour later, there was a break in the traffic and Sam,
still reading his paper, sauntered across the road and into the woods where he spent the night.
In the morning he felt guilty that he left his brother and brother-in-law, as he had promised his mother they would all
stay together. As he walked to the prisoners’ barracks where he had left them he became increasingly nervous; he did
not want to be mistaken for a German soldier who had slipped out of uniform and into civilian clothing.
Sam found his brother and brother-in-law. Late in the morning of May 1, 1945, the American soldiers liberated the
inmates, although technically Sam had liberated himself.
Sam is in the lower center of the painting looking more like a reporter than an inmate. From the tank, the soldiers are
throwing Hershey bars down to them. Days later, UNRRA trucks came to take the people back to their home countries if
they wished to go, as signified by the different flags. Few, if any, Jews wanted to return to the home countries that had
betrayed them. But the group of inmates and the cloud above them represents the future state of Israel, a place many
would come to call home.

Supporting Question
Featured Source

B

Garry Kappy
Lessons from a Survivor

About Garry Kappy:
Garry Kappy was born in Opatow, Poland where at the age of 15 his family was seized and separated by the Nazis and
was imprisoned at the Sandomierz labor camp. He survived by digging ditches. His sisters and their young families were
forced into boxcars and sent to their deaths at Treblinka. He, himself, was assigned to a steel-manufacturing factory in
Starchowicz where he made ammunition. Mr. Kappy managed to survive just long enough to be sent to Auschwitz and
was forced to work at the nearby I.G. Farben factory laying bricks. He was then transported to Buchenwald and was
liberated by American tanks after barely surviving a death march where thousands were killed. He was the only member
of his family to survive, and eventually made his way to Detroit, MI in 1947 where he married in 1951, had a family, and
had a successful career in the men’s clothing business.

Supporting Question
Featured Source
C

Benjamin E. Ewing, Jr. – Dachau liberator
Interview excerpt from March 29, 1995 – Holocaust Memorial Center

Ewing was born in 1925 in Florida. The members of his family were Protestants and considered themselves patriotic
Americans. Ewing notes that during his youth he accepted the idea that Afro-American people were something between
animals and human beings.
He was inducted into armed forces in June 1943. Most of his schoolmates were called for service, and they regarded it
as a honor to be able to fight for America and its democracy. First, he attended the ASTP, the army specialist training
program, which was a substitute for college, then he joined infantry basic training. Ewing says that he was not aware of
the persecution by the Nazis before he served in Europe.
In October 1944 he was sent as a soldier of the 103rd Infantry Division to Marseilles, France. From there his unit moved
farther on to the northeast of France, where he first experienced combat. At this time he became a sergeant. Of all warrelated happenings, he most recalls one that changed him and his attitude toward other peoples: Four Afro-American
soldiers saved his life and the lives of his fellow soldiers during a dangerous combat action. From this time on he
considered all humans to be equal. Before the 103rd Infantry Division entered Germany, Ewing had been promoted to a
platoon sergeant and joined the 45 Infantry Division. His unit was involved in battles around Nuremberg.
On April 29, 1945, they received an order to march toward the Dachau concentration camp, which had been liberated a
few hours earlier. Ewing remembers that his unit passed by a train of cattle cars, which were full of the camp’s inmates’
dead bodies. While proceeding into Dachau he was astonished by an awful smell, which turned out to be the smell of
burned human flesh. When Ewing’s unit entered the camp, they were welcomed by those prisoners who were still able
to walk. Inmates’ corpses were still piled in front of the crematoriums. Ewing also remembers having seen evidence of
the execution of SS guards by American soldiers. He entered the SS officers’ barracks saw children’s toys and a crucifix
hanging on the wall. Ewing states that he was unable to comprehend how people who were capable of committing such
crimes could raise children and adhere to religious symbols.
After one day in Dachau his unit was ordered to Munich to take part in the battle for the Bavarian capital. Once the
Germans surrendered, Ewing stayed in Germany among the occupying troops for another two months.

Summative Performance Task - Overview for the Teacher
Constructing an Argument
At this point in the focused inquiry, students have examined one painting, one quote, and an interview excerpt from a
liberator. Using these resources, students will construct a claim that using a combination of three sources (Liberation,
the quote, and the interview) provides a better understanding of the final days of the Holocaust and liberation.
Constructing this claim provides an opportunity for students to rigorously analyze the sources and apply information and
observation from these sources. The claim may be explicit and/or implicit.
This response may take the form or forms that the teacher deems most appropriate for their students. For example, the
claim could be in the form of a detailed outline, graphic organizer, poster, essay, video, or any other creative format the
teacher and student may decide is best for constructing their claim and supporting it with evidence.
This portion of the focused inquiry addresses Dimension 3 of the C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards and
the Developing Claims and Using Evidence section. If the claim is in the form of an essay, it is important to examine the
English Language Arts/Literacy Common Core Connections section of Dimension 3.

Extension
The videos by Anton Mason and Howard Cwick are located in the Survivors and Liberators unit from Echoes and
Reflections. https://echoesandreflections.org/unit-8/?state=open#content. This unit contains other survivor and
liberator video testimonies that may be of interest to students. The following are short bios From Echoes and
Reflections for Anton Mason and Howard Cwick.
Anton Mason: Anton was born on April 19,1927, in Sighet, Romania. He was forced to live in the Sighet ghetto and was
later imprisoned in the Buchenwald, Gleiwitz, Auschwitz, Auschwitz I, and Auschwitz III-Monowitz concentration camps.
Anton was also incarcerated in the Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp. When the war began, Anton was twelve
years old.
Howard Cwick: Howard was born on August 25,1923, in New York, New York. As a member of the United States Armed
Forces, he, along with his fellow soldiers, liberated the Buchenwald concentration camp. When the war began, Howard
was sixteen years old.
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