
“A Shelter to Call Home”
A Young Diarist’s Dream of a Better Future

Time: 60-75 minutes
Audience: 9-12th
Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to...

● Understand who Rywka Lipszyc, a young Jewish diarist in the Lodz ghetto, was and how
the conditions in the Lodz ghetto affected her.

● Investigate the concept of “home” in a variety of contexts - personal, historical and
modern.

● Apply historical analysis skills to the investigation of the Diary of Rywka Lipszyc, gaining
a deeper understanding for the history of the time and that of the diarist while beginning
to think critically about their own world.

Aligned Standards
CCSS.ELA.RL.9-10.4; CCSS.ELA.RL.11-12.4; CCSS.ELA.W.9-10.3b-c; CCSS.ELA.W.11-12.b-c

Context
This lesson features excerpts from Rywka's Diary: The Writings of a Jewish Girl from the
Lodz Ghetto. It is a portrait of an individual, Rywka Lipszyc, her strength, spirit, and
ability to cope, encouraging students to relate to Rywka as a fellow adolescent while
understanding the deeper history that she lived.

The lesson should be placed inside of a World War II unit and/or after students already
have context on the Holocaust. Students may also find it helpful to have a background in
ghettos and ghettoization (“Ghettos: A History” ) as well as the factors that led to the
Holocaust. For a list of common terms used within this lesson, go to the glossary at the
end of the lesson.

Materials Needed
● Handout 1: A Background on The Jewish Community of Lodz, The Lodz Ghetto, and

Rywka Lipszyc
● Handout 2: Excerpts from Rywka Lipszyc’s Diary
● Handout 3: Questions on the Diary
● Handout 4: Assignment

Lesson/Activity
This lesson has been designed for in-person learning but has modifications for virtual
learning noted in bold throughout the lesson. Please note, due to the challenging
themes of hatred and discrimination that this lesson focuses on, it is recommended that
you give students a trigger warning about the challenging nature of the subject, frame
the lesson as a continuing conversation, and remind students of their options if they feel
they need to take a break.

1. Begin by informing the students that you will be expanding their knowledge of World War
II (WWII) and the Holocaust by diving into the experiences of one girl, Rywka Lipszyc,
learning about her life in the Lodz ghetto through her own words.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I933WB7qP9-Gapdr_TiMAsFZcN_-12Wj/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kj25rIE5DFe7AsHeY_L70pUxEJrfbLYG5VfFEAP9PDc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kj25rIE5DFe7AsHeY_L70pUxEJrfbLYG5VfFEAP9PDc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bq8TXU4vjRp9cnquNC5uReflRSAhdLXZLHC2R7K0j-Y/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13l5CuJYXjdPsPnFHazKofFmF-1wg9-QPrOw3NWOvgys/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1CKH680T6GZR60OMMxeCrud19UbKqtM2LHrNUtFSA2-o/edit


2. Prompt the students to review what they already know about WWII and the Holocaust to
provide a bridge between their preexisting knowledge and the new knowledge they will
gain in this lesson.

Teaching Tip! It may be helpful to prompt this direction with additional specifics. Some of our
favorites are (1) Write down three facts you think you know and one question you hope to
discover about WWII and the Holocaust, (2) Frame your pre-existing knowledge into four
categories perpetrator, victim, bystander, upstander - what do you already know about WWII
and the Holocaust?

As you debrief with the students, ensure the following three main ideas are reinforced:

● WWII was a global conflict that began when Hitler invaded Poland in 1939 and
will continue until Germany’s surrender in 1945. During WWII, the Holocaust
occurred.

● The Holocaust was the systematic and state-sponsored persecution and murder
of 6 million European Jews by the Nazi German regime and their collaborators.

● The Holocaust occurred because of decisions and policies made focused on hate
deeply rooted in antisemitism, the hatred or prejudice against Jewish people as a
group for being Jewish.

3. To expand the students’ preexisting knowledge and provide background information and
context on Rywka, read Handout 1: A Background on The Jewish Community of Lodz,
The Lodz Ghetto, and Rywka Lipszyc, having students respond to the following
questions: What did you learn about WWII and the Holocaust that you did not already
know? What was the Lodz Ghetto? Who was Rywka?

Teaching Tip! Break the questions into three categories, place the questions on the board, ask
students to write their responses down prior to inviting them to a turn-and-talk, and
subsequently sharing out as a whole class with you (or a student) as a scribe on the board.
Need more scaffolding or have extra time? Break students into pairs or groups of 4 to review
the glossary, and then, read (aloud or silently) and discuss their new knowledge before coming
together in the whole class setting.

Virtual? Simulate the written reflective activity suggested in the Teaching Tip! above by
having students write in the chat or use an app-based response tool, like Flip or Padlet.

As you debrief the history that frames this lesson, guide the conversation to ensure
students have the following main ideas:

● Rywka was a 14-year-old Jewish girl living in the Lodz Ghetto.
● The Lodz Ghetto was one of the first ghettos to be established in Poland with the

goal of separating the Jewish population.
● Rywka’s experiences in the ghetto are typical of many who experienced life in the

ghettos and show the hardships (i.e. starvation, loss, uncertainty, etc.) she faced.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kj25rIE5DFe7AsHeY_L70pUxEJrfbLYG5VfFEAP9PDc/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kj25rIE5DFe7AsHeY_L70pUxEJrfbLYG5VfFEAP9PDc/edit?usp=sharing


4. Now that the students have the historical frame, transition to the broader theme of the
lesson: the concept of home.

Ask the students to reflect on the concept of Rywka seeking a “shelter to call home” with
the following question: What does “home” mean to you? As a class, engage in a
discussion and compile a list of the concepts of home on the board or a document.

Teaching Tip! Make the concepts of home come alive with art - poetry, drawing, song - asking
the students to depict their concept of home through a different medium.

Virtual? Have the students text their thoughts to an app-based software like mentimeter
or Polleverywhere, creating a representative word cloud.

Often the themes that arise from
this activity include the concepts
of home as a safe location,
connected to loved ones,
representative of language or
culture, or a place that provides
basic needs. For students who
have experienced living in
multiple homes due to familial
need or circumstance (i.e.
divorce, immigration, relocation,
etc.), the concept of home can
often be complex and traumatic. Keep this in mind as you dive deeper into the concept.

5. Expand the thinking of this concept by prompting the students with additional questions
to discuss: Why is “home” a subjective concept? Why does Rywka want a “shelter to call
home”?

The concept of “home” is similar to the idea of family; it is unique because no two people
experience the same one, and usually, the concept of home is a result of individual
experiences and societal beliefs (see Did you know?). For Rywka, her current shelter in
the Lodz Ghetto lacks stability, safety, and security - all concepts for her that she
seemingly associates with “home.”

6. With the concept of “home” defined, move to understanding Rywka’s home deeper from
her diary. Have the students read Handout 2: Excerpts from Rywka Lipszyc’s Diary,
responding to discussion questions on Handout 3: Questions on the Diary (and below),
before engaging in a whole class debrief:

● What challenges of living in the ghetto does Rywka write about? How does this
expand your previous knowledge of life in the Lodz Ghetto?

● What aspects of Rywka’s identity are illustrated in her diary? What textual

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bq8TXU4vjRp9cnquNC5uReflRSAhdLXZLHC2R7K0j-Y/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13l5CuJYXjdPsPnFHazKofFmF-1wg9-QPrOw3NWOvgys/edit?usp=sharing


evidence supports this?
● What does it mean to be a young girl living in the ghetto for Rywka? How is this

similar or different from being a young girl today?
● What brought Rywka a sense of inner stability and comfort? How do these ideas

bring Rywka closer to having her own “shelter to call a home”?

The questions above are largely subjective. As you debrief with the students, allow the
discussion to move through the questions until you use the last one as a jumping off
point for the student assignment. Rywka ultimately found comfort and stability in writing
her inner thoughts down in the diary the students read.

7. In fact, Rywka was engaging in
resistance by writing in her
diary and thinking of her future.
She was exerting resistance
through creating hope for
herself in a hopeless situation,
finding a semblance of “home”
in a reality that could be.

Taking this theme of resistance
through hope, have the
students show their knowledge
gained on both the concept of
“home” and historical context of
the time through Rywka by engaging in an assignment (Handout 4: Assignment) that
asks them to either respond to Rywka or write as if they are Rywka.

Teaching Tip! Want to expand the lesson to further dive into the concept of womanhood?
Read an excerpt of the extended essay by Virginia Woolf, first published in September 1929,
called A Room of One's Own, to broaden the connection to Rywka’s desire to have her own
“shelter to call home” and investigate the early ideas of feminism and women’s rights.

Next Steps? History comes alive through primary sources like those seen in this lesson. To
learn about incorporating archival materials into your curriculum or bringing a survivor of
genocide to your classroom through our Speaker’s Bureau Program, contact the JFCS
Holocaust Center (holocaustcenter@jfcs.org).

Supplemental Resources

● Rywka's Diary: The Writings of a Jewish Girl from the Lodz Ghetto was published by the
JFCS Holocaust Center in 2015. To purchase this diary, go here. Please note, if you are
purchasing 50 or more copies, email us at HolocaustCenter@JFCS.org to set up a bulk
purchase order.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1CKH680T6GZR60OMMxeCrud19UbKqtM2LHrNUtFSA2-o/edit?usp=sharing
https://holocaustcenter.jfcs.org/education/survivor-speakers-bureau/
mailto:holocaustcenter@jfcs.org
https://www.amazon.com/Rywkas-Diary-Writings-Jewish-Ghetto/dp/0062389688
mailto:HolocaustCenter@JFCS.org


● For additional context on Rywka, visit Teaching with the Diary to access a timeline, view
oral history clips that enhance Rywka’s story, or view the short film about Rywka here
and the longer version here.

● The Dallas Holocaust and Human Rights Museum published their exhibit, Girl in the
Diary: Searching for Rywka from the Lodz Ghetto, in 3D based on the diary.

https://holocaustcenter.jfcs.org/diary-rywka-lipszyc/rywka/
https://holocaustcenter.jfcs.org/diary-rywka-lipszyc/
https://vimeo.com/88687587
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=KJ8rj7D2ogb
https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=KJ8rj7D2ogb


Glossary

Antisemitism: Beginning in ancient times and continuing to the present day, this is the name for
the hatred or prejudice against Jewish people as a group for being Jewish.

Auschwitz-Birkenau: A complex consisting of concentration, extermination, and labor camps in
Poland. Auschwitz 1 was established in 1940 as a concentration camp. Auschwitz-Birkenau (or
Auschwitz II), the death camp, began operation in 1942.

Bergen Belsen: A concentration camp in Germany that originally opened in 1940 to house
prisoners of war. It was liberated in April 1945 by the British.

Death camp: A facility where victims were killed on a mass industrialized scale and their bodies
burned or buried in mass graves by the Nazi regime and their collaborators. The Nazis operated
six death camps: Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanek, Sobibor, and Treblinka.
These camps are often referred to as extermination camps.

Death marches: In the winter of 1944-1945, when the Allies were closing in on concentration
camps, prisoners were marched hundreds of miles into the German interior to keep them from
falling into Allied hands. No regard was given to food, shelter, sanitation, or rest.

Deportation: In the context of World War II, this is referring to groups of Jews were forcibly
relocated from their homes - to ghettos, labor camps, concentration camps, and extermination
camps.

Final Solution: The “Final Solution for the Jewish Question” often shortened to the Final
Solution is a Nazi regime code-phrase referring to the systematic plan to murder every Jewish
man, woman, and child in Europe.

Ghetto: In the context of World War II and the Holocaust, ghettos were areas of towns and
cities for exclusively Jewish residence.

Holocaust: The systematic and state-sponsored persecution and murder of 6 million European
Jews by the Nazi German regime and their collaborators.

Jewish Council (Judenrat): The council of Jews in ghettos appointed and held responsible for
carrying out directives from the Nazi regime and their collaborators.

Judaism: a monotheistic religion, believing in one god. Individuals may also associate or
identify with Judaism primarily through ethnic or cultural characteristics. Jewish communities
may differ in belief, practice, politics, geography, language, and autonomy.

Lodz Ghetto: The second-largest ghetto in Poland (after the Warsaw ghetto). The ghetto’s
population was deported to Auschwitz in August 1944. It was the last ghetto in Poland to be
liquidated.

Racism: The hatred or prejudice against a person based on their race.
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