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Women in the Resistance during the Holocaust

Educational Resource for Teachers

This educational resource, dedicated to the topic of women in the resistance during the
Holocaust, was developed for teachers interested in developing meaningful ways to help
students become agents of social change, by learning about the Holocaust, and also from the
Holocaust.

This resource invites teachers to engage with the history of the Holocaust through a feminist
lens, with the aim to not only enrich historical understanding among their students, but also to
champion in the classrooms and beyond a worldview that values dignity and justice for all
human beings.

This resource was created in the framework of project CARE - Combating Holocaust Denial
and Distortion through Active Citizenship, Remembrance and Education, coordinated by the
Intercultural Institute Timisoara (Romania) and implemented in partnership with Documenta
(Croatia); Jewish Museum of Greece; CDEC Foundation (Italy); The International Commission
for the Evaluation of the Crimes of the Nazi and Soviet Occupation Regimes in Lithuania; Big
Picture (Poland); Terraforming (Serbia) and The Olga Lengyel Institute for Holocaust Studies
and Human Rights (TOLI). Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s)
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education
and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European Union nor EACEA can be held
responsible for them.
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Why This Topic Matters

The Holocaust represents a historical event of unprecedented violence and dehumanization,
but also a profound rupture of democratic values, the rule of law, and respect for human
dignity. Organizing educational activities with students focused on the various ways people
resisted during this period allows students to move beyond a narrative that portrays victims
solely as passive: it encourages students to engage with questions of agency, responsibility,
moral choice, and solidarity under conditions of extreme oppression.

Women’s experiences and contributions to resistance during the Holocaust have been largely
under-represented or marginalised in mainstream historical narratives. Traditional accounts
have tended to privilege male-dominated leadership, overlooking the many ways in which
women resisted persecution and violence. Bringing women’s stories to the foreground
challenges simplified and gendered understandings of heroism, courage, and political action.
It helps students understand that resistance was not a single, uniform phenomenon, but took
multiple forms shaped by context, opportunity, social roles, and intersecting identities.

Studying women'’s stories of resistance during the Holocaust enables students to explore a
wide spectrum of resistance practices, such as, but not limited to: participation in partisan
groups and armed uprisings; involvement in clandestine networks; spiritual and cultural
resistance; resistance through art; everyday forms of resistance that asserted human dignity
in inhuman conditions.

This plurality of experiences encourages a more nuanced understanding of history and avoids
essentialist representations of both women and resistance. It can help students understand
that not all forms of resistance were overtly defiant, a perspective which helps refine their
reflections on resistance to present injustices. It can also highlight the importance of collective
action, interpersonal trust, and informal networks in confronting injustice.



How to Approach This Topic. Recommendations on Methodology

This educational resource is proposing the educational approach of the topic of Women in the
resistance during the Holocaust as an experiential and reflective learning process. It
encourages active engagement, collaborative inquiry, and critical reflection of the students,
with the aim of developing their understanding of the complexity of Holocaust history, including
a gender perspective, as well as their competences to act in situations of injustice in the
present.

Learner-centred inquiry

Students should be encouraged to actively construct knowledge through questioning,
exploration, and collaborative investigation. Rather than receiving fixed interpretations of
history, they should be invited to engage with historical evidence and personal narratives, and
to formulate their own informed understandings. This approach recognises students as active
participants in the learning process, values their prior knowledge and perspectives, and fosters
autonomy, responsibility, and motivation. By engaging in inquiry-based tasks, students
develop critical thinking skills and a deeper, more meaningful connection to the subject.

Critical analysis of primary and secondary sources

Teachers are encouraged to guide their students in analyzing critically both primary sources,
such as testimonies, diaries, letters, photographs, and secondary sources or representations,
such as articles, biographies, films, books. Students should examine the sources in their
historical context, to consider whose voices are present or absent, and to reflect on how
narratives are constructed and framed. This process helps students understand the complexity
of historical knowledge, identify bias and stereotyping, and recognise the ethical
responsibilities involved in representing the past, particularly in relation to traumatic histories
such as the Holocaust.

Safe space for dialogue and emotional processing

Learning about the Holocaust and women’s resistance can evoke strong emotional responses.
Teachers are invited to create a safe and respectful learning environment in which students
feel able to express thoughts and emotions without fear of judgement. Structured dialogue,
clear facilitation guidelines, and reflective activities support emotional processing and mutual
listening. Establishing such a space enables students to engage with difficult topics in a
thoughtful and responsible way, fostering respect, empathy, and openness to multiple
perspectives while acknowledging emotional responses as a legitimate part of learning.



Examples of Educational Activities

Teachers can address this topic in short-term educational activities, or as a more complex
educational project, depending on various factors, such as the learning aims the teacher has
established for the respective group of students, the available time, the possible synergies
with other educational activities and/or school disciplines, etc.

It is advisable to approach the topic of Women in the Resistance during the Holocaust once
the students have at least a basic understanding about the human rights framework, about
the history of the Holocaust, and about Nazi antisemitic ideology and how it contributed to the
context in which the Holocaust became possible. This will help them better understand
historical events and refine their understanding of human behaviour, but will also help them
grasp the fundamental fact that resisters during the Holocaust were opposing an
unprecedented, systematic, bureaucratic, state-sponsored attempt at persecution and murder
of all Jewish people.

In the examples below, teachers can find a general structure for a longer educational project
dedicated to the topic of Women in the Resistance during the Holocaust, as well as a concrete
proposal for a shorter educational activity. It is recommended that teachers approach these
examples critically and adapt them to correspond to their students and educational contexts.



Example of an Educational Project Structure

> The teacher introduces the topic of resistance during the Holocaust, clarifying that
there were many types of resistance, mentioning a few examples and asking students
if they are familiar with other examples or types of resistance (See Annex). The teacher
also introduces the idea that throughout history women’s stories were often under-
represented and marginalized, and informs students that they will be learning more
about various ways in which women engaged in resistance during the Holocaust. (1-2
hours)

> Students work in groups of 4-5 people to research in depth several biographies of
women who engaged in resistance activities during the Holocaust. A list of resisters’
names can be prepared by the teacher beforehand, as well as a list of suggested
resources. In order to get as much information and a deeper understanding, the
teacher will suggest that students use multiple sources of information. This part can
last from one week to several weeks. If the teacher decides to allocate several weeks
for this part, it is advisable that check-in meetings are organized, in which students
share the stage of their work, ask questions, ask for further guidance or resources, etc.

> Throughout their research, students aim to answer the questions below. The teacher
encourages the students not to make assumptions regarding the life stories they are
researching, but rather to formulate questions about the aspects they cannot find clear
information about.

o What was this person’s life like before the Holocaust? How did it change during
the Holocaust?

o In what way can her actions be included in the category of resistance? Were
they extraordinary actions, or everyday actions, or both? What was she
resisting against?

o What was the context for her actions? Did she act alone or in collaboration with
others?

o How was her gender a factor in her actions? How did the fact that she was a
woman help, or how was this a barrier?

What dilemmas was she faced with, and what decisions did she make?

What do you think were some of her inner resources that helped her make
these decisions? Think about values, attitudes, skills, knowledge and critical
understanding (You can use this list as inspiration:
https://www.coe.int/en/web/reference-framework-of-competences-for-
democratic-culture/model).

o Inwhat ways do you think we could develop these inner resources in ourselves,
in general? Think about yourself, your colleagues, your friends, but also the
people in your community, in your city, and about society in general.

o What situations of injustice can you think of, in the present, that we could
oppose / resist in meaningful and effective ways?

o What are some decisions we can make in this regard? What are some actions
we can take?

> Students prepare presentations for their colleagues. These can take the form of, or be
accompanied by, creative outputs such as podcasts, visual art, creative writing, digital
storytelling, etc. (This part can take one-two weeks)
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> The groups present in front of the whole classroom. This can be done during the school
hours or as an extra-curricular meeting.
> After the presentations, the teacher organizes a reflection activity based on the
following questions:
o What similarities can you find between the stories of these women? What
aspects are different from one story to another?
o What aspects that you learned about women’s experiences in the resistance
during the Holocaust made a strong impression on you, and why?
What surprised you from everything that you learned?
What are some aspects that you would like to learn more about?
In what ways do you think the history of women during the Holocaust is similar
to the history of women in other stages of history? In what ways do you think it
is different? Think of periods before the Holocaust and after, including today.
> Optionally, after the reflection activity the students are given the opportunity to refine
their presentations and organize a public presentation event, in the presence of other
students in the school, teachers, parents and a wider local audience.
> Depending on the students’ age, their previous knowledge, or the time available, this
project can last from several weeks to several months.



Example of an Educational Activity

>

The teacher organizes the students into small groups and distributes to each group
one of the short biographies below.

After reading, each group discusses based on the following questions:
o In which forms of resistance was this woman involved?
o What motivated her to resist? Which values of beliefs guided her choices to join
the resistance movement?
What risks did she face, and how did gender affect this risk?
How was women's resistance different from that of men in the context of WWII?

The teacher asks the groups to share with the whole class what they discussed and
what answers they found.

The students go back to a second round of discussions in the same groups, based on
the following questions:
o What forms of violation of human rights and other injustices require resistance
today?
o What values does a person need in order to be an upstander in these
situations? Are these the same values as those women needed during WWII?
Who are women resisters in your local community or in the world today?
What forms of resistance are available to women today?



Biographies

Faye Schulman

Faye Schulman was born to a large orthodox Jewish family in November 1919 in Lenin,
Poland. On August 14th, 1942, a year after German troops invaded Soviet-occupied Poland,
they killed the last 1,850 Jews from the Lenin ghetto. Only 27 were spared, as their skills were
helpful to the invaders. The survivors included shoemakers, carpenters, tailors, blacksmiths,
a barber, and a young photographer named Faigel Lazebnik, who, later in marriage, would
become known as Faye Schulman. The Germans ordered Faye to develop their photographs
of the massacre. Of which she secretly made copies for herself. During a partisan raid, Faye
fled to the forests and joined the Molotava Brigade, a partisan group. During the following two
years, she took over a hundred photographs. Her photos show a rare side of partisan activity.
She used photography as a form of resistance by collecting proof of German cruelty and the
Jews’ determination to fight back. She states, "I want people to know that there was
resistance. Jews did not go like sheep to the slaughter. | was a photographer. | have pictures.
| have proof." When speaking about gender roles and relations in her partisan unit, Faye said:
“Gender was not a major issue in our group. We didn't think in terms of men and women, boys
and girls. We treated each other as equals. There were no special privileges for women; we
were all partisans and we knew that death in war did not spare anyone. Certainly in battle,
there was no differentiation between men and women.”

Sara Fortis

Sara Fortis, born Sarika Yehoshua in 1927 in a small town named Chalkis, is a former Greek-
Israeli resistance member. Even though the family identified themselves as Greek, they
practiced aspects of their Jewish faith. When the Germans arrived in her hometown in 1941,
Sara knew that they would be deported by the Nazis and therefore couldn’t stay. Sara and her
mother fled their home and took refuge in a small village of Kuturla. Leaving her mother in the
village, Sara was offered the opportunity to join the resistance and become an “andarte”
(guerrilla resistance fighter). As she wanted to play a significant role in the group, she decided
to recruit other women who wanted to fight. Sara formed a group of female partisans, which
soon became essential to the resistance movement. The male partisans were impressed by
their skills and invited Sara’s female resistance group to join in on their missions. However,
sexism prevented Sara’s unit from getting the respect they deserved, as the male fighters
were usually given credit for missions completed by the women. Despite the lack of
recognition, Sara became a well-known and well-respected figure in the andartes movement
in Greece, during which she was known as “Kapetenissa [Captain] Sarika”.



Hanna Levy-Hass

Hanna Levy-Hass was born on 18 March 1913 in Sarajevo and grew up in a Jewish-Yugoslav
family. She studied Roman languages and started working as a language teacher in school.
She lost her job in 1941, when the Independent State of Croatia was founded, because of her
Jewish origin, and soon after, she joined the Yugoslav partisans and actively participated in
the resistance. When the Nazis occupied Montenegro in July 1943, Hanna was not safe there
anymore. She was arrested by the Gestapo in February 1944 and deported to the Bergen-
Belsen concentration camp. In the camp, Hanna used her experience as a teacher and
organized a “secret school,” and she took care of the children. In her diary, which was written
in the camp, she wrote: “I have taken on the task of looking after the children. There are 110
children of different ages in our barrack, from three-year-old toddlers to 14- and 15-year-old
boys and girls.” The trained teacher describes the difficulties faced by this illegal “school” in
the camp: “Working without a book is not easy. [...] The children are wild, disinhibited, starved.
They feel that their life has taken an extraordinary turn, and they react instinctively and
brutally.” Such secret “schools” existed in several concentration camps. Prisoners tried to help
each other in this way and to create a daily routine amidst all the violence and misery.

Olga Lengyel

Olga Lengyel was born in 1908 in Cluj, present-day Romania, into a Hungarian-Jewish family.
She received a solid education and was trained in the medical field, later working as a surgical
assistant alongside her husband at their sanatorium. After the German occupation of Hungary
in 1944, Olga, her husband, and their two young sons were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau.
Because of her medical experience and practice, Olga worked as a nurse in the camp. This
position gave her more freedom to move and to be active, and allowed her to get involved in
several forms of resistance. She participated in underground prisoner networks, helping to
relay information about camp conditions and the fate of deportees, strengthening
communication among inmates, and sustaining morale. Through these same networks, she
assisted in logistical resistance, including the discreet movement of messages and the
handling of smuggled materials later used in sabotage actions connected to the
Sonderkommando uprising in 1944, during which prisoners succeeded in blowing up
Crematorium IV at Birkenau. Even small acts, such as sharing medical supplies, shielding
prisoners from selections when possible, or preserving evidence of crimes, carried lethal risk
and constituted deliberate defiance of the SS regime.



Annex: Types of Resistance

Teachers are encouraged to present resistance as plural and contextual. Examples of most
well-known resistance categories include, but are not limited to:
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Armed Resistance (Partisans)

o Women who fought as partisans in forests and underground units across
Eastern and Western Europe.
Other Forms of Armed Resistance
o Women who contributed to uprisings in ghettos (e.g., Warsaw Ghetto Uprising)
and resistance movements in concentration camps.
Rescue and Relief
o Women who hid, transported, or cared for Jews and other persecuted persons.
Spiritual / Cultural Resistance
o Women who engaged in maintaining religious rituals, clandestine education,
etc.
Resistance through Artistic Expression
o Women who kept diaries, made drawings, wrote poetry, created music or
theatrical performances as forms of self-assertion and documentation.
Domestic / Everyday Resistance
o  Women who undertook acts of defiance in daily life, such as sharing food or
aiding neighbours.



