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Overview
In this lesson, students will develop a greater understanding of 
the link between testimony and artistic expression. By analyzing 
excerpts from The Children of Willesden Lane and pieces of 
artistic expression from genocide survivors, students will build 
upon their sense of empathy, historical understanding, and 
discipline-specific literacies. Throughout the lesson, students 
will analyze clips of testimony and different forms of artistic 
expression through the lens of perseverance and resilience. As 
students build on their understanding, they will reflect on how 
they have used forms of artistic expression to persevere. Finally, 
students will apply what they have learned by researching 
and reflecting on modern examples of artistic expression as a 
form of testimony from people belonging to groups who have 
experienced oppression.

Target Audience
Middle School and High School

Lesson Duration
Two class periods of 60–90 minutes

Enduring Understandings
 � Artistic representation offers valuable insight into 
understanding traumatic experiences such as genocide. 

 � Stories of resilience, hope, and perseverance provide 
important historical context for future generations. 

 � Connecting testimonies with personal experience is 
critical for building empathy and connections from the 
past to present.

Testimony and  
Artistic Expression

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

 � How can personal 
testimony inform our 
understanding of 
historical events?

 � What role does 
artistic expression 
play as a form of 
testimony?

 � How can the themes 
of perseverance and 
resilience found in 
artistic expression 
connect to your life?

Lesson Plan
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Background Information/Links
The Children of Willesden Lane
The Children of Willesden Lane is a powerful memoir of music, 
hope, and survival set in Europe during the Holocaust. In the 
book, authors Mona Golabek and Lee Cohen tell the story of Lisa 
Jura, Golabek’s mother. In 1938, 14-year-old Lisa was an amazing 
young musician who dreamed of becoming a concert pianist. 
When Hitler’s army invaded the family’s hometown of Vienna, 
Austria, Lisa’s parents made the difficult decision to send her 
to London as part of the Kindertransport, a rescue mission that 
took nearly 10,000 Jewish children to safety in Britain. There, 
separated from her family, Lisa built a community with other 
refugees in a children’s hostel on Willesden Lane and fought to 
realize her dreams against a backdrop of war, loss, and despair. 
Her music became a lifeline—not only for herself, but also for 
those around her—and helped form a web of support and 
connection that enabled people of all ages to maintain hope, 
endure tragedy, and rebuild their lives.

Kindertransport

Kindertransport, a German term meaning children’s transport, 
was the informal name of a series of rescue efforts that brought 
thousands of Jewish refugee children to Great Britain from 
Nazi-held lands between 1938 and 1940. After Kristallnacht, an 
organized massacre of German Jews, the British government 
eased immigration restrictions to allow children under the age 
of 17 to enter Great Britain from Germany and German-annexed 
territories (including Austria and Czechoslovakia). Private citizens 
or organizations had to guarantee payment for each child's care, 
education, and eventual emigration from Britain. In return, the 
British government agreed to allow unaccompanied refugee 
children to enter the country on temporary travel visas. It was 
understood that parents or guardians could not accompany 
the children, but once the war ended, the children would 
return to their families. The last transport from Germany left on 
September 1, 1939, just as World War II began. The last transport 
from the Netherlands left for Britain on May 14, 1940, the same 
day that the Dutch army surrendered to German forces. In all, 
the rescue operation brought about 9,000–10,000 children from 
Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Poland to Great Britain. 
Some 7,500 of these children were Jewish. Many children from 
the children's transport program became citizens of Great 

Handouts
 � See Think Wonder 

Handout

 � The Children Of 
Willesden Lane 
Excerpts (with room  
for student notes)

 � Step Inside Guiding 
Questions Handout 
(two per page)

 � Chalk Talk 
Instructions

 � Testimony as Artistic 
Expression Step 
Inside Questions

 � Artistic Expression 
Compare and 
Contrast Handout

 � Art as Testimony 
Personal Reflection 
Handout

 � Modern Artistic 
Expression Handout
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Britain, or emigrated to Israel, the United States, Canada, and 
Australia. Most of them would never again see their parents, 
many of whom had been murdered during the Holocaust.

Procedure
Ask

1    The teacher will begin the lesson by inviting students to 
participate in a visible thinking routine that will help them 
create their own questions and begin considering the role of 
artistic expression and testimony. To begin, distribute copies 
of the handout called See, Think, Wonder.

2    Using art from Holocaust survivor Samul Willenburg as a 
question focus, students will take a moment to reflect by 
writing the following on their handout.

 � See: what do you see in the image?

 � Think: what do you think about what you see?

 � Wonder: what do you wonder about?

3   As students begin, project an image of the sculpture on the board and provide about two 
minutes for students to complete each section of the handout. As the class begins to finish 
writing, explain that they will now take a moment to share their reflections and observations. 
Be sure to take time for students to share from each of the three sections in order to help 
make connections and develop questions.

4   As students discuss, share with the class that the name of the piece of art is “A Father 
Helping His Son Take Off His Shoes” and that it was created from an eyewitness account 
of a Holocaust survivor. It will be important to help students see the piece of art as a form 
of testimony, and that for many survivors, commemorating and memorializing their 
experience in the Holocaust becomes possible through art rather than words. To help 
students make this connection, provide students time to discuss the following questions.

 � How might the act of creating a form of artistic expression from this eye-witness account 
demonstrate perseverance and resilience?

 � Why do you think Samul Willlenburg used the artistic medium of sculpting to convey his 
eye-witness account?

5   Next, explain that students are going to be analyzing pieces of artistic expression from 
genocide survivors and working to understand the transformative nature of art and answer 
the question, What role does artistic expression play as a form  
of testimony?
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Analyze
1    After hearing student reflections on an example of art as 

testimony, the teacher will introduce and guide the class 
to the themes of resilience and perseverance that can be 
found in the testimony and art from genocide survivors.

2    To help introduce these themes, students will learn more 
about the Kindertransport. To begin, the teacher will ask 
students what they know about the Kindertransport. After 
listening to students share what they know or are unfamiliar 
with, the teacher will provide a brief overview and explain 
that the class will be analyzing excerpts from the book 
The Children of Willesden Lane. The teacher will provide 
context by explaining that the book is about a teenage girl 
and Holocaust survivor named Lisa Jura who was sent on a 
Kindertransport. The book, as a form of artistic expression, 
can serve as an important case study in closely examining the 
themes of resilience and perseverance during the Holocaust.

3    After introducing the book to students, explain that they will 
now analyze the historical background of the Kindertransport 
and several excerpts from The Children of Willesden Lane.

4    To help analyze the text excerpts, students will take part 
in an activity that helps them use perspective taking to 
collaboratively understand the themes of perseverance and 
resilience in artistic forms of testimony. Remind students 
of the essential questions about the connections between 
art as testimony and that the focus of the activity is to find 
examples of perseverance and resilience.

5   Distribute copies of the Step Inside handout, one for each student. Before starting, be sure 
that copies of the excerpts from the text are stationed around the room. It may be helpful to 
print out the excerpts and attach them to chart paper on the wall for students  
to write on.

6   Next, display the directions on the board and instruct students that they will be moving 
around the room to analyze the excerpts. To do so, students will read the excerpt and, 
without talking, and use the space around the excerpt to write their thoughts using some 
of the Step Inside prompts from their handout. Explain to students that this is meant to 
be a silent, yet collaborative activity, in which they will rotate to read other excerpts and 
reflections before writing their own.
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7    As students are reading and writing, rotate around the 
room gathering feedback from students by reading their 
reflections from the text. After students have finished 
reading and sharing their own thoughts, take a few 
moments to discuss a few of the essential questions.

 �  How can personal testimony inform our understanding 
of historical events?

 �  What role does artistic expression play as a form  
of testimony?

8    To help the class make connections, debrief with students 
the importance of works of young adult literature like 
The Children of Willesden Lane in helping document the 
struggle of genocide survivors.

Apply
1    To help apply what students have learned about artistic 

expression, perseverance, and the centrality of art as 
testimony, post the quote from Lisa Jura’s mother at the train 
station when she says goodbye to Lisa and tells her to “Hold 
on to your music.”

2   Invite the students to discuss the meaning of the quote based on their understanding of the 
historical context and excerpts they just read. Help guide students’ understanding that Lisa 
used her music as a tool for perseverance and resilience in the face of extreme distress and 
challenging circumstances.

3   Next, explain that the USC Shoah Foundation has collected videotaped testimonies of 
genocide survivors where they share their experience and how artistic expression has played 
a role in survival and remembrance. Before showing the clips of testimony, explain to students 
that they will be using the Step Inside protocol again to deepen their understanding of 
artistic expression and testimony. Distribute the Testimony as Artistic Expression Step Inside 
Questions and the Artistic Expression Compare and Contrast graphic organizer to each 
student. With the handout, consider posing the following guiding questions:

 � How does the survivor's choice of artistic expression serve as a form of testimony?

 � How can the themes of perseverance and resilience be found in their forms of  
artistic expression?

4   Students will examine clips of testimony from the following survivors:

 � Elise Taft: Importance of writing about genocide 

 � Judith Goldstein: Songs learned while living in the ghetto 

 � Yehudah Bakon: Drawings as reflections from time in the concentration camps 

https://iwitness.usc.edu/sfi/Watch.aspx?testimonyID=56485&segmentNumber=0&returnIndex=0&contentView=1&pg=2
https://iwitness.usc.edu/sfi/BrowseTopics.aspx
https://iwitness.usc.edu/sfi/BrowseTopics.aspx
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5    Before watching each clip, share with students each 
individual’s short biography. Then, as students watch the 
clips of testimony, they will use the Testimony as Artistic 
Expression Step Inside Questions to highlight the ways in 
which the speakers share their different experiences through 
a variety of artistic mediums.  

Note: it may be helpful to show a clip a second time to 
ensure that students have captured all  
the information. 

6    When students have analyzed the three clips of testimony, 
take a moment to allow students to compare and contrast 
the artistic mediums used by each survivor using the Artistic 
Expression Compare and Contrast graphic organizer. As 
students begin, it may be helpful to the guiding questions. 

 �  How does the survivor's choice of artistic expression 
serve as a form of testimony?

 �  How can the themes of perseverance and resilience be 
found in their forms of artistic expression?

7   Provide students with time to debrief by facilitating a discussion on the different experiences for 
each survivor and how artistic expression has served as a form of a testimony. 

8   Next, students will consider the essential question “How can the themes of perseverance 
and resilience found in artistic expression connect to your life?” To help facilitate the activity, 
students will apply what they have learned by analyzing and reflecting on the quote from 
Mona Golabek about the power of music (artistic expression) and resilience “If you have 
something to hold on to in the darkest of times, you will make it through.”  

9   Introduce the exercise to the class by explaining that students should consider the story of Lisa 
Jura and the forms of artistic expression from the three clips of testimony to apply the themes 
of resilience and perseverance to their own lives. To help students capture their thoughts, 
distribute the Art as Testimony Personal Reflection handout. Students will complete a personal 
reflection that asks them to consider how music, poetry, literature, or any other form of artistic 
expression has helped carry them through a challenging time in their life.  

Note: The artistic expression does not need to be something that the student created. 

Act
1   Students will use their new knowledge to research contemporary works of artistic expression 

that serve as testimony for individual/collective agency in the face of oppression.  
Note: one example could be Black Lives Matter murals that have been created in many cities.
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2   Distribute copies of the Modern Artistic Expression and Testimony handout for students to 
use while researching.

3   After notetaking the theme and context of the piece of artistic expression, students will write an 
article that explains the context of the work and the connection between art and testimony.

4   To extend the work, students could advocate for their school/community to visit or bring an 
exhibit to their area. Students may also write to the creator of the work and create an open 
dialogue about the themes of the work and contemporary issues specific groups face today.

5   If time allows, you may choose to engage students in discussing the role testimony as artistic 
expression plays as a catalyst for social movements and their role in public spaces.

Connections 

Connect to Student Lives Connect to Contemporary 
Events

Connect to the Future

Students will read excerpts 
from The Children of Willesden 
Lane and view clips of 
testimony from genocide 
survivors to understand the role 
art plays in sharing testimony. 
Students will then reflect on 
the impact artistic expression 
has in conveying the themes 
of perseverance and resilience 
in their own lives and the 
experiences of others. 

Students will analyze primary 
and secondary sources to 
document contemporary 
examples of artistic  
expression as testimony  
in the face of oppression. 

As students investigate 
contemporary works 
of testimony as artistic 
expression, students will 
analyze current events and 
trace the impact of historical 
events on the understanding 
of the present and the future. 

National Standards
College, Career & Civic Life C3 Framework for Social Studies Standards 

D2.Civ.7.6.8 Apply civic virtues and democratic principles in school and community settings.

D4.2.6-8 Construct explanations using reasoning, correct sequence, examples, and details  
with relevant information and data, while acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses  
of the explanations.

D.4.4.6-8 Draw on multiple disciplinary lenses to analyze how a specific problem can manifest 
itself at local, regional, and global levels over time, identifying its characteristics and causes, and 
the challenges and opportunities faced by those trying to address the problem.
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D.4.7.6-8 Assess their individual and collective capabilities to take action to address local, regional, 
and global problems, taking into account a range of possible levers of power, strategies, and 
potential outcomes.

D.4.8.6-8 Apply a range of deliberative and democratic procedures to make decisions and take 
action in their classrooms and schools, and in out-of-school civic contexts.

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts

RI.8.10 By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction at the high end of the 
grades 6–8 text complexity band independently and proficiently.

SL.8.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 8 topics, texts, and issues, building on others' ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

SL.8.2 Analyze the purpose of information presented in diverse media and formats (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively, orally) and evaluate the motives (e.g., social, commercial, political) behind  
its presentation.

SL.8.4 Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in a focused, coherent manner 
with relevant evidence, sound valid reasoning, and well-chosen details; use appropriate eye 
contact, adequate volume, and clear pronunciation.

W.8.9 Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection,  
and research.
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Survivor Biographies

Elise Hagopian Taft was born in 1906 in the city 
of Bandirma in Western Turkey, near the Sea of 
Marmara. In 1915, Elise and her immediate family 
of five were targeted by the Ottoman government 
and forcibly displaced from their home to the Syrian 
Desert, along with many other Armenian exiles 
across the Ottoman Empire. In her testimony, Elise 
reflects on how she and her family were transported 
by train through the interior of Turkey, then they 
were made to walk on foot for the rest of the 
journey. She describes the hardships both she and 
her family endured while in transit—the death of 
her four-year-old sister, the inhospitable conditions 
that pervaded the death march, and the endless 
abuse those around her suffered at the hands of 
government soldiers. After surviving through these 
experiences, Elise experienced another threat to her 
life in September of 1922 in Smyrna(Izmir, Turkey). 
Elise survived, the event known as The Great Fire 
of Smyrna, as she was saved by American rescuers. 
Elise was then relocated to Greece. She eventually 
immigrated to the United States and would publish 
her memoir titled Rebirth: the Story of an Armenian 
girl who survived the Genocide and found Rebirth in 
America. As a mother to sons, she was determined 
to preserve and share her experiences with future 
generations. Her interview took place on April 23, 
1984 in Syracuse, New York. 

Judith Goldstein, daughter of Chaim and Yetta 
Shapiro, was born on October 11, 1932, in Vilna, 
Poland (now Vilnius, Lithuania). Chaim was a 
mechanical engineer and Yetta was a clothing 
designer. Judith had an older brother, Meir. As a 
child, Judith attended public school. On September 
1, 1939, German forces invaded Poland. Later that 
month, the Soviet Union occupied Eastern Poland, 
including the region of Vilna. The city remained 
under Soviet occupation until June 1941, when 
the German army occupied Vilna. Life changed 
dramatically after the German occupation of 
Vilna. Judith’s family, along with the other Jews 
in the city, were forced to live in the Vilna ghetto. 
Judith was in the ghetto from September 1941 
through October 1943. Judith was then sent to 

concentration camps in Nazi-occupied Poland. She 
spent the remainder of the war in concentration 
camps, and was liberated by Soviet Armed Forces. 
Judith’s mother and brother survived the war. 
Judith lived in displaced persons’ camps until 1949, 
when she emigrated to the United States. She met 
and married her husband, Harry, and they had two 
daughters. This interview was conducted on June 
30, 1995, in New Rochelle, New York.

Yehudah Bakon son of Esther and Israel, was 
born on July 28, 1929, in Moravská Ostrava, 
Czechoslovakia. Yehudah grew up in a lower-
middle class family, and had two older sisters, 
Rivkah and Hani. After the German occupation of 
Czechoslovakia in 1939, conditions deteriorated and 
restrictions for Jews increased. In 1942, Yehudah 
and his family deported to the Theresienstadt 
camp-ghetto. There, Yehudah was put in a youth 
barrack where he was taught by former university 
professors. These classes were illegal. Yehudah 
learned from Otto Ungar and Leo Haas, artists who 
encouraged Yehudah to pursue his “special gift.” 
Towards the end of 1943, Yehudah and his family 
were deported to the Auschwitz camp complex in 
Nazi-occupied Poland. Upon arrival, Yehudah was 
placed in a block for children under 14 years old. 
Yehudah was one of about 80 young boys kept 
alive for forced labor. Yehudah transported wood 
and ashes throughout the camp. When Auschwitz 
was evacuated in mid-January of 1945, Yehudah 
was sent on a death march that took him to the 
Blechhammer, Mauthausen and Gunskirchen 
concentration camps. Yehudah was liberated at 
Gunskirchen by the American Army. After the war, 
Yehudah emigrated to Israel, where he became an 
artist. Yehudah was a witness at the Eichmann Trial. 
This interview was conducted on December 26, 
1996, in Jerusalem, Israel.
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See Think Wonder

What do you see in this sculpture?

Be sure to only make observations  
of what you see.

What connections can you make  
to prior knowledge?

Be sure to make inferences about what  
you think is happening.

What questions to do you have?

List as many questions as you can that come  
to mind when you see this sculpture.

See, Think, Wonder
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I am thinking of “perseverance” from the perspective of Lisa Jura.

What can this person see, observe, or notice? 

What might this person know, understand, hold true, or believe? 

What might this person care deeply about? 

What might this person wonder about or question?

Step Inside Guiding Questions 

Step Inside Guiding Questions 

I am thinking of “perseverance” from the perspective of Lisa Jura.

What can this person see, observe, or notice? 

What might this person know, understand, hold true, or believe? 

What might this person care deeply about? 

What might this person wonder about or question?



STUDENT HANDOUT

www.TeachingWithTestimony.com 12

Chalk Talk Instructions

Share your thoughts without speaking by writing on the paper.

Everyone gets a chance to be “heard.”

Rotate to the next text excerpt when signaled.

You may comment, elaborate, question, and politely disagree with what you read from others. 

You may not criticize with the intent to offend someone else’s thoughts or words.

Use may draw or use symbols when appropriate.

Remember to use your Step Inside guiding questions to help reflect on Lisa’s experience as you read.
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Speaker #1 Speaker #2 Speaker #3

Form of Expression?

From the  
perspective of?

What can this  
person see,  
observe, or notice?

What might this 
person know, 
understand, hold  
true, or believe?

What might this 
person care  
deeply about?

What might this 
person wonder  
about or question?

Step Inside Guiding Questions 
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Directions: After viewing clips of testimony, use the Venn diagram below to 
compare and contrast the survivors’ experiences and use of artistic expression as a 
form of testimony.

Artistic Expression Compare and Contrast

Source 1

Source 2 Source 3
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Art as Testimony 
Personal Reflection

Directions: After analyzing examples of artistic expression as testimony and exploring the themes of 
perseverance and resilience, take a moment to reflect on your own connections to these themes. To do this, 
consider the following quote from Mona Golabek:

“If you have something to hold on to in the darkest of times, you will make it through.”

In space below, reflect on how forms of artistic expression have helped guide you through a difficult 
experience. Examples may include forms of art that you have created yourself such as poetry, painting, 
singing, etc. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Modern Artistic Expression

Artist Name(s):

Name of Work:

Form of Artistic Expression:

Context: 

Reflection Questions:

 � What is the topic or context of the work of art?

 � How is the theme of perseverance or resilience displayed?

 � Why do you think this form of artistic expression was used?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 3—"The Goodbye" | pages 26–28

Excerpt 
begins
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 3—"The Goodbye" | pages 26–28
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 3—"The Goodbye" | pages 26–28

Excerpt 
ends
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 10—"The Reunion" | pages 100–102

Excerpt 
begins
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 10—"The Reunion" | pages 100–102
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 10—"The Reunion" | pages 100–102

Excerpt 
ends
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 14—"Bombing of the Hostel" | pages 140–143

Excerpt 
begins
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 14—"Bombing of the Hostel" | pages 140–143
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 14—"Bombing of the Hostel" | pages 140–143
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 14—"Bombing of the Hostel" | pages 140–143

Excerpt 
ends
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 26—"Lisa’s Debut" | pages 264–267

Excerpt 
begins
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 26—"Lisa’s Debut" | pages 264–267
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 26—"Lisa’s Debut" | pages 264–267
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The Children of Willesden Lane Chapter 26—"Lisa’s Debut" | pages 264–267

Excerpt 
ends


