
Teaching and Learning About Human 
Rights Atrocities and Genocide: 

The Holodomor in Ukraine

High School Lessons

•	 What were the causes of the Holodomor?
•	 What were the consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families?
•	 How did the Holodomor change communities?
•	 What should all people in Canada understand about the Holodomor?
•	 What information and evidence are the most useful for describing why the Holodomor is a human rights atrocity 

and genocide?
•	 What are the patterns used by governments, organizations, and people who attempt to deny that the Holodomor 

was genocide?
•	 How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine? 
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What were the consequences of the 
Holodomor for individuals and families?

Lesson Question	 What were the consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families?

Lesson Challenge	 Identify powerful words, phrases, or quotes that describe the significant consequences of the 
Holodomor for individuals and families.

Lesson Summary	 Students examine the consequences of genocide and human rights atrocities for individuals 
and families by exploring primary sources from the Holodomor. Using the criteria of 
historical significance, students describe the impacts of these consequences for Holodomor 
survivors. Students identify and select powerful words, phrases, or quotes that describe the 
significant consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families.

Lesson Materials

Activity Sheet A: Thinking About the Consequences of the Holodomor (one copy for each 
student)

Briefing Sheet A: Testimony of Dmytro Zapishnyi (at least one copy for each pair of 
students)

Activity Sheet B: Examining the Significance of the Consequences of the Holodomor (at 
least one copy for each pair of students)

Important Considerations
This lesson might be best offered after students have explored the causes of the Holodomor.

This lesson features testimonies of survivors of the Holodomor and historical and contemporary consequences of 
human rights violations, genocide, and war. Please be mindful that these topics may connect to the experiences 
of many students. When preparing the class to engage thoughtfully with past and present human rights atrocities, 
consider the approaches offered in the following resource:

•	 “Trauma-Informed Teaching and Learning” https://www.ctf-fce.ca/wp-content/uploads/​2022/​
07/Trauma-Informed-Teaching-Learning-EN.pdf

Additional resources to support students’ understanding of cause and consequence and historical 
significance—the historical thinking concepts used in this lesson—can be found at the following 
webpage:

•	 “Thinking About History” https://tc2.ca/resources/history
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Suggested Activities

Start the Thinking

1.	 Organize students into pairs. Provide each pair with a copy of Briefing 
Sheet A (Testimony of Dmytro Zapishnyi) and provide each student with 
a copy of Activity Sheet A (Thinking About the Consequences of the 
Holodomor). Briefly explain that the briefing sheet features the testimony 
from someone who survived the Holodomor. Inform students that before 
survivors gave their testimonies, many lived for years—sometimes 
decades—without sharing what had happened to them. Telling a story of 
surviving genocide means remembering immense loss, fear, and trauma, 
but these testimonies now serve as a powerful remembrance, a powerful 
opportunity for learning, and a powerful warning.

2.	 Prompt pairs to read the testimony and to identify any particularly 
meaningful words, phrases, or quotes from the testimony that describe 
consequences of the Holodomor. These words, phrases, or quotes can be 
recorded in the first row of Activity Sheet A. Alternatively, students could 
view the recorded testimony using the link provided on the activity sheet.

3.	 Invite students to share their selected words, phrases, or quotes. As they 
share, encourage them to describe what Dmytro’s story reveals about the 
consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families.

4.	 Introduce the lesson question and briefly explain that the lesson challenge 
is to choose compelling words, phrases, or quotes that describe the 
significant consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families. 
Guide students back to Activity Sheet A and encourage them to reflect 
on Dmytro’s story and to note any words, phrases, or quotes that help 
describe significant consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and 
families in the second row of Activity Sheet A.

Grow the Thinking

1.	 Guide students back to the second row of Activity Sheet A and the words, 
phrases, or quotes that describe the consequences of the Holodomor for 
individuals and families. Prompt students to identify any ideas that might 
be combined or grouped together and described.

2.	 Invite pairs to share their thinking with the class. As they share, use their 
suggestions to co-develop or present the following categories of impacts 
and consequences of human rights atrocities and genocide:
•	 loss of property and livelihood
•	 family disruption
•	 displacement and loss of community
•	 physical health consequences
•	 psychological and emotional trauma

Teaching and Learning About Human Rights Atrocities 	 2	 The Critical Thinking Consortium 
and Genocide: The Holodomor in Ukraine



3.	 Provide each pair with a copy of Activity Sheet B (Examining the 
Significance of the Consequences of the Holodomor). Guide students’ 
attention to the first row in the activity sheet and the selected words from 
Dmytro’s story that match the category of family disruption. Prompt pairs 
to note any other evidence from Dmytro’s story that might correspond 
with other categories of consequences of human rights atrocities and 
genocide.

4.	 Invite pairs to share their decisions and thinking with the class. As students 
share, lead a discussion about how the details from survivor testimonies 
can help us understand the significance of the Holodomor using questions 
such as the following:
•	 What aspects of this individual’s story can help us better understand the 

broader human consequences of the Holodomor?
•	 What might the words, phrases, or quotes from the source tell us about 

the depth of the impacts and consequences of the Holodomor?
•	 What might the source reveal about the breadth or scope of the 

consequences?
•	 How might these consequences have affected people after the event?

5.	 Ask students to revisit the first row of Activity Sheet A and to note 
any particularly meaningful words, phrases, or quotes from the source 
testimony that help describe the impacts of the Holodomor.

6.	 Guide students to the right-hand column of Activity Sheet B. Invite pairs 
to decide which of the criteria for significance best matches the evidence 
from the source in the first row of the activity sheet. Remind students 
that they are not rating the significance, but instead using the criteria for 
historical significance to help describe the important consequences that are 
described in survivor testimony. Encourage pairs to share their decisions 
and thinking with the class.

7.	 Ask students to revisit the second row of Activity Sheet A, this time noting 
any words, phrases, or quotes that help describe significant consequences 
of the Holodomor for individuals and families. These words, phrases, or 
quotes can be from the source or others that students suggest.

8.	 To further grow students’ understanding of the consequences for 
individuals and families, provide students with at least one additional copy 
of Activity Sheet B and follow at least one of these steps:
•	 Assign or ask students to select at least one of the sources included in 

the Holodomor Source Collection: Impacts on Individuals found at 
https://tc2.ca/holodomor

•	 Ask students to explore at least one additional testimony included in the 
Ukrainian Canadian Research and Documentation Centre’s collection of 
survivor testimonies: https://www.holodomorsurvivors.ca/Survivors.html

•	 Remind students to follow the same steps used in this part of the lesson 
to note evidence in the appropriate categories of consequences, and 
then to describe what the evidence reveals about the significance of 
consequences of the Holodomor.
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Reflect on the Thinking

1.	 Invite students to share words, phrases, or quotes collected from sources. 
As they share, guide a discussion about how each reveals the depth, scope, 
or lasting nature of the Holodomor’s consequences. Note these ideas on 
the board or digitally to build a shared pool of evidence and encourage 
students to look for connections across testimonies, identifying recurring 
themes, emotions, or patterns of consequences.

2.	 Inform students that they will now use the ideas and details they have 
gathered from survivor testimonies to identify or create the powerful 
words or phrases that describe the consequences of the Holodomor for 
individuals and families. Suggest that the criteria for powerful words or 
phrases could include the following:
•	 relevant: Powerful words and images are relevant to the question or 

topic.
•	 meaningful: Powerful words and images help communicate important 

ideas or concepts about the question or topic.
•	 memorable: Powerful words and images can be emotionally impactful 

and easily remembered.

3.	 Prompt students to note their words in the second row of Activity Sheet 
A. After students have identified at least two or three words or phrases, 
ask students to use the criteria to provide feedback to a partner about their 
initial choice of phrases and quotes.
•	 Encourage students to use this feedback to guide their final selection of 

a phrase or quote that describes the depth, breadth, and duration of the 
consequences experienced by those who lived through the Holodomor. 
If necessary, students could return to any of the source materials used 
in the lesson to identify more meaningful phrases or quotes.

4.	 Invite students to present their selected words or phrases and explain why 
they found them powerful. Encourage students to connect their selections 
to broader patterns of impact revealed through survivor testimony and to 
reflect on how language can convey the emotional and historical weight 
of lived experience. Use this sharing as an opportunity to reinforce 
how survivor voices can help deepen our understanding of historical 
consequences and the legacies of the Holodomor in ways that may be 
more powerful or illuminating than secondary accounts or other macro 
perspectives.

5.	 To conclude the lesson, invite students to reflect on the following prompts 
regarding the importance of lived testimony:
•	 Why might survivors describe their experiences differently than how 

historians might describe a human rights atrocity or genocide?
•	 How might listening to survivor stories differ from reading a secondary 

account of an event?
•	 Elie Wiesel, a Holocaust survivor, stated, “I don’t want my past to 

become your future.” How can reading and listening to survivor stories 
affect how we confront human rights atrocities and genocide in the 
present and future?
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Possible Extensions and Modifications

•	 Students could use the activity sheets and processes from this lesson to 
examine the stories of survivors of the Holodomor, Holocaust, or Rwandan 
Genocide.

•	 Invite students to organize the consequences of the Holodomor into the 
following categories:
	– psychological/emotional: relating to people’s mental well-being or 

feelings and emotions (motivation, feeling, awareness)
	– social/cultural: relating to the quality of people’s interactions with others 

and their ability to take part in daily events involving others
	– economic: relating to people’s ability to earn and enjoy a livelihood and 

to the conditions in which they work
	– political/legal: relating to or concerned with people’s rights and freedoms 

as citizens and the involvement or influence on them by government and 
the legal system

•	 Students might design visuals or social media posts to commemorate the 
Holodomor using the powerful words, phrases, or quotes selected in the 
lesson
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Activity Sheet AThinking About the Consequences of the 
Holodomor
Use the space on this page to collect ideas that will help you respond to the lesson question and challenge:

•	 Lesson Question: What were the consequences of the Holodomor for individuals and families?

•	 Lesson Challenge: Identify powerful words, phrases, or quotes that describe the significant consequences of the 
Holodomor for individuals and families.

You can answer the lesson question by identifying and choosing compelling words, phrases, or quotes that 
describe how the Holodomor impacted individuals and families.

What words, phrases, or quotes from the sources are meaningful for you?

What words, phrases, or quotes help describe the significant consequences of the Holodomor for 
individuals and families?

Criteria for powerful words, phrases, or quotes

Powerful words and images are:

•	 relevant: Powerful words and images are relevant to the question or topic.

•	 meaningful: Powerful words and images help communicate important ideas or concepts about the 
question or topic.

•	 memorable: Powerful words and images can be emotionally impactful and easily remembered.
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Activity Sheet BExamining the Significance of the 
Consequences of the Holodomor

Consequences of 
Genocide

Evidence From the Sources Why Is the Consequence Significant?

Family disruption: 
the breakdown 
or separation of 
family units

Source: Testimony of Dmytro Zapishnyi

The narrator’s father was taken away and 
imprisoned in Siberia.

	� Depth of impact

	� Breadth of impact

	� Duration of impact

Reasons that support my thinking:

Loss of property 
and livelihood: 
losing possessions, 
housing, or means 
of income

	� Depth of impact

	� Breadth of impact

	� Duration of impact

Reasons that support my thinking:

Displacement and 
loss of community: 
the forced removal 
from one’s 
home and social 
environment

	� Depth of impact

	� Breadth of impact

	� Duration of impact

Reasons that support my thinking:
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Consequences of 
Genocide

Evidence From the Sources Why Is the Consequence Significant?

Physical health 
consequences: 
negative effects on 
the body caused by 
harmful events or 
conditions

	� Depth of impact

	� Breadth of impact

	� Duration of impact

Reasons that support my thinking:

Psychological 
and emotional 
trauma: mental 
and emotional 
distress resulting 
from a shocking or 
harmful experience

	� Depth of impact

	� Breadth of impact

	� Duration of impact

Reasons that support my thinking:
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Briefing Sheet ATestimony of Dmytro Zapishnyi
Dmytro Zapishnyi was born in 1928 in Myrhorod, Poltava oblast, and lived through the Holodomor as a child. In this 2009 interview 
conducted in St. Catharines, Ontario, he describes his experiences during the Holodomor.

[My mother] took me to the market, to buy me something to eat. I was very glad. She bought me a crepe—I 
don’t know what it was made of, some kind of black flour. But I was very happy. I’ll never forget, I took the 
crepe into my hand, and was about to bite it, when a vurka [street child], a little bum, grabbed the crepe, and 
didn’t even run away, just ate it on the spot. I just looked at him, the crepe was gone, I started to cry, and my 
mother tried to comfort me. But that vurka didn’t even run away. He wasn’t scared that he would get hit—he 
was hungry, the same as others and I.

I remember, at five years old, that a child, as well as an adult, thinks of nothing but food, food, food. In those 
years, I was close to death. If a person starves for a long time, they lose weight, become thin, and three days 
before death, they swell. I was already swollen for two days, and destined to die. My mother was very “go and 
get it.” She was able to trade her gold earrings, rings, and a huge gold cross, for millet, and nettle, to save me 
from death. One more day and I would not be alive. Thanks to my mother, who looked after herself, I was saved. 
My father was in Siberia at the time, in Trans-Baikal, by Lake Baikal. There were a lot of prisoners there, in the 
so-called “labour army.” The Soviet term was delove opalchennya. It wasn’t a regular army, but simply slaves, 
dressed in old Soviet army uniforms. He served five years there, and didn’t have the right to correspondence. 
Correspondence between people at that time was prohibited.

There was a saying, “Donbas saved the kulaks.”1 All the kulaks who were exiled to Siberia [tried] to get away 
from there. But they weren’t allowed to return to Dnipropetrovsk, Poltava or Kyiv regions, only to the Donbas. 
That’s why there was the saying, “Donbas saved the kulaks.” Many of those that [were] persecuted by the Soviet 
authorities and survived, survived in the Donbas. Heavy industry was being built there, and labour was needed. 
Kulaks were given work there. They were good workers, because they were servile; they didn’t have the right to 
speak out, or have a passport, only to work, work, work. How did the Soviet Union build such [massive] industry 
in the Donbas? They robbed their own people, took everything from them, and traded with the West.

Three of my cousins died. Their father went to Kharkiv to buy food, and while he was there, he was arrested. 
This was done often. He was locked up for a month. In the meantime, his children starved to death. By the time 
he came back it was too late. He was also half-swollen. There was nothing to eat. Absolutely nothing.

Used with permission from Holodomor Survivors, “Dmytro Zapishnyi” (February 17, 2009), https://www.
holodomorsurvivors.ca/Video/video/Files/Dmytro%20Zapishnyi_video.html

1	 The Russian word kulak was originally used to describe Soviet farmers and landowners. After the 1917 Russian Revolution the word became 
an insult or derogatory term to describe wealthy peasants who were seen as potential obstacles to the collectivization of agriculture.
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