
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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How strong are the connections between the 
Holodomor and Russian aggression against 
Ukraine?

Lesson Question	 How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against 
Ukraine?

Lesson Challenge	 Rate the strength of the connections between the events of the Holodomor and Russian 
aggression against Ukraine in the 21st century.

Lesson Summary	 In this lesson, students determine the strength of the connections between the events of 
the Holodomor and contemporary Russian aggression against Ukraine. To begin the lesson, 
students determine the strength of the relationship between two events and then use their 
thinking to develop criteria for assessing the strength of connections between events. 
Students then explore sources and select information and evidence to assess the strength 
of the relationship between the Holodomor and contemporary Russian aggression against 
Ukraine. To conclude the lesson, students develop a final rating and identify the strongest 
connections.

Lesson Materials

Activity Sheet A: How Strong Are the Connections? (one copy for each pair or small group 
of students)

Activity Sheet B: Rating the Strength of the Connection (one copy for each student)

Activity Sheet C: Describing Connections Between Past and Present Events (one copy for 
each small group of students)

Briefing Sheet A: Connections Between the Holodomor and Russia’s Wars of Aggression 
Against Ukraine (one copy for each small group of students)

Briefing Sheet B: Sources Exploring the Connections Between the Holodomor and Russian 
Aggression Against Ukraine in the 21st Century (one copy for each small group of students)

Important Considerations
This lesson might be best positioned after students have explored the causes and consequences of the Holodomor. 
The activities in this lesson have been designed to be completed in one hour but could also be expanded for a more 
in-depth study of the relationships between the 1932–1933 Holodomor and contemporary Russian aggression and 
wars against Ukraine.

This lesson includes references to historical and contemporary 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 
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thoughtfully with past and present human rights atrocities, consider the approaches offered in the following 
resources:

•	 “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 student understanding of cause and consequence and significance, 
the historical thinking concepts used in this lesson, can be found at the following webpage:

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

Suggested Activities

Start the Thinking

1.	 Organize students into pairs or small groups and provide each group with 
at least one copy of Activity Sheet A (How Strong Are the Connections?). 
Review the information describing the Treaty of Versailles and its 
connection to World War II and invite students to make a decision: How 
strong are the connections between the Treaty of Versailles and World 
War II? Prompt students to use the rating scale to note their decision, and 
remind them to include reasons to support their thinking.

2.	 Invite groups to share their decisions and thinking with the class. As they 
share, use their ideas to co-develop or present the criteria for judging the 
strength of the connection between historical and contemporary events. 
The strength of the connection or relationship between historical and 
contemporary events can be determined by using the following criteria:
•	 underlying cause: The historical event led to situations, conditions, or 

systems that contributed to the direction or intensity of the later event.
•	 direct link: The historical event is directly linked to the later event and 

included causes that were catalysts of the later event.
•	 important similarities: There are important similarities between the 

historical and current events.
•	 revealing insights: The historical event has become a meaningful part 

of a historical narrative that resonates with people experiencing the 
current event. The current event also evokes and surfaces memories of 
the past event.

	 Consider posting the criteria for use later in this lesson.

3.	 Prompt groups to revisit their initial decision, this time using the criteria 
to guide their thinking. Ask groups to share their decisions with the class 
and encourage them to reflect on what aspects of their decisions changed 
or stayed the same. Use the details of the Treaty of Versailles to review the 
criteria with students and explain that historical events can have a range 
of influence and connection to contemporary events: sometimes historical 
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events may simply be antecedent events, and at other times the historical 
events may have strong and direct links to contemporary events.

4.	 Share the lesson question and challenge with the class. Inform students 
that their task is to determine the strength of the relationship between the 
Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 21st century.

5.	 Provide each student with a copy of Activity Sheet B (Rating the Strength 
of the Connection). Ask students to note any key details from their 
previous learning about the Holodomor on their activity sheet. Then invite 
students to suggest and note any information or details about Russia’s war 
against Ukraine in the 21st century.

6.	 Conclude the opening of this lesson by inviting students to make an initial 
decision: How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and 
Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 21st century? Instruct students 
to note their decision in the “My first thoughts” section of the activity 
sheet. Assure students that they will be able to revisit and refine their 
thinking throughout the lesson.

Grow the Thinking

1.	 Organize students into small groups (three to four students) and provide 
each group with at least one copy of Activity Sheet C (Describing 
Connections Between Past and Present Events) and Briefing Sheet A 
(Connections Between the Holodomor and Russia’s Wars of Aggression 
Against Ukraine). Inform students that their task is to identify any quotes 
or details from the briefing sheet that help describe possible connections 
between the Holodomor and Russia’s wars against Ukraine. Prompt 
students to note their suggestions in the first row of the activity sheet.

2.	 Invite groups to share their thinking with the class. Groups might suggest 
the following:
•	 important similarities: There are notable similarities between the 

actions of the Soviet government during the Holodomor and the 
contemporary Russian aggression against Ukraine, including Russia 
wanting Ukrainian resources.

3.	 Provide each group with a copy of Briefing Sheet B (Sources Exploring 
the Connections Between the Holodomor and Russian Aggression Against 
Ukraine in the 21st Century). Assign or invite groups to select at least 
one of the sources from the list. Prompt groups to examine the source 
and identify any possible connections between the Holodomor and 
contemporary Russian aggression against Ukraine. Prompt students to 
note any possible connections and ideas on their activity sheet.

4.	 Encourage groups to share the possible connections from their selected 
source(s) with the class. Guide groups to the second page of Activity Sheet 
C and prompt them to make a decision: How strong are the connections 
between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 
21st century? Prompt groups to use the rating scale on the activity sheet to 
note their decision and thinking.
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5.	 Invite groups to share their decisions and reasons with the class. Lead a 
discussion about the connections, prompting students to suggest which 
connections or relationships between the Holodomor and contemporary 
Russian aggression may be the strongest. Remind groups to use the criteria 
to guide their decision-making.

Reflect on the Thinking

1.	 Guide students back to Activity Sheet B and their initial decision and 
thinking about the strength of the connection between the Holodomor and 
contemporary Russian aggression. Prompt them to note any significant 
details about the Holodomor and contemporary Russian aggression, 
reminding them to use the criteria to guide their decision-making. Ask 
students to note their final decision and reasons on their activity sheet. 
Invite them to share how their initial thinking about the strength of the 
connection between the Holodomor and the present conflict in Ukraine has 
changed.

2.	 Remind students of the lesson question and challenge. Lead the class in a 
discussion about how past cases of colonization, exploitation, or genocide 
can inform our understanding of contemporary events. Encourage them to 
share any important similarities, root causes, or meaningful connections 
they uncovered during their research or that they learned from their peers.

Possible Extensions and Modifications

•	 Create a political cartoon that accurately describes the strength of the 
relationship between the Holodomor and Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine in the 21st century.

•	 Have students use the processes and thinking strategies of this lesson to 
evaluate the strength of connections between historical human rights 
atrocities and contemporary conflicts (e.g., Nakba and the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict).
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Activity Sheet AHow Strong Are the Connections?
Although the Treaty of Versailles ended World War I in 1919, it contributed to many long-term consequences 
that later became contributing factors and causes of World War II in 1939. For example:

•	 The Treaty of Versailles blamed Germany entirely for the war and forced it to accept “war guilt.” Many Germans 
felt the treaty was unjustly harsh, and the clause led to widespread humiliation and resentment in Germany.

•	 Germany was to pay massive reparations or damage payments to the Allied nations. This damaged Germany’s 
economy and led to hyperinflation and economic instability. Those conditions created a climate of desperation 
and created discontent with the government of the time.

•	 Germany lost substantial territory, including Alsace-Lorraine to France and overseas colonies to the Allied 
powers. These territorial losses further contributed to German humiliation and resentment.

•	 The treaty severely limited the size of Germany’s military. This, combined with the other restrictions, created 
resentment and provided opportunities for extremist political parties that promised to restore German power 
and prestige.

How strong are the connections between the Treaty of Versailles and World War II?

The connections between the Treaty of Versailles 
and World War II are …

Very strong

Somewhat strong

Very weak

There are no connections between the two

Reasons that support my rating:
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Activity Sheet BRating the Strength of the Connection

How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 
21st century?

Details about the Holodomor: Details about Russian aggression against Ukraine:

My first thoughts

The connections between the Holodomor and 
Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 21st 
century are …

Very strong

Somewhat strong

Very weak

There are no connections between the two

Reasons that support my rating:

My final thoughts

The connections between the Holodomor and 
Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 21st 
century are …

Very strong

Somewhat strong

Very weak

There are no connections between the two

Reasons that support my rating:

Teaching and Learning About Human Rights Atrocities 	 6	 The Critical Thinking Consortium 
and Genocide: The Holodomor in Ukraine



Activity Sheet CDescribing Connections Between Past and 
Present Events

Connections Between Past and 
Present Events

What is the connection 
between past and 
present events?

Thinking That Supports My Decision

Source:

Quote or details from the source:

	� Underlying cause

	� Direct cause

	� Important 
similarities

	� Revealing insight

Source:

Quote or details from the source:

	� Underlying cause

	� Direct cause

	� Important 
similarities

	� Revealing insight

Source:

Quote or details from the source:

	� Underlying cause

	� Direct cause

	� Important 
similarities

	� Revealing insight
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Connections Between Past and 
Present Events

What is the connection 
between past and 
present events?

Thinking That Supports My Decision

Source:

Quote or details from the source:

	� Underlying cause

	� Direct cause

	� Important 
similarities

	� Revealing insight

How strong are the connections between the Holodomor and Russian aggression against Ukraine in the 
21st century?

The connections are …

Very strong

Somewhat strong

Very weak

There are no connections

Reasons that support the decision:

•	  

•	  

•	   

Criteria for determining the strength of connection between past and present events

•	 underlying cause: The historical event led to situations, conditions, or systems that contributed to the 
direction or intensity of the later event.

•	 direct link: The historical event is directly linked to the later event and included causes that were catalysts 
of the later event.

•	 important similarities: There are important similarities between the historical and current events.

•	 revealing insights: The historical event has become a meaningful part of a historical narrative that 
resonates with people experiencing the current event. The current event also evokes and surfaces 
memories of the past event.
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Briefing Sheet AConnections Between the Holodomor and 
Russia’s Wars of Aggression Against Ukraine
(Please note that this lesson was created during the summer of 2025. The Russian war against Ukraine continued 
at that time.)

In 1991 the USSR broke apart and was no longer a country. Many of the countries that the USSR had taken over 
broke away and became independent, and the largest part of the USSR was again known as Russia.

Ukraine was one of the countries that became independent in 1991. Russia and Ukraine continued to be 
economically closely linked. Ukraine shipped much of its manufactured and agricultural products to Russia and 
relied on Russia for oil and gas. Russian gas companies also used pipelines travelling through Ukraine to send oil 
and gas to other European countries.

Even though Ukraine became an independent country, Russia has never supported Ukraine growing stronger 
relationships with other western European countries. For example, in 2004 Ukraine started to explore the 
possibilities of joining important international organizations such as the European Union (EU) and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Russian president Vladimir Putin did not support these actions. Russia 
tried to prevent Ukraine from joining these organizations by limiting trade and decreasing sales of oil and gas 
to Ukraine and other countries.

After 2004, many Ukrainians continued to grow connections between Ukraine and Western countries. Some 
Ukrainian leaders supported this work, while other Ukrainian leaders wanted closer relationships with Russia. 
In 2013 a pro-Russian Ukrainian president cancelled an agreement that would have brought Ukraine closer with 
the EU. This action caused many large peaceful protests in Ukraine, with people calling for more democracy.

Using these protests as an opportunity, in 2014 Putin annexed (took over) Crimea, an area in Ukraine. Putin 
claimed the aggressive action was to protect Russian-speaking residents who lived in the region. Putin also 
supported violent groups in Ukraine who wanted closer ties with Russia. Many Ukrainians living in Crimea 
feared for their safety and left the area.

After Russia invaded Crimea, pro-Western presidents were elected in Ukraine. These leaders worked to create 
closer ties with the EU and NATO to counter Russian aggression. However, Russia continued with its aggressive 
approach. To justify Russia’s continued aggression towards Ukraine, Russian president Vladimir Putin stated that 
“If Ukraine was to join NATO it would serve as a direct threat to the security of Russia.”1

Russian forces have been committing atrocities since the invasion of Crimea in 2014. It is not uncommon for 
Russian forces to coordinate attacks on buildings that are being used to house civilians.2

In 2022, Russia began a full-scale military invasion of Ukraine. Russian rocket and missile attacks caused 
significant damage to Ukrainian cities and towns. The impacts include:

•	 More than 3.7 million Ukrainians have been left without homes.3

1	 Reuters, “Extracts from Putin’s Speech on Ukraine” (February 2022), https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/extracts-putins 
-speech-ukraine-2022-02-21/

2	 Amnesty International, “Russia’s Aggression in Ukraine,” https://www.amnesty.org/en/projects/russias-aggression-in-ukraine/ The 
International Criminal Court issued an arrest warrant for Russian President Vladimir Putin on 17 March 2023 for the war crime of unlawful 
deportation of population (children) and that of unlawful transfer of population (children) from occupied areas of Ukraine to the Russian 
Federation.

3	 Global Conflict Tracker, “War in Ukraine,” https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-ukraine
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•	 Approximately 8 million Ukrainians were forced to move because of the attacks.

•	 More than 6 million Ukrainians have been forced to leave their country to find safety in other countries such as 
Poland and the Czech Republic.4

•	 Attacks by Russia have seriously damaged or destroyed Ukraine’s infrastructure (roads, electricity), causing 
severe shortages in essential services like water and health care.

•	 Living conditions in Ukraine were very poor because of the ongoing war. 12.7 million people in Ukraine have 
required humanitarian assistance.5

The attack was condemned by many countries, and the United Nations demanded that Russia stop the attacks. 
Many countries have sent money, food, and military supplies to Ukraine. In 2022, the organization Genocide 
Watch suggested that several aspects of genocide could be seen in Russia’s actions in Ukraine. These included:

•	 dehumanization and persecution of Ukrainians

•	 mass killing of Ukrainians

•	 hate speech and denial

4	 United Nations Refugee Agency, “Ukraine Refugee Situation,” https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
5	 Global Conflict Tracker, “War in Ukraine,” https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-ukraine
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Briefing Sheet BSources Exploring the Connections Between 
the Holodomor and Russian Aggression 
Against Ukraine in the 21st Century
Source A: Greg Myre, “Ukraine Remembers a Famine Under Stalin, and Points to Parallels With Putin” 
(November 28, 2022), NPR, https://www.npr.org/2022/11/28/1139402378/ukraine-holodomor-famine-stalin 
-parallels-putin-russia-war

Source B: Agence France-Presse, “90 Years on Ukrainians See Repeat of Russian “‘Genocide’” (November 26, 
2022), https://www.voanews.com/a/years-on-ukrainians-see-repeat-of-russian-genocide-/6851469.html

Source C: Marc Santora and Cassandra Vinograd, “Holodomor Parallels Russia’s Genocide in Ukraine” (November 
26, 2022), New York Times/Genocide Watch, https://www.genocidewatch.com/single-post/ukraine-draws-parallels- 
between-holodomor-and-russia-s-war

Source D: Kristina Hook, “Many Ukrainians See Putin’s Invasion as a Continuation of Stalin’s Genocide” (November 25, 
2023), Atlantic Council, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/many-ukrainians-see-putins-invasion- 
as-a-continuation-of-stalins-genocide/

Source E: “Kremlin’s War on History Targets Holodomor Remembrance,” https://cepa.org/article/kremlins-war-on- 
history-targets-holodomor-remembrance/

Source F: CBC Radio, “Tension Between Ukraine and Russia Rooted in ‘Hunger Extermination’ of 1930s” (February 
21, 2022), https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/tension-between-ukraine-and-russia-rooted-in-hunger-extermination-
of-1930s-1.6354189
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