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HIstorIcal context
In 1925, nazi Party leader Adolf Hitler published 
Mein Kampf, an antisemitic manifesto that outlined 
his political ideology and future plans for Germany. 
In January 1933, he was appointed as Chancellor of 
Germany and then consolidated his power through a 
series of strategic events such as the nuremberg laws 
and Kristallnacht. After the latter event, life for Jews in 
Germany and Austria became untenable.  The result 
was a global refugee crisis, as Jews in large numbers 
attempted to flee the worsening conditions.  In March 

of 1939, the Nazis invaded Czechoslovakia. In September of that year, they invaded Poland, 
and World War II began.
 
On Friday, May 10, 1940 the Nazis invaded the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg in a 
blitzkrieg, and then continued into France across the maginot line. Millions of people fled 
south to escape the bombs and the advancing troops. Many of those who fled were refugees 
for the second time, having left Germany, Austria, Poland, Russia, or elsewhere. As a result, 
the moral courage of individual diplomats became crucial to the future of these desperate 
people in a world that largely closed its doors.  Aristides de Sousa Mendes, the consul General 
of Portugal stationed in Bordeaux, France, was one such hero. He defied his government’s 
official policy (circular 14) by issuing visas for temporary safe haven in Portugal to thousands 
of refugees. By following his conscience, Aristides de Sousa Mendes saved their lives.

essentIal QuestIons for tHe study of sousa mendes & rescue

Why did the Krakowiak family become refugees? What were they 
escaping, and what were they hoping to find? 

How is Aristides de Sousa Mendes an exemplar of moral courage? 
In what way did Rabbi Chaim Kruger serve as a catalyst for Sousa
Mendes’s action?

What is yad vashem, and what is their righteous among the nations 
program? How can those awarded this recognition serve as a model 
to inspire people today?

This curricular guide is designed to be used in grades 6-12, including AP classes, based 
on the decision of the teacher/facilitator as to what time frame is available, what skill set 
will be highlighted and what level of intellectual challenge is appropriate for the class.  
An individual lesson can be given in one day or expanded with the extension activities 
to cover several days. Use the recommended Resources and Addenda items where 
indicated. All glossary terms are presented in bold.

1.



How to use tHIs unIt
create a portfolio to serve as a resource kit for this study. Materials saved in this portfolio can 
be used for cross-curricular study. Read the book aloud in class, with each student reading 
a chapter or two, depending on the size of the class. Page numbers cited in this unit refer to 
the text of My Sister’s Eyes.

all Grades
Part I – yvonne’s family

actIvItIes: 
1. Identify one or more family experience(s) pictured in the book (e.g. holiday meal, wedding, 
birth of a child, going to the beach, moving) that resonates with your own family.

2. Choose your favorite photo, describe it, and explain why you chose it.

dIscussIon: 
What will you remember most from the family history in My Sister’s Eyes? What surprised you? 
What made you sad?
 

Part  II – mapping the History 
actIvItIes:
1. Use information from the book to mark the path of Ignas and Hala’s journey, starting 
with their departure from Poland (Lodz and Warsaw) to their arrival in Brooklyn, New York 
(Resources - outline map). Which moves were voluntary? When did they lose control of the 
direction of their lives? 

2. Use the chart of the births of the Sousa Mendes children (Addenda) to follow the path of the 
Sousa Mendes family (Resources - outline map). Why do you think the children were born in 
so many different countries? Were their moves voluntary? 

3. Use the map of Europe (1940) to create a list of the places to which sousa mendes visa 
recipients emigrated. (p. 31)

dIscussIon:
Consider the similarities and differences between the Sousa Mendes family and the Krakowiak 
family in regard to their moves. How would you feel if you had to move from country to country?  
What might you lose and what might you gain?

extensIon:
Use the sousa mendes foundation website to trace the path of one or more of the Sousa 
Mendes visa recipients and learn their stories through videotaped interviews, written 
testimonies, photographs and documents.

2.

http://www.freeusandworldmaps.com/html/World_Projections/WorldPrint.html
http://www.freeusandworldmaps.com/html/World_Projections/WorldPrint.html
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/visa-recipients/


Paris

Bordeaux

F R A N C E

•

P O L A N D
Lodz

Warsaw

P O L A N D

• •

suGGested storIes (amonG tHe tHousands on tHe websIte):
•  The rand family and the SS Quanza
•  Jean-claude van Itallie, a child refugee
• The tetzeli family, refugees for the second time 

Part III – the timeline
actIvIty:
Create a traditional timeline of Hala and Ignas’ life together. Use the time and date stamps  
and the captions from the photos for reference. Note when and how the lives of the Krakowiak 
family are impacted by the war.  
 
dIscussIon:
How and why did the lives of the Sousa Mendes family and the Krakowiak family intersect in 
place and time? Note: These families never actually met face to face.

Part Iv – thematic units 

life befORe tHe WAR

1910-1939
actIvItIes: 
1. Use the chart of the births of the Sousa Mendes children to create a family tree for the Sousa 
Mendes family (Addenda).
2. Use a Venn diagram to compare and contrast the Krakowiak and the Sousa Mendes families.  
How are they like your own family? 

 tHe WAR

1939-1945
actIvIty: 
Analyze these statements:
1. Aristides de Sousa Mendes (p. 42): “I would rather stand with God against Man than with 
Man against God.” 
2. Abram Majer Kaplan, Hala’s grandfather (p. 16): “Here in Lodz every stone knows me.” 

dIscussIon:
Use “Letters from the Ghetto” (pp. 77-82) and the postcards from the Kaplan family (pp. 25, 
27-28, 52) to discuss the following: 

3.

http://sousamendesfoundation.org/family/rand
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/family/brunell-levy-van-itallie
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/family/kronacker-tetzeli


F R A N C E

S PA I N

P O RT U G A L

• What was life like for Hala’s family in the Warsaw ghetto?  
• Did the letters share the whole truth of their situation? Why or why not? What clues inform 
your answer? Consider censorship and self-censorship. 
• When does the correspondence stop? Why did it stop? How do you think the information 
that Hala learned from the letters affected her state of mind during her escape? 

CONSeQUeNCeS OF THe WAR

1942 & ONWARDS
actIvItIes: 
1. Create a consequences map to show the path of both families during and after the war. Use 
the book and the chart of the Sousa Mendes children (Addenda).
2. Watch a one-minute excerpt from the video testimony of carlos mendes from the usc 
shoah foundation archive.

dIscussIon: 
What happened to the Sousa Mendes family as a result of his actions? (pp. 73-74) 

extensIon:
• Do we know how many people were saved by Sousa Mendes’s acts of rescue before Salazar 
stopped him? (Resources – aristides de sousa mendes: His life and legacy) 
• What happended to those refugees holding visas that had been issued by Sousa Mendes, but 
were  no longer valid after he was recalled to Portugal by Salazar? See example of Josefsberg-
stern family. 

Grades 10–12
HUMAN INTeRACTION AND INSPIRATION 
1. Consider the meeting between Aristides de Sousa Mendes and 
Rabbi Chaim Kruger (pictured left). How did their meeting change 
the course of history for thousands of refugees? (pp. 39-44)

2. What was Angelina de Sousa Mendes’s role concerning the 
actions that her husband took in June of 1940? (p. 42)

3. How did Alberto Malafaia help the Krakowiak family during their 
stay in Portugal? (pp. 49-54)

4.

https://sfi.usc.edu/blog/benjamin-biniaz/memory-hero-aristides-de-sousa-mendes-legacy-preserved-testimony
https://sfi.usc.edu/blog/benjamin-biniaz/memory-hero-aristides-de-sousa-mendes-legacy-preserved-testimony
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/aristides-de-sousa-mendes-his-life-and-legacy/
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/family/josefsberg-stern
http://sousamendesfoundation.org/family/josefsberg-stern


dIscussIon:
What role did the beliefs of Aristides de Sousa Mendes and Rabbi Chaim Kruger play in the 
rescue operation in June of 1940?  

creatIve wrItInG:
Imagine a conversation between any of the people mentioned in the questions above. What 
might they have said? What would you like to have heard in this conversation?  

WORLD ReSPONSe TO ReFUGeeS
actIvItIes:
1. Research the plight of refugees from Nazi terror.
examples: the evian conference (p. 22 Resources – Jewish telegraphic agency) and/or the 
Voyage of the St. Louis.

2. Research the actions of other rescuers.
Examples: Varian Fry (USA), Chiune Sugihara (Japan), and/or Raoul Wallenberg (Sweden).
How were their experiences similar or different to that of Sousa Mendes?

dIscussIon:
What were some of the challenges that the refugees faced during World War II?

creatIve wrItInG:
How might information be exchanged between members of refugee families today? Imagine 
some of these exchanges. Include info about the particular crisis the refugees are experiencing.

JUSTICe

dIscussIon:
• How and why was Sousa Mendes punished by his government? (p. 73)
• How and when was he recognized by Israel, the United States, and Portugal?
 

DOCUMeNT STUDY 
 document 1. circular 14 (p. 38 and Addenda)

actIvIty:
Study the document and respond to the following:                  
1. Why did the Salazar government issue this document?
2. Who were the ‘undesirables’?
3. Which categories of Circular 14 did Sousa Mendes defy in order to grant visas to the 
Krakowiak family?

5.

http://www.jta.org/1938/07/08/archive/40-private-refugee-bodies-form-united-front-at-evian.%20


	 Document	2.	Certificate	in	Lieu	of	Birth	Certificate	(a.	original	and	b.	translation)
actIvIty:
Use this document to analyze Hala’s journey to the United States.

dIscussIon:
Where, when and in what language did Hala begin the immigration process?
 
 document 3. application for Immigration visa (Quota) 
(p. 61 and Addenda parts 1 and 2)
This document was filled out by Hinda (Hala) Krakowiak in August 1943 for entry into the 
United States.

actIvIty:
Study the language of the application and respond to the following:

1. How specific were the questions for the applicant? What was the application attempting to 
find out about Hala? How difficult might it have been for Hala to fill out and why?

2. How does this document reflect the United States policy toward immigrants at that time?  
What was the quota system? 

extensIon: Visit the United States government website to get a sense of immigration 
procedures today. Click here.

CoNCLUDING ACTIVITIES (ALL GRADES)

1. Nominate someone living today or in history who displays or displayed moral courage in a 
time of crisis and should be considered righteous. What actions qualify your nominee for this 
recognition? Students should form a review board to determine the criteria for nominations 
and evaluate the merits of the nominees. The honor could be named after Aristides de Sousa 
Mendes.

2. Create a Facebook or Instagram page that lists the nominations and the criteria. Ask other 
students to like and make nominations.

3. Like and follow the Sousa Mendes Foundation:

addenda
Click here to access Addenda items.

• Chart of Aristides and Angelina de Sousa Mendes Children
• Document 1. Circular 14
• Document 2. Certificate in Lieu of Birth Certificate (a. original and b. translation)
• Document 3. Application for Immigration Visa (Quota) 

6.

https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/immigrate/the-immigrant-visa-process.html
https://mysisterseyes.com/curricular-unit-documents
https://www.mysisterseyes.com/curricular-unit-documents
https://www.mysisterseyes.com/curricular-unit-documents
https://www.mysisterseyes.com/curricular-unit-documents
https://www.mysisterseyes.com/curricular-unit-documents
https://www.pinterest.com/sousamendesfoun/
https://www.crowdrise.com/sousamendesfoundation
https://vimeo.com/sousamendesfoundation/
https://www.facebook.com/sousamendesfoundation
https://www.youtube.com/user/SousaMendesFdn
https://twitter.com/SousaMendesFdn


Glossary

antisemitism
Discrimination and persecution against 
Jews.
 
bathinette
A baby bath and changing table 
combination. p. 70
 
bbc
British Broadcasting Corporation. p. 32
 
blitzkrieg
Translation:  “Lightning war.” An intense 
military campaign intended to bring about 
a swift victory. p. 32
 
canasta
Card game popular in the 1950s. p. 3
 
catalyst
Person or thing that precipitates an event. 
p. 42

cherubs
Winged angelic beings mentioned in the 
Bible. p. 15

circular 14
Decree issued on November 11, 1939 
by the Salazar government restricting 
entrance into Portugal.
 
conscience 
A person’s moral sense of right and wrong 
p. 73
 
consul General
High-ranking government representative 
authorized to issue visas.

diplomat
An official representing a country abroad.

evian conference
July 1938 meeting of delegates from thirty-
two countries, led by the United States, to 
address the plight of the German-Jewish 
refugees. p. 22

fixed residences
Towns and villages throughout Portugal 
where refugees were assigned to live. p. 49

General Government
Self-governing territory under Nazi 
occupation. Poland was divided into three 
self-governing territories. p. 29
 
Ghetto
enclosed part of a city, occupied by a 
particular group of people; in this case 
forced enclosure of Jewish people by Nazis. 
p. 30

Hala
Nicknames: Halinka, Halu, Halinko, Halinkon.
 
Ignas
Pronounced: ig-NASH’.  Nicknames: Ignashu, 
Ignasiu.
 
Jiu-Jitsu
Japanese martial art. p. 11
 
Jerry can
Container for fuel for a car. p. 36
 
Kibbutz
Collective community in Israel traditionally 
based on farming. p. 11
 
Kristallnacht
Translation:  “Night of the Broken Glass.”  
Campaign of terror on November 9-10, 1938 
during which the windows of Jewish-owned 
businesses were smashed and synagogues 
were burned throughout Germany and 
Austria by Nazi Stormtroopers.

7.



lolek
Hala’s brother’s nickname. Also called: 
Leon, Lejb (Jewish name). p.7

maccabi warsaw
Jewish sports club established in 1915. 
p. 11
 
maginot line
France’s military defense line constructed 
in the 1930s along its borders with 
Switzerland, Germany and Luxembourg. 
p. 32
 
mandate Palestine
Geopolitical entity established by the 
League of Nations in July 1922 to facilitate 
the establishment of a Jewish national 
homeland in Palestine. p. 11

moral courage
The willingness to stand up for and act 
according to one’s ethical beliefs when 
moral principles are threatened, regardless 
of the perceived or actual risks. p. 40
 
nazi Party
Far-right (fascist) political party that ruled 
Germany and German-occupied countries 
from 1933-45, predicated on racial 
supremacy and antisemitism. p. 17
 
nansen Passport
Internationally recognized identification 
card and travel document issued by the 
League of Nations to stateless refugees 
from 1922-1938. p.38.
 
nuremburg laws
Laws issued in 1935 by the German 
government to further the legal exclusion 
of Jews from German life. p.17
 
Partisan
A member of an organized body of fighters 
which attacks or harasses and enemy, 
especially within occupied territory. p. 26

 

Purim
Jewish holiday celebrating Queen esther of 
Persia, who, according to the Bible, saved 
the Jewish people from destruction. p. 6

Quota system
United States immigration policy in effect 
from 1924 to 1952 limiting the number of 
immigrants allowed entry and based on the 
applicant’s country of birth.
 
refugee
Person who flees to a foreign country to 
escape danger or persecution. p. 40
 
righteous among the nations
Honorific used by the State of Israel to 
describe non-Jews who risked their lives 
during the Holocaust to save Jews from 
extermination by the Nazis. p. 73

sesta
Portuguese term. Midday rest period typical 
of warm countries. p. 54
 
sousa mendes visa recipient
Refugee who received a visa from Aristides 
de Sousa Mendes granting permission to 
travel to Portugal.
 
visa
official notification placed inside a passport 
granting permission to the holder to enter, 
leave, or stay for a specified period of time 
in a country.
 
yad vashem
Israel’s official memorial to the victims of the 
Holocaust located in Jerusalem. p. 73
 
Zionism
The national movement of the Jewish 
people that supports the re-establishment of 
a Jewish homeland in the territory defined in 
the Bible as the Land of Israel. p. 11
 

8.



resources
sousa mendes foundation — aristides de sousa mendes: His life and legacy
sousa mendes foundation — visa recipients
“sousa mendes list” — the search for survivors
Jewish telegraphic agency - evian conference
outline map
united states Holocaust memorial museum 
Contextual material for the history of this period
yad vashem
Research site for the war, the Holocaust and the Righteous Among the Nations

resources from My SiStEr’S EyES
Click here to access resources from My Sister’s Eyes. 

9.

http://sousamendesfoundation.org/aristides-de-sousa-mendes-his-life-and-legacy/
http://www.sousamendesfoundation.org/visa-recipients/
http://www.avotaynuonline.com/2015/05/sousa-mendess-list-search-for-survivors/
http://www.jta.org/1938/07/08/archive/40-private-refugee-bodies-form-united-front-at-evian.%20
http://www.freeusandworldmaps.com/html/World_Projections/WorldPrint.html
https://www.ushmm.org/
http://www.yadvashem.org/
https://www.mysisterseyes.com/resources/


common core content standards 

enGlIsH lanGuaGe arts, HIstory/socIal studIes – Grades 6-8

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.2 – Determine the central ideas or information of primary and secondary 
source; provide an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.5 – Describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, 
comparatively, causally).
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.6 – Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or 
purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or avoidance of particular facts).
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7 – Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, 
videos, or maps) with other information in print and digital texts.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.8 – Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgement in a text. 

common core content standards 

enGlIsH lanGuaGe arts, HIstory/socIal studIes – Grades 9-10

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and origin of the information.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2 – Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop over the course 
of a text.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.4 – Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a 
text, including vocabulary describing political, social, or economic aspects of history/social science.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.5 – Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize key points or 
advance an explanation or analysis.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.6 – Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how 
they treat the same or similar topics, including which details they include and emphasize in their 
respective accounts.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.7 – Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research 
data) with qualitative analysis in print or digital form.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9 – Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several 
primary and secondary sources.

10.



common core content standards

enGlIsH lanGuaGe arts, HIstory/socIal studIes – Grades 11-12

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the text 
as a whole.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.2 – Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary that makes clear the relationship among the key 
details and ideas.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.4 – Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in 
a text, including analyzing how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term over the course 
of a text.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6 – Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical 
event or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning and evidence.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7 – Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented 
in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, and in words) in order to address a 
question or solve a problem.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.8 – Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by 
corroborating or challenging them with other information.
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9 – Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and 
secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources.

career and tecHnIcal educatIon (cte)

content area:  21st century lIfe and careers

9.3.12. AR-VIS.2 – Analyze how the application of visual arts elements and principles of design 
communicate and express ideas.
 
9.3.12. AR-VIS.3 – Analyze and create two- and three-dimensional visual art forms using various 
media.

11.


