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Q
Helping Teachers Ask the 

Big Questions

HOW COULD THE HOLOCAUST OCCUR 
in an advanced society—one with a 
democratic constitution, rule of law, 
and freedom of expression? Why did 
so many witnesses to Nazi crimes stand 
idly by while their neighbors, friends, 
and colleagues were stripped of their 
rights, ghettoized, and deported to 
concentration camps and killing centers? 
 To these complex questions, there 
are no simple answers. But the Museum 
trains teachers—like Laura Boughton—
to ask them in the classroom.
 Boughton, an 18-year veteran history 
teacher at South Panola High School in 
Batesville, Mississippi, is a member of the 
Museum’s selective Regional Education 
Corps (RECs), whose teacher-leaders 
train colleagues across the country to 
challenge students with the difficult 
questions raised by the history of the 
Holocaust. 
 “As a teacher, I feel it’s my job to get 
[students] to ask tougher questions, 
even if I can’t answer them,” Boughton 
said. “While I feel humanity sometimes 
doesn’t learn the lessons it needs to from 
history, I think we have to keep trying.”
 The Museum’s Guidelines for 
Teaching about the Holocaust offer 
recommendations and methodological 
considerations for helping students 
come to grips with the difficult subject 
matter. “We all go back to the guidelines 
again and again to structure our lessons,” 
Boughton said. For example, while 
teachers must acknowledge the enormity 
of the Holocaust, the guidelines also 
suggest that they personalize the history 
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by examining the victims’ individual 
lives through testimony, photographs, 
diaries, and other primary sources. 
 Through a rigorous application 
process, the REC program recruits the 
most talented teachers in the field. Pete 
Fredlake, director of the Museum’s 
National Outreach for Teacher 
Initiatives, recalls reading Boughton’s 
application for the Museum’s intro-
ductory teaching fellowship in 2005 
(it was the first one he’d received from 
Mississippi since 1996). In her, he saw 
someone “willing to take the extra step.” 
 She took the extra step(s) soon after 
her initial fellowship, first by returning 
to the Museum in 2007 to share her 
45-minute lesson plan with the new  
class of teacher fellows. She then  
became a REC, which involves assisting 
the Museum with educational program-
ming across the country, including 
workshops, conferences, traveling 
exhibitions, and more.
 Boughton has branched out from 
teaching about the Holocaust, part of 
the history curriculum at her school, to 
offer a Genocide Studies elective. The 
course, which begins with the Holocaust 
and moves to contemporary genocide, 
has captured the interest of many 
students, including Deon Mix, a 2012 
South Panola graduate turned offensive 
lineman for the Auburn University 
football team. 
 After finishing the class, the locally 
prominent athlete pledged to Boughton 
that he would speak out on the 
topic of genocide. He soon had that 

chance, noting during an interview 
with Mississippi’s Clarion Ledger that 
reporters “always ask us about football 
stuff but something that doesn’t get a 
lot of attention is the genocide . . . in 
the Congo. I told my teacher that I was 
going to mention that.”
 When she read the story, Boughton 
felt as if something she taught in her 
classroom really stuck—a goal she 
and her REC colleagues share: “We all 
hope to encourage our kids to make 
connections with the present [and] to 
think critically to find some relevance 
to their lives today—because teaching 
about [the Holocaust] is more than just 
teaching history.” 
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"Are you responsible  
if you are aware  
of injustice and  
don't act to stop it?" 

 —Laura Boughton, giving an example  
 of the types of questions she  
 poses to her students


