
Teaching the 1948 Genocide 

Convention

Lesson plan differentiation strategies and sentence starters to help secondary 

students understand a critically important outcome of World War II



Understanding Germany's Lebensraum 

Ideology

These sentence starters help students grasp the territorial ambitions that drove 

German expansion and set the stage for genocide. Lebensraum, meaning "living 

space," was the ideological foundation for Germany's conquest of Eastern 

Europe.

Territory & Conquest

In English, Lebensraum means 

living space. This ideology 

required Germans to conquer the 

Slavic lands, starting with Poland.

Population Plans

The peoples of Slavic lands were 

to be exterminated and enslaved. 

The conquered territories would 

be repopulated with Germans.

The Master Plan

Germany's plan to carry out Lebensraum was called General Plan for the 

East (Generalplan Ost). The largest target was the Soviet Union.



Germany’s Nazi Racial Ideology

This discussion explores how Nazi racial ideology categorized human beings into hierarchies of "superior" and "inferior" races, providing 

the justification for systematic persecution and genocide. Understanding this pseudoscientific racist ideology is essential for 

comprehending the unprecedented atrocities committed by the Germans.

Defining "Untermenschen"

Nazi Racial Ideology declared Slavs, 

Jews, Romani, and Black people as 

"inferior races." The German word 

Untermenschen, meaning subhuman in 

English, was used to dehumanize these 

groups.

Targets for Genocide

Nazi Racial Ideology specifically 

targeted Slavs, Jews, and Romani for 

genocide. Of the Slavs, Poles were the 

only group actually subjected to 

systematic genocide by the Germans.

The "Master Race" Concept

At the center of this ideology was the 

belief that the "Aryan Race" was the 

Master race, destined to dominate all 

others and was therefore entitled to 

eliminate those who were deemed to be 

inferior.



Raphael Lemkin: The Man Who Named Genocide

A Personal Mission Born from Tragedy

The concept of genocide was first developed by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-Jewish 

lawyer who developed this groundbreaking concept in response to the atrocities 

committed by the Germans during World War II. Many of Lemkin's own family 

members perished in the Holocaust, which he narrowly escaped.

Lemkin invented the word "genocide" by combining the Greek word genos 

(meaning race or tribe) with the Latin word cide (meaning killing). His landmark 

book, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, introduced this concept to the world and laid 

the foundation for international law.



From Concept to International Law

Concept Development

Lemkin creates the term "genocide" in 

1944 during World War II.

Legal Framework

He becomes the principal author of the 

international law that criminalizes genocide.

Global Recognition

The 1948 Genocide Convention is 

adopted by the United Nations.

Lemkin's tireless advocacy transformed a new legal concept into binding international law in just four years, creating accountability for one 

of humanity's most devastating crimes.



Understanding the 1948 Genocide Convention

Article II of the Convention provides a clear legal definition that students must understand. This framework identifies who can be victimized 

by genocide and what actions constitute this international crime.

4
Protected Groups

National, ethnic, racial, or religious groups 

identified as potential victims

5
Genocidal Acts

Distinct acts that qualify as genocide under 

international law

1
Defining Principle

Intent to destroy members of a protected 

group

Important Clarification: Genocide does not require all individuals of a group to be destroyed. The intent to destroy the group "in 

whole or in part" is sufficient to meet the legal definition.



The Four Protected Groups Under the Convention

National Groups

People who share a common national identity, citizenship, or 

sense of nationhood.

Ethnic Groups

People who share common cultural traditions, language, or 

heritage.

Racial Groups

People classified together based on hereditary physical 

characteristics.

Religious Groups

People who share common religious beliefs, practices, or faith 

traditions.

These four categories represent the protected groups under international law. Intent to destroy individuals solely because they belong to 

one of these groups is the defining principle of genocide.



Why the Convention Was a Watershed 

Moment

The 1948 Genocide Convention represented a revolutionary shift in international 

law and human rights. For the first time in history, the international community 

established legal mechanisms to address mass atrocities and protect vulnerable 

populations. It put into force the following four, completely new, legal principles:

1

Addressed German Atrocities

Directly responded to the horrific atrocities committed by Germans during WWII.

2

Defined a New Crime

Established the concept of genocide as a distinct international crime.

3

Created Legal Accountability

Made genocide an international crime with legal consequences.

4

Required Action

Obligated countries to prevent and punish genocide.



Building a Framework for International Justice

Coordinated UN Efforts

The 1948 Genocide Convention worked in tandem with the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights to present a unified front on international 

justice and human rights. Together, these documents formed the 

foundation of modern human rights law.

The Convention also recommended the creation of an International Criminal 

Court to try the crime of genocide, a vision that would eventually be 

realized decades later with the establishment of the International Criminal 

Court in 2002 at the Hague in the Netherlands.

1

1945

End of WWII, German atrocities revealed

2

1948

Genocide Convention adopted December 9

Declaration of Human Rights adopted December 10

3

1951

Convention enters into force

4

2002

International Criminal Court established



Teaching Strategy: Making History Relevant

The Lesson Plan’s sentence starters provide scaffolded support for diverse learners, helping all students access complex historical and 

legal concepts. By breaking down sophisticated ideas into manageable components, teachers can ensure every student understands this 

crucial chapter in human rights history.

Differentiation Benefits

Support English language learners and 

students who need additional structure while 

maintaining high academic standards

Active Engagement

Encourage participation through guided 

discussion that builds confidence and 

comprehension

Assessment Tool

Provide formative assessment opportunities 

to check understanding of key concepts and 

vocabulary

By using these differentiation strategies, teachers can help students connect historical events to contemporary issues of human rights, 

justice, and international law.
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