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‘So why did they go 
into hiding?’ 
Anne Frank in her historical and 
social context
Darius Jackson

Introduction and rationale
All too often Anne Frank becomes a symbol: there is a 
rose, an asteroid, a stage play and a musical all named 
after her, as well as a rock album recorded in her 
honour and numerous biographies written for children 
of various ages.  She is used to show ‘the triumph of 
hope over evil’, even though she was killed during 
the Holocaust (she died from the horrific conditions in 
Bergen-Belsen). Sometimes she is quoted utterly out 
of context to provide uplifting sentiments, or short 
phrases with redemptive messages.

What this lesson sets out to do is to show that Anne 
Frank was a real teenage girl in a real historical 

context, and if we are to understand her brilliance 
we need to look beyond the simplistic clichés that 
are associated with her. We should look at the life of 
this girl whose family left Germany as refugees, to 
live in Amsterdam; who worked hard at being Dutch, 
addressing her diary to Kitty, a character from a 
famous Dutch children’s novel. We need to see the 
importance of her father Otto: he planned their move 
from Frankfurt to Amsterdam and then later the 
preparations for their hiding place on Prinsengracht. 
This lesson explores the events of Anne’s life as 
well as the events in Nazi Germany and in the 
occupied Netherlands to show the real world in which 
Anne lived.   

A page from Anne Frank’s first diary
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Curriculum links
There are a number of important curriculum links that 
come out of studying Anne Frank. Clearly by putting 
her diary in a historical context there is an overlap 
between English and history, in that this diary was 
written during World War II and is full of references to 
the war. However there is also a complex geography 
here too: she was born in Germany but her diary was 
written in Amsterdam; she was sent to Auschwitz in 
Poland but died in a camp in Germany.

It is important to get the pupils to work together, 
armed with sugar paper and marker pens. They will 
generate their own questions and then explore the 
materials to attempt to answer them. This will support 
their speaking and listening skills as well as build their 
confidence in using the technical language of history. 
It also requires them to define terms like refugee 
and migrant that relate to population movement in 
geography. 

Constructing a timeline also supports the application 
of number lines from maths to a different subject. 

The lesson
There are five stages in the lesson, though some of 
these can be combined towards the end.

Stage One – Introducing the diary and 
generating the questions 
Use the three extracts from Anne Frank’s diary. These 
have been selected to show three key moments early 
in the story: 14 June as this was about her birthday, 
presenting an innocent happy scene, 9 July the day the 
family went into hiding, and 19 November as this gives 
an idea of what was happening and what the Franks 
were trying to avoid.

The pupils read these quotes and discuss what is going 
on and what more do they want or need to know. 
These questions will vary from ones we cannot answer 
such as ‘What biscuits did she take in to school?’ or 
‘Why volleyball?’ to ones that are demanding more 
knowledge ‘Who was Margot?’ or ‘What is a call-up 
notice?’ Some questions will need more expansive 
answers such as ‘Why were they going into hiding?’ or 
‘Why did they move to the Netherlands?’ (A sample of 
questions is in box A.)

It is useful to discuss the various questions the groups 
have come up with and agree on a class set of 
questions. To do this they will talk about what makes 
some questions more important to answer than others 
and they will see that history is a process of enquiry 
rather than a body of knowledge.

Stage Two – Anne Frank’s life 
The pupils, still in their groups, sequence the 13 blue 
cards. These give an overview of Anne Frank’s life as 

well as her parents’ marriage and the publication of 
her diary. As they sequence these they see which of 
their questions they can now answer and whether 
there are any more questions that have arisen or 
aspects of this story that surprise them. The most 
common question to arise is ‘Why would the Frank 
family leave Germany?’ 

Stage Three – Treatment of the Jews in 
the Netherlands 
The second set of cards (green) are inserted in the 
sequence. Once again the pupils look to see if there is 
any information that helps them to answer questions 
or if there are any new questions that arise here. 

Box A

Questions generated by the three Year 3 
classes from Oak Hill First School in Redditch 
during the piloting of this material. In 
discussions it was agreed by the pupils that 
questions about biscuits and volleyball were 
interesting not really very important.

All three classes

• Who is Margot? 
• What is a call-up notice?
• What is ‘a dreadful fate’?
• Why are they going into hiding?
• Why did they move to the Netherlands/

Amsterdam?

Two classes 

• Why are they moving their furniture?
• Why did they want to take the Jews away?

Single classes

• Who has agreed they will go into hiding?
• What would happen if they didn’t hide?
• What is ‘being moved forward’?
• How did they leave Germany?
• How did she feel on the 9 July?
• Where are they putting their furniture?
• Where could they hide?
• Where are they?

Key Stage 2
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Stage Four – a wider context
The students repeat the activity with the cream-
coloured cards. This set refers to the Nazis coming 
to power in Germany and to the liberation of the 
Netherlands. This is where the pupils start to formulate 
an explanation for Otto and Edith Frank’s decision 
to move away from their home city of Frankfurt and 
start a new life in Amsterdam. There is a danger here 
of back-shadowing our knowledge on to the Frank 
family. While we know that in 1940 the Netherlands 
was invaded and occupied by Germany, the Frank 
family could not have known this in 1933. Furthermore 
throughout World War I the Netherlands had been 
neutral, so it would have appeared a safe country in 
which Jews fleeing Germany could seek refuge.

Stage Five – the response of Dutch people
The final three cards (purple) show the response of 
the Dutch population to the persecution of the Dutch 
Jews. It is important to point out that these protests 
were met with repression: the strikes in February 
1941 led to the occupying Germans calling a State 
of Emergency and on 2 August 1942 Jews who had 
converted to Catholicism were arrested as a response 
to the letter of protest read out in churches.  

Conclusion
Here the ideas are pulled together around three 
themes:

What do we now know? Why did they leave 
Frankfurt? Why did Otto and Edith plan to go into 
hiding? And what triggered it? What does this tell us 
about Otto and Edith?

Which of our questions can we answer from the 
information we have collected?

Are there any elements of the story that surprise us?

Anne Frank (1997) The Diary of a 
Young Girl, Penguin

Extract A
Sunday 14 June 1942
‘On Friday, 12 June, I was awake at six o’clock, which isn’t 
surprising, since it was my birthday. But I’m not allowed to 
get up at that hour, so I had to control my curiosity until 
quarter to seven. When I couldn’t wait any longer, I went 
to the dining room, where Moortje (the cat) welcomed 
me... [at school] during break I handed our biscuits to 
my teachers and my class...As it was my birthday, I could 
decide which game my classmates would play, and I chose 
volleyball. Afterwards they all danced around me in a circle 
and sang ‘Happy Birthday’...This morning I lay in the bath 
thinking how wonderful it would be if I had a dog...’

Extract B
Thursday 9 July 1942
‘So there we were...walking in the pouring rain, each of us 
with a satchel and a shopping bag filled to the brim...only 
when we walked down the street did father and mother 
reveal...what the plan was. For months we’d been moving 
as much of our furniture...out of the flat as we could. 
It was agreed we’d go into hiding on the 16

th
. Because 

of Margot’s call-up notice, the plan had to be moved 
forward...’  

Extract C
Thursday 19 November 1942
‘Countless friends and acquaintances have been taken 
off to a dreadful fate. Night after night, green and grey 
military vehicles cruise the streets. They knock on every 
door, asking whether any Jews live there. If so, the whole 
family is immediately taken away.’
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12 June 1942
Anne Frank started writing 
her diary.

1 August 1944
Anne Frank wrote her last 
entry in her diary.

4 August 1944
The hiding place was raided by 
the local police and the Gestapo. 
The eight people hiding there 
were arrested.
Two women who had been 
helping them, find the diary 
and put it in a drawer for safe 
keeping.

Otto Frank moved to run a 
company in Amsterdam in 
September 1933. By February 
1934 he has been joined by 
Edith and the two girls.

Anne Frank’s family shared 
the hiding place with 4 other 
people, also hiding because 
they were Jewish.

Anne Frank was born 12 June 
1929, in Frankfurt am Main, 
Germany. Her sister was 
3 years older, and was also 
born in Frankfurt.

In 1925 Otto Frank and 
Edith Hollander got married. 
They were both German and 
Jewish. The Frank family had 
been in Frankfurt am Main 
for hundreds of years.

1952
The diary was published in 
English, it was called The 
Diary of a Young Girl.

Anne and her family went 
into hiding on 9 July 1942.
Otto Frank had been planning 
to do this for over a year.

In 1959 a Hollywood film 
is made called The Diary of 
Anne Frank. It is a massive 
success. 

5 July 1942
Margot Frank was ordered 
to report for slave labour in 
Germany.

25 June 1947
The diary was published 
in Dutch, it was called Het 
achterhuis (the back house).

Anne Frank, and her sister 
Margot, died of typhus in a 
prison camp in February or 
March 1945.

6 July 1942
Jews were banned from 
visiting friends who were not 
Jewish.

14 July 1942
The Jews in Amsterdam were 
arrested and sent to a prison 
camp called Westerbork. 
These arrests continue into 
the autumn.

3 May1942
Jews were forced to wear a 
yellow star on their coats, in 
the Netherlands.

14 September 1940
Jews were banned from 
going to the market in 
Amsterdam to buy things.

10 May 1940
Germany invaded the 
Netherlands, the Dutch 
surrendered 5 days later.

15 September 1941
Signs were put up saying 
that Jews were banned from 
parks, zoos, restaurants, 
hotels, cafes, cinemas, 
libraries and concerts, in the 
Netherlands.

9 January 1942
Jews were banned from 
going to public schools.

Adolf Hitler and the Nazi 
party came to power in 
Germany in January 1933.

The Nazi government in 
Germany immediately started 
making laws against the Jews 
who lived there.

17 September 1944
Canadian soldiers invaded the 
Netherlands, with support 
from British, Polish and 
American troops.

5 May 1945
The Netherlands was 
liberated.

25-26 February 1941
Dutch people protested 
about how the Dutch Jews 
are being treated. They went 
on strike, but soldiers forced 
them to go back to work.

19 April 1942
In all the churches in the 
Netherlands a letter was read 
out protesting about how 
the Jews were being treated 
by the Germans running the 
country.

26 July 1942
A letter was read out 
protesting about the 
treatment of Jews. This 
happened in nearly all Dutch 
churches.

Anne Frank sorting cards



Primary History 79    Summer 2018    Historical Association30    

Clara Asscher-Pinkhof was a famous Dutch 
writer of children’s stories. She was Jewish 
and wrote a series of short stories about her 
experiences in Amsterdam and Bergen-Belsen. 
These stories were published as Star Children 
in 1946.

Judith Kerr When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit, this 
is a semi-autobiographical account of fleeing 
Nazi Germany written by the author of the 
Mog stories and The Tiger Who Came to Tea.

The Netherlands during the war
There are several very good books in English 
about the Netherlands during World War II 
I have found these two most useful 
Bob Moore (1997) Victims and Survivors 
London: Arnold
Dick van Galen Last and Rolf Wolfswinkel 
(1996) Anne Frank and After Amsterdam 
University Press

Ilona Aronovsky ‘The life stories of refugees: 
Judith Kerr’ a very useful outline on how to 
use Kerr’s book. It is in Primary History 75, 
Spring 2017

Resources

Anne Frank Trust  
They do a lot of work on human rights and 
education against prejudice. They have an 
excellent Anne Frank touring display and a 
strong regional network. 
www.annefrank.org.uk/  

Centre for Holocaust Education  
A research-led team based at University 
College London. The website includes 
interesting research and some open access 
material. The 2016 report What do students 
know and understand about the Holocaust is 
excellent at revealing the ideas children have 
about the Holocaust.  
www.holocausteducation.org.uk/  

The National Holocaust Centre  
Offers a range of experiences specifically 
designed for Key Stage 2 students.  
www.nationalholocaustcentre.net/

Websites

Why choose Anne Frank?
• She is a famous person. Her diary has been 

translated into 67 languages and sold over 31 
million copies, she is a major figure in world 
literature, there are numerous books about her 
life written for primary-age children. In their 2016 
research the Centre for Holocaust Education found 
that amongst Year 7 pupils ‘…the diary of Anne 
Frank was the most regularly cited book read by 
students.’

• Studying Anne Frank helps children to see others 
as real people. Anne was a refugee but she was 
so much more. It helps the pupils see that the 
Jews who were persecuted and murdered under 
the Nazis were all people with their own hopes 
and fears, loves and dislikes. This helps them to 
confront the nature of diversity in history.

• It introduces pupils to ideas of migration, refugees, 
diversity and persecution – ideas that are as 
important now as they were in the 1930s.

• Her diary explores a range of complex and 
challenging issues, while at the same time being 
an accessible text. The pupils can discuss the 
real ethical problem about whether we have the 
right to read another person’s diary. They can also 
explore how the diary has been edited, as the 
translation published in 1952 is shorter than the 
one published 1997. Throughout I have used Anne 
Frank The Diary of a Young Girl The Definitive 
Edition translated by Susan Massotty published by 
Penguin in 1997. 

• She can cause controversies even now; this can be 
about the content of the diary. In some parts of 
America recent translations of her diary are banned 
as they include her reflections upon puberty. Some 
people read the diary and draw optimistic messages 
from it whilst others see it as showing how easy it 
is to crush the human spirit.

• The Prime Minister’s commission into Holocaust 
education advocated a spiral curriculum; by siting 
Anne Frank in her historic context pupils are taking 
the first steps on the spiral curriculum that leads to 
growing understanding of the Holocaust. 
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