
 

Classroom Guide: Understanding Fascism 

Introduction for Educators 
This guide is designed to help educators teach students about fascism, its historical context, 
and its warning signs. By understanding how fascism develops, students can become more 
informed citizens able to recognize and protect democratic values. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

●​ Define fascism and identify its core characteristics 
●​ Recognize historical examples of fascist regimes 
●​ Identify warning signs of authoritarian movements 
●​ Understand the importance of civic engagement in maintaining democracy 
●​ Develop critical thinking skills to evaluate political rhetoric and policies 

Key Concepts and Definitions 

What is Fascism? 

Fascism is an authoritarian system of government where power is concentrated in the hands of 
one leader or ruling group. It uses fear, lies, and violence to control the population—and it often 
begins with small changes that seem normal or justified. 

Leaders may promise unity, pride, or order, but they demand loyalty in return. Laws and norms 
are gradually eroded. And slowly, democracy is replaced with control. 

Under fascism, democratic systems like voting, free speech, and independent media are 
gradually replaced by loyalty to the state. Dissent is punished, and certain groups are labeled as 
threats to national unity. The goal is not to serve the people—but to control them. 

Core Characteristics of Fascism: 

●​ Extreme nationalism – Belief that the nation is superior and must be protected at all 
costs 

●​ Authoritarian leadership – Power is held by one leader or party that cannot be 
questioned 

●​ Suppression of opposition – Critics, activists, and minorities are silenced or punished 
●​ Media control – Independent journalism is attacked or replaced with propaganda 

© 2025 WhatIsFascism.org 



 
●​ Loss of civil rights – Freedoms like speech, protest, and privacy are taken away—often 

in the name of "security" 
●​ Scapegoating of minorities – Blaming society's problems on marginalized groups to 

create unity through shared hatred 
●​ Militarism – Glorification of military power and military solutions to political problems 
●​ Manufactured crisis – Creating or exploiting emergencies to justify extraordinary 

measures 

Historical Examples 

Nazi Germany (1933-1945) 

●​ Rise through democratic means before dismantling democracy 
●​ Extreme nationalism and racial ideology 
●​ Persecution of Jews, Roma, LGBTQ+ individuals, and political opponents 
●​ State control of media and education 
●​ Militarization of society 

Fascist Italy under Mussolini (1922-1943) 

●​ First self-described fascist regime 
●​ Corporate state model with business and government alignment 
●​ Suppression of labor movements and opposition 
●​ Cult of personality around Mussolini 
●​ Revival of Roman imperial symbols 

Spain under Franco (1939-1975) 

●​ Catholic nationalism intertwined with government 
●​ Suppression of regional identities (Basque, Catalan) 
●​ Economic policies favoring elites 
●​ Media censorship and control of education 

Classroom Activities 

Activity 1: Defining Fascism (25 minutes) 

1.​ Begin with a brainstorming session: "What words or ideas come to mind when you hear 
'fascism'?" 

2.​ Share the definition of fascism and its core characteristics 
3.​ In small groups, have students discuss how these characteristics differ from democratic 

governance 
4.​ Class discussion comparing and contrasting fascist and democratic systems 
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Activity 2: Recognizing Warning Signs (30 minutes) 

1.​ Divide students into groups and assign each group 2-3 warning signs of fascism 
2.​ Groups research historical examples of their assigned warning signs 
3.​ Groups create visual representations of these warning signs 
4.​ Gallery walk where groups view and comment on each other's work 

Activity 3: Evaluating Media (45 minutes) 

1.​ Provide students with various media examples (historical and contemporary) 
2.​ Students analyze the sources using these questions: 

○​ Who created this content and why? 
○​ What techniques are used to attract attention or persuade? 
○​ What information is included or excluded? 
○​ How might different people interpret this message? 

3.​ Discuss how propaganda differs from factual reporting 
4.​ Create criteria for evaluating media sources 

Activity 4: Democratic Values Role Play (50 minutes) 

1.​ Assign students to roles in a fictional community facing challenges 
2.​ Present scenarios that test democratic values 
3.​ Students respond to scenarios from their character's perspective 
4.​ Debrief about how democratic processes can address challenges without resorting to 

authoritarian measures 

Assessment Ideas 
●​ Research Project: Students research a historical fascist movement and create a 

presentation analyzing its rise, characteristics, and consequences 
●​ Media Analysis: Students collect and analyze contemporary political communications, 

identifying rhetorical techniques and evaluating claims 
●​ Reflection Essay: Students reflect on the importance of civic engagement and specific 

actions citizens can take to protect democratic institutions 
●​ Warning Signs Analysis: Students select one warning sign and trace its manifestation 

across multiple historical contexts 

Extension Resources 

Recommended Books 

●​ "How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them" by Jason Stanley 
●​ "On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century" by Timothy Snyder 
●​ "The Origins of Totalitarianism" by Hannah Arendt (excerpts for advanced students) 

© 2025 WhatIsFascism.org 



 
Documentaries 

●​ "The Dictator's Playbook: Hitler" (PBS) 
●​ "Nazi Town, USA" (PBS) 
●​ "The Authoritarians" (based on Dr. Bob Altemeyer's research) 

Articles and Academic Papers 

●​ "The 14 Early Warning Signs of Fascism" by Laurence W. Britt 
●​ "Ur-Fascism" by Umberto Eco 
●​ "The Five Stages of Fascism" by Robert O. Paxton 

Addressing Sensitive Topics 
Teaching about fascism necessarily involves discussing difficult historical events, including 
genocide, war, and human rights abuses. Consider these guidelines: 

●​ Establish a classroom environment of respect and sensitivity 
●​ Provide context and avoid graphic details that may traumatize students 
●​ Connect historical events to broader ethical questions rather than treating them as 

isolated incidents 
●​ Be prepared for emotional responses and provide appropriate support 
●​ Emphasize human agency and resistance, not just victimization 
●​ Include examples of individuals and groups who resisted fascism 

Parental Communication 
Consider sending a letter to parents/guardians explaining: 

●​ The educational purpose of studying fascism 
●​ How the topic connects to curriculum standards 
●​ The balanced, fact-based approach you'll be taking 
●​ An invitation to review materials or discuss concerns 

Remember that teaching about fascism is not about current partisan politics but about helping 
students understand historical patterns and develop critical thinking skills that will serve them 
throughout their lives as engaged citizens. 
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