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Parallel Journeys Study Guide

Introduction to the Parallel
Journeys Study Guide

For  students,  educators,  and  history
enthusiasts  al ike,  the  Parallel
Journeys Study Guide  serves as  an
invaluable resource for unpacking one
of the most compelling nonfiction works
about World War II.  Eleanor H.  Ayer's
Parallel Journeys presents a unique dual
perspective on the Holocaust  and the
Third  Reich  by  weaving  together  the
true stories of Helen Waterford, a Jewish
survivor of Auschwitz, and Alfons Heck,
a  former high-ranking member of  the
Hitler  Youth.  This  article  offers  a
comprehensive exploration of the book,
its themes, and how a well-structured
study guide can deepen understanding
of this critical historical period. Whether
you  are  a  teacher  prepar ing  a
classroom unit, a student writing a book
report,  or  a  lifelong  learner  seeking
context,  this  guide  will  illuminate  the
many  layers  of  Ayer’s  powerful
narrative.

Why the Parallel Journeys
Study Guide Matters

The Parallel Journeys Study Guide is
more  than  a  simple  summary  of
chapters. It is a tool that helps readers
navigate  complex  moral  questions,
histor ical  facts,  and  emotional
narratives. Unlike traditional textbooks,
Parallel  Journeys  offers  two  first-person
accounts that converge in unexpected
ways.  A  study  guide  tailored  to  this

book  helps  bridge  the  gap  between
histor ical  events  and  personal
experience,  making  the  past  feel
immediate  and  relevant.  By  using  a
study  guide,  readers  can  better
appreciate  how  ordinary  people  were
swept into extraordinary circumstances,
and how the choices they made shaped
their destinies.

Understanding the Dual
Narrative Structure

One of the most distinctive features of
this  book  is  its  alternating  chapters.
Helen Waterford’s story details her life
as a young Jewish woman in Germany,
her  marr iage ,  the  r i se  o f  Naz i
persecution,  and  her  harrowing
internment  in  Auschwitz.  Conversely,
Alfons  Heck’s  narrative  recounts  his
indoctrination into the Hitler Youth, his
r i se  to  prominence  w i th in  the
organizat ion,  and  his  eventual
disillusionment.  A  good  Parallel
Journeys  Study Guide  will  highlight
how  these  two  stories  mirror  and
contrast  with  one  another,  offering  a
balanced view of victim and perpetrator
without  excusing  or  sensationalizing
either  side.

Key Themes in Parallel
Journeys

To fully grasp the book, it is essential to
identify and analyze its central themes.
These  themes  are  often  the  focus  of
d i s c u s s i o n  q u e s t i o n s  i n  a n y
comprehensive  Parallel  Journeys



Study  Guide.

The Danger of Indoctrination

Alfons Heck’s  story  serves as  a  stark
w a r n i n g  a b o u t  t h e  p o w e r  o f
propaganda. He was not born a Nazi; he
was  made  one  through  relentless
programming in school,  youth groups,
and media. His account illustrates how
easily young people can be manipulated
when  they  are  denied  access  to
opposing  viewpoints.  This  theme
resonates  s t rong ly  in  modern
discussions  about  media  literacy  and
critical  thinking.  A  study  guide  can
prompt  readers  to  consider  how
propaganda functions today and how to
guard against it.

Resilience and Survival

Helen  Waterford’s  journey  is  a
testament to human endurance.  From
losing  her  family  to  enduring  the
horrors of Auschwitz, her story is one of
unimaginable  suffering  paired  with  an
unyielding  will  to  live.  Her  ability  to
rebuild her life after the war, and even
to speak alongside Alfons Heck in later
years,  demonstrates  the  power  of
forgiveness  and  the  importance  of
bearing witness. A study guide can help
readers explore the psychological  and
emotional  dimensions  of  survival,  as
well  as  the  moral  complexities  of
reconciling  with  former  enemies.

Choice and Responsibility

Both  protagonists  face  moments  of
critical choice. Helen chooses to go into
hiding, to trust certain people, and to
keep  fighting  even  when  hope  seems
lost. Alfons chooses to conform, to rise
through the ranks, and later to confront
the  truth  of  what  he  participated  in.

Their  stories  raise  profound questions
about personal responsibility in times of
political  upheaval.  A  well-designed
Parallel  Journeys  Study  Guide  will
include  prompts  that  ask  readers  to
reflect on what they would have done in
similar  circumstances,  fostering
empathy  and  deeper  engagement.

Historical Context for the
Parallel Journeys Study
Guide

No  study  of  th is  book  would  be
complete  without  understanding  the
broader  historical  framework.  The
Parallel  Journeys  Study  Guide
should  ground  readers  in  key  events
such as the rise of the Nazi Party, the
passing  of  the  Nuremberg  Laws,
Kristallnacht,  the  establishment  of
ghettos and concentration camps, and
the  eventual  defeat  of  Germany  in
1945.  Having  this  context  allows
readers  to  see  how  national  policies
directly impacted individual lives.

The Role of the Hitler Youth

Alfons  Heck’s  involvement  with  the
Hitler  Youth  is  a  central  part  of  his
story. For many young Germans, joining
the Hitler Youth was not a choice but an
expectation.  The  organization  offered
camaraderie, adventure, and a sense of
purpose.  It  also  demanded  absolute
loyalty  to  the  Führer  and  the  Nazi
ideology.  A  study  guide  can  help
readers understand the appeal of such
groups  while  also  critiquing  their
destructive  influence.  This  historical
background is crucial for understanding
how a nation of educated people could
fall  under  the  spell  of  a  tyrannical
regime.
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Life in Auschwitz

Helen  Waterford’s  time  in  Auschwitz
represents the darkest  chapter of  the
book.  A  study  guide  should  provide
factual context about the camp system,
the selection process, forced labor, and
the daily struggle for survival. However,
it  should  also  emphasize  the  human
stories  behind  the  statistics.  Helen’s
account  includes  moments  of  small
kindness,  cunning  acts  of  resistance,
and  the  profound  bonds  formed
between  prisoners.  These  details
remind readers that even in the worst
circumstances, humanity can persist.

How to Use This Parallel
Journeys Study Guide

Whether you are reading independently
or as part of a class, there are several
ways  to  approach  this  resource.  The
following  sections  offer  structured
activities,  discussion  questions,  and
vocabulary building exercises designed
to complement the reading experience.

Chapter-by-Chapter Reflection
Questions

A  practical  Parallel  Journeys  Study
Guide  will  break down the book into
manageable sections. For each chapter
or set of  chapters,  consider questions
like these:

What new information do we learn
about Helen or Alfons in this
section?
How does the historical setting
influence the decisions made by
each person?
What emotions does this chapter
evoke, and why?
Are there any parallels between

the two stories in this section?
What questions does this chapter
raise about morality, justice, or
human nature?

Writ ing  down  answers  to  these
q u e s t i o n s  c a n  h e l p  s o l i d i f y
understanding and prepare for deeper
analysis.

Character Mapping Activity

Another useful exercise is to create a
character  map  for  both  Helen  and
Alfons. List the key people in each of
their  lives:  family  members,  friends,
authority  figures,  and  enemies.  Note
how  each  relationship  influences  their
journey.  For Helen,  this  might include
her  husband  Siegfried,  her  daughter
Doris, and fellow prisoners. For Alfons, it
could  include  his  grandmother,  his
Hitler  Youth leaders,  and his eventual
American  interrogators.  This  activity
helps  readers  see  the  network  of
influences  that  shaped  each  person’s
path.

Vocabulary and Key Terms

The  book  contains  many  terms  that
may be unfamiliar to younger readers
or  those new to  Holocaust  studies.  A
solid Parallel Journeys Study Guide
will define critical vocabulary. Examples
include:

Aryan: A term used by Nazis to
describe a supposed master race
of non-Jewish Caucasians,
particularly those of Germanic
origin.
Gestapo: The secret state police
of Nazi Germany, known for its
brutal enforcement of Nazi
policies.
Ghetto: A section of a city where
Jews were forced to live, often



under overcrowded and
unsanitary conditions.
Kristallnacht: The Night of
Broken Glass, a series of
coordinated attacks against Jews
throughout Nazi Germany on
November 9-10, 1938.
Swastika: The ancient symbol
appropriated by the Nazi Party as
its emblem.
Zionism: A movement for the
establishment and support of a
Jewish homeland in Palestine.

Encouraging  readers  to  create
flashcards  or  vocabulary  journals  can
reinforce  learning.

Discussion Prompts for
Deeper Analysis

For  classroom settings  or  book clubs,
open-ended  discussion  prompts  are
essential.  The  following  prompts  are
designed to encourage critical thinking
and respectful dialogue:

How do Helen and Alfons each1.
define "freedom" at different
points in their lives? How do their
definitions change?
In what ways did Alfons benefit2.
from the Nazi regime? In what
ways was he also a victim of it?
Can we call him a victim without
diminishing his responsibility?
Helen chooses to meet Alfons3.
after the war and speak with him
publicly. What does this decision
reveal about her character?
Would you have made the same
choice?
How does the book challenge the4.
idea that entire nations are either
all good or all evil?
What role does luck or chance5.

play in determining the fate of
each person in this story?

These  questions  can  be  adapted  for
written  essays,  group  discussions,  or
individual reflection journals.

Connecting the Past to the
Present

One of the most powerful uses of the
Parallel Journeys Study Guide is to
draw connections between the historical
e v e n t s  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I  a n d
contemporary  issues.  Genocide,
a n t i s e m i t i s m ,  r a c i s m ,  a n d
authoritarianism are  not  relics  of  the
past. By studying how ordinary people
were drawn into hatred and violence,
students  can  become  more  vigilant
about  protecting  democratic  values
today. The guide can include prompts
that  ask  readers  to  research  current
events,  such  as  hate  speech  laws,
refugee crises, or the rise of extremist
movements, and compare them to the
dynamics described in the book.

Media Literacy and
Propaganda

As  mentioned  earlier,  Alfons  Heck’s
story  is  a  powerful  case  study  in
propaganda.  A  modern  study  guide
might include activities where students
analyze political advertisements, social
media campaigns, or news articles for
bias  and  manipulation.  Understanding
the techniques used by the Nazis can
empower  young  people  to  identify
similar  strategies  in  their  own  media
environments. This makes the Parallel
Journeys  Study  Guide  not  just  a
history  lesson,  but  a  lesson  in  civic
responsibility.
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Writing Assignments and
Extended Projects

To assess understanding and encourage
creative  engagement,  consider  these
writing assignments:

Compare and Contrast Essay:
Write an essay comparing the
childhood experiences of Helen
and Alfons. How did their
environments shape their
worldviews?
Letter from the Future:
Imagine you are Helen or Alfons
immediately after the war. Write
a letter to your younger self.
What advice would you give?
Historical Research Paper:
Choose a specific event
mentioned in the book, such as
Kristallnacht or the Battle of the
Bulge, and research it in greater
depth. Present your findings in a
formal paper.
Creative Project: Create a visual
timeline of both journeys,
showing how their paths intersect
with major historical events. Use
images, quotes, and maps.

These  projects  encourage students  to
move beyond summarization and into
analysis,  synthesis,  and  personal
reflection.

Conclusion

The Parallel Journeys Study Guide is
far more than a collection of questions
and  answers.  I t  is  a  gateway  to
understanding one of the most painful
and important periods in human history
through  the  eyes  of  two  people  who
lived it. Eleanor H. Ayer’s dual narrative
chal lenges  readers  to  confront
complexity,  resist  easy  answers,  and
develop empathy for perspectives that
may  initial ly  seem  alien  or  even
repulsive. By using a structured study
guide, readers can engage deeply with
the text, connect it to the present, and
carry  its  lessons  forward.  As  we
continue  to  grapple  with  issues  of
prejudice, power, and resilience in our
own  t ime,  the  s tor ies  o f  He len
Waterford  and  Alfons  Heck  remain
profoundly  relevant.  This  guide  is  an
invitation not  only  to  learn about  the
past, but to reflect on the kind of future
we want to build.


