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Preface

In recent decades, Holocaust education has become an 
important part of the ever-expanding field of Holocaust 
studies. Across the globe, the systematic mass murder of 
the Jewish people is taught in schools, colleges, universi-
ties and beyond. Consequently, there has been a wealth of 
literature on what should be taught, how this should be 
done and what the aims and purposes of such an educa-
tion ought to be. These debates have been continuing for a 
number of years and despite their important and valuable 
contribution, they seem to be reaching the point of schol-
arly exhaustion.

This publication aims to move forward the discussion 
by highlighting that debates within Holocaust educa-
tion have gone beyond traditional and well-rehearsed 
arguments. Contemporary Holocaust pedagogy faces 
a number of practical challenges, such as student and 
teacher opposition, rising levels of anti-Semitism, the 
imminent passing of the survivor generation and the 
subject’s increased trivialisation and universalisation. Yet 
in addition to the difficulties, various opportunities also 
exist as a consequence of developing technologies, social 
media and international collaboration. This book seeks to 
synthesise the most recent and innovative scholarship in 
these areas and to critically assess the arguments, research 
methods and conclusions which are drawn. It has been 
to the detriment of Holocaust education that such few 
attempts have been made to draw together the exist-
ing corpus of literature within the field and it is hoped 
that this effort to do so will somewhat contribute to this 
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Preface

concerning omission. With one or two necessary exceptions, I have 
only drawn upon that which has been written in the English language. 
Despite both this and the ubiquity of Holocaust consciousness in North 
America, Western Europe and Israel, every effort has been made to 
adopt a truly global perspective.
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1
Perceptions, Knowledge 
and Attitudes

Abstract: Research across the globe suggests that both 
students and teachers approach the subject of the Holocaust 
with ideological and historical preconceptions and that in 
some places knowledge of the topic is very limited indeed. 
Drawing on a number of studies from around the world, the 
relationship between ignorance and prejudice is explored 
as well as the way that attitudes and understandings can 
shape the nature of Holocaust education. Discussion is made 
concerning what ought to be considered as the expected 
standard of knowledge and whether existing scholarship 
has sometimes demanded too high a level of expertise from 
Holocaust educators.

Keywords: anti-Semitism; attitudes; ignorance; 
knowledge; preconceptions; prejudice

Gray, Michael. Contemporary Debates in Holocaust 
Education. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.  
doi: 10.1057/9781137388575.0005.
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Connecting the two educational pillars of teaching and learning seems 
axiomatic. After all, how can effective teaching take place if there is no 
effective learning? Until recently, however, Holocaust education and 
certainly the scholarship within this particular field has typically focused 
on the teaching at the expense of the learning, or more precisely, the 
learner. Debates about the content of Holocaust curricula, the subject’s 
uniqueness and the aims of teaching it have been important, and at times 
very productive, yet they have inadvertently marginalised the value of 
accounting for the learners; their preconceptions, attitudes, understand-
ings and outlook.

Shemilt notes that ‘programmes of history education should be 
informed by knowledge of how adolescents make sense of what is 
taught.’1 This might be broadened even further and connected to 
notions of historical consciousness whereby ‘those concerned with 
history education are looking beyond school for the ways in which the 
past figures in youngsters’ views of the world’,2 both epistemologically 
and ontologically in a reciprocal, two-way relationship. In their valu-
able study for the National Research Council, Donovan and Bransford 
stated:

Being learning-centred, then, involves paying attention to students’ back-
grounds and cultural values, as well as to their abilities. To build effectively 
on what learners bring to the classroom, teachers must pay close attention 
to individual students’ starting points and to their progress on learning 
tasks.3

The relationship between what Rüsen calls lebenspraxis (practical life)4 
and more formalised education within the classroom is an important 
one. Relating this to Holocaust education involves understanding 
students’ perceptions. What do they understand by terms such as 
‘concentration camp’, ‘Nazi’ or ‘Jew’? What attitudes and assumptions 
underpin these understandings? Moreover, what preconceptions 
about the Holocaust have students acquired before they formally study 
the subject in school? Of course, readjusting the focus to include the 
learner ought not to be at the expense of those teaching the learner. 
What are the perceptions, knowledge and attitudes of teachers? How 
much ought they to know about the Holocaust and how much do they 
know? To what extent do their prejudices and biases affect learners? 
These are some of the questions which studies are now beginning to 
address.
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Teachers’ knowledge of the Holocaust

Many of the studies which have sought to measure or assess knowledge 
of the Holocaust have been carried out on random samples of the public. 
The American Jewish Committee (AJC), for example, surveyed about 
1,000 people in each of Germany, Austria, France, Poland, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom and the United States of America. Despite some very 
poorly constructed questions in this study, it concluded that knowledge 
of the Holocaust is ‘low and uneven in most countries’.5 Jedwab’s research 
on 1,500 Canadians concluded that ‘just over 90 of Canadians surveyed 
are aware of the Holocaust’6 while ‘65 of respondents agreed that they 
had good knowledge’.7 Jedwab, however, did not test knowledge of the 
Holocaust but rather respondents’ perceptions of their knowledge. This 
is somewhat problematic seeing that two individuals who have a differ-
ent conception of what constitutes ‘good knowledge’ of the Holocaust 
may both consider that their knowledge is good when the levels of their 
knowledge may in fact be very different. Despite these concerns, Jedwab 
is right to bemoan the scarcity of studies which measure Holocaust 
knowledge and to call for a discussion about ‘the minimal criteria to be 
considered adequately “informed” on the subject’.8

It would seem reasonable to argue that those teaching about the 
Holocaust ought to have greater knowledge than those who do not teach 
the subject. After all, as Lange states in his study of Swedish practition-
ers’ perceptions and experiences of teaching the Holocaust:

Teachers constitute an ‘elite’. They are well-educated individuals who have 
been given – and have accepted – responsibility for a task that is of funda-
mental importance to society, namely that of conveying and facilitating the 
acquisition of basic knowledge and values among new generations of the 
members of society.9

Yet the existing evidence, limited though it is, certainly suggests that 
teachers’ knowledge of the Holocaust is not satisfactory. Depending on 
how one interprets the data and the standard that is employed, there 
could even be a case to argue that the level of knowledge is woefully 
inadequate.

Out of the existing research, two major studies stand out as the most 
valuable and methodologically robust. The first of these was conducted 
by Lange on over 5,000 teachers in Sweden, the second by the Holocaust 
Education Development Programme (HEDP) on 2,108 teachers in 
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England.10 Although neither survey was principally exploring teachers’ 
knowledge, both asked a series of relatively similar questions to respond-
ents including what percentage of Germany’s 1933 population consisted 
of Jews and questions that required knowledge of some of the specific 
camps which were used exclusively for the murdering of Jews. Lange 
had 11 questions in total which tested teachers’ Holocaust knowledge, 
while the HEDP survey asked nine questions on the subject. The results 
appeared to demonstrate a distinct absence of knowledge. Lange wrote:

Only 2 [of 5081] teachers answered all of the questions correctly, and a 
further fourteen gave correct answers in relation to all but one of the ques-
tions. 7.8 answered all of the questions incorrectly, 27.8 answered all but 
one incorrectly, 26 gave two correct answers and 16.6 gave three correct 
answers. Thus 70.4 of the respondents gave incorrect answers to at least 
eight of the eleven questions.11

Foster, the Director of the HEDP, found similar results.

Only 48 of the 1,816 (2.6) teachers who responded to the online question-
naire answered all the questions correctly where 687 teachers (37.8) either 
provided one or no correct answer to any of the questions.12

Lange acknowledges that ‘testing teachers’ knowledge – irrespective of 
the type of knowledge in question – is a problematic venture’,13 while 
Foster too states that ‘mapping knowledge in any subject is an inher-
ently complex undertaking’ and thus ‘it would be imprudent to make 
sweeping generalisations about teachers’ subject knowledge’.14 It is dif-
ficult to know whether Lange and the HEDP, in their respective studies, 
would expect the majority of their respondents to provide the correct 
answer to the majority of the questions posed. If so, then this is very 
intellectually demanding and while it is useful to begin to establish an 
agreed benchmark for what is ‘adequate knowledge’ for a teacher to hold, 
this particular model perhaps seems too challenging. It must be taken 
into account that teachers are not expected to be Holocaust specialists 
and that this is just one part of what is often a very large curriculum. 
With that in mind, asking them the specific name attributed to the Nazi 
genocide of the Roma15 and whether or not Roosevelt was the only leader 
to publicly condemn the events of Kristallnacht seems to be a very high 
standard.16 Moreover, many of the respondents were not history teachers. 
Jedwab perceptively notes:

Of the empirical studies conducted to date, observers have been surprised 
by just how many people report limited or no awareness of the Holocaust. 
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Perhaps this is because leaders in the field of Holocaust education set the 
bar too high when it comes to the desired level of knowledge.17

The results of the Holocaust knowledge questions within these two 
major studies do, however, demonstrate some very interesting findings. 
For example, in the HEDP research, those with greater knowledge of the 
Holocaust were more likely to emphasise the specificity of the target-
ing of the Jews while those with the least knowledge were most likely 
to understand the Holocaust as a phenomenon involving a wide range 
of victims.18 Lange’s findings concluded that Holocaust knowledge was 
highest among 55–60-year-old teachers. He also found that 56.7 per cent 
of teachers felt that their knowledge of the Holocaust could be ‘somewhat 
or much better’19 while in the HEDP survey, most teachers in all subjects 
felt confident in their knowledge.20

Moving beyond Sweden and England, many researchers have noted the 
lack of Holocaust knowledge which is demonstrated by teachers. While 
most of their comments are drawn from anecdotal evidence rather than 
empirical surveys, they do provide something of an insight into what 
remains an under-researched field. Nates, for example, in her work with 
South African teachers wrote that ‘educators have little or no knowledge 
of the Holocaust.’21 She went onto state that ‘there are hundreds of thou-
sands of educators and learners who have very little knowledge of the 
complex history of the Holocaust.’22 These summations were based on 
experiences at teacher training workshops where South African educa-
tors were given mind-maps to find out how much they knew about the 
Holocaust. Moreover, Nates comments, ‘when asked to identify different 
countries on a European map, almost all educators without exception, 
cannot find Germany, Poland or the Netherlands.’23

Morocco, like South Africa, is a country where the Holocaust has not 
been a part of national consciousness. Polak notes that ‘until now there 
has been little, if any, public knowledge of this history, and perhaps a 
certain amount of resistance to such teaching.’24 Yet the Moroccan 
government’s Ministry of Education, in contrast to many of its North 
African neighbours, is actively pursuing programmes and initiatives 
which will help to educate their teachers on Holocaust and human rights 
education.

In contrast, the major report, Education on the Holocaust and on Anti-
Semitism, conducted by the Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights (ODIHR), noted that one of the most common obstacles 
for teaching the Holocaust within Europe was the ‘lack of adequate 
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teacher preparation’ and ‘the lack of adequate funding ... for teacher 
training’.25 In the 2006 report by the Jewish Education Service of North 
America (JESNA), 22 leading professionals in American Holocaust 
education were interviewed. They commonly agreed that within the 
US, ‘teachers are not trained well enough in the history itself and its 
complexity’ and that ‘teachers lack knowledge of the methodologies and 
pedagogic strategies to deliver that history’.26 This suggests that teachers’ 
levels of knowledge may sometimes be a limitation on the quality of the 
Holocaust education that is being delivered.

Gross’s work in Poland would support this idea. Her study of 60 
teachers who participated in a Holocaust teacher programme found that 
practitioners’ knowledge of the subject was often a significant problem. 
One of the respondents in the research believed that ‘the biggest barrier 
to Holocaust education is the lack of professional and material support 
for teachers, and that teachers suffered from a lack of knowledge about 
the Holocaust and Jewish culture in Poland’.27

Misco’s work in Latvia also highlighted a deficiency in the aptitude 
and understanding of the Holocaust among its educators. In his study 
of 50 teachers, one of the six reasons he elicited as to why the Holocaust 
is marginalised and often ignored within Latvian schools was ‘lack of 
knowledge’.28 Misco writes:

Additional issues that serve to minimize teaching, learning and talking about 
the Holocaust are lack of knowledge and apathy. Although apathy can cer-
tainly be tied to Latvian victimization, whereby concern for those other than 
Latvians is diminished, it also stems from ignorance on the topic. Lack of 
knowledge about the Holocaust, which was promulgated during the Soviet era 
and still influences generations of Latvians, has only diminished partially.29

To a limited extent the situation above is also true of Romania where ‘a 
prominent legacy of the communist-era is the general lack of knowledge 
about the Holocaust’.30 Yet seemingly in contrast to Latvia:

For the past few years, Romanian educators have refined their knowledge 
and understanding of Holocaust education, including a substantial number 
of domestic and international teacher in-services and a proliferation of 
books and materials on the subject.31

The potential inadequacy of teacher knowledge on the Holocaust and 
the deficiency of training opportunities do not appear to be the case in 
Israel. Cohen’s major study of Holocaust education in Israel conducted 
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on 2,540 students, 519 teachers and 307 principals allows for a clearer 
picture of the state of Holocaust education here than in perhaps any other 
country. He noted that ‘the people teaching the Shoah in Israeli schools 
are highly educated and experienced. Virtually all the teachers hold at 
least a bachelor’s degree and almost half earned a master’s degree ... most 
have received at least some specialized training in teaching the Shoah.’32 
Cohen goes onto say that ‘the wide availability of enrichment courses 
specifically geared towards teaching the Shoah is another distinguishing 
feature of the Israeli educational landscape’,33 with courses being offered 
by Yad Vashem, the Ministry of Education, as well as various other 
museums and institutions.

Overall, it must be acknowledged that on the basis of such minimal 
research around the world, it is impossible to adequately summarise 
teachers’ knowledge of the Holocaust without resorting to gross generali-
sations. Undoubtedly there are significant differences between countries, 
regions and even institutions. Nevertheless, one may tentatively suggest 
from the existing corpus of scholarship, that in some countries in par-
ticular, there is a need to raise the levels of existing knowledge. It seems 
highly unlikely that there will be an agreed body of knowledge for teachers 
any time soon. Nevertheless, greater consensus on what teachers ought to 
be expected to know is needed; at present it seems that practitioners and 
academics are divergent on what ought to be expected from educators. 
Moreover, it seems apparent that further research needs to be conducted 
in this particular field of Holocaust education if teacher training is to 
target the precise areas where knowledge needs to improve.

Students’ knowledge of the Holocaust

Many of the same problems and challenges which exist in assessing 
the levels of teachers’ knowledge are also applicable when exploring 
students’ knowledge of the Holocaust. What exactly should adolescents 
know and what constitutes ‘adequate’ or even ‘commendable’ levels of 
knowledge? While both scholars34 and many of the major Holocaust 
organisations such as the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(USHMM), amongst others, have suggested what ought to be included 
in a Holocaust curriculum, there remains a lack of consensus. Moreover, 
to what depth ought these topics to be taught and how is understanding, 
as well as knowledge, most appropriately measured?



 

DOI: 10.1057/9781137388575.0005

Contemporary Debates in Holocaust Education

Examining students’ knowledge of the Holocaust after they have been 
taught the subject is to some extent at least measuring the effectiveness 
of the teacher in delivering the course and the ability of the student to 
recall information. It is thus more insightful to explore what adolescents 
know and understand about the Holocaust before they have studied it 
formally in school. This involves discovering their preconceptions; what 
ideas they have acquired about the subject from films, books, the inter-
net, friends or school. Schweber anecdotally comments:

I suspect that most kids in the United States first learn about the Holocaust, 
slavery, and other atrocities in history accidentally, randomly, because they 
happened to be standing by the monkey bars in the school playground on a 
Thursday morning.35

How pupils typically first hear about the Holocaust is difficult to gauge, 
but what is increasingly apparent is that many pupils are acquiring con-
ceptions and knowledge of the subject from an early age.36 In a study 
directed by Cohen in 2009 on students in American Junior High and 
High schools, 99 per cent of them had heard of the Holocaust before 
they learnt about it in the curriculum.37 Consequently, it is imperative 
that teachers explore pupils’ prior thinking so that they can challenge 
misconceptions, build on existing ideas and adjust their curriculum to 
tackle specific areas of ignorance. Totten writes:

Experience has taught me that a study of the Holocaust which begins with 
an examination of what students know, don’t know, and want to know 
ultimately contributes to a more potent and meaningful understanding of 
this tragic event.38

Yet despite this, the numbers of studies which have specifically explored 
pupils’ intellectual preconceptions have been few, with far more research 
choosing to focus on attitudes and feelings than on knowledge and under-
standing. To some extent one ought not to draw too much of a distinction, 
for knowledge and attitudes are certainly connected and studies which have 
sought to explore pupils’ understandings have often commented on attitudes 
in order to contextualise and make sense of their data.

In Ivanova’s important research conducted on 15–17-year-olds in 
Ukraine, she studied both pupils’ knowledge and attitudes. One hun-
dred and seven adolescents were each given a sheet of paper with the 
statement, ‘Please write about the Holocaust (the mass extermination of 
the Jews during the Second World War).’ This open-ended activity did 
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not place limitations on what pupils knew by asking precisely selected, 
closed-ended questions. It also provided respondents with the oppor-
tunity to express those elements of the Holocaust which they felt were 
particularly important or pertinent. Although all of the pupils had previ-
ously studied the Second World War, Ivanova observed that textbooks 
offered very limited information on the Holocaust. The findings sug-
gested a significant deficiency in knowledge and understanding of the 
subject.

Many had not really heard about the Holocaust and, according to several 
students at one of the schools, it had not even been mentioned in their his-
tory lessons. It was obvious how difficult it was for the youngsters to write 
anything on the subject.39

Ivanova also noted that ‘fewer than 10 per cent of the students were able 
to articulate significant historical knowledge’,40 with the majority of those 
individuals coming from a Jewish school. Yet connected to this ignorance 
was the attitude of some of the respondents, with 11 per cent of those from 
the non-Jewish school expressing an openly anti-Semitic discourse.41

The relationship between a lack of knowledge and anti-Semitism is 
also demonstrated in Gross’s work conducted on 60 teachers in Poland. 
She noted that ‘fifty-eight per cent of the teachers stated that students 
came to school with a general lack of knowledge about Jews’ and that 
‘sixty per cent stated that their students arrived with stereotypes or 
negative attitudes about the Jews’.42 Unsurprisingly therefore, when 
constructing a list of the obstacles to teaching about the Holocaust in 
Poland, teachers placed stereotypes and negatives attitudes of the Jews 
as the primary limitation and students’ lack of knowledge as the second 
largest obstacle.43

The seeming ignorance of adolescents in Ukraine and Poland is also 
mirrored in other parts of Europe. Misco records the comments of an 
experienced Latvian teacher, for example, who noted, ‘I saw it clearly that 
children don’t have any idea.’44 Elsewhere, Misco writes that ‘Romanian 
students’ knowledge about the Holocaust is sometimes incomplete, 
biased, or cursory.’45 If such are Romanian students’ preconceptions, 
it does not bode well when Misco also records that ‘when asked what 
students would actually learn about the Holocaust in the normal cur-
riculum, one prominent history inspector suggested “almost nothing”. ’46

In Slovakia, Michaels acknowledges the different discourses which 
underpin and influence the direction of Holocaust education and 
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consequently the knowledge acquired by students. In her valuable 
analysis of Slovakia’s prescriptive textbooks she observes that although 
‘textbooks and curricular documents should not be simplistically 
equated with teacher practice or student beliefs ... Students who wish to 
successfully advance through the academic system must possess knowl-
edge of this material, even if they do not believe its content or ideological 
message.’47 This highlights the importance of recognising that the nature 
of adolescents’ Holocaust knowledge is just as important as the quantity. 
Moreover, students may possess ideas and information about the subject 
in preparation for an exam without necessarily believing it. In addition, 
they may have neither the time nor the inclination to challenge the 
prevailing orthodoxy of mainstream national discourses. Conversely, 
Frankl’s assessment of Holocaust education in the neighbouring Czech 
Republic found that in the post-Soviet years there had been considerable 
advances and that many of the contemporary teaching resources focused 
on detailed historical knowledge, perhaps at the expense of helping prac-
titioners how to teach the subject.48 This suggests that factual and accu-
rate information on the Holocaust is readily available for both teachers 
and students. Nevertheless, if teachers are not sufficiently equipped to 
make the subject interesting or relevant, then many adolescents may not 
wish to acquire the knowledge that is available.

Santerini argues that in Italy, like in so many other countries, 
Holocaust education is ‘indissolubly connected’ to the country’s his-
torical memory.49 Yet unless cultural memory prevails over political 
memory, ‘Holocaust education runs the risk of being seen as irrelevant.’50 
The logical outcome of this would not only be a decrease in students’ 
prior knowledge of the subject but a reduction in their motivation and 
desire to know and understand.

As discussed in Chapter 2, Holocaust education cannot be detached 
from national consciousness and memory. It therefore seems apparent 
that students’ awareness and understanding of the Holocaust is reduced 
in countries where the subject is not a significant part of its national 
memory and identity or where that national memory is selective in its 
use of the Holocaust. Similarly, in places where the Holocaust, and all 
aspects of it, is an important tenet of a country’s identity and history, 
either directly or indirectly, one might expect knowledge of the subject to 
be higher. This appears to be the case. In Germany, for example, Welzer 
argues that young people learn about Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, 
not simply through formal education but, perhaps more importantly, 
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through ‘the emotional wallop of images from the past offered by most 
other sources’.51 He also states that in Germany ‘survey data show that 
young Germans are generally quite well informed about the historical 
events and can associate correctly with keywords such as “Auschwitz” 
and “SS”. ’52

It seems that the Holocaust plays no more of an important role in 
national consciousness than in Israel. Cohen discovered that ‘three quar-
ters of the students and virtually all of the teachers (96) said that the 
Shoah influences their world view’.53 Yet the same might also be said of 
Jews within the Diaspora. In a study conducted in 2008 of over a thou-
sand French Jewish youth, 92 per cent stated that their worldview was 
affected by the Holocaust, which was in fact higher than Jewish youth in 
Israel.54

Despite the fact that according to Auron, ‘the Holocaust is studied 
more in Israel – apparently very much more – than any other subject 
in the field of modern Jewish history’,55 Cohen found that 83 per cent 
of students wanted to learn more about it. He also presented compel-
ling evidence to support the idea that Israeli students’ knowledge of the 
Holocaust is vast and almost universal. Amongst 12th grade students,  
98 per cent of them had familiarity and recognition of the term ‘ghetto’, 
97 per cent with both Kristallnacht and Janusz Korczak, 93 per cent with 
Judenräte, 90 per cent with the Wannsee Conference and 88 per cent 
with the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact.56

Studies on adolescents’ preconceptions in England have also 
highlighted that many of them have considerable knowledge of the 
Holocaust before they formally learn about it at school. According to 
the HEDP report on Holocaust education in England, the subject is 
most commonly taught when pupils are aged 13 and 14. In a sample of 
26 boys, Edwards and O’Dowd found a wide range of preconceptions, 
some idiosyncratic in nature, but with most pupils demonstrating some 
meaningful historical knowledge and understanding. They concluded 
that the ‘class’s prior knowledge of events varied in levels of complexity’ 
but that ‘in a few cases understandings were detailed and in most cases 
they showed a familiarity with some of the main events’.57 While the lack 
of data makes international comparison impossible, a more detailed look 
at the results of Edwards and O’Dowd’s study suggest that in this small 
sample there was significant and meaningful knowledge with over half 
the class recognising the Star of David and many students stating that 
extermination had been preceded by persecution.
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With a sample of 298 13-year-olds from four different English schools, 
Gray also explored students’ knowledge and understanding of the 
Holocaust before they had formally studied the subject in their History 
curriculum.58 He specifically noted the influence of certain books and 
films on adolescents’ thinking, notably Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young 
Girl and especially The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. Gray also found that 
many respondents provided Hitler-centric explanations of the Holocaust 
and erroneously perceived that the Nazis defined Jews in religious 
rather than racial terms. Although there were common misconceptions 
regarding the geography and scale of the Holocaust, almost all students 
had detailed knowledge about various elements of the camps and the 
nature of living conditions within them. Virtually every student lacked 
knowledge of the ghettos and the role of the Einsatzgruppen, seeming to 
believe that all Jews who perished at the hands of the Nazis experienced 
a near identical experience, in that they were taken from their homes 
to concentration camps where they were either gassed or shot. Yet a 
workable understanding, based on reasonable knowledge, was possessed 
by the vast majority of students, that being before they had studied the 
subject in school.

Instead of focusing on historical knowledge of the Holocaust, a qualita-
tive study conducted by Short analysed students’ knowledge and under-
standing of the moral lessons of the Holocaust, stating that ‘knowledge 
of how the Holocaust is relevant to contemporary life (both locally and 
globally) has to be seen as a necessary condition of successful Holocaust 
education.’59 Short interviewed 31 pupils from London schools who came 
from a wide range of backgrounds, but had all participated in a specific 
Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD) event. He noted that for the majority 
of those who participated in the experience, they had perceived the only 
benefits to be an increase in their historical knowledge of the subject 
and that ‘overall, the students failed to learn a number of important les-
sons from the Holocaust and the events that led to it’.60 Short therefore 
concluded that most students were not able to draw out lessons from 
the Holocaust by themselves and that the respondents’ teachers may 
also have failed to do so. Though Short’s beliefs about what constitutes 
successful Holocaust education are not shared by all teachers – many 
of whom actively resist the notion of acquiring moral lessons from 
the past – it does offer a different dimension to the sort of knowledge 
which ought to be measured and analysed. Yet it is important to note 
that historical knowledge and ‘moral knowledge’ are connected. While 
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the former can exist independently of the latter, it seems unlikely that 
meaningful lessons can be drawn if there is no historical basis. After all, 
without grounding any ‘moral knowledge’ in its historical context almost 
any lesson whatsoever can be drawn.

Attitudes towards the Holocaust among  
teachers and students

In addition to exploring the nature and extent of both teachers’ and stu-
dents’ knowledge, empirical studies (either intentionally or not) have also 
shed light on some of the attitudes that exist within Holocaust education. 
It is unsurprising that the subject can generate a wide array of attitudes, 
ranging from enthusiasm and fascination to opposition and detachment. 
Responses to Holocaust education are discussed in Chapter 2 and thus the 
briefer discussion here is principally confined to the relationship between 
attitudes and knowledge.

The principal relationship is that attitudes towards the Holocaust are 
connected to the depth of historical knowledge and understanding which 
is held by the learner. Those with particularly negative attitudes towards 
the subject are often those with the least awareness of the details of the 
Holocaust as a historical phenomenon. In Ivanova’s study of Ukrainian 
students where ignorance appeared endemic, she also observed virulent 
and aggressive anti-Semitism. One respondent wrote of the Jews, ‘They 
all need to be rooted out ... I think you can’t ignore this plague, which 
is swarming worldwide – they have to be exterminated!’, while another 
stated, ‘Hitler killed many Jews. Way to go!’.61

In a study by Maitles and Cowan in Scotland, knowledge of the 
Holocaust was cross-referenced with children’s attitudes towards Jews.62 
They found that racist attitudes were more likely to emerge from those 
without knowledge of the Holocaust. Although these findings would sup-
port other studies, the validity of the link is somewhat suspect. Maitles 
and Cowan considered the sample section as having ‘knowledge’ simply 
if they perceived that they knew what the Holocaust was. Moreover, 
there were only four pupils out of 133 who agreed that it was acceptable 
to make racist statements about the Jews.63

More valuable is Kelso’s large-scale study of over 600 teachers in 
Romania between 2005 and 2010, which also supports the idea that 
there are important links between knowledge and attitudes. Yet unlike 
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in the studies by Gross, Ivanova, and Maitles and Cowan, the ignorance 
was held by teachers and not students. Furthermore, the target of the 
prejudice and intolerance was not Jews but Roma. Irrespective of these 
differences, the correlation between a lack of knowledge and a lack of 
acceptance continues to be evident. In evaluating Holocaust education in 
Romania, Kelso makes the connection by stating that ‘ignorance about the 
Holocaust and prejudice about the minorities affected are at the root of 
non-compliance in teaching.’64 Although ‘the majority of teachers in this 
study demonstrated a lack of historical and cultural knowledge about the 
Roma’,65 Kelso highlights their willingness to make generalised comments 
about them such as ‘Roma do not want to integrate into society’, ‘Roma 
steal things and are violent’ and ‘Roma do not want to be educated’.66

It is perhaps especially worrying when the traits of ignorance and 
prejudice are found in teachers. In many countries it is individual 
practitioners who determine whether Holocaust education is going to 
be a superficial exercise or a meaningful study. Moreover, it seems very 
difficult for teachers to educate their students when they are deficient of 
the requisite knowledge. What seems more likely is that their prejudices 
will be transmitted instead of the historical understanding which it was 
their duty to provide.

Tackling the ignorance and prejudice which are characterised in 
the findings of the likes of Ivanova, Gross and Kelso represent a major 
challenge. This is principally because the two concepts support each 
other. The prejudice that individuals hold make them reluctant to learn 
more about the subject and in some cases reject new information which 
challenge their misconceptions. Kelso for example observed how many 
Romanian teachers were unwilling to integrate new research on the 
Roma into their existing frameworks of thinking or even include the 
Roma in their teaching of the Holocaust.

I found that teachers’ resistance to incorporating Roma into Holocaust 
education results from ignorance (wilful or otherwise) of the events sur-
rounding the Holocaust in Romania and deep-seated (historical and con-
temporary) prejudice against the Romani minority in Romania.67

Yet in addition to the prejudice supporting ignorance, so the latter but-
tresses the former, for prejudicial ideas can be self-justified when sup-
ported by one’s internal logic. Ignorance prevents this quasi-logic from 
being dismantled. Kelso also noted that ‘teachers could not detach con-
temporary prejudices of Roma with their understandings of the past.’68
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Ignorance and prejudice seems to be apparent, often to a limited extent 
in much of the research conducted on teachers and students. Gray’s study 
of 147 pupils in England, for example, concluded that ‘for all the endeav-
ours and education that teachers give and pupils receive, there is still the 
persistence of myths, prejudices and important historical inaccuracies.’69 
Schweber noted in her qualitative study Simulating Survival, ‘two of the 
four students I interviewed ... had held negative associations with the 
word “Jew” at the beginning of the semester’.70 In a study of over 200 
pupils’ values and attitudes in Scotland, Maitles and Cowan found that 
over 10 per cent of the sample believed that there were too many Jews in 
Scotland and approximately 2 per cent thought it was ‘ok for adults to 
make racist comments about Jewish people’.71 Despite this, Maitles and 
Cowan also noted the enthusiasm for learning about the Holocaust with 
fewer than 15 per cent disagreeing with the statements that they should 
learn more about the subject and would like to find out more.72

Yet attitudes towards Jews, as well as teaching and learning about the 
Holocaust, are by no means all negative; in many cases they are quite 
the contrary. Gray reported examples of pupils in England sometimes 
demonstrating philosemitism.73 In interviews conducted by Short with 
various 14 to 16-year-olds in England, one student stated:

What I thought before and what I think now has definitely changed. Before 
[HMD] Jewish people to me were just seen as normal people, but after HMD 
I think these people have been persecuted so much. They went through the 
Holocaust with so much pride, I think there’s a lot to learn from Jewish 
people these days.74

Moreover, in his study on Swedish teachers Lange reported that 44 per 
cent believed that the Holocaust was more interesting to study than other 
topics.75 Likewise, ‘an overwhelming majority of the teachers – 93.8 percent – 
reported that the students are quite interested (51.7 percent) or very interested  
(42 percent) in the subject’.76 A study of teachers in Ontario, Canada also found 
that there was enthusiasm for the significance of the subject.77 The overwhelm-
ing popularity and impact of Holocaust literature throughout the world in 
many different languages is also testament to the interest of young people in 
the subject. This includes The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas78 as well as Anne Frank: 
The Diary of a Young Girl which was recently translated into Arabic.79

Within the United States of America, there have been a number of 
studies which have analysed the effectiveness of the commonly used 
curriculum ‘Facing History and Ourselves’ (FHAO) in challenging 
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stereotypes and tackling prejudices. Morse, in a study of 92 students 
in three American schools found that completing the FHAO course 
did not have a significant quantifiable effect.80 Bardige too, using the 
journals of students taking the FHAO course, found that the ‘moral 
development revealed by these journals could not be characterized 
as either movement to or towards a new “stage,” or within-stage 
increases in empathy and social responsibility’.81 Riley, Washington and 
Humphries, in their thoughtful and critical overview of FHAO, note 
that Lowenstein,82 in the most recent thesis exploring the impact of 
‘Facing History and Ourselves’, concluded that the programme ‘made 
only a limited impact in most cases’ on teachers’ beliefs about citizen-
ship and civics education.83 Yet a study conducted by Schultz, Barr 
and Selman on FHAO, for example, did conclude that students who 
participated in a ten-week FHAO curriculum demonstrated increases 
in relationship maturity and decreases in racist attitudes. Nevertheless, 
the moral reasoning and civic attitudes of the 212 adolescents who took 
part in the FHAO course was not significantly greater than the 134 
comparison students.84

In a different political context, using a different curriculum, Ene’s 
study of secondary school students in Northern Greece found that 
by adopting an interdisciplinary approach, which made use of art, 
drama, personal testimonies and visits to sites and museums, ‘there 
was a significant progress not only in the knowledge acquired by the 
students on the Holocaust but also an evident change in their opinions 
on issues concerning racial superiority, social discrimination, tolerance 
and acceptance of the other’.85 In assessing various curricula, including 
FHAO, carefully constructed studies which measure the long-term 
implications over several years are needed rather than an over-reliance 
on simple pre- and post-curriculum surveys.

Discovering attitudes, knowledge and perceptions is always a difficult 
task, perhaps made even more challenging in the field of Holocaust edu-
cation due to the inherent complexity of the subject matter. Nevertheless, 
the existing scholarship indicates that while in some parts of the world 
enthusiasm for studying the Holocaust remains high, in other places 
there appears significant prejudice and anti-Semitism. Successfully 
tackling ignorance and prejudice, as well as the relationship between the 
two, remains one of the biggest challenges for contemporary Holocaust 
education.
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2
Responses to Holocaust 
Education

Abstract: There are a number of important factors 
which determine the myriad ways in which students 
and teachers respond to Holocaust education. One of 
the most significant of these is national consciousness 
and the relationship between a country and its past. In 
addition to this, responses to Holocaust education are often 
determined by political and religious attitudes towards 
Israel and the Jews. In some cases it seems that there is 
significant opposition to studying the Holocaust, while in 
other cases students and teachers demonstrate enthusiasm 
and commitment. The emotional responses to Holocaust 
education are also evaluated.
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In light of its increasing politicisation, in addition to its macabre and 
harrowing nature, it is unsurprising that the Holocaust often provokes 
a passionate assortment of intellectual and emotional responses from 
teachers and students alike. Yet the range of reactions which appear 
is much more extensive than simply inquisitiveness and grief. Often 
fused with nationalist agendas, geo-political outlooks and religious 
persuasions, the teaching of the Holocaust can be greeted with apathy, 
disrespect or even denial. Explaining why certain responses emerge 
relies upon understanding a complex tapestry of reasons which often 
transcend generalisation and are typically dependent upon enquiries at 
personal, institutional and national level.

The Holocaust and national consciousness

In contrast to many countries in Western Europe, the idea of studying 
the Holocaust appears to be an unwelcome one to some of the govern-
ments and school communities in parts of Central and Eastern Europe. 
This reluctance to engage with either the associated historical debates or 
the teaching of the Holocaust is inexorably linked to national histories 
and contemporary political agendas. Gross and Stevick wrote:

Today the teaching of the Holocaust is bound up with the histories of the 
societies in which it is taught; with questions of global politics and power, of 
religious and ideological perspectives, of guilt, responsibility, and victimhood, 
with national narratives of heroism and suffering, and of identity itself.1

Many post-Soviet states, in what Snyder famously called ‘the blood-
lands’, therefore prefer to place an emphasis on the non-Jewish victims 
who suffered during the Second World War, including (and perhaps 
especially) those who were the recipients of Communist as well as Nazi 
terror. According to Katz, within this region there is a drive to draw 
comparisons and parallels between the Nazi and Soviet forces.2 Stevick 
comments that ‘because these campaigns have a political resonance 
inside the Baltic States, that takes a substantial degree of local knowledge 
and language ability to track, they are often overlooked or misconstrued 
by outsiders.’3 Within much of Central and Eastern Europe, Holocaust 
education is thus not the Auschwitz-centric approach of its Western 
neighbours but an often marginalised part of a larger story of national 
suffering at the hands of Soviet as well as Nazi aggression. This helps 
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to avoid highlighting the extent of wartime collaboration and bystander 
inaction in many of these countries. It must also be taken into account 
that during the Soviet era, any meaningful discourse or debate on the 
Holocaust was suppressed and thus it is unsurprising that many teach-
ers continue to work within the parameters of what Frankl calls ‘the old 
frames of reference’.4

The antagonistic response to Holocaust education is thus perpetu-
ated by the national and political outlook, which manifests itself in the 
attitudes and practices of its teachers. In Estonia, for example, the way 
in which a national day of Holocaust commemoration was to be imple-
mented in schools was purposefully made a free choice by the Ministry 
of Education when it was introduced in 2003. As it transpired, the day 
itself was poorly received by most teachers and consequently not imple-
mented.5 Stevick writes:

Estonian officials drew upon practices developed under Soviet hegemony 
that enabled ambiguous communication that would satisfy foreigners that 
proper commemoration was occurring, even while conveying a different 
message to Estonian listeners.6

Misco’s research in Latvia suggested that after regaining independence 
in 1991, ‘teaching about the Holocaust as it occurred in Latvia remained 
a rarity’.7 Studies in Moldova suggest a similar picture to many of its 
neighbours with a focus on national memory and a predominant com-
memoration of non-Jewish victims. Tartakovsky states that in recent 
years there has been the establishing ‘of a pro-Romanian nationalistic 
slant in the history curriculum of the national education system’.8 
Moreover, ‘perception of Jew as alien communist has remained quite 
strong in the Moldovan and Romanian national consciousness, perpetu-
ated by a school curriculum that seeks to bolster national pride against a 
background of historic Romanian suffering and victimisation.’9

The issue of national suffering and its centrality within the educational 
system and the teaching of the Holocaust is perhaps no more acutely 
felt than in Poland. Complexities in the teaching of the Second World 
War in Poland are manifold. While their territory was the location of the 
infamous death camps, millions of Polish citizens were also murdered – 
Christian Poles as well as Jews. While many of the nation’s citizens were 
bystanders, there are also tales of heroism and valour.

According to Błuszkowski, Poland has ‘a solid sense of national 
separateness’10 and its historical identity is both ‘anachronistic’ and 



 

DOI: 10.1057/9781137388575.0006

Contemporary Debates in Holocaust Education

‘ethnocentric’.11 Milerski describes this as ‘endogeneity’, whereby, ‘people 
prefer to perceive history, social phenomena, and interpersonal relations 
from the perspective of an imagined “national interest”. ’12 Milerski’s 
empirical research to date on 150 schools in Central Poland would sup-
port this. Although many teachers appeared to teach the Holocaust and 
see it as an important means of forming pupils’ moral sensitivities, only 
45 per cent ‘supported treating the Holocaust in an isolated and special 
way’.13 Fifty-one per cent of respondents identified with the notion that 
one ought to remember that Nazi crimes in Poland ‘affected not only 
Jews, but also the entire population of Poland’.14

The somewhat antagonistic response to the study of the Holocaust, 
which is prevalent in many parts of Central and Eastern Europe, appears 
to principally stem from a politically motivated reluctance to intellectu-
ally engage with the past and a desire to promote and recognise national 
identities and national suffering. As the generation that lived through the 
Second World War pass away, and as many Baltic State countries push 
for closer European integration, the future of Holocaust education in this 
part of the world perhaps lies in a more pluralistic approach to the past, 
which recognises the Holocaust as a singular and Jewish tragedy without 
diminishing the memory or suffering of non-Jewish victims, including 
the crimes perpetrated by the Soviet Union.

In contrast to demonstrating reluctance over the teaching of the 
Holocaust, Germany, at both national and local level, has developed a 
conscientious and contrite Holocaust education. Yet in a similar way 
to their Eastern neighbours, they too have lodged their curriculum in 
the contexts of national identity and memory. Gryglewski argues that in 
Germany the ‘predominant educational concept for teaching about the 
Holocaust’ is ‘a “national” approach which implies that German pupils 
need to learn about this history because their parents and grandparents 
were the ones responsible for the crimes committed’.15 This narrow peda-
gogic rationale does not always relate to German youth who are tired of 
being given a historical diet of guilt or who are first or second generation 
immigrants whose family history is not even in some tangential way 
connected to the atrocities of the Holocaust. Avraham notes:

While for local teachers and students the events of the Holocaust and World 
War II constituted part of their national history, whether directly or indi-
rectly, for schoolchildren who come from immigrant families (especially 
from outside Europe) or have immigrant experiences, such history might 
appear less relevant.16
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Gryglewski’s solution to this evolving problem is ‘appreciation as a 
teaching method’. This involves a multifaceted approach which includes 
broadening the scope of Holocaust education. This includes reference to 
documents which make mention of some of the countries of many of the 
pupils’ families or to highlight ‘Nazi racial theories which refer to Asians’ 
or ‘Turkish Jews’.17 Central to the notion of appreciation is also listen-
ing to the pupils share their own personal, cultural or ethnic stories and 
experiences so that they feel included. When this takes place, Gryglewski 
argues that young people of non-German ethnicity are much more will-
ing to learn about the history of National Socialism.18

Association and identification

Yet how do teachers and pupils respond to the Holocaust outside of 
Europe, when it has less immediate relevance to their national history, 
memory or identity? Is it possible for those learning about the subject to 
find resonance with this ‘European’ chapter of history?

Within America, such resonance has been found by connecting the 
teaching of the Holocaust to national experiences and problematic social 
issues such as racism and sexism. Within the United States, ‘Facing History 
and Ourselves’ has been at the forefront of Holocaust pedagogy, with its 
curriculum being used in schools across the country. This programme, 
which has been the subject of heated scholarly and political debates, has 
had at its core the desire to change attitudes and approaches towards 
society. As Riley, Washington and Humphries point out, the creation and 
subsequent funding (or lack thereof) became inherently linked to liberal/
conservative debates and the nature of Holocaust education, as offered by 
FHAO is more of a sociology programme than a history one:

While many students who have engaged Facing History may come away from 
the experience with a changed attitude about racism in the United States, 
they may know little about the history of anti-Semitism and the elements of 
genocide during the Third Reich.19

Yet Polak notes that while ‘the study of the Holocaust has gained in 
importance in the western world during recent decades ... [it] is still 
uncommon in regions such as South America, Africa, Asia and the 
Middle East’.20 This slightly crude generalisation is refined by the excep-
tional work of the USHMM and the Salzburg Global Seminar in their 
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very recent publication ‘Global Perspectives on Holocaust Education: 
Trends, Patterns and Practices’. This important document describes the 
status and nature of Holocaust education in the countries which are not 
a part of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA). It 
outlines some of the complexities and factors which have influenced the 
official and popular approach to Holocaust education. Nevertheless, this 
publication does not really explore the responses of teachers or students, 
but rather the public space (or lack of it) for Holocaust education in 
these countries.

Other significant work over recent years has been conducted by the 
Anne Frank House (AFH) which has taken travelling exhibitions around 
the world, trying to make Holocaust education a truly global, rather 
than simply Western, phenomenon. Writing on their work with the 
AFH in Latin America, Chyrikins and Vieyra suggest that the Holocaust 
and, more specifically, the story of Anne Frank can and has been made 
relevant to a wide variety of young people in places such as Nicaragua 
and Guatemala. They particularly note how their work seems to resonate 
and connect with those who have experienced suffering or prejudice.

During the first pilot projects in Argentina, Chile and Guatemala, it became 
clear that teachers and students who visited the exhibitions made their own 
connections to human rights violations in their own countries as part of a 
history of collective violence, oppression and dictatorship.21

Holocaust education outside of the Western world has often sought 
to emphasise the relationship between the Holocaust and more recent 
human rights abuses. The South African Holocaust and Genocide 
Foundation for example ‘believes that if education programmes do not 
make concrete the connection between the prejudices of the past and the 
prejudices of the present, the only lesson the Holocaust will teach is that 
the past was terrible’.22 On other occasions, comparisons have been made 
by teachers on training programmes or by students in the classroom 
without any prompting. Writing about Holocaust education courses for 
teachers in South Africa, Nates observed, ‘as many of the educators learn 
about the Holocaust and genocide, they start “comparing suffering” ’.23 
In their Educational Working Group Paper on the Holocaust and other 
genocides, the Task Force for International Cooperation, Holocaust 
Education, Remembrance and Research (ITF) (now the IHRA) stated 
that ‘comparing the suffering of individual victims or victim groups’ is 
neither possible nor legitimate.24 Moreover it runs the risks of trivialising 
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or decontextualising the Holocaust. Yet in reality, preventing such com-
parisons from being made in post-conflict society is no easy thing.

Holocaust education in the South African experience is particular 
interesting. Unlike many of its continent’s neighbours, it has its own 
Holocaust and Genocide Foundation with specialist centres in Cape 
Town, Durban and Johannesburg. Yet South African education is still 
evolving after the years of apartheid with tensions and feelings still very 
close to the surface, and recent studies of South African Holocaust edu-
cation have typically emphasised the wealth of challenges and problems 
which exist. Peterson, for example, highlights the emotional baggage 
which many teachers bring with them to the classroom in the wake of 
having lived in a racial state. Like Gryglewski’s methods of encouraging 
pupils to share their own histories, she suggests that:

Teachers must have the opportunity outside their classrooms to examine 
their past and come to an understanding of the value of human rights 
through that examination. If denied this opportunity, they will be unable to 
shoulder their responsibility to the learners they teach.25

Nates observed that many teachers and pupils wanted the crimes of 
apartheid to be recognised as genocide while some educators concluded 
that apartheid was not ‘as bad as the Holocaust’.26 Certainly one of the 
challenges that exist for Holocaust educators in post-conflict societies is 
to ensure that appropriate and historically grounded responses emerge 
rather than unhelpful or problematic ones.

Yet finding out how teachers and students respond to the Holocaust 
in post-conflict countries is not always easy. In Rwanda, for example, the 
moratorium on the teaching of history was only lifted in 2010 and, despite 
educational programmes by various NGOs, there is a shortage of empiri-
cal data on the nature of responses to the Holocaust. Nevertheless, the 
work of Facing History and Ourselves (FHAO) has been instrumental in 
training Rwandan teachers and they have often done so through a study 
of the Holocaust. In her paper on the subject, Karen Murphy, the Director 
of FHAO’s International Programmes, stated that teaching Rwandan 
practitioners about the subject ‘provides extraordinary opportunities 
for teachers to make connections to their own violent past, to develop a 
vocabulary that allows them to do the work of teaching about their own 
difficult history’.27 In Cambodia there have been very few opportunities 
for a discussion of their own genocide in public education and thus it has 
also been almost impossible to assess responses to the Holocaust.
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In recent years in Japan, there has been a large emphasis on peace 
education, although ‘for many Japanese the history of the Holocaust has 
been seen as unrelated to their own history’.28 Nevertheless, the success 
of the Holocaust Education Centre in Fukuyama City in Hiroshima and 
the positive responses it has received from teachers and students sug-
gests that the Holocaust is increasingly being taught and well-received 
within the Japanese educational system.

For very different reasons, Holocaust education in China must also be 
viewed in the context of its own suffering. According to Xu:

Holocaust studies/education becomes a valuable reference for the Chinese, 
allowing them to re-examine the Nanjing Massacre. Admittedly this is an 
unspoken purpose of Holocaust studies/education in China: to establish a 
reference between the Holocaust and the Nanjing Massacre.29

This recent embracing of Holocaust education stands in contrast to 
the more traditional position which essentially ignored the Holocaust 
in order to focus on the fate of Chinese victims at the hands of the 
Japanese. Xu also notes that ‘Holocaust education obviously brings out 
more human rights discussions among the Chinese’,30 which, either pri-
vately or publicly, potentially leads to critical consideration of their own 
country and government.

It seems that national histories of suffering and personal experiences 
of conflict can either strengthen or weaken resonance with Jewish suffer-
ing in the Holocaust. While in Central and Eastern Europe – countries 
which lie at the heart of the geographical location of the killings – the 
Holocaust creates problems which are not compatible with the contem-
porary political agendas. Conversely, in countries such as South Africa 
and many parts of Latin America, which are trying to come to terms 
with their own recent experiences, the Holocaust, which is typically seen 
as the paradigmatic genocide, seems to provide a helpful framework of 
reference.

Politics and religion

What is often less helpful for those involved in Holocaust education is 
the increasingly typical response of learners to shift a discussion of the 
Holocaust onto a debate about the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Recent 
scholarship around the world has highlighted this problem and many 
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pupils have demonstrated strong anti-Israel sentiment which has over-
shadowed their willingness to engage (and in some cases sympathise) 
with the fate of the Jews during the Second World War. Schweber wrote, 
‘Israel’s roles in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict and the Middle East 
generally matter in terms of Holocaust education, both globally and 
nationally.’31

The ODIHR’s major report, Education on the Holocaust and on Anti-
Semitism, explored some of the obstacles to teaching and learning about 
the Holocaust and acknowledged the impact of contemporary events in 
the Middle East. In Austria it was noted that ‘even though surveys show 
a decline in the disposition to express anti-Semitic belief the educational 
system still has to encourage teachers to confront anti-Semitic behaviour 
and thought – especially in the context of discussing the crisis in Israel/
Palestine’.32 Moreover, one of the general conclusions of the international 
study was that ‘educators reported recently passive defence mechanisms 
or active sabotage in the classroom, in part due to the suspicion that 
a one-sided pro-Israel stance on the Middle East conflict is driving 
Holocaust education.’33

In Holocaust teacher training programmes in South Africa, it has been 
noted that ‘some participants try to shift the focus from the Holocaust to 
the Middle East’34 and that ‘Israel is viewed with suspicion, and there 
is both official and popular support for the plight of the Palestinian 
people.’35 Conversely, in Short’s research on Muslim students in England, 
he noted that while many Muslim students ‘may well be antagonistic to 
Israel ... they are able and willing to separate that country’s conflict with 
the Palestinians from the fate of the Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe’.36 In 
Lange’s important study of over 5,000 teachers’ experiences and percep-
tions of teaching the Holocaust in Sweden, he found that 19.2 per cent 
of teachers thought that the Israeli–Palestinian conflict made teaching 
about the Holocaust more difficult. By contrast, 20.2 per cent thought it 
made it easier and 60.6 per cent stated that it made teaching the subject 
neither more nor less difficult.37

Unsurprisingly, the issue of both contemporary and historical rela-
tions between Israel and Palestine are particularly sensitive in Holocaust 
education in Israel itself. Shoham, Shiloah and Kalisman’s research sug-
gested that for many Arab teachers in Israel it was difficult to discuss the 
Holocaust without simultaneously referring to the Nakba,38 which they 
frequently described as the ‘Palestinian Holocaust’.39 They concluded that 
in their experience, ‘the principal difficulty ... in teaching the Holocaust 
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to Arab teachers derives from the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, and from 
the difficulty of the Arab teachers to distinguish mentally between the 
Nakba and the Holocaust in Europe.’40 These findings, which were based 
on a sample of only 35 teachers, suggest serious challenges, especially 
taking into account that the entire sample was teachers who were willing 
to attend a Holocaust education programme and thus presumably more 
predisposed to the subject’s legitimacy and importance.

Much of the existing research on the impact of contemporary 
and historical events in the Middle East on teachers’ and students’ 
responses to Holocaust education has been based on very small sample 
sizes, relied upon anecdotal evidence or simplistic generalisations. 
Gryglewski and Short discuss what might be considered an example 
of the last of these concerns by highlighting and rejecting the disposi-
tion of some scholars to see all Muslim students as a monolithic entity. 
The former observed, for example, on the basis of his experiences that 
‘students with a Turkish background, on the whole, did not mention 
the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In contrast, mixed groups with stu-
dents of both Turkish and Palestinian/Arab origin manifested a sense 
of solidarity and did tend to mention the conflict.’41 Both Gryglewski 
and Short in their studies in Germany and England respectively also 
came to very similar conclusions. Gryglewski noted that ‘young peo-
ple from these backgrounds [Turkish and Arab–Palestinian] do not 
reject learning about the Holocaust: on the contrary’,42 while Short 
stated, ‘many Muslim students have no objection to learning about 
the Holocaust and seem as likely as any other group of students to 
benefit from their learning.’43 Similar conclusions were drawn by Carr 
in a study of 21 Muslim students in a school in Cairo, who found no 
evidence of reluctance.44 In addition to being incredibly small, Carr’s 
sample could hardly be less representative. Based upon research in one 
English-speaking international school, too much weight ought not to 
be placed on the findings.

Somewhat hypocritically, Short describes Rutland’s valuable qualita-
tive study of Muslim pupils’ responses to the Holocaust in Australia as 
‘extremely small-scale’45 while he himself also had a sample size of 15. 
While Short interviewed the head of history in 15 schools which had a 
Muslim student majority, Rutland interviewed both high school teach-
ers and educational facilitators. She concluded that in schools with 
large Muslim populations in Sydney, there was virulent and violent 
anti-Semitism, characterised by death threats to Jews, admiration for the 
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Nazis and disappointment that the Holocaust had not gone ‘far enough’.46 
Evidence also suggested that:

The students are exposed to anti-Jewish beliefs at home, in their local mosques, 
and in material sold in Muslim bookshops ... [They] experience a sense of 
disconnection when their teachers tell them something different about the 
Jewish people or the Holocaust from what they have learnt at home.47

If the experiences which Rutland describes are characteristic, either of 
some Muslim students in Australia or of some Muslim students more 
generally, then this poses a very serious problem for Holocaust educa-
tors. Serious attention needs to be given on how to deconstruct and 
tackle prejudicial attitudes against Jews. This may involve finding suc-
cessful ways of challenging the alternative Holocaust education which 
some young Muslims are being exposed to within the local mosque or 
within their family home.

A more nuanced look at Short’s work in England suggests some sup-
port for Rutland’s findings in Australia. Within some schools in his study, 
for example, ‘negative stereotyping of Jews was said to be endemic’,48 
while another said of teaching Muslim students:

It’s quite difficult because they think Hitler was great and everything he did 
was great and they will occasionally just come out with comments like ‘it’s a 
pity he didn’t finish it off ’ and ‘yes [the Holocaust] was a good thing because 
[the Jews] weren’t really German were they and they were only doing things 
for themselves’.49

Moreover, a report carried out on behalf of the French government in 
2010 showed that Muslim students frequently expressed anti-Semitic 
views during lessons on the Holocaust, with some of them using inap-
propriate ‘humour’ and refusing to watch certain films on the subject.50 
One of the most valuable studies on Muslim students’ responses to the 
Holocaust was carried out by Jikeli who conducted 117 face-to-face 
interviews with young male Muslims in London, Berlin and Paris 
between 2005 and 2007. He found that the majority of those interviewed 
condemned the Holocaust and found empathy with the Jewish victims. 
Nevertheless, Jikeli argued that Muslim’s views about the Holocaust are 
shaped by their attitudes towards the Jews.

Antisemitic views shape distorted views of the Holocaust such as diminish-
ing the Holocaust, inappropriate comparisons or outright Holocaust denial 
or even the approval of the Holocaust ... Equations of Jews with Nazis or 
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Palestinians today with Jews in the past are motivated by antisemitism and 
shaped by a Manichean view of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, not by a 
lack of knowledge.51

The HEDP report in England also noted that:

The teacher who remarked that ‘even in a school that is 70 Muslim ... I take 
a historical disciplinary perspective’ indicates a problematic and growing 
perception that students from specific national/religious backgrounds are 
resistant to learning about the Holocaust.52

It appears that despite some work in this particular field, there is con-
siderable need for further studies which employ larger sample sizes and 
engage in more systematic research with more sophisticated analysis. 
These must explore Muslim youths from different backgrounds, different 
ethnic origins and who have been exposed to different influences.

Making connections between the Holocaust and the creation of the 
State of Israel seems common therefore among many Muslim youths, 
despite the fact that many educators seem to try to minimise the relation-
ship. Nevertheless, there is evidence to suggest that within many Jewish 
schools the historical links between the two are cultivated and fostered. 
In her compelling article on Diasporic Zionism and Jewish Holocaust 
education, Silverstein found that 12 out of 15 teachers explicitly linked 
the end of the Holocaust with the creation of the State of Israel.53

Whether teachers in interviews consciously described the creation of Israel 
as the redemptive national end to the Holocaust, or followed a Zionist nar-
ratorial path of teaching Israel’s creation after the unit on the Holocaust, 
we can understand that Israel is a constant, redemptive, and masculinist 
presence in these teachings.54

Silverstein’s research was carried out in seven Jewish schools in New 
York and in five Jewish schools in Melbourne. Through the structure of 
their curricula and the nature of their teaching, many teachers within 
these institutions present the Declaration of Independence as the ‘happy 
ending’ to the Holocaust.

In Schweber’s qualitative study of Holocaust education in a Lubavitch 
girls’ Yeshivah, she also observed the impact of Israel on the way that 
the course was taught. Not only were analogies frequently made between 
historical references and contemporary Israel to aid understanding, but 
‘the girls’ predisposition to identify with European Jews and with current 
day Israelis was reified and strengthened’.55
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Teachers’ and pupils’ responses to the Holocaust, especially among 
Muslims and Jews, do appear to be affected and influenced by their 
understanding and interpretation of the events in the Middle East and 
specifically by their views on the State of Israel. Whether or not educa-
tors choose to deal with issues relating to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
is an important question. For many, the frequency with which students 
mention it means that the subject can hardly be avoided. How they deal 
with it is a different question altogether. Arguably, teachers should teach 
about it as part of their study of the Holocaust for as Bauer suggests,

Although the Holocaust itself occurred during the world war, the period of 
the Holocaust stretches from the rise of the Nazi regime in 1933 to the dis-
solution of the displaced person camps in Central Europe after the war. In 
these camps the core of the survivors lived until 1948.56

Emotional responses and affective learning

While political and religious views can undoubtedly lead to emotional 
responses to the Holocaust, it seems this can also be the case among 
those teachers and students who approach the subject from a less par-
tisan perspective. The very subject matters of the Holocaust, principally 
death, destruction and annihilation, have the potential to generate a 
plethora of powerful and compelling feelings from both those who teach 
it and are taught about it. Richardson sagaciously commented:

That the Holocaust is a topic laden with emotion is self-evident. But what 
that emotion might be – and how someone encountering the Holocaust 
might deal with it – is far more complex and difficult to foresee, particularly 
where young people are involved. Some learners might experience shock, 
others guilt, vulnerability, sadness, titillation or defensiveness and different 
students will emotionally engage with different things.57

Within Holocaust education, this has led to important debates about the 
appropriate age when children ought to study the topic at school, famously 
characterised by the divergence of Sepinwall58 and Totten.59 In his article, 
‘Should there be Holocaust Education for K–4 Students? The Answer 
is No’, Totten convincingly argues that the history of the Holocaust is 
far too complex for young children to understand. Moreover, he asserts 
that children ought not to be exposed to the subject and its distressing 
subject matter if they are incapable of understanding it. Despite this set 
of arguments, increasingly younger children are being introduced to the 
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Holocaust, which Totten would prefer to call ‘Pre-Holocaust Education’ 
or ‘preparatory Holocaust Education’.

This particular debate was helped no end by the valuable and thought-
ful contribution of Schweber’s 2008 article ‘ “What Happened to Their 
Pets?”: Third Graders Encounter the Holocaust’, which highlighted the 
increasing creep of the Holocaust into the curriculum. This qualitative 
study of 24 eight and nine-year-olds convincingly demonstrated that 
pupils fell into one of two categories. Either they understood the subject 
matter and became depressed or they failed to understand; options 
which Schweber describes as a situation which ‘poses “no wins” ’.60 In 
this ethnographic study, the teacher gradually exposed the children 
to the nature and extent of the Nazis’ crimes, including showing them 
pictures of corpses and mass graves. Individual pupils were described as 
‘confused and upset’,61 ‘upset and shocked’62 with another stating, ‘I just 
got so scared, mad and sad, all at the same time ... It’s painful to think 
about.’63 The experiences of this final pupil were particularly elaborated 
on in Schweber’s findings. She was an intelligent Jewish girl who grasped 
more than her peers and often struggled to deal with their immature 
emotional responses and childlike comments. As a direct result of her 
study of the Holocaust, this girl had suffered depression, visited the 
school counsellor and endured nightmares. Her mother observed that 
her daughter had become morose, quiet, losing interest in things and 
had experienced ‘a real depression’.64 One-fifth of the other students 
also experienced nightmares.65 Studies on the emotional impact of 
Holocaust education raise serious ethical issues and researchers need 
to take great care that their studies don’t exacerbate the situation. In 
Schweber’s research, for example, the Jewish girl referred to above could 
not complete her post-course interview as she was too ‘emotionally raw 
to re-visit the Holocaust’.66

Jennings’s work, also conducted in America, exhibits emotional 
responses being demonstrated by pupils who studied the Holocaust – 
in this instance among ten and eleven-year-olds.67 In an ethnographic 
study of 520 bilingual students who learnt about the subject as part of a 
citizenship programme about tolerance, respondents appeared emotion-
ally affected and sympathetic. Yet such responses were in many senses an 
inevitable product of the sort of Holocaust programme which was being 
taught. It seems that the principal aim was not to enable the children to 
acquire a contextualised or historical knowledge and understanding of 
the subject but to engage them emotionally. It thus appears unsurprising 
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that young children were sensitised when they were asked to write let-
ters to Anne Frank and identify with children who were murdered. Such 
tactics seem somewhat sensationalist with dubious long-term pedagogic 
benefits.

In the United Kingdom, the Nottinghamshire-based Holocaust Centre 
has a permanent exhibition specifically aimed for pupils aged 11 years 
or younger. It enables visitors to explore the lives of children who sur-
vived the Holocaust and exposes them to themes such as anti-Semitism, 
Kristallnacht and the Kindertransport. Bhana observed in her experi-
ences of this exhibition that pupils were ‘mature and wholly engaged’,68 
concluding that ‘learning about the Holocaust is accessible and can be 
appropriate for primary aged children’.69 Yet despite Bhana’s position on 
the issue, the experience did affect pupils. One child wrote concerning 
his visit and meeting of a survivor that ‘it was really emotional to hear 
her story but the experience made the Holocaust feel more real than it 
was in the classroom.’70

Viewing artefacts, meeting survivors and visiting sites can, it would 
seem, be more of an emotional experience than learning about the sub-
ject in the classroom. In an evaluation by Cowan and Maitles of students 
visiting Auschwitz from schools in Scotland, one pupil commented, ‘I was 
physically sick because of the emotion.’71 Another noted, ‘I couldn’t take 
in what I was seeing. I was fine when I first came home, but then days 
after, it played with my head.’72 Bastel, Mtzka and Miklas carried out an 
empirical study of how 60 13–15-year-olds from a private school in Vienna 
responded when visiting Mauthausen concentration camp in Austria. 
They observed that around a quarter of the pupils showed emotional 
concern and ‘about 50 were horrified at the large number of people 
killed, and also at the cruelty people can show’.73 In addition, Clyde noted 
some very demonstrative and affective reactions which were expressed by 
18–25 year olds after their educational visit to Poland on ‘The March of 
Remembrance and Hope’ programme. One participant wrote:

Auschwitz/Birkenau and Majdanek will never be forgotten. I still have 
nightmares; I can still smell Auschwitz as I write this response. I have never 
been filled with as much despair viewing Birkenau, or as much rage view-
ing Majdanek.74

Another response stated, ‘our trip to Majdanek changed my life forever. 
I can’t even talk about that component of our trip without crying ... As 
hard as it was to be there, I’m glad we went.’75 Conversely one could argue 
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that such emotive responses were not necessarily typical seeing that only 
78 out of a possible 268 participants replied to the follow-up research. 
Nevertheless, it seems that Holocaust education, both within the class-
room and perhaps especially outside of it, has the potential to produce 
emotive and powerful reactions, irrespective of the age of the individual.

In his doctoral research on the types of learning that take place when 
students encounter the Holocaust, Richardson also found that ‘learning 
about the Holocaust had been an emotionally traumatic and complicated 
process’.76 His study of 48 students in one English school between the ages 
of 13 and 18 generated a wide variety of responses ranging from cognitive 
dissonance to greater self-reflection.77 The 2009 study of over 2000 teach-
ers in England by the HEDP provided a much more methodologically 
robust range of responses which have been experienced in the classroom. 
While some teachers worried that their teaching sometimes traumatised 
their pupils, others expressed ‘anger, frustration or disappointment at 
what was, from their perspective, students’ “inappropriate” responses. 
Some worried that their students were becoming “anaesthetised” to 
violence.’78 Others mentioned that they themselves often became upset 
and that teaching it involved ‘emotional discomfort and pain’ with one 
teacher suggesting that ‘the biggest challenge she faced was “not crying” 
in front of students’.79 Hondius too observed that ‘teachers themselves 
have rarely come to terms with the events emotionally (as well as the stu-
dents and parents).’80 This is characterised by the comments of Blutinger, 
who suggests that the affective impact of the Holocaust is an important 
part of teaching this emotive subject.

I tell my students the first day of class that not only should they feel com-
fortable crying, but that I may cry as well from time to time. While part of 
me wishes that I could just become inured to this material, I also know that 
if I did so, I would no longer really be engaged with the subject. The pain is 
an occupational hazard of teaching this sort of history.81

In an attempt to deal with the emotional impact of teaching the 
Holocaust, the Israel Center for the Treatment of Pyschotrauma in 
Jerusalem ‘are now beginning to offer courses addressing the emotional 
impact of being a Shoah educator’.82

Writing principally about Holocaust education in the United Kingdom, 
Epstein castigated the lack of research into trauma and the emotional 
impact of Holocaust education and children’s literature, without any 
seeming awareness of the existing scholarly corpus.
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There has not even been much research into issues such as at what age or 
level of maturity children can handle learning about the Holocaust, how to 
teach them about it, or whether trauma/pain could in fact be necessary.83

Her article provoked strong responses from Andrews, Gray and Maws 
who each challenged different areas of her premise and critiqued her 
generalisations, inaccuracies and simplifications.84

It seems therefore that teaching and learning about the Holocaust does 
provoke emotional responses and a wide variety of them. Van Driel and 
Van Dijk note that ‘the emotions (and sometimes trauma) that discussion of 
the Holocaust can unleash create a challenge for educators.’85 Clearly select-
ing the right age and appropriate methodology is of the utmost importance 
and goes at least some way in dealing with these challenges. Yet this is a 
complex area and the various empirical studies to date offer no easy or sim-
ple answers. Moreover, there remains no consensus on aims (emotionally 
or intellectually) among Holocaust educators around the world and what 
sort of responses ought to be encouraged from learners. Should educators 
be trying to arouse an emotional response or avoid one? Is the Holocaust 
simply being used as a tool to connect people’s understanding to their own 
human rights abuses, which may be more personally distressing, and is this 
an appropriate use of the Holocaust? These questions are all connected to 
the emotional responses of those learning about the Holocaust.

Other responses

Holocaust education has produced other responses, many of which neces-
sitate further empirical research. Schweber has noted that the frequency 
of teaching this subject can cause ‘Holocaust fatigue’ with one teacher 
commenting, ‘my kids are sick of it, sick of the Holocaust’.86 A report on 
Holocaust education in Italy stated that ‘overdose of information may 
cause boredom and even latent hostility’.87 Controversial reactions to 
the Holocaust however, are not always necessarily about the Holocaust 
per se. Many students know that reverence and deference are popularly 
attached to the subject and thus rebellious behaviour is perceived to be 
more ‘extreme’ when applied to it.

Overall it seems that Holocaust education provokes and produces a 
wide range of responses from governments and institutions to teachers 
and students. Many of these reactions pose challenges and dilemmas for 
the field, which do not appear to have any immediate or easy solutions.
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Within every discipline, be it medicine, quantum physics or the social 
sciences, there are means of assessing the quality of research which may 
vary according to the nature of the field, but nevertheless principally 
revolve around methodological issues. When such scrutiny and exami-
nation is applied to the scholarship of Holocaust education, it has at 
times appeared to lack the requisite rigour, robustness and reliability.

Samples

Many of the studies within Holocaust education have naturally revolved 
around teacher or student participants. Central to the credibility of such 
studies is the sample; how it was chosen, its size and its composition. 
If the reader is to trust the findings and conclusions which the author 
makes, then they need to have confidence in the means whereby they 
were acquired. This involves the researcher explaining the methodology 
and demonstrating that the sample which was used was chosen fairly 
and that it was representative of the broader population. Unless the 
construction of the sample is methodologically robust, the ability to 
generalise and hypothesise about the population should rightly be called 
into question.

Within a number of research papers in Holocaust education, which 
have often appeared in high quality peer-reviewed journals, the findings 
have been based on anecdotal evidence, without mention of how the 
author arrived at these conclusions. Symptomatic of this is a paper by 
Chyrikins and Vieyra on the work of the Anne Frank House in Latin 
America. In addition to making vague and relatively meaningless claims 
such as their work ‘shows that the history of the Holocaust can be a very 
useful educational tool’,1 they also make bold statements about how the 
diary of Anne Frank serves as a ‘source of inspiration ... for those who 
have experienced oppression’ and that their work has contributed to 
young people gaining ‘self-esteem and confidence’.2 Despite providing no 
real evidence to support their claims, they suggest that their insights ‘can 
help educators to develop future programmes’.3

Moreover, in her work on South African Holocaust education, Nates 
highlights some interesting challenges and opportunities but bases them 
upon her experiences of running teacher training programmes and work-
ing for the South African Holocaust and Genocide Foundation. While 
few would doubt that Nates is well placed to comment on Holocaust 
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education in South Africa, doing so on the basis of her experiences is 
not sufficiently credible. The same is true of Chyrikins and Vieyra’s work 
in Latin America. How many teachers and students have participated 
in the respective programmes? Do they represent a sufficiently diverse 
cross section of the populations, for example the South African teacher 
population which Nates records as being 390,000 or the two million 
South African Muslim population? Moreover, when Nates records that 
due to events in the Middle East ‘the teaching of the Holocaust is at times 
viewed with suspicion’, she is unhelpfully vague about the extent of this 
suspicion.4 Had she employed a specific methodology, selected a repre-
sentative sample and produced quantifiable data on the basis of codifying 
her comments, then the reader would be much better informed.

This is not to say that the only valuable studies are those with large, 
diverse samples which produce quantitative results. Schweber’s qualita-
tive ethnography of 24 third graders’ encounter with the Holocaust 
is one of the most significant and helpful contributions to the field in 
recent years5 and provides a detailed and transparent account of her 
methodology. She explains the system she employed to codify her tran-
scripts and readily acknowledges that in any ‘statistical sense’ the study 
in not generalisable. This critical and reflective approach is often lacking 
within the scholarship of Holocaust education, with many of those who 
publish their ideas not coming from a background which is grounded in 
research training and academia.

Yet even many of those who have outlined their methodology, to 
a greater or lesser extent, have relied upon a very small and unrepre-
sentative sample. The research of Edwards and O’Dowd, for example, 
was conducted on only 26 pupils from one school, all of whom were 
boys.6 Incidentally, this particular study ought to also be commended 
for being possibly the very first published empirical study on pupils’ 
preconceptions of the Holocaust in England. The fact remains, however, 
that a sample size ought to provide confidence in the findings. When 
the number of interviewees is as small as 15, as in the cases of Rutland 
and Short’s respective works on teaching Muslim students, there must be 
some reservation when evaluating the usefulness of their findings.7

In contrast to the above, it is important to acknowledge that many 
studies in Holocaust education have been conducted using very sizeable 
and carefully constructed samples. Cohen, for example, interviewed 307 
principles, 519 teachers and 2540 students from a very demographically 
diverse range of religious and non-religious backgrounds. Moreover, 
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in the early 1990s, a survey of young people’s associations with the 
name ‘Adolf Hitler’ was conducted on nearly 32,000 students in over 25 
countries.8

Research design

Conducting a reliable study is not solely dependent on the sample. Some 
recent research in Holocaust education has employed thorough sampling 
techniques but utilised a flawed instrument. This has been characteristic 
of some of the surveys conducted by the AJC such as The Holocaust and 
Its Implications: A Seven Nation Comparative Study. Despite interviewing 
approximately a thousand people in each of the seven countries, as 
well as stratifying the sample by region and community type, the study 
contained ambiguous and confusing questions. The worst of these was 
‘from what you know or have heard, what were Auschwitz, Dachau, and 
Treblinka?’ The options provided were ‘concentration camps’, ‘death 
camps’, ‘extermination camps’, ‘camps’, ‘other’ and ‘don’t know’. The 
results from this question are of minimal value because while Treblinka 
was a death camp and Dachau a concentration camp (both of which are 
thus also ‘camps’), Auschwitz was the term for various camps, including 
Birkenau and Auschwitz III-Monowitz.

Using closed-ended questions with a list of options can be a prob-
lematic way of assessing attitudes and knowledge of the Holocaust, 
although it appears to have been used in the majority of studies to date. 
De Vaus writes, ‘a major problem of forced-choice questions is that on 
some issues they can create false opinions either by giving an insufficient 
range of alternatives from which to choose or by prompting people 
with acceptable answers.’9 In addition to that, it gives the opportunity 
for the respondent to guess correctly, which is then interpreted by the 
researcher as knowledge. In her insightful article ‘Method and Meaning 
in Holocaust-Knowledge Surveys’, Bischoping is critical of closed, 
multiple-choice questions which ‘do not assess critical thinking skills’ 
and limit ‘the definition of knowledge to rote memorization’.10 She also 
remarks that ‘researchers need to make informed decisions about which 
ways of defining and measuring knowledge yield the most meaningful 
results.’11 Despite giving this warning over 15 years ago, it seems that 
recent scholarship has not heeded it. Even some of the leading research 
in the field, such as the studies by Lange in Sweden and the HEDP in 
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England, assessed teachers’ knowledge by asking specific, predominantly 
closed-ended questions. While there is some value in knowing what 
respondents don’t know, open-ended questions not only demonstrate 
more effectively what they do know, but provide a richer form of data for 
analysing what they don’t.

The potential danger of using multiple-choice questions is that the 
choice of options artificially creates answers which would probably not 
emerge from open-ended ones. This can lead to sensational headlines 
which mislead the public about the state of Holocaust knowledge. In 
2009, for example, to mark the release of The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, 
Miramax and the London Jewish Cultural Centre commissioned a survey 
of 1,200 pupils aged 11–16 to test their knowledge of the Holocaust. The 
results concluded that 2 per cent of respondents thought Auschwitz was 
a beer and 1 per cent thought it a type of bread.12 The media were quick 
to report that some British children thought Auschwitz was a beer, and 
suggested that if this was nationally representative it was the equivalent 
of 90,000 students holding this view.

The importance of the wording in a question was especially high-
lighted in an AJC commissioned survey in 1992.13 According to their 
findings 22 per cent of Americans thought it possible the Holocaust 
never happened in response to a complex question which employed 
double negatives.14 When the question was rephrased in 199415 the 
results found that only 1 per cent of Americans thought it possible the 
Holocaust never happened.16

Problematic assumptions

As in any field, research within Holocaust education has been built 
upon the findings and conclusions which have previously been agreed 
and established. While this is undoubtedly necessary if knowledge is to 
advance, it is also highly problematic if studies are built upon intellectual 
foundations which are questionable. Within the social sciences, and thus 
within Holocaust education, the nature of knowledge is a posteriori, that 
is, it is not self-justifying. There must thus be compelling evidence to 
support the intellectual and pedagogic assumptions which underpin 
research, educational programmes, curricula and exhibitions. Perhaps 
one of the biggest criticisms of Holocaust education, both in scholarly 
and practical terms, is that its value to transform, improve and moralise 
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its receivers has sometimes been seen as a priori, a form of knowledge 
which is acquired through reason and rationality rather than through 
empirical research. While there have been a wide range of scholars who 
have argued against the idea that the Holocaust has ‘lessons’ for today, 
such as Kinloch,17 Novick18 and Eckmann,19 a significant number of schol-
ars have either designed their research assuming that it is true or their 
research has been grounded upon educational programmes which have 
been based on this assumption. While there have been many valuable 
papers both of a theoretical and empirical nature by the likes of Short,20 
Cowan, Maitles21 and others, which support the idea that Holocaust 
education can moralise the learner, these have not been sufficiently 
compelling to abandon an alternative position. This is not to say that 
the Holocaust either does or does not provide lessons – in many senses 
the debate is far more complex than this dichotomy – but it is to say that 
there is at present insufficient evidence to justify turning the assumption 
that it does provide contemporary lessons into the intellectual founda-
tions of scholarship.

Building upon the idea that the Holocaust moralises the learner is 
demonstrated in Peterson’s work on Holocaust and human rights educa-
tion with the South African Holocaust and Genocide Foundation. She 
acknowledges, with some caveats, that ‘the first assumption is that learn-
ing about past human rights abuses will automatically affect the present 
and thus the future in a positive way’.22 While it may be touching that she 
describes this position as ‘noble’,23 Holocaust education surely needs to be 
based on accuracy, validity and reliability instead. Polak, talking of the 
work of the Anne Frank House, stated that ‘the Diary of Anne Frank can 
be a useful educational tool for young people working in Muslim major-
ity countries to help them reflect on human rights and issues of tolerance 
and intolerance.’24 Not only is this conclusion based on anecdotal evidence 
derived from presenting their Anne Frank exhibition to countries such as 
Indonesia, Turkey and Bosnia-Herzegovina, but it is assuming that the 
Holocaust is able to moralise. Polak, like Peterson, is explicit about this:

The Anne Frank House, through the exhibition and other educational tools, 
aims to offer young people the opportunity to learn about Anne Frank and the 
times she lived in, as a way to think about the importance of working toward a 
tolerant society in which diversity and the rights of minorities are assured.25

Clearly there is no attempt to hide the fact that the work of such NGOs, 
and the scholarship which derives from them, is resting upon these 
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assumptions. In many senses, the blame for building upon unproven 
foundations ought not to rest upon the organisations who are trying to 
develop innovative and effective Holocaust education. Instead, the field 
of Holocaust education as a whole must accept responsibility for not 
going far enough to try and answer the question of whether or not the 
Holocaust can moralise learners. While many studies have taken place, 
they have almost always looked at the immediate, short-term impact of 
Holocaust education. There have been very few longitudinal studies seek-
ing to analyse how those who have studied the Holocaust are affected in 
their attitudes and moral decision-making in relation to a control. While 
no individual study is likely to prove conclusive, carefully designed and 
large-scale projects are needed. It is admittedly very difficult to know 
whether Holocaust education was or was not a cause in the evolution of 
a respondent’s attitude or whether other variables were more influential. 
Yet with a large number of students, which may create trends that reduce 
the impact of anomalies, carried out over at least a decade and taking 
into consideration significant variables, useful data might emerge which 
could strengthen the argument that Holocaust education either does 
or does not have the capability to moralise and transform learners in a 
meaningful and lasting way. After all, if Holocaust education only has a 
transitory, temporary and fleeting impact, then one might legitimately 
question the money and energy which is being directed into projects 
which seek to moralise and transform learners. Instead, greater emphasis 
may need to be focused on issues of remembrance and historical under-
standing, which are by no means incompatible with those pursuing a 
moral agenda.

One of the few longitudinal studies which did seek to explore the 
impact of Holocaust education was conducted by Maitles and Cowan 
in Scotland, who drew an important distinction between ‘immediate’ 
and ‘lasting’ effects.26 In this study, they not only tracked the values and 
attitudes of those who had studied the Holocaust in their early educa-
tion, but also used a control of similar students who had not studied the 
subject at primary school. They found that ten months after studying 
the Holocaust, ‘the core sample had stronger positive values and were in 
the main more tolerant ... they were more disposed to active citizenship 
by their understanding of individual responsibility towards racism’.27 
Interestingly, however, when Maitles and Cowan returned three years 
later, those who had studied the Holocaust in their early education did 
not always demonstrate more tolerant or respectful attitudes towards 
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various minority groups than the control. In fact gender seemed to be 
a much more important variation than previous Holocaust education, 
leading Maitles and Cowan to observe that ‘the evidence suggests 
that ... [teaching the Holocaust in primary education] has greater short 
term benefits than longer term ones’.28

Measuring the impact of Holocaust education on the morals and 
attitudes of learners can especially be difficult for classroom teachers. In 
a study of teachers in England, the HEDP report found:

When asked directly what they wanted their students to achieve through a 
study of the Holocaust, those teachers who prioritised aims such as ‘trans-
forming society’ or ‘tackling racism and prejudice’ were likely to answer in 
terms which would be very difficult to confidently measure or observe.29

This suggests that although a number of teachers intend to promote anti-
racism through their teaching of the Holocaust, they are by no means con-
fident that they are doing so. This only increases the need for researchers 
to try and find ways whereby the moral impact of Holocaust education 
can be measured and observed. It was Cowan and Maitles again who 
specifically sought to measure the consequences of Holocaust education, 
by exploring students’ responses to visiting Auschwitz. They assessed the 
practical ways in which students disseminated their experiences within 
the community with follow-up research forthcoming.30 These more 
methodologically rigorous approaches are helpful and are beginning 
to take the field in a direction that it has long ignored and which may 
eventually challenge building upon inconclusive assumptions.

While there appears only minimal indication at present that the aims 
of Holocaust education are increasingly shifting from a moral agenda 
to a greater focus on historical knowledge and understanding, there 
do appear a rising number of caveats from those who emphasise the 
transformative qualities of studying the subject. In 2009, for example, 
the AFH invited 30 experts in Holocaust education from 12 different 
countries for a seminar to discuss various opportunities and challenges 
in the field. Although they accepted the assumption that the Holocaust 
can improve its learners, they acknowledged that this is also dependent 
on the nature and delivery of that education.

Although there are many moral lessons to be learned from the history of 
the Holocaust, it is counterproductive to lecture about these lessons to 
young people. They become resistant and dis-interested when they feel they 
are being preached to.31
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As the consequence of a study where Short acknowledged the ‘failure’ 
of an initiative aimed at teaching students lessons from genocide, he 
concluded that:

The study suggests that for many students in their early to mid-teens, the 
lessons of the Holocaust will not emerge automatically as they assimilate 
new knowledge ... It is hard to escape the conclusion that students need help 
not just in learning about the Holocaust but also in learning from it.32

Short, one of the greatest advocates of learning from the Holocaust, sees 
the solution to the ‘failure’ as making the lessons more explicit. Yet this 
contrasts with the observations of Hondius who notes:

Some Holocaust education projects, for instance, have a pronounced moral 
tone, which can provoke irritation and resistance among students, who tend 
to dislike being preached to. The end result can be the opposite of what one 
attempts to accomplish.33

It seems apparent that greater scrutiny of existing Holocaust programmes 
is needed. Riley and Totten correctly argue that teachers unfamiliar 
with the Holocaust will turn to state-mandated or state-recommended 
curriculum products as a source of authority and thus their content 
and aims ought to be critically analysed. Consequently, in their article, 
‘Understanding Matters: Holocaust Curricula and the Social Studies 
Classroom’, they offer a strong critique of curriculum products in 
America that lack historical accuracy and depth.34

It could be argued that those who advocate students learning from 
the Holocaust in order that they become improved moral citizens are 
experiencing a lack of symmetry between their ideological aspirations 
and the empirical evidence which is emerging.

Objectivity

In addition to requiring a study’s sound methodology, there is also an 
expectation that scholarship will demonstrate the qualities of objectivity, 
impartiality, detachment and independence. Too often, it would seem 
research within Holocaust education has not attained these standards.

In the contemporary era of realpolitik, where research and publications 
are so closely connected to public funding, job security and employabil-
ity, the need for scholarly objectivity is greater than ever. NGOs, charities, 
museums and other organisations involved in Holocaust education are 
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often dependent upon the continued financial support of governments 
and other major sources of income and this means proving their value. A 
cynical analysis might suggest that publishing positive accounts of their 
work, especially in peer-reviewed journals, is an effective marketing tool, 
which provides it with legitimacy and authority, as well as being a very 
inexpensive means of reaching the target audience of those involved in 
the field. Such a position does appear overly cynical yet, for those look-
ing on who are unfamiliar with the field, it is not an unreasonable sup-
position. Objectivity and impartiality thus cannot be disconnected from 
validity and reliability. Demonstrating these principles is an integral part 
of maintaining the quality of scholarship within Holocaust education.

Objectivity is connected to transparency. Researchers need to be 
explicit in explaining how, for example, the relationship between 
researcher and participant affected the notion of informed consent 
and how respondents’ knowledge of an organisation’s aims affects their 
evaluative comments. After all, if the director of an organisation which 
has just provided three days of potentially free training to a teacher 
interviews them about its impact, are they unlikely to be overly critical? 
Objectivity is thus connected to methodology, for while it may poten-
tially be suitable for someone working within a Holocaust organisation 
to assess their own programme’s effectiveness, they must do everything 
possible to limit their influence on the data and acknowledge their biases 
and limitations.

Such acknowledgements have not been forthcoming in much of 
the existing research whereby those who are employed by a particular 
organisation are publishing about the education that they and their 
colleagues are delivering. Gryglewski, for example, writes about the 
successes of the educational approaches which are used at the Memorial 
and Educational Site House of the Wannsee Conference, for which she 
works. Polak remarks on the way that the Anne Frank House’s exhibition 
and educational resources have encouraged young people to think about 
tolerance and yet she is a member of their staff. Chyrikins and Vieyra 
highlight the successes of the work of the AFH in Latin America, where 
both of them work and according to Chyrikins’s biography at the end of 
her paper, ‘since 2003 she has been responsible for the educational pro-
grammes of the Anne Frank House in Latin America’.35 It seems possible 
that the likes of Gryglewski, Polak or Chyrikins and Vieyra are going 
to be reluctant in suggesting that their employer’s respective educational 
programmes are not successful, especially seeing that they themselves 
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might bear a measure of responsibility for their shortcomings. The 
potential biases which might be inherent within their thinking are not 
acknowledged and neither is the fact that vested interest could possibly 
cloud their perspectives and severely limit their objectivity.

Yet the absence of independence and detachment are evident through-
out so much of the scholarship within the field. Shoham et al.’s excellent 
study of the changing attitudes towards the Holocaust of Arab teachers 
in Israel provides a very positive analysis and evaluation of the impact 
of the training course from which the data is derived. Yet the third of 
the three authors works for the Centre for Humanistic Education, The 
Ghetto Fighters’ Museum in Israel, which was the organisation responsi-
ble for organising and running the training course.

Within the United States of America especially, a significant focus 
of Holocaust education has centred on the work of Facing History and 
Ourselves (FHAO). Yet scholarly assessments of the effectiveness of their 
programmes and policies have often been implemented by those who 
have strong connections to the organisation or who are already strong 
proponents of it. Riley, Washington and Humphries, in their assess-
ment of FHAO, are critical of the close relationship that those who have 
conducted research in the programme’s effectiveness have had with it. 
Writing on the research of Melinda Fine, for example, they noted that 
she ‘admits that she developed loyalties to the organization and its staff, 
which causes her to struggle with the issue of critical perspective as well 
as giving voice and serious consideration to the viewpoints of FHAO’s 
opponents and critics’.36

In her article on some of the methods employed by FHAO, Murphy 
writes, ‘teaching the Holocaust in the participatory way that we do ... is 
a proven, effective way for students to learn this particular history’.37 
Not only is Murphy the Director of International Programs for FHAO, 
but her only bibliographic reference which could contain this ‘proof ’ to 
which she alludes is a document which has been published by her own 
organisation.38 While this does not mean that the proof is not trustwor-
thy, it does reduce the likelihood of objectivity.

Barr also provides a positive appraisal of the work of FHAO in his 
article ‘Early Adolescents’ Reflections on Social Justice: Facing History 
and Ourselves in Practice And Assessment’. As Director of Evaluation, 
Barr is in many senses well suited to make such judgements. After all, 
he is described by his organisation as the one who ‘asks “Why?” and 
“How?” Facing History and Ourselves makes a difference to teachers, 
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students, communities and schools past and present – and measures that 
impact in statistical, quantifiable ways’.39 Yet there is undoubtedly a lack 
of objectivity which needs to be acknowledged and an appreciation by 
those who make such assessments, that their predisposed support for 
the organisation and its work is probably incompatible with impartial 
judgements. It seems evident that within the scholarship of Holocaust 
education, the issue of objectivity needs to be reexamined and greater 
weight attached to it, especially by those who are publishing about the 
work of their own organisations.

Dissemination of research

One way of assessing the value of a piece of research is the impact 
that it has made on the field. In order for the scholarship in Holocaust 
education to influence teaching and learning it must be disseminated. 
According to Hargreaves, too often within the field of education, gen-
erally, research ‘does not make a serious contribution to fundamental 
theory or knowledge ... [and] clutters up academic journals that virtu-
ally nobody reads’.40 Clearly it would seem that if research is to have an 
impact then it must be read, understood and applied by practitioners 
who are involved in delivering Holocaust education. Maws suggests that 
the relationship between Holocaust studies (by which he means schol-
arship) and Holocaust education (by which he means institutions and 
practitioners) is by no means what it ought to be.

‘Holocaust studies’ and ‘Holocaust education’ sound like two concepts 
which are likely to be very closely related to one another. But, regrettably, 
the reality is that practitioners in both of these fields too often operate in 
relative ignorance of each other.41

This judgement seems true only to a limited extent. In fact it would 
appear that Holocaust practitioners are more informed by the research in 
the field than in most other areas of education. This is principally due to 
the scale, scope and quality of teacher training in Holocaust education. 
While access to and funding for such training is certainly limited in some 
parts of the world, in much of Western Europe and North America there 
are myriad opportunities for teachers to familiarise themselves with the 
latest developments in Holocaust scholarship. The same can also be said 
of Morocco and South Africa, not to mention the opportunities provided 
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by various organisations; FHAO, for example, have had educators from 
over 90 countries attend their courses and worked with practitioners in 
places like Columbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina.42 Organisations like the 
Centre for Holocaust Education in London, the USHMM in Washington 
DC and Yad Vashem in Jerusalem are not only involved with the training 
of thousands of teachers each year (both nationally and internationally) 
but are typically at the forefront of some of the highest quality research 
which exists within the discipline. Houwink ten Cate acknowledges this 
when he writes, ‘the gap between research output and Holocaust educa-
tion has been narrowed.’43

Maws presents a fascinating angle on the subject, however, when he 
writes, ‘it’s not enough for teachers to listen to academics. Academics 
must, in turn, listen to teachers.’44 The major studies of teachers’ percep-
tions, experiences and practices of teaching the Holocaust by Lange and 
the HEDP respectively suggest that to some extent this is taking place but 
clearly Holocaust educational scholarship needs to ensure that it does 
not conform to the criticism of Hargreaves when he said that there was 
a ‘yawning gap between theory and practice’.45 Increasingly, Holocaust 
scholarship is working alongside practitioners in a symbiotic relation-
ship, and in many parts of the world the field is an excellent example of 
how the dissemination of research can and ought to take place.

Breadth of research

The quality of scholarship within Holocaust education must also be assessed 
by its content, by the areas which research has tended to focus upon and the 
questions it has generally chosen to marginalise or ignore. It seems likely 
that few within the field would be too critical of the topics explored, even 
if there could be legitimate criticism of how some studies were conducted. 
More probable is the frustration with the absence of research in certain 
areas and the lack of attempts to answer questions which seem most impor-
tant. Schweber highlights certain voids in the scholarship and emphasises, 
among other things, the need for further research into museum education 
and ‘how specific audiences learn from the presentations and what they 
learn in particular’.46 She also points to the absence of systematic studies 
in post-secondary Holocaust education and ‘calls attention to the need for 
research devoted specifically to analysis of the expectations, practices, and 
outcomes of Holocaust education in colleges and universities’.47
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Perhaps the most significant omission within the scholarship has been 
meaningful and thorough investigation into the impact and importance 
of cultural influences. The ubiquity and universalisation of the Holocaust 
within some contemporary societies must surely have a significant effect on 
how teachers interpret, understand and consequently teach the subject in 
those countries. Practitioners are not immune to shifts in popular thinking 
which are brought about by the influence of the media, literature and film 
to name but a few examples. It is not acceptable to assume that because 
Schindler’s List seemed to have a big influence 20 years ago, that this remains 
the case today. The rapid evolution of popular culture has not been suf-
ficiently tracked by Holocaust educational scholarship which has lagged far 
behind in seeking to assess the significance of films like The Pianist, Defiance 
and The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas on teaching and teachers’ thinking.

Although there is now beginning to be something of a focus on the 
importance of students’ preconceptions, this has, to date, typically 
focused on what they already know and not so much on how they 
acquired their initial ideas. Although Gray’s research on the impact of 
The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas is a step in the right direction,48 it repre-
sents but a fraction of what needs to be explored. How much knowledge 
do pupils acquire from their parents and relations and from their early 
years education and how significant is its impact in shaping their prior 
conceptions? Moreover, how easy is it for teachers to change their mis-
conceptions and do they revert back to their original thinking after they 
have finished their Holocaust education? These practical questions are 
absolutely central to effective Holocaust education and yet there have 
been minimal efforts made to try and answer them. While the debates 
about aims and purposes have been interesting and important, it seems 
that the arguments have been sufficiently expressed and exhausted with-
out a large degree of consensus. Consequently, it seems pertinent to shift 
the emphasis of scholarly research into a more practical and empirical 
direction which recognises the often-forgotten fact that Holocaust edu-
cation does not exist within a vacuum. It must evolve alongside shifts in 
popular culture and appreciate that the classroom is only one theatre of 
learning among many, and when it comes to the Holocaust, it is certainly 
not the first source of information and perhaps in the cases of some 
learners, not even the most important. Holocaust education needs to 
lose its introversion if it is to cope with the dynamic shifts within society 
and popular culture, both of which frequently engage with the Holocaust 
as a concept and phenomenon.
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In addition to this, much of the scholarship on the field has lacked a 
holistic approach. In this regard, the scholarship seems to mirror a lot of 
school education itself, which often fails to adopt a joined-up approach. 
It seems that within many institutions the history department is una-
ware of when and how the Holocaust appears within, say, the English 
curriculum or the religious studies programme. It seems that greater 
research is needed on how different subjects can best complement each 
other and how Holocaust education fits into broader debates within 
non-traditional disciplines such as sociology and psychology. It seems 
likely that studies of Judaism in religious studies, for example, might be 
able to go a long way in tackling ignorance, prejudice and misconcep-
tions towards Jews and Jewish identity and thus have a positive impact 
of Holocaust education. Moreover, if pupils possess a meaningful under-
standing of the concept of citizenship within their civics education, they 
may be in a better position to appreciate the significance of Nazi policies 
such as the Nuremberg Laws.

Despite the critical approach within this chapter, it is important to 
remember that there are also examples within the field which exemplify 
high quality scholarship. Fallace’s work on the emergence of Holocaust 
education in American schools, for instance, demonstrates a holistic 
approach, which explains the history of American Holocaust education 
in the broadest possible terms, with reference to popular culture, con-
temporary scholarship and national sensitivities.49

Debates within Holocaust education have far from been exhausted. In 
fact in some areas, they have not really even begun. Add to that the vari-
ations which exist across different countries and cultures, then it seems 
likely that scholars within the field have a range of unchartered territory 
to explore in the years ahead.

Conclusion

Scholarship within Holocaust education cannot be viewed as a mono-
lithic entity and there is great variation in the quality of work which has 
to date been produced. At its best it has been pioneering, innovative and 
meticulous, while at its worst it has been sterile, repetitive and shoddy. 
The criticisms contained within this chapter have sought to highlight 
some all-too-common trends within the field which need addressing 
and to suggest that the highest possible standards of research ought to 
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exist. Future success within Holocaust education is dependent upon the 
discipline evolving to face the new challenges which are appearing on 
the horizon. This will only be achieved if the scholarship is robust and 
rigorous in its methodologies and processes, thorough and strict in its 
expectations and scrutiny as well as reflective and adaptable in its dis-
semination and direction.
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The question of whether or not the Holocaust is unique directly relates 
to whether it provides moral lessons that must be taught to contempo-
rary society. In that regard, especially, this controversy is very relevant for 
Holocaust education. When discussing the question of the Holocaust’s 
uniqueness, the parameters of the discourse have characteristically 
been limited to historical or semantic arguments and this too has been 
reflected in the nature of pedagogic scholarship on the issue.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the confines of the discus-
sion shifted, principally, due to the valuable contribution of scholarship 
which adopted a sociological perspective. One of the principle catalysts 
for this new approach came from J.C. Alexander’s paper, ‘On the Social 
Construction of Moral Universals: The “Holocaust” from War Crime 
to Trauma Drama’, which Hartman described as an ‘already classic 
essay’.1 Alexander, among other things, explains the paradox that exists 
between the particularism and universalism of the Holocaust within a 
socio-cultural framework. He highlights how within popular Western 
consciousness the idea that ‘the Holocaust was a unique event in human 
history crystallized’ and that it eventually came to be perceived to be the 
ultimate symbol of evil. Yet as a consequence of that, ‘its moral implica-
tions became paradoxically generalized’2 characterised by the fact that 
‘major urban centers in the United States, and many outside it as well, 
constructed vastly expensive, and vastly expansive, museums to make 
permanent its moral lessons.’3

Yet sociological and culturally related notions of universalism go 
beyond the morality upon which Alexander was focusing. Levy and 
Sznaider, for example, argue that the memory of the Holocaust has 
become universalised and now goes beyond the traditional boundaries 
of the nation state in what they describe as ‘cosmopolitan memory’. 
They suggest that ‘shared memories of the Holocaust ... provide the 
foundations for a new cosmopolitan memory, a memory transcend-
ing ethnic and national boundaries.’4 Although Hirsch and Spitzer see 
their position as possibly a little too optimistic,5 Levy and Sznaider 
perceptively acknowledge that cosmopolitan memory does not signify 
that the Holocaust has an identical meaning for everyone. Certainly the 
relationship between Holocaust education and national consciousness, 
as discussed in Chapter 2, would support that idea.

Connected to concepts of morality and memory is the universalism of 
Holocaust consciousness. Pearce has demonstrated how in Britain, for 
example, ‘the Holocaust is a pervasive presence in British culture and 
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society’.6 Yablonka, focusing on particular court cases, also begins to 
highlight the development of Holocaust consciousness in Israel and its 
increasing importance within public thinking.7 Moses shows the strength 
of Holocaust consciousness in Australia, especially among the political 
right,8 although Caldwell writes of New Zealand’s Holocaust conscious-
ness that it was late in starting and ‘not as developed or comprehensive 
as in other countries’.9 It thus seems fair to say that in terms of moral-
ity, memory and public consciousness in many parts of the world the 
Holocaust has become universalised.

This is characterised by the ubiquity of the Holocaust in many mod-
ern cultures. Not only can one visit a Children’s Holocaust Memorial 
in Whitwell, Tennessee, a community of around 1600 people, none of 
whom are Jewish and which is several thousand miles away from the 
location of the Nazi murders,10 but one can also find video conferenc-
ing from Mémorial de la Shoah being broadcast to ‘students, teachers 
and lawyers in Madagascar, Togo, Burundi, Cameroon, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo and Senegal’.11

The ever-increasing universalisation of the Holocaust poses many 
questions for Holocaust education and this chapter seeks to explore 
some of the potential implications of this socio-cultural evolution.

The sanctity of the Holocaust

The seeming ubiquity of the Holocaust within the social consciousness 
and cultural discourse of many countries has the potential of turning 
the sacred into the common. For many students, the subject is no longer 
shrouded in reverential awe but a theme which has appeared on their 
curriculum on many previous occasions and been witnessed through 
film, literature and the media. Schweber observes that, in her experiences, 
significant changes have taken place in the approach of her pupils.

I recall that, years ago, my students approached the subject with a kind of 
inbred reverence, a seriousness and cautiousness that bordered on nervous-
ness. They handled the topic gingerly, as if it could shatter ... I find that my 
students now tend to approach the Holocaust without that pause, without 
a default position of veneration. The Holocaust is, for them, interesting but 
not awesome.12

This shift away from the sanctification of the Holocaust may lead practi-
tioners to push the boundaries further in an attempt to generate that awe 
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and to produce an emotional response. This poses problems and Salmons 
is correct in noting that ‘we need strategies for moving students without 
traumatising them, for ensuring they understand the enormity of the 
events without titillating or horrifying them with graphic images.’13

Whereas Schweber used to worry that learning about the Holocaust 
was obstructed by the reverence of pupils, she writes that, ‘I now worry 
that trivialization of the Holocaust impedes its understanding.’14 What 
might be considered characteristic of this is the increasing number 
of ‘collecting projects’, where typically children collect six million of a 
specific object to represent each of the Jews who were murdered by the 
Nazi regime and their collaborators. This has been especially common in 
America, for example the collecting of paper butterflies in the Holocaust 
Museum in Houston or the collecting of six million buttons by the Jewish 
Federation of Peoria, Illinois.15 Magilov writes of such projects that ‘to 
collect millions of inanimate objects ... will surely always strike some as 
a tacky and trivializing approach to memorializing the Holocaust.’ Yet 
he argues that it represents a new approach to a very difficult process of 
memory and offers a balanced and thoughtful reflection of the subject.16

Holocaust trivialisation is often generated by comparing the Holocaust 
to contemporary events, often for a specific purpose. Salmons acknowl-
edges that ‘the power of the Holocaust as a motif, a metaphor or a rhe-
torical device, is used to advocate a bewildering array of special interests, 
social and political agendas.’17 Opponents of greater gun control in 
America for example have suggested that the Nazis’ 1938 firearm registra-
tion in Germany helped facilitate the Holocaust18 while according to the 
BBC, John Paul II in 2005 likened abortion to the Holocaust.19 Especially 
controversial was the ‘Holocaust on your Plate’ campaign led by People 
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals.20 Their displays contrasted images 
of caged animals with camp inmates and was banned in Germany by its 
High Court, stating that it made ‘the fate of the victims of the Holocaust 
appear banal and trivial’.21 It is this abuse of the term ‘Holocaust’, which is 
given by Cohen as one reason among many, as to why the term Shoah is 
more preferable. He states:

Recently the word holocaust has been invoked in protests against any 
number of social and political issues, some of which have no relation to 
genocide (i.e. environmental problems, crime, abortion, animal slaughter, 
assimilation and intermarriage, deaths from tobacco use etc.). The word 
Shoah may be understood as referring to the Nazi’s institutionalized mass 
murder, particularly of the Jews of Europe.22
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Holocaust trivialisation is perhaps one of the most important chal-
lenges which contemporary educators have to face. This was acknowl-
edged in an article in The Economist in 2013, which stated that ‘perhaps 
the biggest threat to remembrance of the 6m Jews killed by the Nazis 
is trivialisation’.23 It is difficult to know the extent to which young 
people are influenced by Holocaust references in the media and in 
popular culture, but the existing work on preconceptions would sug-
gest that they assimilate a lot of ideas into their prior conceptions. 
There is no evidence that this use of the Holocaust as a metaphor is 
likely to decrease and thus it seems probable that for many students 
the Holocaust will remain trivialised, universalised and generalised 
which removes its sense of sanctity and differentness.

Perhaps the extreme antonymic example of Holocaust sanctifica-
tion is Holocaust humour. Rabbi Block, writing about America, stated 
that ‘Holocaust jokes’ are ‘horrifying, depraved attempts at humour’ 
which ‘our children are hearing’ and which are a ‘serious problem that 
plagues our society and culture’.24 Holocaust jokes are connected but 
by no means the same thing as Holocaust humour. Solomon wrote of 
Holocaust art, for example, that ‘the use of humour ... is uniquely suited 
to the representation of an event so inherently absurd and terrifying.’25 
Yet can there be any compatibility between appropriate humour and 
the Holocaust in the classroom? In a fascinating study conducted on 
55 Holocaust survivors, Ostrower asked respondents ‘can you describe 
or tell about, humour in the Holocaust?’ The findings not only high-
lighted the frequency and importance of humour but suggested that on 
60 per cent of occasions, humour was used as a defence mechanism.26 
It is thus possible that when pupils adopt a ‘light-hearted’ approach to 
studying the Holocaust that they too are doing so because they do not 
feel comfortable with the emotional situation in which they find them-
selves. In his study of responses to Holocaust education in England, 
Richardson observed how one boy was ‘using humour as a means 
of managing potentially difficult knowledge’.27 Incidentally, this was 
because he was concerned about his German friend. This seems very 
different from Holocaust or anti-Semitic ‘jokes’. Whereas the former 
is possibly a defensive barrier due to the sacredness (and potential 
awkwardness) of the subject, the latter is due to ignorance, prejudice or 
the desanctification of the Holocaust which has potentially emerged as 
a consequence of its universalisation.
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Cultural influences

The universalisation of the Holocaust is perhaps most apparent within 
popular Western culture, much of which is exported throughout the 
world. Bauer writes that, ‘hardly a month passes without a new TV pro-
duction, a new film, a number of new books of prose or poetry dealing 
with the subject, and the flood is increasing rather than abating.’28 This is 
evident by the fact that out of the 16,000 books on the subject which are 
catalogued in the Library of Congress, over two-thirds of them were pub-
lished in the last 20 years.29 Such an increase of Holocaust representation 
creates problems. Anna Richardson observed a ‘tension between ethics 
and aesthetics inherent in an act of artistic production that reproduces 
the cultural values of the society that generated the Holocaust’.30 Salmons 
too acknowledges this when he writes, ‘what is at stake is not whether we 
choose to remember, but what form that memory takes.’31

Haggith and Newman write that, ‘paradoxically, it has been those 
films that have been most successful in creating a mass awareness of the 
Holocaust (Holocaust (1978), Schindler’s List (1993)) that have caused so 
much pain and anger among the survivor community.’32 Such produc-
tions certainly call into question how we remember the Holocaust 
although there can be little doubt that they have been hugely influential 
on Holocaust education. Doneson writes:

Educators should have been the ones to ensure that the Holocaust was 
taught to new generations. But that simply did not happen. Various studies 
indicate that for at least some thirty years after the war, in all educational 
areas – religion, social studies, history – in secondary schools as well as uni-
versities, most texts either minimally treated the Holocaust or ignored it all 
together. In the 1990s and into the new millennium, for better or for worse, 
Holocaust education has become de rigeur in conjunction with the study of 
history at a good many secondary schools. One suspects that this ... is the 
result, in part, of the influence of media representations of the event.33

It seems only correct for Doneson to place an important emphasis 
on popular culture and the media representations of the Holocaust. 
Nevertheless, the influence of the Facing History and Ourselves pro-
gramme ought not to be marginalised, in terms of its influence and 
significance within both American and global Holocaust education. In 
addition to receiving federal funding and being one of the first major 
programmes in America, its curricula have also shifted over the decades 
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in what has either been a cause or characteristic of increased Holocaust 
universalisation. According to Riley, Washington and Humphries, the 
revised curriculum of 1982 ‘moved much farther away from the actual 
history of the Holocaust than the 1976 version’34 and ‘in the curricular 
sense, FHAO or Facing History belongs in a sociological classroom rather 
than the history classroom’.35 It is difficult to know how much FHAO has 
influenced American society and culture and vice versa.

Nevertheless, the recent shifts in Holocaust consciousness, which 
Doneson expresses regarding America, are equally valid were they to be 
applied to other countries such as England, where the Holocaust became 
a statutory part of the National Curriculum in 1991. Perhaps therefore, 
the most important impact of Holocaust universalisation is that the 
Holocaust is now popularly perceived to be a key component of a liberal 
education.

Yet in addition to simply establishing the educational significance 
of the Holocaust, the universalisation of the subject through popular 
culture has helped to shape students’ thinking on the topic. As dem-
onstrated in Chapter 1, children do arrive in the classroom with a wide 
range of conceptions and ideas, many of which have been acquired 
through the media. Speaking of her school visits after what has some-
times been described as the Schindler’s List effect, survivor Rudy Kennedy 
said, ‘you could then go to schools to talk to the children about it, and 
we found that we didn’t have to start at the beginning: do you know the 
Holocaust? Do you know what it means?’36 Kennedy goes onto highlight 
the increase in children’s preconceptions over the years by observing, ‘it 
was the Schindler film that broke the silence ... the children have seen 
much more, know much more.’37

Gray’s recent study on contemporary children’s preconceptions found 
that The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas was both more influential and more 
commonly seen than the likes of Schindler’s List.38 He noted ‘The Boy in 
the Striped Pyjamas is now probably one of the most important medi-
ums whereby pupils encounter and understand the Holocaust’,39 with  
75.8 per cent of his 298 pupil sample having either read the book or 
watched the film. Conversely, only 9.7 per cent had seen Schindler’s List. 
Gray provided examples of how many young people see the story, with 
one respondent, for example, stating, ‘I read The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. 
I learnt a lot about concentration camps from this.’40 Moreover, Gray 
concluded that ‘many thirteen and fourteen year olds are not able to dif-
ferentiate effectively when fiction is situated in a historical setting’41 and 
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thus the story establishes a number of problematic misconceptions. This 
was characterised by a boys’ response to the question of why the Holocaust 
ended when he said, ‘I think it ended when one of the Nazi children died 
in the poisonous gas in the Jew camp.’42

The influence of popular culture and especially cinematic interpreta-
tions of the Holocaust seem important throughout much of the world. 
One of the directors of the Holocaust museum in Mexico (Memory 
and Tolerance), which opened in 2010, stated that ‘there is very little 
Holocaust education and most Mexicans’ knowledge of the Holocaust 
comes  from Hollywood movies.’43 Moreover, ‘Japanese interest in the 
Holocaust increased after the international release of Schindler’s List.’44 
Fallace recognised the impact of Schindler’s List and popular culture on 
American Holocaust consciousness as well.45

Yet cultural devices such as books and films are not only important 
in establishing preconceptions. Within the process of formal classroom 
learning, the use and influence of artistic representation is also very 
common and many teachers read books and show films to their stu-
dents. Santerini, speaking of Holocaust education in Italy, writes that ‘the 
majority of students learn about the history of the Holocaust through 
the texts, films, lectures, presentations, discussions, etc. they are exposed 
to at school.’46 He also observes that:

In Italy, as was the case in many other countries, Steven Spielberg’s 
Schindler’s List became a defining moment in the new generation’s awareness 
of the Holocaust ... At the end of the 1990s, the Italian film Life Is Beautiful 
by Roberto Benigni signified perhaps another and controversial turning 
point.47

In the findings of the HEDP in England, the most commonly cited 
resource for teaching about the subject was Schindler’s List, with 51 of the 
127 practitioners who mentioned it stating that it was their most use-
ful resource of all. In fact 76 per cent (n.765) of teachers ‘said they were 
likely to use feature films about the Holocaust’ including The Pianist and 
The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas.48 It is noteworthy that the HEDP research 
was conducted just after the release of The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas and 
thus it is possible that its full impact was not yet evident.

In a localised study in England, McIntyre found that the 2002 film The 
Pianist, which was shown to pupils in lessons, was particularly impactful 
on their thinking. McIntyre notes, ‘it may be that the visual and dramatic 
power of the film The Pianist had a disproportionate impact, compared 
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with other teaching approaches, as a means of conveying knowledge 
about events to some students.’49 In his article on the use of Holocaust 
film in the classroom, Morgan goes as far as to say that ‘film is how 
the vast majority of the population, young and old, experience history, 
whether through enjoying feature film as entertainment or, increasingly, 
recording their own lives and world through audiovisual means.’50

Empirical research on the impact of popular culture on students is 
surprisingly rare. Typically, analysis of Holocaust representation has 
focused on either artistic criticism or ethical debates. Almost all of these 
discussions have revolved around theoretical arguments and ignored 
attempts to assess the actual impact of such films on perceptions and 
understanding. It is thus very difficult to assess with any real confidence 
the significance of the Holocaust’s universalisation through popular 
culture. Yet the available evidence would suggest that it is instrumental 
in not only forming pupils’ initial understandings, but both during and 
after their official schooling. With limited curriculum time and with 
many students stopping their study of history in their early teenage 
years, it is often culture and not the classroom which shapes understand-
ing. Rensmann said of German students’ experiences, for example, that 
‘after 10th grade they don’t have to take history classes any anymore. This 
means that the media and private conversations may be more impor-
tant and influential resources of “Holocaust education” than German 
schools.’51 It certainly seems the case that Holocaust universalisation 
within popular culture has been instrumental in establishing the central-
ity of Holocaust education within the curriculum and, in many cases, 
also the nature of learning that takes place.

A multidisciplinary education

It is surely quite peculiar that the Holocaust and its memory are perceived 
to be so important in countries like America and England, which appear 
geographically and historically removed from the killings themselves. 
This situation highlights the pertinence of Levy and Sznaider’s concept of 
‘cosmopolitan memory’. In such cases, the contemporary relevance of the 
Holocaust has often needed constructing. Stevick and Michaels write that:

The lack of a direct link to the Holocaust in many parts of the world means 
that its relevance must be established, interpreted, and argued; these 
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processes of comparison and of meaning-making are key elements in the 
universalization and globalization of Holocaust education.52

Meaning and significance are often provided to the Holocaust by giving it 
various pedagogic functions. One of the most important of these within 
Western education has been as a device for the promotion of liberal 
values, tolerance, respect, anti-racism and human rights. Cole critically 
suggests that ‘given its mythical status, the “Holocaust” risks becoming 
a popular past used to serve all sorts of present needs. In particular, the 
needs of contemporary liberalism tends to latch onto a powerful tale in 
the past and universalize it so as to produce a set of universal lessons.’53

This universalising of the so-called lessons, places on the Holocaust 
an intrinsic functional value; it also attempts to imbibe the subject 
with a contemporary relevance which transcends generations and to 
some extent, even subject disciplines. It also helps to justify studying 
the Holocaust over other genocides or human rights abuses due to its 
perceived purpose and utility.

A product of this educational universalisation is that the Holocaust 
is now taught across a range of academic disciplines. While this raises 
issues about the knowledge of non-history specialists, it seems appropri-
ate that the history department within an institution does not claim to 
have a monopoly on the subject. Bauer remarked that:

The historian’s art is, after all, limited, and the writer, the poet, the artist, 
the dramatist, the musician, the psychologist, and, for the religious among 
us, the theologian have to be asked to add their insights.54

Within an educational context the same sentiment is often perceived to 
be true. Balberg writes:

When dealing with the major issues related to the impact of the Holocaust in 
our time one should go beyond just studying history. It enables educators to 
look into the meaning of the Holocaust for the conscience of humanity and 
also to discover the proper ways to assist the younger generations to inter-
nalize and analyze it lessons. ... The purpose here is not to replace the study 
of the history of the Holocaust as the main discipline. Non-historical repre-
sentations of the Holocaust can only enhance the exploration and analysis 
of the deeper aspects of this major event in the history of mankind.55

It is thus not uncommon for students to study a piece of Holocaust fic-
tion in literature classes, or consider the subject in religious studies when 
contemplating concepts of evil or to work on a play in drama which is 
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set within the context of the Holocaust. In the HEDP study, it was noted 
that history and religious studies were the most common subjects where 
the Holocaust was taught but some of their respondents talked about 
teaching the subject in a very wide range of disciplines.

Small numbers of teachers reported that they taught about the Holocaust 
within a variety of different and perhaps unexpected subject areas includ-
ing philosophy, psychology, science, maths, ICT and business studies as 
well as general studies and combined humanities. The survey also received 
responses from a small number of individuals whose teaching about the 
Holocaust was not subject-based – such as special educational needs co-
ordinators – or was concentrated in extra-curricular activities, including 
school assemblies.56

It seems unlikely that 30 years ago such a broad sweep of subjects might 
even on occasions teach about the Holocaust and this seems sympto-
matic of Holocaust universalisation. Yet the HEDP data revealed some 
concerning trends. For pupils in England aged between 11–13, they were 
most likely to encounter the Holocaust in a subject other than history. 
Yet unsurprisingly, the levels of knowledge about the Holocaust held 
by non-history specialists was significantly lower than those who were 
history specialists. Only 7 per cent of those teaching Personal Social 
Health Education (PSHE) thought that the systematic mass murder of 
the Jewish people began in 1941 with the invasion of the Soviet Union 
– a fact which was known by 49 per cent of history teachers.57 It is thus 
possible that the universalisation of the Holocaust has led to the subject 
being encountered and taught in different ways, but often by those with 
less knowledge and understanding of the history of the Holocaust.

A similar situation emerged from Lange’s data in Sweden, where he 
noted that history teachers in upper secondary schools felt more con-
fident in their knowledge of the Holocaust than history specialists in 
primary schools or non-history specialists in upper secondary schools. 
Teachers of physical education felt the least confident in their knowl-
edge.58 In compiling a weighted index of teacher knowledge, 18.4 per cent 
of upper secondary school teachers scored in the top tier, compared with 
8.0 per cent of history teachers irrespective of age and only 3.9 per cent 
of all teachers. This data might suggest that Holocaust universalisation 
and the teaching of the subject within various fields may well broaden 
students’ experiences and perceptions of the Holocaust, but comes at the 
cost of being taught by those who may be deficient in their historical 
knowledge of the subject.
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By teaching it within a range of disciplines, the Holocaust is univer-
salised. This is seen in terms of its morality within religious education 
and in terms of its ‘moralising qualities’ within civics-based education. 
In practical terms this typically means making comparisons between 
the Holocaust and other events or relating specific circumstances and 
scenarios to contemporary situations, so that appropriate lessons can be 
learned. Short, for example, suggests that ‘when they [students] learn 
about the exploits of rescuers, they will find it hard not to appreciate 
the value of assisting those in need.’59 While such a concept and applica-
tion is virtuous, there is surely a danger that such comparisons can be 
problematic. The plight of a Jewish family fleeing the Nazis’ policy of 
mass murder is not the same as a child being teased in the playground. 
The consequences of assisting such a victim (for both the victims and 
the rescuer) is not comparable either and there is a danger that pupils 
will learn to see decision-making processes as simplistic and void of 
historical context and empathy. The Holocaust was not a severe form of 
bullying, but rather a systematic policy of extermination and attempts to 
liken the two risk grave trivialisation and decontextualisation of a very 
complex historical phenomenon. This is not to say that a student cannot 
be inspired by a Schindler or a Wallenberg, perhaps even inspired enough 
to act differently, but this is not the same thing as making a direct and 
immediate comparison between 1940s Europe and the school playing 
fields. It is important that practitioners are not guilty of what Eckmann 
describes as ‘putting the lessons of history before the knowledge of the 
history itself ’.60

Perhaps more appropriate are comparisons between the Holocaust 
and other genocides and human rights atrocities. Yet these must surely 
be historically grounded and demonstrate far greater sophistication and 
contextualisation than a crass assessment of which group suffered more 
or were killed on a larger scale. The ITF guidelines on comparative geno-
cide wisely caution that such studies ought ‘not to equate, diminish, or 
trivialise either the Holocaust or the genocides to which the Holocaust 
is compared’.61

Thematic teaching

The increasing comparisons which are made between the Holocaust 
and other genocides or human rights abuses has not only led to the 
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Holocaust being taught in more subjects, but it has shifted the way that it 
is taught within history lessons. In Europe and America, for example, the 
Holocaust has typically been studied in history as part of broader courses 
on Germany, Europe, or the Second World War. In other words, there 
has been a chronological approach. This method has helped students to 
place the Holocaust in context and understand it more effectively. After 
all, how can one appreciate the geography or the ending of the Holocaust 
without awareness of the Second World War? Yet increasingly, a chrono-
logical approach is being replaced by a thematic approach, often as a 
consequence of trying to justify the relevance of the Holocaust on the 
curriculum. Eckmann writes:

Teachers also find it difficult to answer questions such as ‘Why are you 
always speaking about Jews?’ and ‘Why not speak about Rwanda, about 
slavery or about the Roma?’ Or, in post-Soviet countries they might ask, 
‘Why not speak about the Gulag?’ In Western European contexts, we 
observed that such questions lead teachers to adopt new strategies ... more 
and more educators, especially in the upper grades, tend to teach it within 
the context of comparing genocides, or within the context of topics like rac-
ism, totalitarianism, and colonialism.

Such an approach has at times been associated with the American 
Holocaust programme, Facing History and Ourselves. Rather than adopt-
ing a historically grounded and chronological approach, FHAO has often 
been issues-driven, which has been the cause of criticism among certain 
scholars such as Riley, Washington and Humphries.62

A thematic approach risks the possibility of failing to ground the 
Holocaust in sufficient historical context. The Holocaust cannot be 
understood by simply seeing it as ‘extreme racism’ anymore than the 
Rwandan genocide can be perceived simply as a consequence of coloni-
alism. What Eckmann is referring to has been described by others, like 
Hondius, as ‘conceptual history’, which ‘has had a significant impact in 
Germany and across Europe, where scholars and educators have found 
its methods inspiring in helping to discuss and explain social change’.63 
Hondius states that she ‘recommends a broad, general, inclusive, concep-
tual approach as a framework for teaching, and a relevant and balanced 
selection of individual, local and personal histories as illuminating case 
studies’.64 There appear to be problems with such a recommendation. 
Perhaps the most important of these is that one cannot fully understand 
concepts such as racism or genocide until they are understood within 
the context of specific historical examples which go beyond broadness 





DOI: 10.1057/9781137388575.0008

Holocaust Universalisation

and generalisation. Moreover, while case studies are of great value in 
understanding both the Holocaust and the past more generally, one 
must also recognise that such examples must be representative and not 
merely selected and then taken out of context to support a ‘lesson’ which 
one might want to learn from the Holocaust.

Explaining the Holocaust

The universalisation of the Holocaust as the absolute evil from which 
‘lessons’ are to be drawn often marginalises attempts at historical expla-
nations of the Holocaust, questions such as why it happened, how anti-
Semitism became genocide and why people were willing to participate 
in such murderous policies. Salmons is critical of this approach and 
states that ‘if we simply turn it into a metaphor for the “lessons” we wish 
young people to learn, then we deprive them of the opportunity to ask 
the challenging and difficult questions that come from the specificity of 
the event itself.’65 Bialystok too expresses disapproval of pedagogy which 
fails to address the historical explanations when he writes that ‘the weak-
est curricula ... resist the mandate to teach. Their approach is grounded 
in asking the student “How do you feel?” rather than demanding “What 
do you know?” The key to learning about the Holocaust is knowledge, as 
it is about any other topic.’66 Salmons also suggests that the study of the 
Holocaust as history is often ‘afforded a relatively low status even among 
many history teachers’.67 A potential consequence of universalisation is 
thus not only an absence in students to understand but also of educators 
to teach understanding. Consequently, it seems, Fallace is correct when 
he asserts, ‘students should learn about the historical particularities of all 
these events in their full historical context.’68

Yet it is not just the Holocaust itself but also its relevance which 
educators have to try and explain; something which can be especially 
challenging in multicultural classrooms, in countries outside of Europe. 
Eckmann’s comment about teachers finding it difficult to explain why 
the Holocaust is being studied rather than a different atrocity raises some 
important issues. It suggests that the special status that the Holocaust is 
given as the universal symbol of evil and the key component within cos-
mopolitan memory is not always shared or understood. Nates observes 
that ‘participants in South African educator workshops focusing on 
teaching the Holocaust and the 1994 genocide in Rwanda frequently 
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declare that apartheid was also genocide’, as though they are uncom-
fortable with the special status given to the Holocaust.69 Teachers and 
students within some communities in America have argued that a study 
of slavery is much more relevant than the Holocaust. Such reactions are 
both a product of universalisation and a challenge to it. Without this 
universalisation, students and teachers would perhaps not feel that the 
Holocaust was too dominant in education. Yet it is also a challenge, for 
it seems to resist the mainstream cultural discourse, which increasingly 
sees the Holocaust as a defining phenomenon within history, anthropol-
ogy, ethics, theology and so many other fields of study.

De-Judaisation

A consequence of comparing the Holocaust to other events and of 
Holocaust universalisation more generally is the potential of marginalis-
ing the Jewish specificity of the phenomenon. While in some senses this 
relates to semantics and whether the term ‘Holocaust’ is used to refer 
only to Jewish victims of Nazi persecution or all social, political and 
ethnic groups. Nevertheless, what might be described as ‘de-Judaisation’ 
of the Holocaust goes beyond definitions and relates to how memory 
and meaning is attached to the past. In his thoughtful discussion of the 
subject, Gerstenfeld emphasises that the de-Judaisation of the Holocaust 
should ‘not be confused with the laudable effort to draw conclusions 
for all humanity from the genocidal catastrophe caused to the Jewish 
people. One major aspect of humanity at large trying to integrate the 
Holocaust’s lessons into moral standards, is its having become an icon of 
absolute evil in many societies.’70 Instead, Gerstenfeld suggests examples 
of de-Judaisation might include attempts ‘to rob the Jews of their pain-
ful memories or to weaken their perceived hold on the memory of this 
genocide’.71 Similarly, he highlights erroneous historical presentations 
of the past, such as suggesting that the Jews were ‘accidental victims’ 
of the Holocaust, which was somehow a natural consequence of Nazi 
expansionist policies and ‘wartime brutalisation’.72 Moreover, Holocaust 
education ought to include how the collective treatment of the Jews 
was uniquely different to other victims of Nazi persecution. Preventing 
de-Judaisation thus relies on accurate historical knowledge and sound 
understanding. If Holocaust universalisation means that the subject is 
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increasingly being taught by non-history specialists, as evidence would 
suggest, then it may lead to the increase of de-Judaisation.

Within many popular cultural representations of the Holocaust, pos-
sibly due to attempts to market a product to a wider audience, there has 
been what might be referred to as de-Judaisation. This has often been 
typified by telling stories about the Holocaust which revolve around 
non-Jewish protagonists or marginalise the Jewishness of the characters. 
In Schindler’s List, for example, the leading figure is a German. In Sophie’s 
Choice the victim is a Polish Catholic while within the representations 
of Anne Frank, her Jewish culture and religion has normally been 
overlooked. It is particularly the use of Anne Frank as a symbol of gen-
eralised rather than Jewish suffering which has characterised both the 
universalisation and the consequent de-Judaisation of the Holocaust. 
Barnouw states that ‘Anne Frank is by now more a symbol of the uni-
versal suffering of man than “the voice of six million vanished souls” ’.73 
Characteristic of this is the life-sized bust of Anne Frank outside the 
British Library in London with a commemorative tree planted a few feet 
away. The inscription accompanying this memorial states that it is there 
‘to commemorate Anne Frank and all the children killed in wars and 
conflict in this century’. Yet Anne Frank’s death was not an accident of 
war, but rather a systematic murder on account of her being Jewish.74 
To suggest that Anne Frank is a universal symbol for suffering, or even 
the deaths of children killed in war and conflict is to de-Judaise the 
Holocaust.

Universalisation, Americanisation or globalisation?

Although this chapter has explored the relevance and implica-
tions of Holocaust universalisation on education, it is important to 
acknowledge that some scholars such as Bialystok,75 Berenbaum and 
Kramer,76 Rosenfeld77 and Flanzbaum78 have specifically emphasised 
the Americanisation of the Holocaust, although the term has often 
been used in different ways. Discussions have especially revolved 
around popular culture and memory, with two of the most contentious 
issues relating to the diary of Anne Frank and the establishing of the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington DC. While 
Americanisation and universalisation are undoubtedly connected, they 
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are not the same thing, although many of the implications for the latter, 
such as de-Judaisation, have also been applied to the former.

Macgilchrist and Christophe, rather than talking about universalisa-
tion per se, refer to the impact of globalisation on Holocaust education. 
They emphasise among other things:

A number of transnational or international actors, from non-governmental 
organizations such as the Task Force for International Cooperation on 
Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research (ITF) to supranational 
bodies such as the OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights (ODIHR) or the Council of Europe, which try to influence national 
teaching practice by offering (non-binding) guidelines or (binding) 
directives.79

They also discuss the importance of private corporations which acquire 
‘ownership rights in different local textbook markets’,80 arguing that 
though both fill ‘global relevancy spaces’, they can actually lead to diver-
sification and heterogeneous outcomes in different national and local 
contexts.

Although debates concerning the Americanisation and globalisation 
of the Holocaust do have their own identity within the Holocaust stud-
ies, they are indubitably connected to the dichotomy between Holocaust 
particularism and universalism. In his thoughtful essay, ‘The Holocaust 
and Jewish Identity in America: Memory, the Unique and the Universal’, 
Magid suggests that what is perhaps required is ‘a deft combination of 
universalizing and meaning without erasing the particularistic nature of 
the event in question’.81 Understanding how such a dualistic approach is to 
work in practice is one of the greatest challenges which the memory and 
education of the Holocaust appears to face. As the Holocaust increasingly 
evolves as a universal cultural and moral symbol, maintaining historical 
specificity and context is going to become even harder. These are issues 
which have already become important parts of Holocaust education.
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Teaching the Holocaust 
without Survivors

Abstract: The eventual absence of Holocaust survivors 
poses a number of challenges for Holocaust education. In 
addition to highlighting some of these issues, the means of 
addressing them are analysed, including video testimonies, 
making use of the second and third generation and 
integrating survivor accounts into Holocaust programmes 
of study. The dependence on survivor testimonies as a 
pedagogic tool is also called into question with a discussion 
of the educational opportunities which are opened up by 
the post-survivor era. This particularly includes a greater 
use of perpetrator testimonies.
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Across the globe, survivors have played a key role in Holocaust education, 
playing an important part in its development and delivery. According to 
the IHRA:

First-person survivor testimony in many countries has been an integral part 
of Holocaust education since its inception. They have been, and continue 
to be, the bearers of witness in educational frameworks, both formal and 
informal, in classrooms, museums, and on student visits to memorial sites.1

The JESNA report of 2006 stated that the primary educational benefits 
of survivor presentations include, ‘the immediacy of first-hand experi-
ence to convey the reality of the Holocaust, the possibility of personal 
interaction with Holocaust survivors [and] the emotional power and 
connection with individuals who experienced the Holocaust.’2 It is 
impossible to know the total number of students around the world who 
have heard survivor testimonies over the years or the full impact that it 
has had upon their knowledge, understanding and outlooks, yet as Maio, 
Traum and Debevec note, ‘for more than 60 years, Holocaust survivors 
have recounted their stories thousands of times to thousands of children 
all over the world, giving insights and without a doubt changing the 
perspective of those children for the rest of their lives’.3

Yet the reality is such that survivors will not be here forever. More than 
20 years ago Schwartz wrote, ‘the number of survivors are dwindling and 
their greatest fear is that with their passing the memory and lessons of 
the Holocaust will be lost to succeeding generation.’4 Since then impor-
tant initiatives and measures have been put in place to preserve memory, 
yet the integral role that survivors play in Holocaust education means 
that educators and scholars have been forced to consider the nature of 
Holocaust education in a post-survivor world. This naturally poses chal-
lenges, but also opportunities to reconsider and adapt the means and 
methods whereby the Holocaust is taught.

The place of survivors within Holocaust education has evolved over 
the years.5 In the immediate post-war period, the absence of Holocaust 
consciousness and of specific Holocaust education meant that Jewish sur-
vivor tales were viewed merely as a part of general stories which emerged 
from the Second World War. As survivor testimonies, most notably those 
published by Primo Levi and Elie Wiesel, became increasingly popular, 
the demand for survivors to play an active role in Holocaust education 
increased. Survivor involvement in education particularly increased 
throughout the late 1980s and 1990s. This surge emerged as a consequence 
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of many survivors reaching retirement age and thus being freer  to speak 
in schools during the day, the significant impact of Schindler’s List and the 
increased awareness that the first-hand accounts of survivors would only 
be available for a limited period of time. In recent years, the demand 
for survivors to visit schools and to share their stories has continued 
unabated. In Canada, survivors connected to the Montreal Holocaust 
Memorial Centre spoke to nearly 13,000 people during 2011–2012 with 
approximately half of these testimonies being given in schools.6 In the 
UK, Holocaust survivor visits are almost typically arranged through the 
Holocaust Educational Trust (HET), and the number of visits during 
the academic year 2012–2013 actually increased from 383 in the previous 
year to 504. Out of this figure, over 90 per cent (n. 456) of the visits were 
made to schools, with the others taking place in universities, pupil refer-
ral units, synagogues, family centres, churches and other institutions. 
Despite the increasing age and frailty of many survivors, it is very seldom 
indeed for the Trust to be unable to accommodate requests for speakers 
with those rare occasions typically occurring due to the geographical 
location of the institution which makes travel for the survivor very long 
and difficult. Perhaps surprisingly, the number of survivors who shared 
their testimony through the Trust during 2012–2013 increased by almost 
31 per cent on the previous year, some of whom had never previously tes-
tified their experiences. This suggests the desire, or perhaps obligation, 
to share their stories, memories and accounts before it is too late. Yet it 
is inevitable that in the not-too-distant future the demand for Holocaust 
survivor visits will irreversibly exceed supply.

Such demand continues to be relatively high at present. In his major 
study of Holocaust education in Israel, Cohen found that ‘by 9th 
grade ... 70 [of students] had heard testimonies of survivors either 
in person or on videotape’.7 In the work of the HEDP in England,  
25 per cent of respondents (n. 248) said that they were likely to invite a 
Holocaust survivor into school, while 60 per cent (n. 564) suggested that 
they were unlikely to do so. Despite this, teachers observed that survivor 
stories played an important role in their teaching of the Holocaust with 
78 teachers out of 1,187 stating that survivor testimonies were their most 
useful and effective resource.8 It is often on the occasion of a national 
day of Holocaust remembrance that survivor visits to schools are par-
ticularly in demand, and according to the ODIHR report on education 
on the Holocaust, they play a particularly important role in the national 
remembrance of Romania, Luxembourg and Bulgaria, while throughout 
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the year in Austria ‘through its in-service training for teachers, the state 
assists schools in inviting witnesses, survivors, and victims of National 
Socialism to lead lectures and discussions’.9

Many scholars see the use of testimony as a central part of sound 
Holocaust pedagogy. Dreier states for example that ‘dealing with Holocaust 
and survivors’ testimonies should be part of regular teaching’,10 although 
there is legitimacy in asking why this ought to be. The arguments for doing 
so are manifold and include among the most important the opportunity to 
rehumanise the victim. In addition to this, individual stories help develop 
understanding of what the Holocaust meant at personal level amidst what 
Magen calls ‘a cluster of accessible and tangible human stories’.11 In addi-
tion to this, many see the testimonies of Holocaust survivors as provid-
ing greater relevance to pupils, bringing the subject alive, as it were, and 
helping to provide context to the history. Listening to survivor testimonies 
has also been viewed as an important means of bearing witness, or at least 
being witnesses to the witnesses. Yet complexities and divergence of opin-
ion abound when dealing with the survivor testimonies as Rothberg and 
Stark demonstrate by asking the following questions:

What does it mean to attempt to record and preserve such testimony? How 
do such images affect our understanding of the past and our relation to 
the future? What is the role of the survivor’s voice and image in shaping 
Holocaust history and memory?12

It is these questions, in specific relation to Holocaust education, which 
this chapter attempts to explore.

Preserving memories

For over 30 years, there have been methodical and meticulous efforts to 
preserve the memories and the testimonies of survivors after their deaths 
for the education and enlightenment of future generations. Andrews 
writes that:

For many of us working in the area of Holocaust education around the 
globe, one question has been raised repeatedly over the past years: How do 
we ensure that the survivor voice continues to be heard when individuals 
are no longer able to tell their stories?13

The predominant means of doing this has been through video record-
ings of survivors’ stories. In 1979, the Fortunoff Video Archive was 
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established at Yale University and now houses over 4,200 testimonies, 
which is over 10,000 hours of video footage.14 McGill University’s 
‘Living Testimonies Project’ has more than 100 survivor interviews, 
while the Montreal Holocaust Memorial Centre’s ‘Testimony Project’ 
has recorded over 450 accounts.15 By far the largest collection of survivor 
testimonies is the USC Shoah Foundation Institute for Visual History 
and Education, which was originally established by Steven Spielberg 
in 1994 as the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation. The 
archive now holds the testimonies of nearly 52,000 survivors and other 
witnesses, from 57 countries in 33 languages. It would take over 12 years 
to watch every person’s account as the archive consists of over 100,000 
hours of footage.16 Although the entire archive is available at 44 institu-
tions around the world, its use in the classroom revolves around the 
IWitness programme, which has a more manageable 1,300 testimonies 
and is discussed in detail in Chapter 6.

Most of the testimonies in these archives have been criticised because 
they were recorded in the 1980s and 1990s. Questions have been asked as 
to whether survivors can really remember such detail so many decades 
after the event. Browning, writing of his experiences using both earlier 
and later testimonies highlights an important advantage of these later 
accounts when he states:

Survivors giving very late testimonies in the 1990s were able to broach previ-
ously taboo subjects – such as revenge killings among Jewish prisoners – for 
the first time; I discovered that ‘late’ testimonies given 50 or 60 years after 
the events could not be summarily dismissed in favor of exclusive reliance 
on ‘early’ testimonies.17

In addition to disputes concerning their validity, there also continues 
to be a lack of consensus about the pedagogic value of video testimo-
nies and for some they appear to be inadequate attempts at replacing 
survivors in the classroom. Polak observes that, ‘teachers often feel that 
to invite an eyewitness into the classroom is “the real thing” and using 
video testimony is second best and therefore not considered, even when 
inviting someone in person is not viable.’18 By contrast, Herscovitch sug-
gests that comparisons between the two ought not to exist.

The stated expectation often heard is that recorded testimony will replace 
survivor in-class or live testimony. They cannot be equated. It is up to edu-
cational institutions to use video testimony, as well as archival documents 
and artefacts to relate the human story of the Holocaust.19
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This sharp distinction which Herscovitch advocates between real-life 
survivor testimonies and video recordings seems somewhat contradicted 
by the empirical research of Beaver. Based on his study of 75 pupils’ 
experiences of watching over 100 hours of testimony from more than 
300 Holocaust survivors and witnesses, Beaver noted:

Analysis of students’ comments reveals the emotional and personal con-
nections expressed in response to watching testimony. Students continually 
described the experience of watching video testimony by using words and 
phrases like ‘personal,’ ‘feel their emotion,’ ‘feel like I know the Holocaust 
survivor,’ and ‘people I met.’ As one student noted ... ‘it goes past the com-
puter screen and feels like she [survivor] is actually telling her story directly 
to me.’20

Beaver not only pointed to the increase in knowledge that students who 
watched video testimonies acquired compared with the control but also 
argued that ‘potential cognitive gains from using video testimony in the 
classroom are significant, and merit further investigation and validation 
with a larger student population’.21 The potential of Holocaust video testi-
mony is also assessed by Clark in specific relation to tackling apathy and 
indifference, drawing on the relationship that Holocaust testimony has 
with oral history among other things.22 Street raises the valuable point 
that such testimonies are not to be viewed in a vacuum. She notes that 
‘in order to work with audio-visual testimony effectively and ethically, it 
is imperative that one understands the content’s historical context and 
specific detail.’23

Yet video archives of Holocaust testimonies are not the only means of 
sharing the experiences of survivors within the classrooms of the future. 
One way whereby students can have first-hand experiences is through 
listening to the testimonies of survivors’ children, who share the stories 
and accounts which were previously told by their parent or grandparents. 
‘Next Generations’ is an organisation in Florida, for example, made up of 
children and grandchildren of Holocaust survivors who seek to educate 
the future generations by ‘preserving the memories of the past’ including 
specifically working with schools and educators.24 The 2006 report by 
JESNA stated that presentations by second-generation survivors can be 
very effective, particularly if combined with other speakers and materi-
als, although it was also recognised that ‘the second generation speaker 
is notably different from the first generation speaker and educators must 
consider how best to use them as resources.’25
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By experiencing the testimonies of the second generation, adolescents 
might not be seeing a survivor in the flesh, but can understand that had 
the survivor not lived through the Holocaust then the person testifying 
would not be present either. There are of course limitations to second 
and third generational testimonies. It seems unlikely that they will be 
able to answer every question which is posed or be able to talk about the 
emotions and feelings with the same levels of pathos, while in some cases 
survivors have chosen not to share their experiences with their children. 
Zembrzycki and High, in their study of survivors in Montreal, noted that 
‘one of the things that we found most surprising in our interviews with 
survivor-speakers was that a substantial number of them have chosen 
not to share their wartime experiences with friends and family.’26

Nevertheless, it could be argued that the testimonies of survivors’ 
children and grandchildren, give an insight into something which is 
often lacking in first-hand survivor testimonies or those recorded for 
video archives. According to Kangisser Cohen, who based her findings 
on the life stories of 50 Holocaust survivors in Israel and Australia, most 
survivors do not discuss their family life or their children when shar-
ing their testimonies and experiences.27 Moreover, when testifying in 
schools, the limitations on time also often mean that there is minimal 
discussion of pre-war or post-war life. Ecker suggests that when teach-
ing the Holocaust through testimony, the whole life story ought to be 
covered, although ‘due to time restrictions it is usually not possible’.28 
Zembrzycki and High write that the majority of survivors ‘tend to be 
most comfortable telling a chronological narrative that begins and ends 
with the violence’.29 Conversely, those sharing their parents’ stories are 
more likely to also include something of their own upbringing, the post-
war experiences of the survivors and provide greater insight into their 
family relations. This is an important and valuable addition which may 
help students to contextualise and personalise the survivor’s experiences. 
Herscovitch summarises this when she states:

Oral-history collections offer a breadth of experiences, tell stories of life 
before the Holocaust, and promote understanding regarding the diversity 
of Jewish life and experience. They also underscore the importance of 
understanding antisemitism as a historical phenomenon, and help human-
ize, contemporize, and universalize understanding of the Holocaust.30

Similarly, Martin, in her article on how to ‘draw students in’ when 
teaching about the Holocaust, recommends getting ‘volunteers to make 
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classroom presentations on Holocaust survivors personally known to 
them’.31 She admittedly recognises that this may not be easy in some 
institutions and that it is not a pedagogic method which is going to be 
available in the future. Nevertheless, Martin states:

There is nothing abstract or dry about hearing friends or acquaintances 
tell about the ordeals or deaths of their own grandparents, great-aunts, and 
cousins. I have learned that, although students cannot fairly be presumed to 
care about things they don’t know much about, if you give them a chance to 
find out how real people were affected by a historical event, you will often 
find that they can care very much indeed.32

Although the evidence put forward is based solely on personal experi-
ence, if true, the method advocated by Martin could be adapted to fit 
into a post-survivor era. While students may not be able to talk to the 
survivors themselves in preparation for their presentations, they can 
speak to those members of their family who knew the survivor and 
present the oral history which has been shared. Such a method helps to 
preserve and disseminate the accounts of the past and face the challenges 
of the post-survivor era.

Of course the Holocaust is by no means the first historical phenom-
enon to have to deal with the challenges which will emerge when the 
last survivor has deceased. While the same might be said of slavery, 
the emancipation of the serfs in Russia or the American Civil War, it is 
perhaps the loss of survivors from the First World War which is most 
comparable with the eventual absence of Holocaust survivors. Both the 
First World War and the Holocaust were watershed moments and those 
who survived were witnesses to a horror which has become memorial-
ised and an important part of contemporary education. Students from 
around the world both remember and learn about the First World War 
through visiting historical sites such as battlefields, cemeteries and 
memorials like the Menin Gate in Ypres. In a similar way, the memory 
and education of the Holocaust also involves visiting historical sites such 
as concentration camps, former ghettos and memorials.

Yet in recent years, less orthodox means of educating about the First 
World War have been employed. The official archives of the UK govern-
ment, for example, using its personal service records of one particular 
soldier, namely Private Henry Fairhurst of a Pals Battalion, offers vide-
oconferencing sessions with schools whereby this particular soldier is 
played by a costumed actor, standing in a constructed trench. The actor 
answers the questions which are asked of him by the students as though 
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he were Private Henry Fairhurst himself, using his detailed knowledge 
of the documents as the basis for his responses. A similar videoconfer-
ence session is offered whereby a costumed actor plays the character of 
Olaudah Equiano, the eighteenth-century slave who bought his freedom 
and became a campaigner for abolition. Such video conference sessions 
are certainly one way of preserving testimony, although it raises various 
pedagogic and ethical dilemmas. After all, an actor can never really know 
how the historical figure would have answered the question and may 
thus lead to responses which are simply generalised statements about 
conditions and experiences. The National Archives in the UK do not 
have any intention of using costumed actors to answer questions about 
life in a ghetto or in a concentration camp, although this is no guarantee 
that such methods will not be employed by other organisations at some 
point in the future.

Perhaps a more effective way of combining testimony and documents 
is employed by the Centre for Holocaust Education (CfHE) in London, 
whose professional development programme uses amongst others 
the account of British Holocaust survivor Leon Greenman. Andrews 
writes that ‘Leon’s [video] testimony is given additional context through 
documents, photographs, and news reports relating to the events that 
he experienced personally in the year after he was liberated.’33 This mul-
timodal approach was because research had demonstrated the absence 
of teaching about pre-war Jewish life. The programme also explores sur-
vivors’ post-war experiences which have also often been marginalised 
within the classroom.

Criticisms of survivor testimonies

The various programmes, archives and initiatives to preserve the voice 
of the survivor in the classroom all work on the belief that Holocaust 
education ought to make use of testimonies. While few would argue for 
the wholesale abandonment of survivor voices in the classroom, they 
undoubtedly pose difficulties and problems, both historically and peda-
gogically. Perhaps the most obvious and important point is that every 
Holocaust survivor is by definition untypical. For those who successfully 
lived out the war, survived the selection processes, the murderous work 
programmes or the death marches, there were countless others – the vast 
majority – who did not. Consequently, the testimonies that survivors 
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tell are the exception, for what was most common was the prevention 
of any opportunity to testify. Blutinger states, ‘a student who follows the 
journey and suffering of a survivor thus will get a distorted view of the 
Holocaust, since he or she will be reading the story of an exceptional 
case.’34 One might go as far as Anna Richardson and say, ‘survivor testi-
mony can never express the full Holocaust experience, as by definition 
those who survived did not go to the gas chamber.’35

In addition to being untypical, another criticism of first-hand testimo-
nies within Holocaust education is that some survivors tend to omit the 
most sensitive, traumatic or extreme incidents which they experienced 
or witnessed. Zembrzycki and High found specific examples of this in 
their research.

Rena Schondorf, for instance, is always concerned about the effect that her 
story might have on children. To this end, she refrains from telling graphic 
and violent parts of her story when she speaks to those under the age of 
twelve. Even with adolescents, Rena spends little time recounting ‘the dif-
ferent kind of hell’ she experienced ... When we asked Sidney Zoltak about 
the parts that he leaves out of his story, he told us that he omits any memo-
ries that he knows will trigger a strong emotional reaction.

In Alasdair Richardson’s qualitative study, he found that after listening to 
one survivor, some students were surprised that the Holocaust had not 
been as bad as they had previously thought.36 It seems that many adoles-
cents lack the knowledge to recognise the huge range of circumstances 
that were witnessed by survivors and the variation which existed across 
Europe. Consequently, survivor testimonies in the classroom may inad-
vertently lead students into thinking that everyone who encountered the 
Holocaust had a relatively uniform set of experiences. Richardson also 
suggests, in line with the findings of Clements,37 that survivors in the 
classroom disempowered teachers by replacing them as the predominant 
source of expertise, which might damage the future learning of students 
in their continuation of Holocaust education.38

Clearly one of the most problematic aspects of using survivor 
testimony, which has been frequently raised by scholars, is relating to 
memory. How many of the details can a survivor really remember and 
to what extent have post-war accounts been influenced by external 
sources? Blutinger writes, ‘Survivor testimony ... raises questions of reli-
ability and accuracy. Over time, the specifics of memory can fade and 
survivor accounts can be influenced by later experiences, images, and 
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other testimony.’39 Bartov, however, suggests that testimonies ought to be 
viewed in the same way that any other piece of evidence is considered.

Clearly, testimonies do not tell a single story; they are full of contradictions, 
errors, misjudgments, and untruths – though no more than any other 
document. They should be treated with the same care and suspicion as 
any piece of evidence pulled out of an archive but also with the respect due 
every important piece of the puzzle of the past.40

Laub has challenged the sceptical attitude of many historians and by 
approaching the issue from a psychoanalytic angle has argued that the 
knowledge of the historian can prevent them from being able to rec-
ognise what can be learnt from such testimonies beyond that which is 
simply factual. She shifts the focus of the testimony away from historical 
accuracy and explores the importance of testimony from a multidiscipli-
nary perspective.

Testimony, as I describe it, does not have to adhere to the rules of evidence 
relevant to juridical testimony; it does not lay claim to historical factuality 
and to ‘objectivity’; it is not intended to bring ‘the News’ to the public like 
a journalistic interview. It is rather a journey into the deepest recesses of 
oneself.41

Laub’s position has been strongly criticised by the likes of Trezise and 
brings into discussion what testimony is ultimately all about.42

At the forefront of analysis on the use of survivor testimony is 
Browning’s thoughtful and balanced arguments in his book Collected 
Memories: Holocaust History and Postwar Testimony. He advocates the use 
of such testimonies, but within the confines of a critical methodology 
which would typically be applied to evidence.

The use of survivor testimony, therefore, is not a Holocaust historian’s 
‘silver bullet’ that will answer all his questions and solve all his problems. 
Claiming that survivor testimony must be accorded a privileged position, 
not subject to the same critical analysis and rules of evidence as other 
sources, or, even worse, lodging the indiscriminate accusation that a his-
torian has not used survivor testimony as a weapon to discredit both his 
or her work and character, will not serve the cause of integrating survivor 
testimonies into the writing of Holocaust history.43

Since then, Friedländer in his masterpiece, The Years of Extermination, has 
demonstrated the art of writing an integrated history, which thoughtfully 
and judiciously employs the voices of survivors in telling the story of 
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the Holocaust.44 Bartov too advocates ‘the integration of testimonies into 
the historical reconstruction of the Holocaust as documents of validity 
equal to that of other forms of documentation’.45 In many senses, it is this 
difficult integrated approach which is also needed in the classroom.

Supportive of this is the groundbreaking work of Greenspan, who 
innovatively suggests that rather than moving away from testimony one 
must go beyond it. By this he is specifically referring to the way survivors 
pass on their knowledge, understanding and experiences so that there 
is a dialogue rather than a monologue.46 Through frequent discussions 
with survivors over many years, Greenspan found that the complexities 
of the experiences had become easier to understand. He thus challenges 
the terminology and methodology of working with survivors, princi-
pally advocating sustained conversation and collaboration between the 
survivor and the other person in the dialogue. While it is by and large 
too late to implement such a methodology on Holocaust survivors, it has 
already been put into use with survivors of other genocides.

Greenspan’s approach seems compatible with the critical methodology 
advocated by Browning and seems to challenge the almost unquestioning 
nature of Holocaust video testimonies which are used in the classroom. 
Clearly, a universally trusting approach to the accounts of the Holocaust 
survivor is highly problematic, as Byford shows in his examination of 
post-war testimonies in socialist Yugoslavia.47

As far as using Holocaust testimony within education goes, it seems 
that a balanced and moderated approach is needed. Testimonies provide 
an invaluable source of understanding and may be particularly useful 
in confronting many of the issues raised within religious education and 
citizenship programmes. Within the teaching of history, testimonies, be 
they in the form of videos or text, provide an insight into the Holocaust, 
which are neither infallible nor useless.

Perpetrator testimonies

If methodological rigour and care are needed in the selection and evalua-
tion of survivor testimonies, the same can certainly be said of perpetrator 
testimonies. With the eventual cessation of Holocaust survivor visits to 
the classroom, there have been suggestions that this provides a valuable 
opportunity to put greater emphasis on the voice of the perpetrator, which 
to date has been largely marginalised within Holocaust education.
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With limited curriculum time, it is more often than not that the 
account of the survivor is heard within the classroom and in the 
museums, often through first-person testimonies. The availability of 
documentation and evidence, generated by those who implemented the 
killing, may gradually fill at least some of the gap which has been created 
by the passing of the survivor generation. This poses both a number of 
important opportunities and challenges.

Perhaps one of the most valuable prospects is an increased focus on 
why the Holocaust occurred. While survivor testimonies have been cru-
cial in helping to answer questions such as ‘what?’, ‘when?’ and ‘how?’, 
they are limited in their ability to explain ‘why?’. To answer this, it is the 
testimony of the perpetrator which is needed. It is typically a different set 
of questions and outcomes which are being asked and pursued through 
the use of perpetrator testimonies. In his examination of the Eichmann 
testimony, for example, Browning asks, ‘which parts, if any, can be 
deemed possibly or even probably accurate and reliable, and what, if 
anything, do they tell us about the decisions for the Final Solution?’48 It 
is questions such as these which need to be employed through the use of 
perpetrator testimony within Holocaust education.

Using the accounts of perpetrators is likely to include studying post-
war accounts, either generated by interviews or by the various court 
cases which have been held around the world. In some instances, stu-
dents can study such discourse alongside documentation and evidence 
from the time of the Holocaust. As part of his work for the film Shoah, 
Lanzmann secretly filmed two former members of the Einsatzgruppen 
for example. In the case of Karl Kretschmer, who was Obersturmführer 
with Einsatzgruppe 4a, which was responsible for the massacre at Babi 
Yar, students may wish to explore Lanzmann’s interview while simultane-
ously analysing a letter that Kretschmer wrote to his family in September 
1942 about Babi Yar. Vice argues that these clandestine interviews are 
of great value in many ways although she predominantly focuses her 
argument on the ‘filmic representation of mass murder and its effects on 
the perpetrators’.49 Nevertheless, in her paper ‘Holocaust Perpetrators in 
Teaching and Research’, Vice does raise some valuable questions about 
the suitability of such testimonies, asking whether perpetrator testimony 
might make ‘ordinary men’ unordinary and whether or not it creates an 
emotional distance between testator and pupil?50

Yet one of the potential key benefits of introducing perpetrator 
testimonies into the classroom is that rather than making them seem 
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unordinary, it helps pupils to recognise that those who implemented 
the Holocaust were not universally deranged or psychotic. Schilling 
correctly states, ‘while there were perpetrators who fit the demonic, 
psychologically disturbed image – one thinks, for example, of Kurt 
Franz, Treblinka’s deputy commander – the empirical evidence does not 
support this characterization of most perpetrators.’51 In his insightful 
examination of how best to use perpetrator testimonies within education, 
Schilling concludes that effective teaching is dependent upon ‘moving 
beyond the dead end of demonizing while sustaining a creative tension 
between understanding and moral judgement’.52 This concurs with Vice’s 
suggestion that pedagogic suitability involves more than simply content.

Blutinger, like Vice, also advocates teaching ‘the Holocaust both 
from a victim-centered perspective, as well as from a perpetrator-based 
perspective’.53 He argues that this dualistic approach is ‘essential in order 
to give the students a fuller understanding of the issues surrounding 
this event’.54 Blutinger wisely warns of some of the dangers involved with 
teaching the Holocaust in a way that marginalises the lives and actions 
of the victims and focuses almost exclusively on the ‘historical actors’. 
He writes, ‘perpetrator-based discourse not only mirrors Nazi language, 
it exacerbates the image of Jews as going passively to their deaths like 
sheep to the slaughter.’55

Clearly, therefore, using perpetrator testimonies generates a wide 
range of important educational and ethical questions. Perhaps most 
problematic are post-war testimonies themselves, as some pupils may 
use such sources to deny or marginalise the nature or extent of the 
Holocaust or in some cases to fuel their existing prejudices. Moreover, 
there is a danger that adolescents may fall into the trap of believing the 
various testimonies without realising the motives of the perpetrators or 
the compelling evidence which stands against them. Similar challenges 
also exist when using within the classroom sources written by perpetra-
tors. Pupils are unlikely to understand the euphemistic language and 
may not have the disciplinary tools to comprehend the messages which 
are being conveyed. While there may well be benefits for increasing the 
use of perpetrator testimonies in helping to understand the Holocaust, 
the selection of appropriate material and the way that it is used in the 
classroom must be considered thoughtfully and judiciously.

In his discussion of the use of perpetrator testimonies within 
Holocaust education, Levine suggests that the voice of the perpetrator 
is just as important as the survivor in the work of pedagogy. He argues 
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that by shifting more of the focus onto perpetrator testimonies, it will 
help the teaching of the Holocaust to come away from a purely ‘Jewish 
experience’, which has, according to Levine, been one of the causes of 
Holocaust fatigue and disinterest among many European adolescents.56 

Magen too, when discussing the use of testimony, writes that ‘it is proper 
to note the importance of learning about the human aspects of people in 
categories other than the Jews, such as rescuers, bystanders, collaborators, 
and perpetrators.’57 Even if ‘the Holocaust’ as a term is defined as exclu-
sively referring to Jews, then understanding the Holocaust nevertheless 
involves understanding the agency, actions, experiences and motivations 
of those who were involved in the Holocaust in a non-Jewish capacity. 
The possible overemphasis on survivor testimony has potentially mar-
ginalised the multifaceted and highly complex nature of the Holocaust 
and oversimplified complex concept terms such as victims, bystanders 
or perpetrators.

The future of survivor testimony in the classroom

It is difficult to say with confidence what future direction Holocaust 
education will take with regards to its use of survivor testimonies. 
Despite the eventual passing of those who witnessed and endured the 
horrors first-hand, it seems unlikely that their voices and stories will be 
forgotten or even marginalised. This is in no small part due to the com-
mitment and willingness that survivors have demonstrated to share their 
experiences and due to organisations that have preserved them. It seems 
probable that central to the way that testimony use within the classroom 
evolves will be the simultaneous development of the technology which 
allows the accounts of survivors to be accessed, utilised and integrated 
into a programme of study. This is an ever-changing area but one which 
is likely to be of great significance in the future of Holocaust education.
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Whether or not developments in technology can benefit Holocaust 
education and help to tackle many of the challenges which it faces must 
be considered in the context of a wider debate. For many years there has 
been a lack of consensus regarding the value and purpose of new tech-
nology within the disciplines of teaching and learning. Hew and Brush 
are correct in stating that ‘from the birth of the motion picture in 1922, 
to the advent of the computer in the mid-1970s, educators have been 
intrigued with the potential of technology to help transform education 
and improve student learning.’1 Yet there are some, such as Daniel, who 
argue that technology has ‘transformed all aspects of human life – except 
education’ and that ‘the continuing introduction of new technologies and 
new media has added little to the quality of most education.’2 The studies 
in this area are by no means conclusive. While the findings of Banks, 
Cresswell and Ainley found no relationship between test results and 
computer availability,3 a study conducted by Wenglinsky  on American 
students a few years earlier found that access to computers in the home 
had an adverse impact on pupils’ achievement.4 Wenglinsky’s findings 
were supported by Fuchs and Woessmann in their major study involving 
data from over 30 countries.5 Conversely, Harrison et al. in their research 
within the United Kingdom found that computers and technology had a 
positive impact on learning.6

While the studies outlined above demonstrate the divergence of opin-
ions on the value of technology in education, it is important to acknowl-
edge that neither technology nor education is a monolithic entity with 
uniform functions or aims. It seems self-evident that a computer could 
be either a help or a hindrance to learning, depending on how it is used. 
Moreover, the aims of education are typically more varied than test 
scores which are easily subject to quantitative analysis. This is certainly 
true of many involved within Holocaust education. Studies like those of 
Wenglinsky  which focus on student achievement in Mathematics seem 
to be measuring something quite removed from what a teacher of his-
tory or citizenship for example might be trying to achieve.

Like with so many other aspects of Holocaust education, the value 
and importance of new technologies can only be assessed when the 
aims and purposes of teaching the subject have first been established. 
If practitioners are primarily aiming to educate students on the history 
of the Holocaust, then the impact of new technology is perhaps easier 
to gauge than broader ambitions which may want to influence moral 
outlooks.
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Despite the differences of opinion regarding both the pedagogic value 
of technology and the aims of Holocaust education, it is indubitable that 
in recent years there has been something of a digital revolution across 
the globe which has had important consequences for the field. While the 
impact of this on teaching and learning generally has naturally varied, it 
has also affected the nature of Holocaust education, generating various 
challenges and opportunities. Moreover, it raises many valuable ques-
tions with which the field will increasingly need to grapple and seek to 
answer. These include, but are by no means limited to questions such 
as, how are students using existing technologies such as social media in 
relation to their knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust? How 
can technology help to tackle some of the problems which the field faces, 
both now and in the future? What direction is Holocaust pedagogy likely 
to take in an increasingly digital era of education?

Giving survivors a voice

Emerging technologies have helped to provide solutions to a number of 
the challenges which the field of Holocaust education faces. As discussed 
in Chapter 5, some of the greatest concerns are connected to teaching 
the subject in a post-survivor era and how to make the best use of the 
archival material which has been recorded. One of these dilemmas is 
the dissemination of such an abundance of testimony material. With the 
quantity of Holocaust survivor testimonies totalling hundreds of thou-
sands of hours, it seems very difficult to find the exact material which is 
needed or to ensure that every voice is heard.

Within the Museum of the Holocaust in Los Angeles, a ‘tree of testimony’ 
has been designed whereby, according to Rothman, ‘sixty-five screens, 
seemingly placed at random across a large wall, are connected via wires 
that suggest the branches of a “tree of life,” or family tree.’7 The testimonies 
which are played on the screens, collectively form 105,000 hours of video 
from over 50,000 survivors but mean that each account will be played at 
least once a year. Through the use of an iPod touch-based audio-guidance 
system and a sophisticated search engine with over 50,000 search items, 
museum visitors can find specific extracts of individual testimonies which 
relate to the area in which they are interested.8 This means that testimonies 
are not simply an archival witness to the experiences of the past, but a usable 
database which is easily accessed by the public as well as the scholar.
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This is an area in which further work is needed. The vast amounts of 
material mean that common themes which appear in the testimonies 
need to be connected. If one survivor for example is talking about a spe-
cific experience or a particular village, it seems helpful for the listener to 
be able to follow this up with similar or connecting accounts. Hintze has 
highlighted two models he has developed in advancing this particular 
area, ‘one for clustering testimonies with a common theme, and another 
for examining the relationships between keywords to make it easier to 
find testimonies with common narratives’.9 It seems that if the use of 
survivor testimonies is going to have a significant impact on classroom 
teaching, then it needs to be made user-friendly for both teachers and 
students alike, so that they can search and select the appropriate testi-
monies quickly and easily. Moreover, time constraints seldom allow for 
lengthy accounts to be played in full. Dividing testimonies into specific 
sections to match search terms may also enhance their use within the 
field of education.

Hajič, Ircing and Psutka highlight two important limitations which 
exist on searching testimony archives. The first of these is that someone 
may wish to search for a word which is not indexed as a keyword, while 
the other is the problem of testimonies which are not in the language of 
the person conducting the search. Project ‘AMALACH’, which is being 
carried out with the support of the Czech Republic’s Ministry of Culture, 
is seeking to tackle these problems by using a speech-recognition engine, 
which ‘after being presented with thousands of recorded vocal utterances 
and corresponding text transcriptions ... develops a statistical framework 
for assessing the likelihood that a specific unit of sound relates to a 
specific unit of text’.10 In addition to this, software is being developed to 
ensure that words which are searched for in one’s native language can 
generate results from testimonies in a number of different languages.

Furthermore, new developments in technology have recently evolved 
so that relevant and precise survivor testimonies no longer need to be 
searched for by the user but can be automatically generated by their spe-
cific geographical location. This is achieved through the use of Broadcastr, 
a smartphone app available for the iPhone and Android. Through col-
laboration between the application provider and the USC Visual History 
Archive, people can view testimony which is directly connected to the 
location which they are visiting. As Lindenbaum states, ‘for example, if 
someone with the Broadcastr app visited Auschwitz-Birkenau, testimony 
of those who had survived the camp could start playing automatically 
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based on the visitor’s location.’11 This innovative idea could revolutionise 
the way that school visits to Holocaust-related sites integrate testimony 
into their experiences.

The ability to search Holocaust testimonies has been an important 
part of IWitness, the online educational programme of the USC Shoah 
Foundation’s testimony programme. The website was recognised as 
one of the ‘Best Websites for Teaching and Learning’ by the American 
Association of School Librarians in 2012, and has been accessed by 
around 6,000 students and 2,000 educators in 35 countries.12 One of 
the key features of the website has been the IWitness Video Challenge 
which enables students to design and construct their own projects using 
the built-in online video editing facilities. This highlights an area where 
cross-curricular collaboration can occur as students develop their his-
torical knowledge and acquire or develop new skills in technology.

According to a study by Cole, Street and Felt, which was conducted 
on 136 high school students and 75 educators, the impact of the IWitness 
programme was both profound and positive. They remarked that educa-
tors ‘reported the observable and measurable impact of IWitness’ digital 
testimonies on learners’,13 such as an increase in students’ willingness to 
speak out against stereotyping and racism. In contrast to the assessments 
of many other curriculums and initiatives, ‘plans are underway for more 
longitudinal studies on the cognitive and affective impact of watching 
and editing video testimony – an important form of digital storytelling 
– on IWitness users’.14

Social media

The use of smartphone devices has been instrumental in the success of 
social media and at the forefront of this digital revolution has been the 
microblogging site Twitter, which enables users to follow individuals 
and organisations and to directly communicate with them. By using a 
hash tag, it also means that trends can be followed which relate to cer-
tain themes or terms. In relation to Holocaust education, it seems that 
Twitter has a lot of potential for helping students develop their academic 
interests outside of school and keep up with the latest information and 
developments. Various Holocaust organisations such as the USHMM, 
which to date have over 165,000 followers (October 2013), regularly tweet 
significant anniversaries, links to survivor stories, training opportunities 
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or details of forthcoming events. The interactive nature of Twitter is 
already being harnessed to develop educational initiatives. Organisations 
like the USHMM, for example, provide occasions when individuals 
can tweet them questions about a specific topic such as ‘Responsibility 
to Protect’ which they will then answer. This enables students from all 
over the world to ask questions which can receive an answer from global 
experts. On other occasions, individuals have the opportunity to tweet 
questions to a survivor whose answers are tweeted back on the site’s feed. 
Twitter also allows for live tweeting whereby speeches or events can be 
reported around the world in real time. On 22 March 2013, for exam-
ple, Yad Vashem (as well as various media organisations) live tweeted 
the visit of Barack Obama. Opportunities to utilise Twitter within the 
field of Holocaust education already abound both inside and outside the 
classroom, although it seems probable that many teachers would like 
training on how to maximise its potential within a pedagogic setting.

Despite the potential value of social media in Holocaust education, 
there are also concerns which have been raised. In her groundbreaking 
paper, ‘The Holocaust and Social Networks: Memory, Commemoration 
or Forums for Anti-Semitism and Racism?’,15 Pfanzelter suggests that 
the social media is also being used to spread right wing extremism and 
Holocaust denial. The blogosphere in this area has been particularly 
active in the last few years, in contrast to traditional Holocaust-related 
blogs. Right wing and anti-Semitic organisations tend to express their 
ideas outside of mainstream social networking sites like Facebook due 
to the regulations which govern their use. Nevertheless, in his detailed 
study of Holocaust denial in the USA, Darnell found 31 Facebook groups 
which have ‘the denial of the Holocaust as their central or predominant 
purpose’ collectively consisting of 4,853 members.16

As Pfanzelter recognises, Facebook has also been used as a medium 
for Holocaust memorialisation. Examples of this include the setting up 
of Facebook pages for Holocaust victims such as Henio Zytomirski, who 
was murdered in Majdanek in 1942 and with whom Facebook users until 
2010 could become ‘friends’. Pages also exist for Anne Frank, with user 
comments showing that many people post on the page as though they 
were speaking to Anne Frank directly with some individuals indicat-
ing that they believed her to consequently still be alive. Clearly, such 
Facebook pages offer problems and opportunities. They raise ethical 
issues about the morality of speaking on behalf of the deceased in the 
first person, yet they raise awareness of the tragedies which befell the 
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victims, preserve their memories and may educate individuals about 
their experiences. Nevertheless, scholars such as Murray have argued 
that digital technology and especially the use of pictures is now ‘more 
about an immediate, rather fleeting, display and collection of one’s dis-
covery and framing of the small and mundane’.17 If this is the case, which 
seems very plausible, then Facebook pages such as these may only be 
contributing to the trivialisation of the Holocaust.

Even stronger claims of Holocaust trivialisation might be made 
against the way that the subject is sometimes used through the medium 
of YouTube videos. This is certainly the argument which is power-
fully put forward in Hansen’s interestingly named paper, ‘Auschwitz 
is made of Lego and Hitler hates Beckham: YouTube and the Future 
of Holocaust Remembrance’.18 He argues that parodies of the scene 
from the film Downfall showing Hitler’s extreme anger have become 
incredibly popular and that users’ comments show flippancy and 
humour, suggesting that for many young people the Holocaust is no 
longer reverent nor the time period perceived to be relevant. Hansen 
highlights the fact that Hitler being banned from the X-Box has over 
8 million views to date, while the video of Hitler intending to murder 
Justin Bieber led to some users posting comments such as ‘Hitler is my 
hero now’. Hansen’s empirical research led him to argue that the mak-
ers of Nazi or Holocaust-related videos, such as Lego motion (using 
Lego animation), have conducted no historical research before making 
and uploading their productions.

The studies of Pfanzelter and Hansen are incredibly valuable contribu-
tions to the field of Holocaust studies and have particular resonance in 
the field of education. According to a 2010 study by the Kaiser Family 
Foundation, young people in America between the age of 8 and 18 spend 
over seven hours a day consuming media,19 while a study of online 
habits among UK adolescents suggested that they spend 31 hours a week 
online with around two hours a week on YouTube and chat rooms.20 To 
date, there is a distinct absence of research on how the internet and in 
particular social media impact on students’ knowledge and understand-
ing of the Holocaust, as well as the way that they perceive the subject in 
terms of its relevance and importance.

It also seems apparent that greater work needs to be done to ensure 
that social media can be used positively and effectively in Holocaust 
education. Only by a closer analysis of young people’s online habits, 
patterns and tastes can education realise the potential of the digital age. 
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Adolescents today have access to more information than ever before, 
yet this means that there is also greater availability of inaccurate or 
prejudicial material which will undermine the efforts of those engaged 
in teaching the Holocaust. This is highlighted by Darnell’s valuable study 
where he found that one of the largest Holocaust denial websites was 
receiving on average over 200,000 unique visitors each month during 
2009. He also found that by using search engines to ask many legitimate 
questions such as ‘When did the Holocaust start?’ could lead to denial-
related websites. Darnell correctly asserts:

Holocaust denial on the Internet becomes an especially concerning problem 
when well-meaning people (possibly students or curious adults) search for 
the answers to straightforward, factual questions about the Holocaust and 
end up finding websites devoted to Holocaust denial.21

In their article ‘White Supremacists, Oppositional Culture and the 
World Wide Web’, Adams and Roscigno highlight that Neo-Nazi groups 
often associate themselves with issues such as Holocaust denial and 
that ‘the internet is a dominant new technology that is inexpensive and 
easily accessible, proving to be a valuable resource to social movement 
organizations striving to disseminate information and attract new 
members’.22

In addition to more work being needed in this area, scholars in the 
field of Holocaust education have largely ignored (with some exceptions 
like Pfanzelter) using Google trends, which show the patterns which 
have occurred in users’ searches. This resource also provides graphical 
data for the trends in YouTube searches as well. Although it is impossible 
to know whether or not it is students who are making these searches, 
general trends cannot be ignored and are likely to reflect patterns which 
are replicated among adolescents as well. One of the rare uses of Google 
trends in scholarship in Holocaust education is found in Darnell’s work. 
He noted:

While the relative popularity of searches of the term ‘Holocaust’ has trended 
downwards since 2004, the relative popularity of searches of ‘Holocaust 
denial’ is on the rise. Specifically, over the past year, the use of ‘denial’ as a 
related search term to the Holocaust has increased by seventy per cent.23

Since the publication of Darnell’s findings in 2010, the downward trend 
in searching for the term ‘Holocaust’ has continued and highlights the 
need to garner the internet’s ever-evolving potential to engage and edu-
cate learners in effective and absorbing ways.
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One such example of this is the establishing of a YouTube chan-
nel, showing over 100 full-length survivor testimonies as well as 
various scholarly lectures, which has been established by the USC Shoah 
Foundation Institute for Visual History and Education. Moreover, 
through Visual History Archive on the Internet (VHA-I) 1,000 English-
language testimonies will be uploaded so that ‘students will be able to 
work with testimony and other resources, individually or cooperatively, 
in an online environment moderated by their teachers’.24

The ubiquity of social media in many adolescents’ lives clearly provides 
opportunities and challenges. Fanning argues that children know how 
to use Facebook and Twitter but struggle to adapt their technological 
abilities to a learning environment and to use this technology for educa-
tional purposes like the study of the Holocaust.25 Perhaps this highlights 
a pedagogic problem which transcends Holocaust education specifically.

Web-based learning

In addition to social media, various web-based learning already exists 
within the field of Holocaust education, with other pioneering develop-
ments currently being worked on. Jaeger correctly states that ‘it is not 
surprising to find that there is a great deal of Holocaust coverage on the 
Internet. Yet there is a kind of unevenness to the Holocaust sites, with 
some focused on personal and individual experiences and others of 
broader scope.’26 Despite this, Cassutto advocates teaching the Holocaust 
with the internet by suggesting that ‘students have a medium of self-
expression and cultural exchange’ as well as an ‘interactive medium’ 
where ‘the user decides what to do and where to go’.27 These so-called 
advantages could be a cause of concern, especially in light of Darnell’s 
findings on the extent of Holocaust denial which exists on the internet.

Nevertheless, online Holocaust education is not a homogenous form 
of pedagogy with Fanning drawing a distinction between ‘shallow learn-
ing’, where information is simply provided, and deeper learning, which 
involves interaction, understanding and engagement.28 In an attempt to 
achieve the latter, Fanning established a virtual learning environment to 
both discuss the Holocaust and other genocides and to prepare students 
for the visit of a survivor. In addition to this Fanning sought to ‘test the 
hypothesis that social media applications could support school based 
Holocaust education’.29 Interestingly, he concluded that this project was 



 

DOI: 10.1057/9781137388575.0010

Contemporary Debates in Holocaust Education

by no means as successful as he might have hoped and that there were 
practical limitations, with students failing to engage as effectively as was 
necessary.30

Conversely, Lazar and Hirsch found that question-and-answer online 
communities were immensely popular for discussing the Holocaust.31 In 
their empirical study of the ‘Yahoo! Answers’ community, they analysed 
responses to those who needed help with their homework, such as ques-
tions to ask a Holocaust survivor or the writing of an essay on Holocaust 
remembrance. Lazar and Hirsch found that answers were ‘in most cases 
based upon their own views and reflect common notions, and are rarely 
accepted by askers’. They concluded by suggesting that scholars and edu-
cators involved in Holocaust remembrance education ought to develop a 
closer relationship with the medium as children’s ideas and understand-
ings may well be informed by such online communities to a considerable 
extent.

One of the boldest and most innovative web-based projects, which is 
currently being developed by Conscience Design and the USC Institute 
for Creative Technologies, is ‘New Dimensions in Testimony’. Using over 
6,000 LED lights and a 26-foot spherical stage, survivors’ responses are 
filmed to produce a three dimensional hologram-like digital projection 
which can be used to interact with the students of the future. Answers 
are recorded which directly respond to the typical questions which stu-
dents ask, enabling future generations to feel as though they are actually 
engaging and interacting with the survivors. The technology provides 
a depth to the hologram, which is truly three dimensional and even 
allows the representation to make realistic eye contact. Alongside this is 
a programme called Natural Language Understanding which generates 
the most appropriate answer to the question that is posed from the bank 
of answers which will be recorded in this fashion. According to Maio, 
Traum and Debevec, the aim of the project is to create ‘an environment 
in which an individual or an entire class can have a survivor sit with 
them to tell his or her story, via video or projector; they will be able to 
ask questions, and the survivor will answer from the testimony as if he 
or she were in the room’.32

The ‘New Dimensions in Testimony’ project seems to go a step further 
than the existing work which has been carried out in the field of sur-
vivor testimonies. Rather than simply seeking to preserve the accounts 
and stories of those who experienced the Holocaust, it attempts to give 
the impression that the survivor themselves are still alive and that their 
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insights and wisdom can be passed on in person to every successive 
generation. The project works on the belief that it is more than the testi-
monies themselves which are important within pedagogy. In addition to 
their experiences is the connection and bond which can emerge between 
the survivor and the student. Majo, Traum and Debevec express this 
when they write:

Countless children have been touched by Holocaust survivors who have 
visited their school or talked to them in a museum. These encounters have 
created a connection and given those students an intimate experience with 
someone uniquely qualified to reflect on life, and about a very real part of 
history from an eyewitness perspective.33

While the experiences of students using the ‘New Dimensions in 
Testimony’ project are likely to be more personal and engaging than 
watching a video, which does not directly respond to their questions, 
it seems unlikely that students will feel the same connection which 
they do when they meet a survivor in the flesh and can ask personal 
questions and enter into real dialogue, rather than mere questioning. 
Consequently it seems that though the most advanced digital technol-
ogy can assist in developing Holocaust education, there are limitations 
to it. It will never be able to replicate with the same emotional depth the 
experiences which are presently available to those students who spend 
time with survivors.

While the ‘New Dimensions in Testimony’ generate three dimensional 
holograms of survivors, pioneering technology, which is being applied 
to Holocaust education, is attempting to develop a fourth dimension. 
The Integrated Media Systems Center at the University of Southern 
California creates computer-generated ‘virtual spaces’ which show how 
something has changed over time in a concept known as geo-immersion. 
According to Shahabi, Khodaei and Fishbain:

4-D ‘virtual spaces’ are 3-D buildings and places built up from original 
maps and plans, which change with time, making a fourth dimension. It 
means that if you view the space as it was in 1940, it will be different from 
1944 and very different from the current day.34

This technology offers a number of opportunities within the field of 
Holocaust education. It would provide a very useful resource for stu-
dents to see the changes that occurred on a street, in a ghetto or in a 
concentration camp. If this technology became available on portable 
devices, such as through a smartphone application, one might also be 
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able to integrate it into their experiences of visiting historical sites, in 
a similar way to the Broadcastr application discussed earlier in the 
chapter. Geo-Immersion may one day be successfully integrated with 
survivor testimonies, although to do so involves technical challenges 
such as using ‘text, space and time features to “rank” the testimonies so 
that searches yield the most relevant results’.35 Yet such integrated and 
ambitious targets are the goal of those involved with this technology as 
Shahabi, Khodaei and Fishbain explain:

Using geo-immersion, we aim to place the testimonies of Holocaust sur-
vivors within a 4-D space, such as an interface that would allow a student 
or researcher to ‘walk’ through a simulated location – a historical site, for 
instance – observing how it looked 70 years ago compared to how it looks 
today, all while listening to relevant testimony about the location and the 
events that occurred there.36

If such a project was to come to fruition, it might revolutionise the nature 
of Holocaust education especially outside of the classroom when visiting 
historical sites. It would offer an unprecedented insight into the past 
with the potential to integrate the voice of survivors into the exploration 
of the place which is being discovered.

The future of Holocaust education

It is difficult to say with any confidence the technological direction of the 
future and perhaps most importantly, the ways in which that will affect 
Holocaust education. Nevertheless the high speed of change certainly 
seems likely to continue. In the light of this it is imperative that sufficient 
training is available for practitioners so that they can become confident 
and savvy in their use of the technology. Yet the training that occurs needs 
to go beyond simply showing how the programmes and software work, 
but how they can be best employed to fulfil the specific goals of Holocaust 
education. According to a 2006 report by JESNA, ‘teachers [in the US] 
are uncomfortable using technology and are unaware of all it offers, both 
to increase their own historical knowledge and to create learning activi-
ties for students.’37 This is something which is beginning to be challenged, 
with the USC Shoah Foundation, for example, providing specialist train-
ing in teaching with testimony, which to date has been implemented in 
Ukraine, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland among others.38
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It many cases, it may be a long time before some of the technology dis-
cussed in this chapter is commonly used. Some of the projects may fall 
along the wayside, either through lack of funding or a rejection of their 
pedagogic value. This highlights an important caution. In the same way 
that Holocaust education has consistently returned to the question of 
aims and purposes, so do these issues need to lie at the heart of techno-
logical advances in the field. Often the scientific developments are being 
led by specialists in technology and not by those who are sensitive to the 
historical and pedagogic issues which are so complicated and central to 
Holocaust education. The direction and practical application of the tech-
nology therefore needs to be determined by those who understand the 
questions and debates which exist within the field. This is likely to lead 
to greater collaboration between specialists in Holocaust education and 
those who are developing and pioneering the technology. This important 
relationship is likely to benefit both parties.

In addition to training practitioners in how to best utilise the technol-
ogy in their teaching, pupils too need careful guidance. Despite many 
young people possessing advanced digital skills, students often struggle 
to understand the educational potential of various technologies and how 
to apply their existing understanding to further their learning.

The nature of the developments which are explained in this chapter 
also suggests that the character of teaching and the means of interactions 
will increasingly transcend traditional learning environments and the 
boundaries of the classroom. Much of the technology allows for students 
to discover things for themselves through portable devices and web-
based learning. This highlights the importance of educating adolescents 
on how to best maximise their learning through these more autonomous 
means.

Holocaust education is an ever-evolving field and has developed sig-
nificantly over the last decade as this book demonstrates. The pace of 
change for the next ten years seems unlikely to slow down. While few 
things are certain with regards to the direction that is taken, it seems that 
Holocaust survivor Branko Lustig is correct when he states:

The next generation will tell their own story in their own words with 
whatever means they have at their disposal. Our job is not to dissuade 
them from using their voice and the technology at their fingertips 
but rather to encourage them to do it with care, with dignity, and 
humanity.39
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