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INTRODUCTION

To speak about the Holocaust is to relate a narrative of destruction: the destruction of men,
women and children, but also the deliberate destruction of the evidence of that crime. To the
casual eye, many of the objects that survived this destruction may seem banal, for they can be
everyday, ordinary things. But these traces of the past hold a special power and can be mined for
deep meaning. In our interaction with authentic artefacts we can create an educational space for a
more authentic encounter with the past.

This one hour lesson approaches the history of the Holocaust through one small shoe: a
seemingly ‘ordinary thing'. But, as your students uncover the story of its owner — a young child
murdered at Auschwitz-Birkenau — it is hoped that this revelation will raise profound questions
that will start them on their own search for meaning in the past.

These notes consist of:
1 Pedagogical guidance and Outcomes
1 Lesson plan

PEDAGOGICAL GUIDANCE AND OUTCOMES

Educational Principles

This activity is informed by a number of educational principles developed for effective, age-
appropriate teaching and learning about the Holocaust:

- Respect for the victims of the Holocaust and for the students in our care should govern the
selection of materials that we use in the classroom: graphic atrocity images and
descriptions designed to shock or to horrify should be avoided.
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The events of the Holocaust need no embellishment: the story of ordinary people in
extraordinary times will move and engage your students as they raise profound questions
about what it means to be human.

Moving from the particular to the general helps students to grasp the enormity of these
events: personal stories and other methods that highlight the human scale will help young
people to engage with complex events and processes.

Original historical sources and case studies of real men, women and children open
possibilities for an authentic encounter with the past, but only if the meaning of these
events is not pre-determined by the teacher: students should be encouraged to question, to
reflect, and to find their own meaning in this history, constrained only by a desire for truth
and a respect for the evidence.

Authenticity

The lesson ‘Ordinary Things?"is grounded in an evidential historical approach to teaching and
learning about the Holocaust; it seeks to create an authentic encounter with the past. For the
learning experience to be ‘authentic’ several connected elements are deemed to be necessary:

Authenticity requires a tangible connection with the past.
Artefacts, documents, case studies, personal histories and sites where the historical events
took place can all provide opportunities for an authentic encounter with the past.

Authenticity requires a space for learners to make their own meaning.

Young people need to draw their own conclusions; we must avoid an over-mediated
presentation of the past. Conclusions must be freely arrived at as the result of open
discourse, personal reflection, critical thinking and enquiry. The past should not be
instrumentalised; meaning should not predetermined; lessons should not be devised to
lead students inevitably to the teacher’s way of thinking.

A desire for truth and a respect for evidence.

Insisting on students’ right to draw their own conclusions does not imply that all meanings
are possible, nor that all are equally valid. Conclusions need to be grounded in an accurate
picture of the past, one that is grounded in and constrained by the historical evidence.
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A search for meaning

Students are introduced to an approach to reading artefacts and other historical sources that
emphasises the importance of accurate and detailed contextual narratives as being vital to finding
meaning in the past. The conclusions, or ‘lessons’, discerned in a study of the past may be very
different for each individual and will likely reflect each students’ own personal values, attitudes
and ideas about the world. However, it may be argued that these meanings will be more powerful
the more they are grounded in a sophisticated and nuanced understanding of a complex past.

Furthermore, the conclusions that young people draw and the questions they ask may be quite
different from those in the mind of their teacher, but they will at least be authentic rather than
borrowed meanings as long as our students have been allowed to arrive at those questions and
conclusions freely for themselves, and as long as they are grounded in accurate contextual
narratives, constrained by what the historical evidence will reasonably support.

Affective and cognitive dissonance

This lesson is intended to engage students by stimulating them to find their own questions about
the Holocaust. An affective and cognitive dissonance is created when feelings of familiarity with an
ordinary object — in this case a child’s shoe — are unsettled by placing that object in events far
beyond our lived experience. Students raise issues and questions that they find troubling in a world
revealed to them by the history of the Holocaust. By taking these questions as a starting point for
further classroom lessons, we have an opportunity to respond to our students’ concerns to
facilitate deeper understanding and to reach more profound layers of meaning. These questions
are the subject of further lesson resources and activities.

LESSON BREAKDOWN

This lesson is aimed at Year 9 students and should take one hour. Teachers may wish to split the
lesson in two. Materials required are:
1 ‘Ordinary Things?' PowerPoint at HEDP website www.hedp.org.uk (for CPD participants)
1 ‘Footprints’
1
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