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How to Teach about the Holocaust? 
Psychological Obstacles in Historical 
Education in Poland and Germany

Michal Bilewicz, Marta Witkowska, Silviana Stubig, Marta 
Beneda and Roland Imhoff

In 2000, a group of high-ranking political, religious and civil society lead-
ers, educators, historians and survivors assembled in Stockholm and drafted 
the Stockholm Declaration about Holocaust education and remembrance 
(Assmann 2010). The declaration, signed by the representatives of 46 gov-
ernments, included a pledge to “promote education, remembrance and 
research about the Holocaust, both in those of our countries that have 
already done much and those that choose to join this effort”, as well as 
commitment to “promote education about the Holocaust in our schools 
and universities, in our communities and encourage it in other institutions” 
(Allwork 2015, p. 6). The most recent analysis of historical education in 
135 nation states (Carrier et al. 2015) showed that in approximately half of 
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these countries, Holocaust is part of teaching curricula—most frequently 
covered within history curricula, but also in human rights education, eth-
ics, philosophy and general social studies. In Europe, knowledge about a 
Holocaust is directly taught in almost all national education systems (except 
of Moldova, Ukraine, Norway and Slovenia, where it is referred to only 
indirectly, and Iceland where the Holocaust is not part of the historical 
education).

Apart from committing themselves to encourage and spread educa-
tion about the Holocaust, the signatories of the Stockholm Declaration 
about Holocaust education mentioned also current problems, such as 
racism, xenophobia, discrimination and antisemitism that could be eradi-
cated by successful Holocaust education. Therefore, the aim of educat-
ing about the Holocaust is not only to provide knowledge about this 
prototypical genocide (Mazur and Vollhardt 2015), but also to change 
attitudes of young people in order to prevent antisemitism, to raise 
awareness about intergroup violence and to better understand conse-
quences of prejudice, discrimination and processes of conflict transforma-
tion. This is why it is of crucial importance to evaluate how well these 
tasks are met by schools.

This chapter presents results of different empirical studies on the 
effects of Holocaust education in Germany and Poland.3 Based on this 
research, we will outline the main obstacles in Holocaust education. 
Most of these obstacles are directly caused by interpreting the Holocaust 
on the grounds of students’ national identities and ethnic membership, 
therefore potentially posing a national identity threat, leading to compet-
itiveness in victimhood and negation of the newly acquired knowledge. 
Based on that criticism, we will also propose several ways of overcom-
ing these problems. Based on relevant social psychological research, we 
would like to propose three different approaches towards Holocaust 
education: an approach based on empathy and regret (Imhoff et al. 
2012), moral-exemplars approach (Bilewicz and Jaworska 2013; Čehajić-
Clancy and Bilewicz 2016) and an approach based on local identities 
(Stefaniak and Bilewicz 2016; Wójcik et al. 2010). Combination of these 
strategies could form an alternative to the dominant Holocaust educa-
tion approach that is based on national identities and ethnic membership 
salience.
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Failures oF Holocaust education: tHe German case

Currently, the Holocaust seems to be an omnipresent topic in German 
public discourse, which may be supported by the fact that on every sin-
gle day there is an average of almost two prime-time television broadcasts 
on the topic of National Socialism and the Holocaust (Schmidt-Denter 
and Stubig 2011). At the same time, communication on National 
Socialism and the Holocaust within the family—as far as still available 
and not concealed—seems to follow homogenous patterns, character-
ized by stories of resistance, personal victimization and war suffering 
(Brockhaus 2008). These communication patterns and the continuous 
fading away of eyewitnesses reduce the relevance of family as an impor-
tant source of knowledge for learning about National Socialism and the 
Holocaust. As research shows, German youth do not regard biographi-
cal points of reference in their families as important (Ahlheim and Heger 
2002; Welzer 2004).

This makes formal school education the primary source of learn-
ing about National Socialism and the Holocaust. Indeed, in the study 
by Stubig (2015), 234 pupils from North Rhine-Westphalian high 
schools (9th to 12th grade) were asked about sources of their knowledge 
about National Socialism and the Holocaust. The majority of the pupils 
(63%) listed their school as the main source of knowledge on this topic, 
underlining especially the importance of history lessons. Among other 
relevant sources were television (10%) and family (10%). When the teen-
agers were asked about the trustworthiness of these different sources of 
knowledge, they pointed to history classes as to the most reliable source, 
whereas family and television were described as markedly less trustworthy 
(Stubig 2015). These findings show that pupils perceive their history les-
sons and school education as an important source of information about 
National Socialism and the Holocaust. By the same token, this suggests 
a remarkable responsibility put on the teachers designing classes on this 
topic.

It should be noted that teaching guidelines for history education 
in Germany are relatively vague in their recommendations for devis-
ing history lessons. This gives educators a lot of freedom in choosing 
their methods of teaching and designing classes. Although the topic 
is recommended to be introduced in history lessons in nineth grade 
(Ministerium für Schule und Weiterbildung des landes Nordrhein-
Westfalen 2007), German students are confronted with the topic of 
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the Holocaust and National Socialism much earlier as it is also a central 
topic in literature, religion, politics, fine arts, social science, music and 
pedagogy classes (Stubig 2015). Another important aspect of education 
on National Socialism and the Holocaust that should be mentioned is 
the amount of time that teachers devote to this topic. In general, there 
seems to be a striking difference between the amount of time spent on 
teaching about National Socialism and the Holocaust and that devoted 
to other historical topics. Not only in North Rhine-Westphalia, but also 
in other German regions, twice as much time is dedicated to the topic of 
National Socialism and the Holocaust in comparison with remaining his-
torical problems (Schmidt-Denter and Stubig 2011), adding to a period 
of intensive learning lasting at least two and up to six months (Stubig 
2015). Yet, although the majority of teachers tend to devote a great 
amount of time to the issue of National Socialism and the Holocaust, 
there seems to be a considerable variance in the ways of teaching about 
this topic.

In the view of history teachers, the ultimate aim of history lessons 
about National Socialism and the Holocaust is to generate strong emo-
tional reactions in youth (Henke-Bockschatz 2004; Brockhaus 2008; 
Keupp 2008; Kühner and langer 2008). This claim rests on the assump-
tion that intensive affective reactions (and even shock) increase empathy 
and social awareness, as well as the likelihood of accepting one’s group 
moral responsibility, which then leads to a decrease in radical attitudes. 
All of this serves the ultimate goal of preventing a second Holocaust 
(Abram and Heyl 1996; Keupp 2008; Kühner and langer 2008). This 
approach is present in a variety of didactic methods that, again, seem to 
differ from those applied to other historical topics (Schwendemann and 
Marks 2002). These methods focus especially on affective processes in 
contrast to the more traditional cognitive approaches (Brockhaus 2008; 
Schwendemann and Marks 2002) and may consist of textbook analyses, 
students’ presentations, using video documentations and movies, visit-
ing exhibitions and memorials or interviewing eyewitnesses (Brendler 
1994; Heyl 1996). In particular, the latter methods seem to be especially 
effective in promoting emotional access to the topic of the Holocaust 
in an especially intense manner and are thus widely prevalent. Across a 
number of studies, German high school students report high levels of 
emotionality in reaction to teaching units on the topic (Brusten and 
Winkelmann 1992, 1994; Brendler 1997a, b; Cisneros 2008; Meier 
1997; Schwendemann and Marks 2002).
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Nevertheless, enthusiasm about this is not ubiquitous. Teachers 
repeatedly report problems during their lessons due to pupils’ reactions 
to the topic, ranging from disinterest to defensiveness. Students’ little 
knowledge about National Socialism and the Holocaust together with 
such negative reactions tends to cause feelings of frustration in teach-
ers (Brockhaus 2008; Schwendemann and Marks 2002). Frequently, 
teachers try to overcome this situation by employing more emotionally 
shocking sources of information and may end up exaggerating, in terms 
of both quantity and quality (Brockhaus 2008; Heyl 1996; Schneider 
2004).

The way in which pupils tend to be affected by Holocaust education 
may be described as a remarkable conundrum. Although the Holocaust 
is frequently found to be a historical episode that evokes the highest lev-
els of interest and curiosity (Cisneros 2008; Stubig 2015) and receives 
much attention in terms of time and teaching intensity, students’ level 
of knowledge on this topic seems to be surprisingly low (Brendler 1994; 
Schwendemann and Marks 2002; zülsdorf-Kersting 2007). Pupils report 
strong feelings of shame and guilt when being confronted with this chap-
ter of German past (Brockhaus 2008; Rommelspacher 1995), at the 
same time experiencing other affective states, such as feelings of being 
left alone accompanied by unresolved emotions of disgust, shock or anxi-
ety (Brendler 1994; Glück and Wagensommer 2004; Rommelspacher 
1995; Schwendemann 2004). This may be one of the possible solutions 
for the conundrum described. If pupils are indeed emotionally overbur-
dened, a process of knowledge acquisition and information processing is 
likely to be inhibited by such strong emotions and high levels of arousal 
(Anderson 2007; Easterbrook 1959). Alternatively, it might lead to his-
torical defensiveness that blocks any empathic response to the victims 
(Bilewicz 2016).

Apart from these emotional processes that may result in poor knowl-
edge acquisition, Holocaust education may also have an impact on social 
identity development. Since the topic of National Socialism and the 
Holocaust is introduced in nineth grade, so in the early years of ado-
lescence, pupils exposed to it tend to be in the most critical moment of 
their identity construction and therefore may experience an increased 
interest also in their national group’s history. In a recent study (Stubig 
2015), five classes of nineth-grade high school pupils in North Rhine-
Westphalia were surveyed twice: before and after their teaching unit on 
the Holocaust. The survey examined their attitudes towards Europe, 
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national attachment and pride, tolerance towards others, their opinion 
about national feelings, antisemitism, xenophobia and xenophilia. In the 
second survey, the pupils were also asked to evaluate the lessons they had 
attended—their aim and the methods used—as share the reactions these 
lessons evoked.

For most variables measured in the study, there was no significant 
difference between the survey administered before and after the les-
sons on National Socialism and the Holocaust. In stark contrast to the 
explicated aim of such an education, there were no observed improve-
ments in attitudes towards Europe, increased tolerance, or decreases 
in neither xenophobia nor antisemitism. The teaching unit only had 
an effect on measures of national identification, as students declared 
less national pride and had less positive attitudes towards national feel-
ings after Holocaust education programmes than before (Stubig 2015). 
While this might be seen as an intended effect, two details are remark-
able here. First, these reductions in national pride were not accompa-
nied by synchronous reductions in prejudice and outgroup negativity. 
Second, of all items that tapped into pride for different aspects of being 
German, the effect was mostly driven by aspects of national identity that 
could be construed as democratic, post-Nazism identity. As an illustra-
tion, after the lesson students were less proud with regard to “current 
democracy and the democratic constitution” or “the fall of the wall 
and the peaceful transition.” In contrast, arguably more problematic 
sentiments such as “pride for German history”, “pride for German sol-
diers’ bravery in the world wars”, “pride for Germany’s standing in the 
world” and “pride for typically German virtues like diligence, discipline, 
and reliability” were not significantly reduced at single item level. It is 
well established that—compared to other nations—German adolescents 
show relatively low levels of national attachment and pride (Bar-On et al. 
1997; Schmidt-Denter 2011; Smith and Jarkko 1998; Smith and Seokho 
2006; Westle 1999), and the reported results (Stubig 2015) suggest that 
this may—at least partially—be a direct effect of Holocaust teaching. In 
the light of the many detrimental effects on nationalist pride through-
out the literature (e.g. Golec de zavala et al. 2013; Mummendey et al. 
2001), this may serve as an indicator of educational success. At the same 
time, many developmental scholars argue that such national identifica-
tion is an important part of a normal identity development. By asking 
“who am I” and defining self by one’s affiliation to groups, young peo-
ple construe their self-image which is experienced as a consistent self 



HOW TO TEACH ABOUT THE HOlOCAUST? PSYCHOlOGICAl OBSTAClES …  175

over past and future times (Fend 1991; Mayer et al. 2006). Constructing 
identity is the ability to reflect and problematize even negative aspects of 
self-image, which leads to a balanced identity achievement (Krejci 1995), 
whereas the elimination of identity aspects, like skipping national and 
historical acquisitions of self, might lead to difficulties in identity con-
struction (Rommelspacher 1995). It is certainly open to debate whether 
adolescents as future citizens really need to form strong ties to their 
nation and thus establish a strong national identity. Independent of the 
outcome of this dispute, however, it seems remarkable that in the pre-
sent context, the identification with democratic, post-fascist aspects of 
the national identity decreased over the course of Holocaust education, 
whereas identification with more problematic aspects like dominance and 
bravery did not.

Being asked about their experience of learning about National 
Socialism and the Holocaust in history lessons, pupils revealed their 
conviction about what they should have learned in this unit: next to 
acquisition of declarative knowledge which scored on first place, stu-
dents secondly agreed in the idea that the aim of the unit on National 
Socialism and the Holocaust was to teach them how to think and talk 
about this topic in a socially desired manner (Stubig 2015). These 
results confirm statements of university students and pupils which attest 
appeals of consternation to their history lessons (Stubig 2015) and even 
expressed feelings of being indoctrinated (Brockhaus 2008). This result 
reveals a paradox in education on National Socialism and the Holocaust. 
While this topic is—according to the curriculum—meant to foster matu-
rity and responsibility in social and political aspects of democratic life, 
factually it seems to leave students with the impression that the goal of 
history lessons is to teach or suggest pre-assembled communication pat-
terns. Further research is required to verify the occurrence of such lesson 
outcomes.

Failures oF Holocaust education: tHe PolisH case

Following the Declaration of Stockholm International Forum on the 
Holocaust signed by the President of Poland in 2000, education about 
the Holocaust has been an important element of Polish education sys-
tem. Since 2005, the Holocaust Memorial Day (April 19) is officially 
observed in Polish school system. Holocaust education in the current 
educational programme is introduced at several stages as part of the 
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core curriculum: in primary schools (Polish language; History and civ-
ics classes), lower-secondary school (Polish language; Civics) and upper-
secondary school (History; Polish language; Civics). Many schools visit 
the death camps and other Holocaust memorial sites (e.g. Majdanek, 
Auschwitz, Polin Museum of the History of Polish Jews). This struc-
ture, together with existing textbooks and teaching curricula, provides 
bases for extensive coverage of Holocaust-related topics in the course of 
education (Szuchta and Trojański 2012). It is also mirrored in students’ 
perception of school education as one of the most important sources of 
knowledge about the Holocaust and Jewish history (Bilewicz and Wójcik 
2009). More than three-quarters of students from small towns in Poland 
declared that they learned about these topics in their schools. Family sto-
ries, tours or newspapers and books were indicated less often as sources 
of knowledge about Jewish history and the Holocaust. At the same 
time, teachers often do not know the international recommendations 
for teaching about the Holocaust and possible programmes and curric-
ula (Węgrzynek 2006; Szuchta 2006). They also devote significantly less 
time to the topic of Holocaust than recommended (Szuchta 2013).

The last decades brought some positive developments in regard to the 
content of school lessons about the Holocaust. While under Communist 
rule students were taught about the Jewish tragedy as a facet of the 
Polish martyrdom, modern textbooks acknowledge the pan-European 
extent of the crime and its ethnic nature (see Ambrosewicz-Jacobs and 
Szuchta 2014). However, despite the progress in reducing the existing 
gap between historiography and education, great parts of the Holocaust 
history depictions remain unchanged even in the most modern Polish 
textbooks (Gross 2010). This particularly applies to historical discover-
ies about the Polish involvement in crimes against Jews that manifestly 
contravenes the collective memory framework of Poles as victims (but 
not perpetrators) of the WWII (Gross 2014). The very emotional pub-
lic debate after the publication of the Jan Thomas Gross’ book about 
the crime on the Jewish population of Jedwabne (Gross 2001) is a 
clear instance of difficulties in accepting unfavourable historical facts 
(Ambrosewicz-Jacobs and Szuchta 2014). These difficulties are obvi-
ously mirrored in the school education about the crime. The very rare 
attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of Polish teaching about Holocaust 
show its mediocre results in reducing ethnocentrism and antisemitism 
(Ambrosewicz-Jacobs and Szuchta 2014).
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In order to test the effects of current Holocaust education in Poland, 
the Center for Research on Prejudice at the University of Warsaw con-
ducted a survey that assessed three key outcomes of such education: 
factual knowledge about the Holocaust, understanding of historical rela-
tions between Poles and Jews and attitudes towards Jews. Above one 
thousand students from 20 high schools in the capital city of Poland par-
ticipated in the study during their normal school activities (Witkowska 
et al. 2015).

The factual knowledge about the Holocaust was assessed with three 
questions concerning the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, a revolt that took 
place in Nazi-occupied Warsaw as a form of resistance to the liquida-
tion of the Jewish ghetto (by deporting last remaining Jews to Treblinka 
death camp by the German occupants). Participants were asked to 
indicate the exact year in which the uprising took place, the name of 
the main commander and whether the uprising was a military success. 
In order to check whether the level of students’ knowledge about the 
history of Polish Jews diverges from the level of their general historical 
knowledge, the participants were also asked about the outcomes of other 
four Polish national uprisings. In order to assess students’ understand-
ing of the historical relations between Poles and Jews, we asked them 
to evaluate the amount of help offered by Poles to those Jews who were 
fighting in the Warsaw Ghetto or hiding on the “Aryan side” of the 
Polish capital. The answers were given on a five-point scale, from “The 
amount of help was definitely insufficient” to “The amount of help was 
definitely too extensive” with a midpoint statement—“The amount of 
help was just sufficient.”

The attitudes towards Jews were tested with three different measures. 
A “feeling thermometer” captured the “temperature” of feelings towards 
Jews on a scale ranging from very cold, negative feelings to very positive, 
warm feelings. A scale of contact intentions assessed readiness to engage 
in contact with Jewish peers and to learn about Jewish culture. Finally, a 
social distance scale measured the acceptance of Jews in one’s social envi-
ronment—family, school and neighbourhood.

In order to test the effectiveness of Holocaust education, we asked 
students to provide information about their final grades in history and 
about the number of hours that have been devoted in their schools to 
the topic of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. Based on this information, we 
created two indicators measuring the impact of school education: accom-
plishment (grades) and extensiveness of the course (number of hours).
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The data from the survey showed that one in four high school stu-
dents did not know the most basic facts about the Warsaw Ghetto 
Uprising—26% of the participants did not know the exact year of its 
outbreak, 23% thought that the uprising was a military success and 44% 
were not able to select its commander’s name from the list. However, 
the wrong answers to the questions concerning the history of Polish 
Jews did not stand out from the answers assessing the level of general 
historical knowledge, as 31% of the participants gave wrong answers 
to other questions about historical facts unrelated to the history of the 
Holocaust. When asked about the amount of Polish help offered to Jews, 
participants most often chose the answer “sufficient” (39%), whereas 
22% considered the amount of Polish help as “slightly too extensive” or 
“definitely too extensive.”

Within the section measuring attitudes, the students demonstrated 
considerable prejudice towards Jews—more than half of the participants 
(54%) declared cold, negative feelings. A similar pattern was obtained 
for the measure of contact willingness—the majority of the young Poles 
indicated that they would prefer not to have contact with people of 
Jewish origin. Almost half of the students said that they would react neg-
atively to Jewish classmates (40%) or to Jewish neighbours (44%).

In order to determine how school education is related to knowledge 
and attitudes of students, we conducted a series of correlation analyses 
(see Table 1). The results showed that factual knowledge is practically 
unrelated to history school education; hence, those students who knew 
the correct answers are likely to have acquired their knowledge outside 

Table 1 Correlation between knowledge, understanding of history, attitudes 
and school education among Warsaw students. Pearson correlation coefficients (r)

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Grade in history Course extensiveness

Correct date of Warsaw Ghetto Uprising 0.03 −0.03
Correct name of Uprising ghetto commander 0.09** −0.03
Knowledge about the outcomes of the Uprising 0.02 −0.02
Biased assessment of Polish role in the Uprising 0.08* 0.14**
Positivity of feelings towards Jews 0.09** −0.07
Willingness to contact Jews 0.05 −0.07*
Acceptance of Jews in close environment 0.04 −0.02
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the school environment. We observed only a weak correlation between 
the correct answers to the questions on factual knowledge and the partic-
ipants’ grades in history, and no relationship with extensiveness of teach-
ing. Therefore, school’s effectiveness in conveying knowledge about the 
Holocaust proved to be very low.

Interestingly, both extensiveness of school Holocaust education and 
students’ grades seem to be significantly related to their idealized views 
of their national history. The more extensive the school teaching on the 
Holocaust was, the more likely the students were to perceive the amount 
of help offered by Poles to Jews as too big. A relatively weak relation was 
observed also in case of history grades: the students with good grades 
were more likely to perceive the amount of Polish help offered to Jews 
as too extensive, comparing to their peers with lower grades. Among the 
students with best grades, 26% believed that the amount of Polish help 
offered to Jews was more than sufficient, whereas among the students 
with worst grades this belief was shared by 20%.

The direct relationship between school education and attitudes 
towards Jews seems to be unclear and inconsistent (see Table 1). We 
observed no relation between the amount of Holocaust education and 
acceptance of Jews in the close social environment. School accomplish-
ments were weakly related to attitudes towards Jews—the better grades 
the students achieved in history, the warmer feelings they declared 
towards Jews. The extensiveness of the teaching, in turn, was negatively 
related to willingness to have a contact with Jews; i.e., willingness was 
lower among students who had more classes devoted to the topic of the 
Holocaust. At the same time, we found that this negative effect of school 
teaching was rooted in the biased and idealized perception of Polish–
Jewish wartime relations, i.e. the overestimation of Polish help offered to 
Jews. Students who had extensive course on the history of the Holocaust 
acquired convictions that their ancestors offered extensive help to Jews 
and this, in turn, deteriorated their attitudes towards Jews. Therefore, 
efforts made by schools to fight prejudice seem to be not only insufficient 
and inconsistent but even counterproductive: a biased school education 
about the Holocaust might increase negative attitudes towards Jews.



180  M. BIlEWICz ET Al.

PsycHoloGical obstacles: Historical deFensiveness 
and aversive emotions

The German and Polish examples presented above suggest that current 
forms of Holocaust education in Polish and German school programmes 
are, in fact, not effective in eradicating antisemitism and making students 
more tolerant. The only meaningful change is observed in loosening their 
identification and pride of national group membership. Apart from inap-
propriate school education and defensive approaches of governments, the 
failures of Holocaust education could be affected also by psychological pro-
cesses involved in learning about negative history of one’s national group.

Information about the perpetratorship (in case of Germans) or 
bystandership (in case of Poles) of fellow ingroup members during the 
Holocaust can severely threaten students’ social identities. Among 
strongly identifying individuals, there is a pronounced desire to view 
their own nation in a positive manner (Tajfel and Turner 1979). In fact, 
explanations of the Holocaust history depend on the strength of stu-
dents’ national identification (Bilewicz et al. 2016), and they affect stu-
dents’ contemporary intergroup attitudes (Imhoff et al., in press). The 
review of studies performed in several national contexts showed that 
when people are confronted with a historical narrative about the crimes 
committed by their nation, they most commonly deny the facts and 
do not feel responsible, guilty or ashamed (leach et al. 2013). People 
can use the whole system of emotion regulation in order to downregu-
late negative emotions resulting from such confrontations with history 
(Bilewicz 2016). For instance, after learning about ingroup members’ 
misbehaviour during the Holocaust, one can avoid contact with Jews (as 
they become reminders of such negative past), detach from national his-
tory, question and criticize the source of information (e.g. teacher, text-
book or historian) and engage in victimhood competition with Jews (e.g. 
by pronouncing German losses, such as Dresden bombings, or Polish 
victimhood during Warsaw Uprising or Katyn massacre). Finally, one can 
employ a biased structure of explanation or engage in conspiracy theo-
rizing (e.g. different forms of Holocaust revisionism and denial). Such 
reactions are relatively common when people are faced with information 
about ingroup members’ involvement in a genocide—either as perpetra-
tors or as passive bystanders.

Another important question is as follows: What kind of emotions 
should be elicited by Holocaust education in countries characterized by 
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the dominant collective memory of being a nation of perpetrators (e.g. 
Germany and Austria), collaborators (e.g. Ukraine, latvia, lithuania and 
Hungary) or passive bystanders (e.g. Poland) of the Holocaust1? Should 
teachers try to evoke highly aversive feelings of (group-based) guilt and 
shame as these are frequently believed to be antecedent of reparative ten-
dencies? Or does such a strategy overburden students emotionally and 
therefore does not meet its goal of ultimately improving intergroup 
 relations?

A plethora of research points to the allegedly positive outcomes of 
group-based guilt (Ferguson and Branscombe 2014). Guilt signals 
that an intergroup relationship is damaged and needs to be repaired 
(Branscombe et al. 2002), and is often connected to prosocial conse-
quences such as reduced racism (Branscombe et al. 2007) and increased 
forgiveness (Hewstone et al. 2004). More specifically, guilt increases the 
motivation to make amends or to apologize (Brown et al. 2008; Imhoff 
et al. 2013; Tangney 1995). This has led several researchers to charac-
terize guilt as a relationship-enhancing emotion that strengthens social 
bonds and attachment (Baumeister et al. 1995), thus playing a “piv-
otal role in alleviating group conflict” (Maitner et al. 2007, p. 224). 
Therefore, there are good reasons to indeed evoke negative emotions or 
even vicarious bad conscience for the deeds committed by Nazi Germans 
and their collaborators.

Although these examples seem to allow the straightforward conclu-
sion that teaching strategies incorporating shaming or guilt induction are 
(even if ethically, psychologically and educationally questionable) indeed 
effective in promoting positive intergroup attitudes, the reality is more 
complex. In fact, it is conceivable that recipients merely learn (about) 
teachers’ expectations and comply with their norms rather than inter-
nalizing this position. Moreover, they may even reject this message and 
demonstrate reactance to this perceived pressure to adopt a politically 
correct opinion. As has been argued for decades in the context of sec-
ondary antisemitism (Imhoff and Banse 2009), such teaching strategies 
might even backfire as the Jewish victims are likely to become potentially 
blamed for these aversive feelings of guilt and shame. Even though the 
original source of them was the teacher, students might easily start per-
ceiving Jews as a lobby group standing behind such forms of education 
or might associate Jews with the negative classroom experience by which 
“every living and surviving Jew becomes the witness and the accused at 
the same time” (Broder 1986; p. 38, original in German, translation by 
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authors). So, is it indeed true that certain confrontational ways of dealing 
with the Nazi past evoke guilt and reparation intentions at the explicit 
verbal level but create resentment at the implicit level?

Very much in line with such a proposition, reminding young German 
students of ongoing suffering of Jewish Holocaust victims led to higher 
self-reports of feelings of group-based guilt and greater claims of repara-
tion intentions (Imhoff et al. 2013). The very same manipulation also 
led to a decrease in antisemitism compared to a baseline measurement 
three months earlier (Imhoff and Banse 2009). Taking the differentia-
tion between public conformity and private acceptance vs. resentment 
seriously, however, led researchers in the same study to implement 
another manipulation: wiring up participants with the information that 
this will help the experimenter to detect untruthful responses (bogus 
pipeline). Very much in contrast to the group without a bogus pipe-
line, it did not decrease but increase antisemitic responding, making 
participants express more prejudices against Jews. This finding strongly 
suggests that some forms of confrontation will lead to conformity with 
whatever is perceived as desired but create reactance and prejudice 
increase on the implicit level.

Some studies suggest that precisely because guilt is such an aversive 
experience, it is associated with not only greater reparation intentions 
but also feelings of discomfort in face of victims or their descendants 
which suppresses the willingness to engage in interpersonal contact with 
them (Imhoff et al. 2012). This is why any guilt-inducing Holocaust 
education might not address its aims in improving current intergroup 
relations of Poles, Germans or Hungarians with Jews. It might in fact 
increase antisemitic responses among young people instead of constrain-
ing them. In order to overcome the aversive emotional guilt-driven 
reactions, as well as the historical defensiveness derived from national 
identities that are salient in traditional forms of Holocaust education, 
we would like to propose three alternative educational strategies based 
on recent social psychological research on post-genocide reconciliation. 
These three approaches are aimed at overcoming the defensiveness and 
emotional regulation stemming from strong national identities. In order 
to achieve such goal in Holocaust education, one should focus teaching 
on individual and local narratives instead of national-level ones.
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ProPosal 1. reGret instead oF Guilt. emPatHic 
education

Due to the aversive character of guilt (Imhoff et al. 2012), one could 
doubt about the use of this emotion in Holocaust education. Social 
psychological research shows however that milder forms of negative 
emotions, such as feelings of regret, could be associated not only with 
the self-reported intentions to engage in intergroup contact but also 
with money allegedly donated in one’s name to the cause of promot-
ing intergroup contact. Studies of collective regret (Imhoff et al. 2012) 
found that raising this emotion can increase contact-promoting actions 
among descendants of the perpetrator group (i.e. German high school 
students) as well as descendants of the bystander group (i.e. inhabit-
ants of the Polish town Oświęcim, location of the Nazi death camp 
Auschwitz). Regret, as the same studies suggest, can be conceptualized 
as an empathic emotion that arises from a focus on the plight of the vic-
tims (e.g. “Jews were killed”) rather than a focus on the cruelties of the 
perpetrators (e.g. “Germans killed Jews”).

On a relatively abstract level, these findings therefore resonate with 
the effects ascribed to the American TV show “Holocaust” aired in 
German television in 1978. Attacked by many as a trivialization of his-
tory and applauded by many for not expressing an accusation of col-
lective guilt against all Germans (Reichel 2004), many commentators 
agree that this personalized TV drama constituted a turning point in 
public German discourse about the Holocaust. Through identification 
with the portrayed Jewish family Weiss, many Germans, for the very first 
time, empathized with the Jews (Brandt 2003), and this slowly initiated 
an increasing awareness and a greater willingness to deal with the topic 
at all. Therefore, psychological studies and case studies of media effects 
seem to converge in their suggestion that creating chances to empa-
thize with humanized victims might be less aversive and potentially more 
effective than creating a sense of vicarious guilt around the Holocaust.

Empathy-based Holocaust education has been proposed by both 
theorists (Riley 1998) and practitioners of Holocaust education (Facing 
History and Ourselves project; Schultz et al. 2001). For this purpose, 
a great educational resource for potential use could be wartime diaries 
(e.g. diaries of Anne Frank or Dawid Rubinowicz in case of primary 
school children or Calel Perechodnik’s diaries in case of young adults) 
or testimonies (e.g. the Visual History Archive of the USC Shoah 
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Foundation). Such forms of education can overcome the national-collec-
tivistic approach represented in many existing textbooks and school cur-
ricula (presenting the “whole nations” as actors, focussing on national 
leaders and military history).

The only risk in empathy-based education could concern students’ 
psychological reactions to extreme acts of suffering. A recent study per-
formed on a group of 854 young visitors to Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum found that approximately 13% of them developed second-
ary post-traumatic stress disorder syndrome related to the visit in Kl 
Auschwitz (Bilewicz and Wójcik 20162). At the same time, these visi-
tors improved their overall attitudes towards Jews and Jewish victims of 
the Holocaust (Wójcik and Bilewicz 2012). This study found that PTSD 
syndrome was particularly visible among young people that reacted to 
Kl Auschwitz visit in a highly empathetic way—by including the Jewish 
victims into their structure of self. These findings suggest that empathy-
based education in memorial sites, however effective in attitude change, 
has to be carefully prepared by the teacher or facilitator working with the 
students intensively prior to a visit in a memorial site.

ProPosal 2: emPloyinG moral exemPlars

According to analyses of history textbooks used in Polish schools, the 
idea of Poles helping Jews during the Second World War is among 
the common ones conveyed in school teaching. At the same time, not 
enough attention has been devoted to avoid simplification and banaliza-
tion of such heroic help, and to objectively present its instances, without 
omitting the broader context of Polish–Jewish relations which were com-
plex and often violent (Ambrosewicz-Jacobs and Szuchta 2014; Szuchta 
2013). That is why teaching about help offered to Jews happens to be 
misleading, which was demonstrated in the study of Polish high school 
students’ historical knowledge presented in this chapter. Despite this fail-
ure in education, we believe that the more realistic and precise approach 
to wartime helping behaviour could provide an important opportunity 
for more meaningful Holocaust education.

The moral-exemplars model of reconciliation (Čehajić-Clancy and 
Bilewicz 2016) proposes that reliable depictions of heroic helpers can 
facilitate positive intergroup relations in post-conflict settings, among 
both victims and perpetrators, as well as bystanders. According to this 
model, heroic helpers stemming from the own national group or the 
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adversaries in conflict could serve as moral exemplars, since they exhib-
ited uniquely moral behaviour in comparison with their compatriots. In 
particular, the model suggests that presenting narratives about heroic 
helpers who decided to act morally and in opposition to the passive or 
active aggression of their group can restore impaired intergroup rela-
tions, by improving attitudes among descendants of historical perpetra-
tors, victims and bystanders.

Research on Polish–Jewish youth encounter programme (Bilewicz 
2007) showed that Holocaust-related topics present during such 
encounters suppressed positive effects of intergroup contact in improv-
ing mutual attitudes. However, narratives about moral exemplars proved 
to be effective in overcoming these obstacles. When the encounter was 
preceded by a meeting with a Polish heroic helper (i.e. a person awarded 
with the honorary title “Righteous among the Nations” for rescuing 
Jews), intergroup contact had a positive effect on young Poles’ attitudes 
towards Israelis and Israelis’ attitudes towards Poles. Documented sto-
ries of rescue (i.e. films, testimonies and photographs) catalysed also a 
positive effect of intergroup encounters between Bosniaks and Serbs in 
the context of the Bosnian War (Čehajić-Clancy and Bilewicz 2016). The 
exposure to such stories facilitated the positive effect of intergroup con-
tact on beliefs in reconciliation and forgiveness.

Positive effects of moral-exemplars narratives were observed also out-
side of the intergroup contact setting. Interestingly, a study conducted in 
the context of the Armenian genocide demonstrated that an exposure to 
narratives about Turks who helped Armenians in 1915 increased Turks’ 
willingness to engage in contact with Armenians and improved their atti-
tudes towards them (Witkowska et al. 2016). Similar results were found 
in the context of the Second World War, where reminders of German 
heroic helpers, who rescued Jews during the Holocaust, proved to be 
effective in reducing the tendency of Germans to engage in temporal dis-
tancing from the Nazi past (Peetz et al. 2010).

Current empirical findings obtained in this area suggest that the 
use of heroic helpers’ narratives—as long as it is free from simplifica-
tions and does not ignore the negative setting in which the heroic help 
took place (i.e. aggression or passivity of others)—may be an effective 
tool in reducing discomfort related to threatening past of one’s group 
and may give a possibility of discussing difficult historical topics in the 
classroom.
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ProPosal 3: WorkinG WitH local identities instead 
oF national ones

Most of the existing Holocaust education curricula use the national 
or ethnic groups as key agents in the historical narrative. It is known, 
however, that most defensive reactions to the history of the Holocaust 
stem from strong national identities (for a review, see Bilewicz 2016). 
Empathy-based approach and moral-exemplars-based approach sug-
gest that student’s attention can be redirected to individualized stories 
that allow to personalize education about the Holocaust. In a process 
of personalization, students’ national identities become less salient which 
allows them to gain a new perspective and makes them more open to 
outgroup members and new narratives (Miller 2002). At the same time, 
personalized education can lead to subtyping: students can change 
their attitudes towards a given person (e.g. Anna Frank or Dawidek 
Rubinowicz), while at the same time remaining prejudiced and insensi-
tive about other members of victimized nation (Brown et al. 1999). To 
overcome this problem, we suggest another approach, based on the local 
history education that incorporates psychological theories of common 
ingroup identity (Gaertner et al. 1993) and place attachment theory 
(lewicka 2008).

Moreover, the local history approach suggests that it may be bene-
ficial to expose students to the history of the Holocaust in their local 
environment and thereby include Jews into the common local identity 
(e.g. Varsovians, Berliners, Galicians). In most of the current Holocaust 
education programmes, the main focus is put on several key historical 
locations, such as Auschwitz and Treblinka death camps or the Warsaw 
Ghetto. Such an approach does not engage local identities and leads to 
the perception of the Holocaust as a geographically distant event, espe-
cially for those students who live in the places where numerous Jewish 
communities existed prior to WWII and their historical presence and 
destruction remains unacknowledged.

Recently, various educational institutions have attempted to overcome 
this problem by implementing local history approach using interventions 
such as presenting the local Holocaust narratives as a part of the his-
tory of Budapest (zachor Foundation in Hungary), reminding Germans 
about their lost Jewish neighbours with memorial cobblestones in their 
hometowns (Stolperstein project by Gunter Demnig) or increasing inter-
est in local Jewish heritage in small Polish towns (School of Dialogue 
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programme by Forum for Dialogue Foundation). Such projects are in 
line with the findings of environmental psychology demonstrating that 
an increased interest in local history can improve intergroup relations by 
generating more inclusive social identities (lewicka 2008, 2012).

In the in-depth study of one of these interventions (School of 
Dialogue programme), Stefaniak and Bilewicz (2016) assessed the spe-
cific mechanism responsible for the effectiveness of local history pro-
grammes. They found that such programmes increase student’s interest 
in history and, at the same time, provide them with historical knowledge 
about the Jewish past. This, in turn, creates a situation in which students 
more readily include Jews into their collective identity (as historical fel-
low residents of the same space), which ultimately leads to the improve-
ment of attitudes towards Jews, and even greater curiosity to learn 
Jewish history.

The local history approach can clearly facilitate successful Holocaust 
education. It brings the victims to the scope of students’ understanding 
by decreasing the geographical–temporal gap between themselves and 
the Jewish victims of the Holocaust. The Holocaust may become per-
sonally significant to students only after they are able to properly under-
stand the scale of the historical losses endured by their community, as 
well as by their local culture. Without that, there is a risk of distancing 
from the Holocaust and perceiving it as a typical “somebody-else’s prob-
lem.” In general, common ingroup identity approaches, when used in 
the context of Holocaust education, were found to increase one’s sense 
of responsibility for the past and lead to intergroup reconciliation (Kofta 
and Slawuta 2013; Wohl and Branscombe 2005).

summary

German and Polish Holocaust education in its current form often does 
not fulfil its goals. A comparison of several nationwide surveys performed 
after 1989 showed a linear decrease of knowledge about the Holocaust 
in Polish population (Witkowska and Bilewicz 2014). This trend was 
observed in times when the country implemented Holocaust education 
in its curricula. Similarly, a survey performed 10 years after the massive 
public Holocaust education programme was implemented in Sweden 
found that more than 70% of Swedish teachers show vast ignorance 
about the Holocaust (lange 2008).
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Apart from failures in providing knowledge, Holocaust education was 
also ineffective in changing attitudes. The results of studies from Poland 
and Germany presented in this chapter show that current Holocaust 
education fails to reduce antisemitism and promote tolerance among 
students. The only measurable effects of such education were as fol-
lows: threatened national identities (Germany) and biased perception of 
the Holocaust history (Poland). Neither of them could be considered a 
desired outcome of Holocaust education.

As an alternative to dominant forms of Holocaust education, we 
propose three approaches that are not based on national identities, 
national-level emotions (guilt, shame, pride) and national-level respon-
sibilities. First of them, empathic education, leads to greater focus on 
victims experiences and generates feelings of regret instead of collective 
guilt. The second, moral-exemplars approach, stresses the diversity of 
behaviours in times of the Holocaust presenting individual heroism as a 
counterpoint to the passivity or cruelty of others. Such way of education 
about the Holocaust allows to overcome essentialist and entitative per-
ceptions of groups. The third approach, based on local identities, aims to 
include the victims into the common local identity, and to acknowledge 
the losses in the local Jewish population.

Holocaust education is often considered not only a part of historical 
education, but also an important experience that could prevent future 
crimes, cruelty and conflicts. The success of such endeavour lies in the 
ability of educators to utilize the psychological knowledge in their teach-
ing about the Holocaust, in order to better understand potential obsta-
cles and being able to overcome them.

notes

1.  Although it is clear that these three positions are merely constructions of 
collective memory, as in every nation there were individuals in perpetra-
tor, collaborator, passive bystander, and victim role, whereas the process 
of genocide was transforming people and groups from one role to another 
(Bilewicz and Vollhardt 2012).

2.  More than a half of these visitors could be classified as having intrusion-
related symptoms, about a quarter developed avoidance symptoms and 
more than 10% showed hypervigilance symptoms.

3.  This research was supported by the DFG-NCN Beethoven grant 
(2014/15/G/HS6/04589).
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