
CHAPTER 9 

Holocaust Heritage Nearby 

How to Analyse Historical Distance in Education 

STEPHAN KLEIN 

To what kinds of dealing with the past does 'heritage education' refer when 
compared to 'history teaching'? As a pair, these tenns suggest institutional 
differences in organizing learning. Histmy is a school subject, regulated by 
government curricula, using history textbooks, atlases, films and websites as 
key tools in the classroom. Those who give instruction and mediate between 
learning materials and learners are usually professionals with a qualification 
in history and teacher training in history education, which includes some 
knowledge of history curricula and assessment criteria. The tenn heritage 
education is more associated with learning activities in out-of-school con­
texts, for example, in museums, centres of remembrance and at historical sites. 
Usually, there are no curricula regulations or assessment procedures for this 
type of education. These institutions or sites develop their own progranm1es 
and educational materials, relating to specific collections or to the places and 
events they aim to commemorate. Educators and guides may have different 
educational backgrounds but are often not academically trained historians. 

Learning about the past takes place in highly different contexts and is 
supported by various mediators. Both in-class and out-of-school contexts 
reach out to many students and thus contribute to the development of his­
torical consciousness of new generations. What kind of historical narratives 
are taught in these contexts? Both histmy teaching and education by heri­
tage institutions have come under scrutiny and have been criticized. 1 School 
history may result in collective memmy training or in teaching critical 
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historical approaches without making the past significant for students today. 
The popular heritage industry, on the other hand, has been accused of pro­
ducing history as experience-driven entertainment and, again, as collective 
memory. It is important to understand better what both fields do for certain 
topics in specific learning situations and how they interact. This begs the 
question ofhow we can analyse such approaches and interactions. 

In this chapter, I will first discuss some differences between history 
teaching and heritage education, in particular as these manifest themselves in 
the Netherlands. Then I will propose a five-dimensional framework for an 
analysis of historical approaches in education, using the concept of historical 
distance as metaphor. 2 Finally, I will apply this framework by analysing an 
educational assignment developed by a Dutch heritage institution dedicated 
to the memory of the Holocaust. To support my analysis, I interviewed the 
responsible educator and four history teachers who were the prospective end 
users of the learning materials in a local context, and I used their insights to 
reflect on the relation between history as a school subject and education by 
heritage institutions. 

History, Heritage and Education 

Historians have been forced to rethink their positions during the past decades. 3 

Public interest in the past and the need for meaningful heritage have grown 
enormously in our rapidly changing world. 4 In the Netherlands, historians 
have argued that the historical discipline should become more responsive 
to public needs, for example, by practising a kind of 'reflexive presentism' .5 

If the call for 'heritage' cannot be ignored, it should at least be approached 
dynamically, with historians guarding against the invention of traditions and 
exclusivist interpretations. 6 What does this mean for education? 

Debates in several Western countries about history curriculum standards 
and history teaching and learning exemplify the social and political tensions 
surrounding the question of what historical topics should be taught in what 
manner.

7 
In the Netherlands, students are required to 'think historically', 

which means that learning about history involves more than memorizing 
facts and uncritically appropriating values embedded in a textbook narra­
tive. Students face difficult concepts such as continuity and change, authorial 
subjectivity, source reliability, multiperspectivity, and historical and contem­
porary significance.

8 
History in the Dutch classroom should be presented as 

a construction that is grounded in subjective experience and bound by place 
and time. At the same time, the curriculum incorporates a heritage purpose 
when teachers are asked to make history significant for the presentY This is 
a demanding aim as teaching practice shows that culturally divergent student 
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audiences produce highly different ways of understanding history's impact 
upon the present. 10 The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and the Second World 
War, for example, are topics that easily trigger conflicting student perspec­
tives in the classroom. Teachers often experience great difficulty mediating 
such situations, and many of them opt for avoidance strategies, leaving the 
impact of the past upon the present untouched. 11 

In the Netherlands, the supposed lack of contemporary significance of 
history teaching may explain the support for a new type of history learning, 
called heritage education. The debate on heritage and education is not spe­
cifically Dutch and does not focus exclusively on history education. Some 
have defined heritage education as presentist by nature and geared towards 
identity issues such as responsible democratic citizenship, with a future­
oriented, intercultural social agenda. 12 It is taken to be a participatory and 
cross-curricular approach rather than a passive form oflearning tied to a spe­
cific subject. 13 In the Netherlands, the debate on heritage education surfaced 
after a government initiative in 2005 established a national history canon as 
an instrument to promote social cohesion. 

In 2006 and 2007, a special committee published a Dutch history canon, 
consisting of fifty themes or windows on the past that every Dutch citizen 
should learn. An important feature of the canon website is that it system­
atically links the fifty themes to museums and other heritage institutions, 
while not prescribing a critical historical approach. This, in turn, explains the 
call from education specialists for applying historical concepts from school 
history to Dutch heritage education in the future, in line with similar trends 
in other countries. 14 Because both fields have been drawn more closely to 
each other, the question is now a more positive one: how can we assess 
different approaches to the past within and between both fields and how 
can these strengthen one another in such a way that students, as John Tosh 
wrote, can 'draw on the past for a richer sense of possibilities in the future'? 15 

Historical Distance in Education: An Analytical Framework 

If history teaching and heritage education both aim to teach students some­
thing about the significance of the past for their world and about the con­
struction of historical identities (including their own), then what we need 
is at least a rudimentary analytical framework that can help to explain how 
past-present relations are composed in education. For such a framework, the 
concept of 'historical distance' will be helpful. 

In the theory of history, 'historical distance' is used when past-present 
interpretations emphasize discontinuity, 16 meaning that the past is interpreted 
as being different from the present. Knowledge of the past is acquired by 
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evaluating past behaviour in a proper historical context. To accept historical 
distance presumes that we master our emotions and examine our own con­
victions rather than engage in reasoning based on present values and instant 
feelings; such reflection on historical change enables us to acknowledge the 
existence - perhaps even the value - of different perspectives on the past. 

The less distant it is, however, the more the past tends to become a 
familiar and continuous thing. This 'shorter distancing' is also called proxim­
ity. Shorter distancing refers to two phenomena that are sometimes - though 
not necessarily - interconnected. First, it refers to the idea of experiencing 
the past. Sometimes people feel they have direct access to the past when 
they touch historical objects, walk in historical places, witness historical 
re-enactments or watch audiovisual recreations. The human need to make 
connections with the past through such means can be interpreted posi­
tively as new ways of creating 'authentic' cultural identities. 17 Whether such 
experiences have much to do with 'history' may be doubted, however, as 
replicas, redecorations, recreations and (re-)inventions often blur the time 
dimension. 

18 
In addition, then, and this is the second phenomenon, shorter 

distancing refers to certain types of historical narratives, i.e. those involving 
values and moral judgments that sustain the memory of conmlllnities. Such 
narratives appropriate objects, relics, places and other 'time travellers' as their 
'heritage'. They often conflate the past with the present in order to celebrate 
continuity through time rather than change. 19 

Much scholarly reflection today focuses on the complex intertwining of 
longer and shorter distancing in representations of the past and on dynamic 
interactions in historical culture at large. 20 A framework of analysis, therefore, 
should be imagined as a continuum, where many intem1ediate positions and 
complicated combinations are possible, creating unique varieties of distance. 

Such a framework could consist of five interrelated dimensions: 

1. time: to what extent are historical phenomena constructed as time 
ruptures or as part of continuous historical processes (discontinuity­
continuity)? This involves studying language and emplotment in his­
torical narrative. Periodizations, for example, demarcate one period 
from another, suggesting that something important has changed in 
between. A template like 'triangular trade' also works towards ordering 
time as discontinuous because it configures slave trade and slavery as an 
essentially economic phenomenon, tied to the sixteenth to nineteenth 
centuries. Very different are schematic narrative templates such as the 
American notion of freedom and progress, suggesting a plot that has 
unfolded continuously over the centuries up until the present. Such 
effects of shorter distance are also produced by narrative bridging and 
pasting techniques, which connect or juxtapose different points in time, 
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for example, through the power of analogy, to suggest sameness or even 
continuity.21 

2. person: to what extent do learning materials present historical actors as 
ahistorical moral examples or as contextualized human beings (identity­
difference)? Historical actors are important in historical narrative as they 
represent the point of perspective in the historical process. Historical 
actors can be abstract entities, such as 'the nation', but they can also be 
human or both. In the case of human actors, it is important to note how 
they are represented: as heroes, perpetrators, rebels, victims or just as 
'nonnal' people dealing with the regular rhythm of the day or with the 
totally unexpected way in which lives can be changed. 

3. imagirwtion: to what extent do learning materials explain the past 
through abstract concepts, symbols and metaphors or through concrete 
stories and images (theoretical-specific)? This refers to how a mediator 
or an educational text tells a story, commonly amounting to a complex 
dynamics of language and visuals. Analysis of narration will focus on 
the question of who does the telling and through whose eyes we look. 
Written educational texts often use an unknown omniscient narra­
tor, but various ways of focalization may occur by inserting historical 
eyewitness accounts. Audiovisual educational teA.'ts may have different 
or additional narrative rules . The ways in which (written and spoken) 
language and images interact in education will influence learning out­
comes that are specific to history teaching, such as the students' ability 
to recognize certain historical perspectives or their willingness to apply 
historical empathy I contextualization skills.22 

4. place: to what extent are the locations of history presented as geographi­
cally distant or nearby (far away-close)? The experience of place, as 
it remains constant through time, can bring a sensual experience of 
history. Educational assignments can use the power of place in multiple 
ways, from using a photo, showing a video, creating a live connection 
to actually visiting a location and physically experiencing its environ­
ment. How place is perceived by students will also be influenced by the 
local, national or global geographical framework adopted by learning 
materials to create present meaning. 

5. engagement: to what extent are students treated as passive receivers of 
historical knowledge or as active performers who produce meanings 
(for) themselves (passive-active)? This refers to two aspects. First, this 
dimension should be seen at the level of the general learning process, 
particularly the extent to which students are challenged to use their 
prior knowledge and convictions to actively create new understand­
ings. Secondly, engagement takes place at the level of past-present 
relationships and refers to the way in which the construction of historical 
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identities is forced upon students as given or facilitated as a personal 
process of becoming. 

These dimensions will often cross or overlap each other. Nevertheless, as a 
framework it will be helpful for analysing how narratives about the past are 
organized in education for both in-class and out-of-school contexts. 23 I will 
use the framework here to analyse an assignment from an educational Dutch 
heritage project on the Second World War, called The War Nearby. 

Imagining the Holocaust in your Own Environment: 
Analysing The War Nearby 

Teaching the Holocaust has been described as one of the most important 
things one can do as a teacher.24 There is less consensus, however, about the 
selection of the exact learning objectives that are to be achieved, and teach­
ers, therefore, will favour different approaches. Today, this topic easily flows 
from the past into the present as a history we should learn from, 25 but the 
current emphasis on learning and remembering in the service of developing 
democratic citizenship is not adopted by every teacher and is also subject 
to historical change.

26 
Even when learning objectives are similar, teaching 

materials may vary widely in their chosen teaching methodologies and par­
ticular choices made to accomplish particular objectives. 

The War Nearby is an educational project of the Dutch Remembrance 
Centre Kamp Westerbork,27 located in the north-eastern part of the 
Netherlands. In the Second World War, it was a transition camp where Jewish 
people from all Dutch destinations were gathered before being transported to one 
of the concentration can1ps in Poland. This educational project was designed to 
connect this tragic episode in national and international history to local heritage. 
The project consists of a number of educational assignments developed specifi­
cally for several Dutch cities and towns, based on their local stories, places and 
archival records. For this chapter, I analysed an assignment for the town of Alphen 
aan den Rijn in the west of the Netherlands. The assignment provides materials 
and questions to guide students on a biking or walking tour of the town, visit at 
least five particular places, take photographs and fmally present their impressions 
in the classroom. I used this material also as input for my interviews with the 
responsible heritage educator at Remembrance Centre Kan1p W esterbork and 
four history teachers in Alphen aan den Rijn (henceforth: Alphen).28 

Time 

The practical assignment of The War Nearby uses 1940 to 1945, the standard 
periodization in Dutch historiography, as an enclosed time unit for reflection 
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but explains anti-Semitism as a phenomenon that is continuous throughout 
the ages. Time is dealt with in a comparative manner, so the question of why 
synagogues were molested during the war period, for example, is followed 
by the question of whether this also happens with other places of worship 
today. It resembles - what Eviatar Zerubavel calls - a 'mnemonic pasting' 
technique that facilitates thinking about continuities, but it is not presented 
without reflection. 29 Several questions invite students to identify differ­
ences between the past and the present, and sometimes students are asked 
to present their opinion on whether these differences are good or bad. Still, 
the learning objective focuses more on developing knowledge and values for 
contemporary society than on explaining the strangeness of the past. This 
was affirmed by the heritage educator, as she acknowledged her main goal to 
be to make sure that children would not doubt that the Holocaust had really 
happened and that they would speak respectfully about the victims. 30 

According to her, this type of education should always be linked to the 
present and contribute to a shared understanding. Despite the often supposed 
difference between history teaching and heritage education, the four history 
teachers, who were none of them Jewish, strongly approved of this approach 
to this topic.31 In fact, they felt the link with the present was self-evident, and 
two of them said their preference in handling this topic was strongly influ­
enced by their own personal experience. Teacher 1 had visited Auschwitz 
himself and taken his own photographs, which he used in the classroom. 
Teacher 2 not only recalled family stories of the Second World War, but also 
explained the very deep emotional experience he had had when studying 
Jewish war diaries for his history degree: 'If you talk [as a teacher to students] 
from that experience, then it makes a real impression. Then it is something 
that almost becomes part of yourself, it goes that deep'. Having gone through 
such experiences, these teachers felt that they had come close to the emo­
tions of the topic, and the second teacher in particular felt he taught about 
the Holocaust in a more 'authentic' way. Both the teachers and the educator 
felt that the Holocaust was a topic that needed short distancing as it was a 
narrative tool for learning about important democratic values in the present. 

Person 

The focus of attention in The War Nearby is on the Jewish victims from 
Alphen. Usually such a perspective helps students to see human suffering 
in a particular historical context, but the assignment only partially realizes 
(or aims to realize) this potential as it is mainly concerned with the material 
heritage of the Alphen area to which the historical people are connected. 
Most individuals are mentioned by name, but, except for some general bio­
graphical data, little further inforn1ation is or could be provided. The educa­
tor acknowledged that this was a problem as students now get to see rather 
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fiat characters such as a teacher and a pupil at a Jewish school; parents and 
their children at a place of hiding; anonymous men, women and children 
at a Jewish monument; no people at a synagogue; and a family at a Jewish 
shop. The texts mention both survival and tragic destinies without making 
a central issue of man's agency. For the teachers, however, this lack ofbio­
graphical detail did not appear problematic as they were all attracted to this 
material by the fact that students would indeed be able to experience some­
thing of the Holocaust at all in their own local area. 

Imagination and place 

The story in the written assignment accompanying the walk or bike tour in 
Alphen is told by an unknown omniscient narrator in a sober style, with only 
a few details. There are no points where focalization occurs. The images in 
the assignment, mostly black and white photographs showing buildings from 
around the 1940s, prepare students for using the environment as an imagina­
tive tool. 

The possible dynamics of the dimensions of imagination and place in 
the learning materials become apparent when we focus on one photo in 
particular. In this picture, taken around 1940, we actually see two Jewish 
people in front of the shop where they sold linen. Students are told that this 
is the shop of Nathan van Dien and his parents. Then they learn that Nathan 
was married to Roosje and that they had two children: Sara (4) and Isaac (2). 
Their fates are also mentioned: Roosje, Sara and Isaac died at Auschwitz on 
5 October 1942, and Nathan died at Schoppinitz one year later. Sara and 
Isaac were the youngest victims from Alphen. 

These details help to make this horrible past concrete in the dimension 
of person and place, but from the dimension of imagination the material is con­
fusing. The people we actually see in the photograph are Nathan's parents 
or little Sara and little Isaac's grandparents: Louis and Sarah van Dien. They 
are not mentioned. Both of them also died at Auschwitz and were probably 
on the same train. In fact, grandmother Sarah died on the same day as her 
daughter and her two grandchildren. If students know the whole family 
story, the image will be more powerful for them when they go outside the 
classroom and stand before the very same building in exactly the same spot 
as the photographer did around 1940. 

The learning materials - both on paper and in the local environment -
would then work towards both bridging and separating past and present 
at the same instant. The old black and white picture with Louis and Sarah 
contrasts sharply with the modern building (which is to let), with graffiti on 
its walls and an expressive advert in the window. Visiting this place more 
than seventy years later may create effects of both shorter and longer histori­
cal distance, but only iflearning materials provide tailor-made information. 
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Figure 9.1 A linen shop in Alphen aan den Rijn, with Sarah and Louis van Dien 
(around 1940). 

The dimension of place is the actual target of this assignment. Students 
will actively discover heritage and the topography of memory in their 
own local area. Some of the places in Alphen have changed completely, 
while others are still recognizable as 'time travellers'. It is in the dimension 
of place that larger historical developments are made concrete and part of 
learning through experience. As the heritage educator explains: 'What all 
those children with all those different backgrounds have in common is that 
they live there right now and that they pass places that still remind us of 
what happened'. All four history teachers fully agreed on this point. What 
students need, according to one, is not just the facts, the dates and the 
concepts but 'very specific examples'. Teacher 4 observed that local heri­
tage provides something of a 'historical sensation' and that specific stories 
are a valuable addition to the more textual way of learning history in the 
classroom. 
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Figure 9.2 The same building, February 2012. 

Engagement 

With regard to the dimension of engagement, it is important to know 
something about the origin of this project. Remembrance Centre Kamp 
Westerbork had been asked to develop educational materials by Alphen's 
Foundation for the Remembrance of Jewish Victims of Persecution. Some 
of the Foundation's members were also on the municipal council and felt 
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morally outraged by the actions of their predecessors in the 1940s, who had 
collaborated in the transportation ofJewish citizens from Alphen. 

The Foundation's initiative to set up a special educational project was 
born out of a row over Remembrance Day (4 May). The Alphen remem­
brance ceremony is habitually held at the resistance monument, which was 
established in 1949 and has grown into a memorial symbol for the whole 
community, the commemoration of the Second World War having widened 
to include other victims, such as Jewish citizens. In 2008, however, the 
mayor was invited also to appear at the separate Jewish monument, which 
had been established in 1990, on the same day, but declined the invitation 
on the grounds that this was a private matter. The Foundation's concern was 
then translated into educational material by the educator at Remembrance 
Centre Kamp Westerbork, aiming to improve children's understanding of 
why there was a separate Jewish monument in Alphen. 

In The War Nearby, children are asked to read what a local newspaper 
from 2008 reported about the issue. There is, however, room for reflection 
and no prescribed significance. In fact, the heritage educator (a historian 
herself) said she explicitly abstained fi:om taking a moral perspective on the 
issue and making Alphen's town council of the 1940s into a unique example 
of collaboration. She refused to take a morally judging approach, she said, 
because every town in the Netherlands reacted in the same way. Nor did 
she take the approach suggested by members of the Foundation, i.e. to ask 
students what they would have done: 'We found that question a very dif­
ficult one because you don't know what you would have done; you can't 
step into the shoes of people living seventy years ago and say: " I would have 
done it completely differently'". Instead, through her influence, the educa­
tional material took a heritage angle, paying attention to the local remains of 
the past. One of the issues now raised in the assignments is whether students 
agree with the mayor or not. It also asks students to find other war monu­
ments in Alphen and identify for whom they are there. The educational 
material thus sets the agenda for researching Alphen's memorial landscape 
and for trying to understand some underlying tensions but leaves it up to the 
students and their teachers how to engage with them. 

This approach of combining past-present connections with critical 
reflection fitted well with the four history teachers' expectations of good 
practice. They wanted history teaching to be critical and emotional, with 
stories full of details, but they made a distinction between what was suitable 
within and without the classroom environment. Teacher 3 criticized the 
critical assignment on the 2008 incident, which, he thought, was a rather 
textual exercise which required even more background information to make 
it work. This teacher recognized the cognitive demand of thinking about 
'heritage', where he expected less textual demands from heritage education. 
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For him, the 2008 issue was not an easily digestible story and, therefore, 
more of a textbook assignment. 

The assignment involving the 2008 incident was composed to take a 
more distant approach and to stimulate students to think about personal 
identity and different perspectives on commemoration. Sadly, at the time 
some of the interviews took place, the teachers' presentist commemoration 
concerns had grown unexpectedly. On Saturday 9 April 2011, the Alphen 
community had been shocked by a shooting incident in which six people 
were killed in 'De Ridderhof shopping centre. Mter the killings, the lone 
gunman took his own life. Two schools had close connections with the 
incident: some students and parents had witnessed it or knew victims, and 
one school was located next to the shopping centre. The memorial service 
for the incident the day after (1 0 April) took place less than a month before 
the ceremony to commemorate the victims of the Second World War. 
This coincidence provided a strong incentive to merge past and present and 
engage with general issues such as 'vulnerability' and 'freedom'. The inci­
dent seemed to foster understanding of historical positions more strongly 
than an educational assignment. As teacher 2 explained: 

It's the personal aspect, being touched by the fact that people are suddenly very 
vulnerable and that your life can suddenly end, by such an odd, bizarre event. 
You think you've got everything under control when you 're young and strong, 
in the strength of your life. And then suddenly, this 'Ridderhof story comes 
along and suddenly you're very vulnerable. Our students were also involved, 
or their parents, people they knew. Yes, you can suddenly be hit. You can be 
Jewish during World War II and think 'I'll go underground, or I'll go some­
where, or I'll run away from them' . Because of this 'Ridderhof story, all this 
becomes very concrete and clear and it's not that simple. 

Although one cannot deny the value of such a comparison on a general 
level, the idea of 'vulnerability' during the 1940s and 2011 was without 
doubt very different. However, the impact of the present, or the proximity 
of violence, easily erased such historical nuances and made the present into a 
tool to engage with the past on one's own tern1s, both for the teachers and 
the students. 

Conclusion and Final Remarks 

In this chapter, I proposed a framework for analysing historical distance 
in education from five dimensions: time, person, imagination, place and 
engagement. I applied the framework to an educational assignment devel­
oped for a specific Dutch town by national Remembrance Centre Kamp 
Westerbork, a forn1er transition camp used by the Gern1an occupiers to 
organize the Holocaust from the Netherlands. Students from schools in 
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Alphen aan den Rijn were invited to take a walking or biking tour and visit 
locations connected with Jewish life in this town, aided by an assignment 
consisting of explanatory texts, images and questions. 

If we interpret the assignment from the dimension of time, it appears 
that it is meant mainly as a tool for developing knowledge and values for 
the present. It uses a mnemonic pasting technique to bring the war period 
close to the present. From the dimension of person, the approach is less 
clear. Historical actors are introduced in the materials, but, due to a lack of 
contextual information, they remain flat characters. From the dimensions 
of imagination and place, it is important to look at the dynamics between 
the visual infonnation in the assignment and the actual places to be visited. 
Students can see both change and continuity in historical places by com­
paring photographs of the 1940s with the same locations in the present. 
Experiencing shorter and longer distance may occur simultaneously here and 
create an experience that is more historical than presentist. This only works, 
however, if students are provided with the correct contextual information 
about the historical actors in the old photographs, which was absent from the 
assignment. In the engagement dimension, I looked at how some mediators 
would distance historically when teaching with these materials. The educa­
tor responsible for The War Nearby explained that she had resisted the project 
initiators' call for a straightforward moral perspective. Bringing the past closer 
to the present, according to her, was useful for educational purposes only as 
an encounter with material remains, but not as a closed narrative with a par­
ticular moral stance. The teachers valued this approach positively. They said 
that they saw this material as a valuable addition to their teaching practice 
and thought they could add enough contextual information, if necessary, to 
balance longer and shorter distancing. 

These interviews show why we cannot evaluate the construction of 
historical distance solely by interpreting a written assignment. Mediators add 
their own materials and insights, as do the students themselves. Therefore, 
we need to understand historical distance within the overallleaming process 
on a certain curriculum topic. There are classroom activities, and there is 
learning in and around heritage institutions, but there are also collabora­
tive projects which may have a unique impact on how past and present are 
connected. 

The assignment involving active leaming in the school environment 
about the heritage of the Jewish victims was barely used in the Alphen 
schools. This was very much due to practical concerns. The assignment was 
part of the much larger project The War Nearby, and it was difficult to incor­
porate this whole package into the daily routines of the school programmes 
and, hence, the smaller assignment was overlooked. This is a well-known 
problem showing that both epistemological and practical concerns need to 
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be considered before teaching in heritage institutions and classroom practic~ 
can be mutually beneficial. 

In the educational context of the Netherlands, heritage institutions can 
contribute to the need to humanize and emotionalize the past in history 
education, if they do not present the past uncritically or as static in meaning. 
If such teaching is developed for classroom use, it also needs to be flexible 
enough to accommodate timetables, student diversity and teacher needs. 
This is easier said than done. One of the major dilemmas, which also surfaced 
in the teacher interviews, is that critical historical thinking about heritage 
should be supported by providing students with enough contextual infor­
mation. Teachers, however, do not always seem to expect a contextualized 
and analytical approach to be part of a heritage project. They themselves are 
not consistent in their approaches either and may acconm10date emotional 
needs when everyday life enters the classroom. This became evident from 
the interviews, which took place in Alphen shortly after dramatic events had 
shocked the conm1Unity. Therefore, the most promising results will appear 
where schools, heritage institutions and educational specialists find ways to 
cooperate on a more permanent basis and to analyse goals and practices, both 
in terms of historical distance and in terms of their use in different learning 
contexts. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Engaging Experiences of the Second 
World War 

Historical Distance in Exhibitions and 
Educational Resources 

PIETER DE BRUIJN 

In 1990 the Imperial War Museum in London opened an interactive exhibi­
tion called the 'Blitz experience' about the bombing of Britain's capital city 
by the German Air Force in the Second World War. The exhibition was 
one of the ftrst of its kind and consisted of a reconstructed air raid shelter 
and a bombed London street brought to live with audio-visual effects and 
a character actor, all in order to recreate what it must have been like to live 
through this historical event. 1 

This type of museum display, that aims to bring the past nearby and 
stimulate emotional engagement through an immersive experience, is an 
important feature of today's museums: a trend that relates to the growing 
presence of digital media in today's society, which calls for the authentic 
aura of original artefacts to be supplemented by reconstructed and simulated 
environments. 2 These strategies are also often used in the educational activi­
ties and resources of museums in which they are thought to render the past 
more tangible and comprehensible to school students. 3 

Cultural heritage may very well help students in achieving a better 
historical understanding. The embodied learning experiences that cul­
tural heritage practices provide would trigger affective responses and help 
people to 'enter another world'. 4 Some studies have indicated that immer­
sive types of display stimulate visitors' imagination and can leave them with 
in-depth knowledge of the history presented. 5 Although some influential 
works in heritage studies literature have framed the terrain of emotion as a 

Notes for this section begin on page 213. 




