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Changing Perspectives through Identical Holocaust
Syllabus and Interactions:
Polish and Israeli Teacher Training Course

Sharon Azaria, Agniszka Kania

The goal of this qualitative research was to promote understanding between Polish and Israeli
pre-service teachers and to serve as a model in promoting understanding among different
races, religions and nationalities. This study included 15 Polish and 15 Israeli pre-service
student teachers who participated in a teacher training course. The identical syllabus was
taught related to the Jewish-Polish history from the 1900's till 1956 with emphasis on the
period of the Holocaust. At the end of every lesson the participants reflected on the lesson.
These weekly and end of the semester reflections were shared by both sides and were
gathered and divided into themes. They included (1) themes that all participants shared and
had the same conceptions, (2) themes that differed according to the Polish or Israeli
nationality, and (3) the theme related to the process which both sides encountered through the
course. Both sides went through the same process. Initially they discussed the extremes
related to that period of time, slowly realized that there were different aspects and
circumstances to consider and began to understand the other side. Anger was expressed by the
participants in both countries and displaced on the Germans. A comfort zone was reached
related to their perception of themselves during that period. The self-identity of both groups
was strengthened, self-understanding emerged from the process, the stereotypes were broken
and finally the members of the group developed sensitivity towards others.

Introduction

With anti-Semitism on the rise throughout Europe, and with no more than 10,000 Jewish
residents presently in Poland (Zimmerman, and contributing authors.,2014), the feelings
towards the Jewish are mixed with stereotypes and a rate of 37% anti-Semitism in Poland
(ADL, 2015). Many of these feelings stem back to the period when 90% of the thriving
3,300,000 Jewish community was annihilated. The destiny of the Polish Jewry was not the
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only one that suffered from the many atrocities that occurred on Polish land during the
Holocaust, but all European Jewry suffered on Polish land. While many of the Polish
people sensed they were the victims, today many Israelis and Jews are solely familiar with
the exterminations and the Polish role of active approver and perpetrator. Many Poles and
Israelis are not familiar with the complexities that existed and exist till today. Although
there are many courses and seminars teaching the Holocaust period including:
the International Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust (Auschwitz-
Birkenau State Museum), Yad Vashem, Mémorial de la Shoah, the Wansee Conference
House and the US Holocaust Memorial Museum as well as many universities, this research
is unique as Poles and Israelis studied in the course the identical Jewish-Polish history and
literature simultaneously. This research is also unique as it examined their interaction and
their insights and understanding of each piece of literature and historical fact presented
during the course.

Theoretical background
Polish History

For over 800 years there has been a large Jewish presence in Poland. This was due to the
relative tolerance and lesser levels of anti-Semitism in Poland through many of the various
historical periods (Milerski, 2010). The anti-Semitism of pre-World War 1l Poland was not
as pronounced as anti-Semitism in other European countries, the Jews felt relatively
comfortable in Poland and the pre-war Jewish population consisted of the largest Jewish
population in Europe with 3,300,000 Jews. These Jews were prominent in the society
compromising fifty percent of the doctors and lawyers of Poland and were pronounced
throughout the various fields of culture. However, more than ninety percent of this striving
community was annihilated during (Grupinska, 2015).

During and right after World War I1, Poles engaged in anti-Semitic behaviors that resulted
in the persecution and death of their Jewish neighbors, e.g. The pogroms in Kielce (Gross
2006). This encouraged the remaining Jewish population to emigrate (Engel, 1998), mostly
moving to Israel, with approximately 10,000 Jews left in Poland today.

Following World War 11, during the period of communism, Poland primarily viewed itself
as victors and victims of the war. Further, the remembrance of the Nazi occupation was
formulated mainly as a Polish experience (Milerski, 2010) and the Holocaust as a crime
against the Polish nation with most Polish history books barely mentioned the Jews
(Weinbaum, 2011) Competition existed over the suffering by the Jews versus the Polish
people which resulted in anti-Semitism unrelated to any events related to the few Jews that
remained in Poland (Bilewicz and al, 2013, 2016).

While Poland's narrative after the war was Poland as victims, during recent years through
the free media changes have occurred in describing the relationship between Poles and
Jews. Gross' writings (2001, 2006) helped create a newer Polish narrative which
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reconstructed the framework of collective awareness that created an atmosphere of consent
to violence. This was followed by Grabowski's (2013) ground-breaking writings which
stated that although most of the Poles resisted actively or passively to the Nazi occupation,
the majority assisted in eradicating the Jews. Through Grabowski's (2013) and Gross'
(2001,2006) writings, Poland is not only portrayed as the conquered victim with
approximately 9% of its non-Jewish population killed, but also of collaboration, hostility,
and as a place where killings were committed against the Jews by the local population.
Along with this narrative, is that of helplessness in the face of the Nazi aggression, people
looking the other way, by standing, and refusing to help as a result of active approval,
indifference, or through feelings of terror. An additional narrative that has been more
pronounced in the past years is that of those who made a difference who risked their lives
to save Jews (Milerski, 2010). Among the Polish people approximately 6,500 were awarded
"Righteous among the Nations", the largest amount in all of Europe.

In the past educational activities at memorial sites were perceived as providing national
legitimacy. Today they shape the social discourse (Biatecka, 2008). Today there are
research institutions in Poland in Warsaw and Krakow that lead educational programs for
Holocaust studies and Polish universities with academic units exploring the problems faced
by the Jews. Jewish cultural initiatives and Jewish festivals have been introduced in
Krakow and Warsaw.

Teaching the Holocaust in Poland

In the 1960s, under the influence of communism, the Holocaust was taught as the
remembrance of Nazi crimes against the Polish nation. The annihilation of the Jews, who
were referred to as part of the Polish population, was considered just one of the many
barbaric acts by the Nazis. (Grabowski, 2013, Milerski (2010). Before 1996 the treatment
of the Holocaust in history textbooks and curriculum was marginal. From 1999 it became
mandatory. It was incorporated into the textbooks in 2003 (Zimmerman, 2014). Information
on the Holocaust became “more extensive” in textbooks, more factually accurate, and
widespread (Trojanski, 2013). Today there are actions being made to rectify the past and
extend the knowledge about Holocaust education with some positive changes. Teachers are
very influential in their teaching and the means they use in teaching and the message they
want to get across. To prevent misconceptions, there is a need to establish one institution to
coordinate the training of teachers, editing materials, and resources.

Jewish History

Israelis and Jews find Poland a difficult country as many atrocities occurred on Polish land
during the Holocaust. With entire families being wiped out and sole survivors telling their
stories, the fate of the Jewish community of Poland was the worst of all the fates in Europe
with the least amount of survivors from the largest pre-war Jewish community. Not only
were the Polish Jews slaughtered in the concentration camps or murdered in the villages,
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the majority of the European Jewish community was slaughtered in concentration camps on
Polish soil. These facts have caused many Jews to feel a strong sense of resentment towards
all Poles forgetting that Poland was a victim of Nazi Germany and a conquered country.
Many Jews are solely familiar with the Polish role of active approver and perpetrator
without being familiar with the complexities that existed and exist till today.

From the late 1980's Jewish youth have begun traveling to Poland to learn more about the
Holocaust and to become emotionally entrenched into the atrocity that happened to the
Jewish people. They travel to Poland as it has the majority of the concentration camps
which were placed on Polish soil by the Germans. Although the Germany Nazis were the
perpetrators of World War 11, the youth do not travel to Germany and, therefore, Poland
represents for them the Holocaust. The trip to Poland is constructed in such a way that the
Polish landscape is used as a setting against which all the landmarks lead to death camps.
The camps turn into the central points, and time is devoted to them and to the ceremonies
performed (Romi & Lev, 2007). These ceremonies evoke powerful emotions from the
youth. Many have either arrived with negative feelings towards the Poles while others
through being in Poland develop negative feelings.

Teaching the Holocaust in Israel

The Ministry of Education included the Holocaust as a subject to be taught from a very
young age. It is also included in the high school matriculation exams (Segev, 2000) and in
the literature curriculum. From the year 2000 the plight of the Holocaust has expanded and
includes not just the European Jews, but also, the Nazi plight as the final solution included
all the Jews including those in Arab countries. Today the Holocaust is taught through the
enquiry based approach which includes combining individual memory and historical
knowledge. Every year on Holocaust commemoration day all school children attend a
Holocaust ceremony which includes both individual memory and historical: all radio shows
and TV shows which are solely related to the Holocaust.

Seminars and courses on the Holocaust

Throughout Israel and Poland there are numerous courses and seminars offered on the
Holocaust. According to the Polish International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
teacher's courses are presented at: the International Center for Education about Auschwitz
and the Holocaust (Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum), Yad Vashem, Mémorial de la
Shoah, the Wansee Conference House and the US Holocaust Memorial Museum.
University courses on the Holocaust are offered to undergraduate and graduate students at
many other Polish universities, e.g. in Warsaw, Lublin, Wroctaw, Poznan, Gdansk,
Biatystok, Bydgoszcz, Opole, Rzeszéw, Krakow, and Katowice. It is possible to receive
masters and PhD degrees dedicated to various aspects of the Holocaust.


http://auschwitz.org/en/education/iceah-general-information/mission-statement
http://auschwitz.org/en/education/iceah-general-information/mission-statement
http://auschwitz.org/en/
http://www.ca.uw.edu.pl/component/content/article/37
http://www.umcs.lublin.pl/jednostki.php?id=1445
http://www.judaistyka.uni.wroc.pl/judaistyka/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=37&Itemid=35
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Israel universities and all teachers' colleges have Holocaust courses. There are B.A., M.A,
and PhD. degrees in Holocaust studies. All teachers' programs include studying the
Holocaust as a basic requirement to qualify as teachers.

Seminars and courses in Poland and Israel tend to teach material related to the Holocaust
seperately for each country and their group of students. With a minimum amount of
interaction between the Israeli and Polish students. Some educators have brought together
groups of various students. Gross (2013) through a summer seminar brought together
educators onto Polish soil where they studied and implemented a curriculum for
reconciliation.

Changes in Perspectives

To undergo dramatic changes regarding perspectives or conceptions of a situation and
accept a different perspective, various transitional stages are entailed. Based upon the
original grief model by Kubler-Ross (1969) five emotional stages are experienced to cope
and accept our major life changes and death. These stages include denial, anger, bargaining,
depression and acceptance. Later Kubler-Ross (2005) applied her model, not only to death,
but to additional emotional situations where individuals are seeking to arrive at emotional
acceptance. These included: various stages of grief, divorce, or any form of personal loss.
Since then this model has evolved, it has also been referred to as the Emotional Change
Curve. It has been applied to teacher changes when implementing the use of new
technologies in the classroom (Wagner, 2013), to the emotional impact of change on
individuals in educational organizations (Kearney & Hyle, 2003), and to understand the
conflict and pain of minority students in transition (Romero, 1981).

The Change Curve Model has become a powerful tool, and aids us in understanding
personal transitions. One of the Kubler-Ross' variations on her model includes three major
stages. They are: shock and denial, anger and depression, and acceptance and integration.
By passing through these stages and by applying this model change may be accelerated and
the likeliness of success may be improved.

Aims and research questions

The aim of this research is to promote understanding between Poles towards Israelis and

Israeli towards Poles through studying together and learning Jewish-Polish history and

literature.

The research questions are:

1. How do Israeli and Polish participants perceive the identical Jewish-Polish history and
literature materials?

2. What happens when Polish and Jewish participants interact on the identical history and
literature materials?
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Research method

A class was taught on the Holocaust at Jagiellonian University in Krakow for pre-service
teachers and a parallel class was taught at Talpiot Academic College. Both classes were
given the same readings that included the history of Polish people and the Polish Jews
during the Holocaust and the Righteous Gentiles. The two-hour semester course included
later writings (Gross 2001, 2006; Grabowski, 2013) and literature (Levi, 1958; Borowski,
1992). These readings portrayed an extensive picture of the Polish complexities. Both
classes watched a movie that portrayed a Jewish Polish boy. Most of the material was new
for the Israelis and the Poles. Materials were jointly prepared by both lecturers to provide a
syllabus that gave a rounded picture of the situation in Poland. Both classes received the
same assignments, questions, and wrote reflections at the end of each session and a final
reflection at the end of the semester. All reflections were written in English allowing the
exchange. No language corrections and no comments were made by either lecture. Grades
were given based upon lesson plans for junior or high school students, the final assignment.

Research population

The research population consisted of: fifteen pre- service teachers from Krakow
Jagiellonian University, Poland and fifteen pre- service teachers from Talpiot Academic
College, Israel. The Polish pre- service teachers were Christians and the Israeli pre-service
teachers were Jewish. The Israeli pre- service teachers were training to become English as a
second language teachers. The Polish pre- service teachers were training to become Polish
language and literature teachers and culture educators.

Tools

This research was based upon the interactions between the Polish and Israeli pre-service
teachers. The material included open questions which were related to the specific readings
and information obtained during class lectures and open reflections without specific
questions. Additional materials were the replies made on the reflections and replies to what
the other side had written. In addition, there was a final full semester reflection which
included open questions.

Research analysis

This qualitative research used the phenomenology approach (Smith & Osborn, 2003)
referring to the subjective cognitive and affective understandings of the Polish and Israeli
pre-service teachers according to their perspectives. This was expressed through statements
by the pre and in- service teachers and in their writings to their counterparts. Data
collection consisted of gathering over 240 reflections from pre-service teachers in Poland
and lIsrael. The answers were classified into different types of responses. Each part was
individually analyzed. Validation was achieved by all analysis being examined by both
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lecturers. Both lecturers, the Polish and the Israeli went over the answers and analysis of
the materials from Talpiot Academic College and Jagiellonian University.

Findings

Six main themes emerged from the participants weekly and end of year reflections. They
may be divided into categories according to: (1) themes that all participants shared and had
the same conceptions, (2) themes that differed according to the Polish or Israeli nationality,
and (3) the theme related to the process which both sides encountered through the course.
The first category that will be presented is that the participants of both groups share
common conceptions, in spite of the fact that Israelis and Poles had different perspectives
regarding the period of history discussed. This category is divided into three themes. The
themes include: (a) the extremes, (b) war, and (c) the reference to Germans and Nazis.

The first theme that emerged through participation in the course was the extremes when
discussing the Polish-Jewish history. Both the Polish and the Israeli participants barely
referred to the majority of the Polish people living during World War I1. They tended to

refer only to the extremes. Both referred to the "kind and heartless", "good and negative.
Another reference was "to those who risked their lives vs. people who enjoyed to torture
others".
One participant referred to the bystanders and commented:
Some Polish claimed they helped only because they didn't tell the Nazis they'd seen a
Jew. Either way, it seems to me that to believe you helped the Jews by not turning them
over to the Germans is a distorted notion, to say the least.
Another participant tried to understand the bystanders:
The system put the Poles in an impossible position. 1 do not condemn those did nothing
to help the Jews, but in my mind (not heart) I understand.
However most of the participants referred to the extremes. This may be understood as the
literature available regarding the majority of the people is less readily available. The
participants read material about the righteous gentiles showing the good side. The
participants read material about the death camps (Levi, 1996; Borowski, 1992), historical
materials (Gross, 2001, 2006; Grabowski (2013). All of these refer to the terrible side. The
only place where the majority of the people were depicted were in various scenes from the
movie.
The second theme that emerged through participation in the course was reference to war
when discussing the Polish-Jewish history. The theme of the war came up throughout the
reflections on both Polish and Israeli sides. Sometimes it was used as a descriptive of the
situation, such as a horrible war. However, usually both sides used the term war to explain
behavior. Both sides referred to how war affects individuals and groups of people almost
making the actions excusable. Comments included:
War has its own rules; War must be a really hard time to help people.
There are different angles of the war.
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And more severe comments: Where is the humanity? It is awful to think that (even

though it was a war and the life was difficult it is still hard to imagine killing for it).

Maybe they did it because war triggers evil in all human beings
Even the more severe comments use the war as an excuse to alleviate the tension and aid
the participants in dealing with the materials presented.
The third theme that emerged through participation in the course was the reference to
Germans and Nazis when discussing the Polish-Jewish history. The terms German and Nazi
were brought up by both Poles and Israelis and were equally referred to by both sides. As
the syllabus did not include materials specifically related to the Germans and the syllabus
was prepared for Polish and Israeli participants, it is interesting to note not only the
references made, but the quantity of references pertaining to the Germans and Nazis. Half
of the comments relating to a group of people from both Polish and Israeli participants
referred to the Jewish population. One third of the comments referred to the Polish
population and one sixth of the comments referred to the German or Nazi population. As
the Germans were the perpetrators of the war, there was a need on both sides to place
emphasis on this fact. It allowed Israelis and Poles to blame another group setting them
aside as the out-group. It may have aided the Israelis and Poles in their own communication
and to feel social cohesiveness as an in-group.
Usually the term German and Nazi could be interchangeable. When Poles and Israelis
referred to Germans sometimes the references were composed to understand or explain the
behaviour. Sometimes when referring to the actions of the Poles the references would
include the term German and the accompanying behavior. This was more predominant
among the Poles.
Germans were also referred to perpetrators. Participants said: Germans planned, Germans
acted, Germans wanted. Sometimes, but to a lesser extent, the Germans were also described
in the passive form. Comments included: inform the Germans, lie to the Germans.
When Israelis and Poles referred to the Nazis it was always in a negative context.
Usually when referring to the Nazis the reference was related to complying with them.
This may be intended to please them, appease them, or gain something from the Nazis.
Comments included: inform the Nazis, run away from the Nazis, give to the Nazis, told the
Nazis.
However, some participants referred to the Nazis in the possessive form. Comments
included: actions of Nazis, behaviour of Nazis. To a lesser extent reference to the Nazis
included comments similar to the Germans where the Nazis were active. Nazis took the
identity from the Jews. Nazis burned the house. Therefore, it appears to be that the two
terms were used interchangeably to a large extent. Discussing and bringing up the Germans
and Nazis, the outsiders, aided Israelis and Poles in their interchanges during the course.
The second category that was brought up during the reflections was related to the
differences between the Polish and Israeli groups. Each group had a different perspective.
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The second category may be divided into two themes: (a) the authenticity of the material
and (b) emotions versus cognitive understanding.
The first theme is the authenticity of the materials which was referred to by the Polish
participants. In two sections the authenticity was discussed. The first place was in reference
to the movie Run Boy Run (2013) produced by Pepe Donquart and the second was in
reference to Jan Gross' (2001, 2006) writings.
The movie, Run Boy Run, is the true story of Yoram Friedman, a Polish Jew, who survived
the war and after the war moved to Israel. It is based upon his biography written by Uri
Orlev. The only reference throughout the reflections when the lIsraelis brought up the
question of authenticity of the materials was in reference to the movie. One participant
referred to this:
While watching a terrible scene | started to calm myself by saying: it is only a movie, it
is not real [...] but then | remembered that it actually was the reality.
However, this comment is very different from the comments made by the Polish
participants. The Polish participants were concerned about historical details, dates and
places. These are the comments made by different Polish participants:
There are many reservations about the chronology of the film or show the reality in those
years. Perhaps, that is why the movie considerably loses its value for the Polish students.
Without accurate knowledge the movie is just the story of survival. There is no history in it.
The situation of the boy does not change over the years. 1942 or 1944 there is no
difference.
One participant is questioning it and encouraging children to question the authenticity:
The Israelis did not question it but referred to the actual events that happened to Yoram
Friedman. Many had read the book and all of them had read the write up about him. They
tended to look at the movie as an opportunity to better understand the Polish people and the
details were of lesser importance to them. One participant commented:
Although I read the book many times, while | was watching the movie | succeeded to
look through a different eye. This time, as an effect of this course, | focused on the
reactions of the people which Yurek met. It demonstrated the differences among the
Polish population at the time of the Holocaust.
The second reference to authenticity was in connection with Jan Gross' (2001) book
regarding the pogrom. Most of the participants were surprised by what they read and were
emotionally affected by it. However, one participant commented:
It hasn’t been deeply investigated yet and the truth hasn’t (been) found.
Another participant brought up the question of authenticity in general, but ultimately was
aware of the fact that what Gross wrote was the truth.
To reject the thoughts that appear in the back of your head that maybe it was not true
that the historian Gross, but exaggerating puts too bold and not proven thesis? Yes, such
thoughts may occur in young educated people who read a lot of books related to the
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Holocaust and Polish — Jewish relations. What is true for a short time, barely a fraction
of a second.
Sometimes it is difficult to accept behavior that one may feel is connected to one's
reference group. Under these circumstances it may be easier to question what one sees or
reads. The Polish participants had a different reference group than the Israeli participants.
This may have influenced the participants in viewing the authenticity of the materials.
The second theme relating to the differences between the Polish and Israeli groups was
emotions versus cognitive understanding. Although both groups expressed emotions and
cognitively analyzed the materials, the Polish participants expressed their feelings and
emotions at different sections of the readings than the lIsraelis, as well as cognitively
analyzed the materials at different points.
When referring to the literature written by Primo Levi (1996) and Tadeusz Borowski the
Israelis referred more emotionally to the content. They referred to: "sensitivity”, "painful”,
"empathy" "emotional”, "sad", "passionate”, "hurting”, "angry", "sympathy", "mercy",
"compassion”, and "emotional process". The Israelis appear to identify with Primo Levi. As
one student commented: it is the history of the Jewish people.
The Polish students referred less to the emotional side but tended to try and understand
what happened and how this could happen or how to make sure that the younger generation
believes it. They referred to the "philosophical thoughts”, "historical knowledge",
"understand why people behaved the way they did", and "ask questions about the basic
values of life".
However, when reading Jan Gross (2001, 2006) and Jan Grabowski (2013) the Polish
participants appeared to be more emotional. They referred to "shame", "blame", "sad",
"upset”, and "embarrassed". They also made comments that it is "incomprehensible" or
"trying to understand the motives of the perpetrators".
One participant commented:
When reading two long narrations about two separate unforgivable activities which
Polish people did to Jews, | feel like rebelling. | feel that somebody only wants to prove
me how inhuman my ancestors were. | am not here to show anybody how evil his or her
grandfathers were. | am here to show what Polish students know about the Holocaust
and know how you learn about it in Israel.
The Israelis referring to the same readings appeared to use less words containing emotions.
They described what they read and questioned it. Almost all of them tried to write a
comment to put what they read in a larger perspective.
Through these passages we could perceive the emotional side when referring to their
reference group, especially when they felt that their reference group is the group being
discussed. When one group is being discussed the other group tends to be more
understanding, asking questions, and react cognitively with less emotions. Here the national
identity is more pronounced and each side with both sides attempting to also understand the
other side.
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The third category includes the theme which refers to the process that the Polish and
Jewish participants undertook by participating in the course. The process included a change
in understanding each other and attitudes. At the beginning of the course both the Polish
and the Israeli participants referred to surprises regarding most of the materials and
attitudes. All of the participants were surprised by the materials presented as the materials
were new for both sides. Israelis were surprised that the Poles were interested in the subject.
Poles were surprised about the Israeli opinions and the way they perceived Poland. For
many of the Israelis it was difficult emotionally to participate in the course. As one Israeli
participant commented:
I didn't want any connection with non-Jews, especially with people that only 70 years
ago were able to Kill or torture Jews only for being Jews. [....] | understand that like in
every place, there are good and bad people and | can't be against a whole nation just
because some of their people are really bad. Now [...] | see Polish people as good
people that want to live in peace and love and raise their children in a good world as we
want, but probably some of them are bad, just like in any other nation.
Comments changed over the semester. Another Israeli participant wrote:
Initially, 1 primarily excused the Poles and saw them as Germans' collaborators.
However, during the project, | have come to understand that many Poles took part in
saving the Jews during the Holocaust. In addition, | learned that their situation
sometimes was difficult too.
Another Israeli commented:
Taking part in this project allowed me to directly communicate with some Polish
students and learn directly from them how it feels to be judged for being part of a group.
They made me see them as individuals with interesting and surprising perspectives (and
personal stories).
One comment that appeared and expressed differently by various participants was:
It is amazing to read and hear about those Polish people because if | had to do the same
thing I'm not sure I would risk everything I have for saving someone that I even don’t
know!
Polish participants included becoming aware of the anti-Semitism of the past and of today
in Poland. They also discussed the changes which they encountered.
Comments from the Polish side from the beginning of the course were different than later
during the course. One Polish participant describes the process:
When | joined the project | had no idea how different the two perspectives are — Polish
and Jewish. Now | know that every meeting with the Israelis may require both from me
and from them patience, empathy and gentleness.
Another Polish participant commented on the process and the interaction:
The project taught me humility. And not to work out my opinion on another nation on
the basis of fragmentary information. It is good to read Israeli comments with the
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knowledge of their educational system and politics of the country, it helps to be able to
understand their way of thinking and be able to give up judging.

Another comment related to the interaction:

You have to be open to the narrative of the other side. We can disagree with some
views, but, to be able to discuss with them, we must know those opinions and
perspectives.

Still another participant stated their feelings and the importance of the continuous dialogue:
It seems to me also that in this discussion we often, as Poles, are 'defensive’ — but the
project has allowed us to realize that both sides, Polish and Israeli, have significant gaps
in knowledge about those events and the only way to reach an agreement is active
dialogue between the two sides, two nations.

And finally another Polish participant commented on the stereotypes which were especially

predominant at the beginning of the semester and earlier quoted by the Israeli participant.

The Polish participant wrote:

Importantly, it shows how Poland is perceived. In some communications one cannot
avoid stereotypes, and those related to the time of the Holocaust are still alive and
difficult to mitigate among young Poles and Jews. According to me, this project meant
that some of these stereotypes were broken.

The process included a change in understanding each other and a change in the attitudes

towards each other. Furthermore, both sides expressed their desire to meet their

counterparts face to face after finishing the course. By the end of the course it appeared that
the two groups had more in common than differences.

Discussion

When we examine the themes that were different in relationship to both sides, the
authenticity of the material was the main difference expressed by the Polish participants
that was not expressed by the Israelis. There appears to be a natural difficulty of accepting a
different picture than what was presented all through the years, especially when it is an
incomprehensible picture. Various stages are needed to accept new facts that do not
coincide with the known facts. Therefore, when the materials were difficult to accept
incorporating new difficult facts, there were questions regarding the authenticity of the
material. The authenticity was limited more to dates or places, etc. However, there was a
need to question and discuss in order to accept the tough challenging material presented.
This may be understood through Kubler-Ross' (1969) Change Curve Model. The first of the
distinct transitional stages leading to change or understanding is shock and denial. Through
the question of authenticity, we may see partial denial.

When we examine the themes that both groups commonly perceived, they included
discussing the extremes, the war and the Germans. Both groups related to these themes
through a different starting point. The Poles opening point was according to what they were
taught. They were taught at school that they were victims, they were helpless, and suffered
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under the Nazi rule. The Israelis were taught that 90% of the Jewish population in Poland
was wiped out and that almost all of the extermination camps were on Polish soil. Initially
the Poles depicted themselves as victims and the Israelis depicted the Poles as aggressors.
Both sides were "surprised" by the new material presented and both sides lacked
information related to the other side. Once again, we may see on both sides that initial first
stage of shock as described in the Change curve. As both sides learned the Jewish-Polish
history, they began to understand the complexity of the history. They were exposed to
different sides. Initially both sides discussed only the extremes. This may be considered the
first stage in a movement away from the original idea in which each side portrayed the
Poles. They were willing to see that there was more than one side to the situation. There
were not only good but also there were bad people as the Poles and Israelis learned there
was not only bad people but also good people.

Both sides tried to understand the circumstances and created an excuse that there was a war
and things happen in a war. Reinforcing the perception of the history was the addition of
their references to the Germans and Nazis. Both sides added the Germans to reduce the
emphasis on the Polish-Jewish history.

All of the above created a comfort zone for Israelis and Poles. The Poles, not entirely
victims, placed themselves in a different category. Similarly, Israelis no longer referred to
Poles only as the aggressors, but placed them in a different category. There are good and
bad Poles and war played its part. Further, when adding the Germans to their reflections
and positioning Germans in the out-group, it further strengthened their perception of their
intergroup Israeli-Polish relationship. Additionally, the blame was placed on the Germans.
Both sides anger related to the Holocaust was focused on the Germans and not on the
Israeli-Polish relationship. This corresponds to the second of the three transitional stages
leading towards change, anger.

When Israelis and Poles perceived the identical history differently it served as a means of
strengthening their own side their own self-identity to understand themselves and then
others. Each side's perspective and the way each side reacted to the material aided the
participants in strengthening their self-identity and understanding themselves and others
better. When the material was closer to their side the participants expressed more emotions.
Israelis expressed more emotions when the materials dealt with Jews while the Poles
expressed more emotions when the materials dealt with Poles.

When they were aware and discussed their emotions openly they were more able to
understand themselves and their nationality. However, when the material was related to
their counterparts they attempted to understand their point of view and how they may feel
and accept them.

Finally, stereotypes were broken and there was more understanding among the participants
through their reflective interactions. Knowing that someone else is going to read what you
wrote and not just sharing it with your classmates made each side more careful when they
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wrote. Many tried to envision how the other would feel. In such a process, sensitivity is
developed opening a door to further understanding.

All of the participants expressed their desire to meet their counterparts face to face. This
may be viewed as the third stage of change, acceptance. This desire to meet could only be
expressed when there is acceptance and understanding of the other. When you meet
someone face to face it is more vivid with whom one is working. By meeting each other
and a possibility of additional meetings, as requested by the Poles, an opportunity would be
created for additional processes. Additional processes may allow both sides to consider the
ordinary, everyday people who lived in Poland, to accept a more complete story,
understand each other, and build future working relationships.

Research contribution

This research is unique in that, a large spectrum of the complex Polish situation during
WWII was examined simultaneously in Israel and Poland, through scholarly inquiry.
Staying close to the sources was complex as most Polish students were familiar with the
history from the communist period. During that period all references were based upon the
Polish sufferings and only a section of the Polish sufferings included the Jews. This
research shed light on the situation both for the Polish teachers and the Israeli teachers. It
encouraged the Polish teachers to understand their past and the Jewish people. At the same
time Israelis, including second and third generation survivors, who have grown up on the
catastrophe that occurred on Polish soil were exposed to the wider Polish narrative.
Working together with their Israeli counterparts Poles and Israelis interacted together
through reflecting on Polish-Jewish history and generated knowledge surrounding the
Holocaust and that period of time. Upon Israelis learning the wider story and in recognizing
the new found acceptance of a wider story by their Polish counterparts, Israelis developed
more understanding towards the Polish teachers. When the Poles learned the wider story
they examined their own history differently, trying to understand themselves and the
Israelis better. The knowledge and awareness of both sides promoted understanding and the
request of the participants to develop the relationships between the Polish and Israeli
teachers. A face to face meeting at the end of the semester would encourage further
understanding and possibly form the basis of teaching together in their schools in Poland
and Israel combined Holocaust lessons.

Specifically, the results of this research may help in teacher training and preparing future
programs for teaching the Holocaust while emphasizing simultaneous learning of histories.
Generally, it may serve as an example of a method of studying histories of different races,
religions or nationalities. Through studying identical histories and communicating between
the different groups this may serve as a means of breaking barriers and prejudices among
students while aiming at promoting understanding, empathy, and forming a healing process.
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