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is an Associate Professor at the University at
Wroclaw (Poland) and Chair of the Depart-
ment of Methodology of Teaching History and
Civic Education. She is a board member of the
International Society for History Didactics and
managing editor of its scholarly journal - the
Journal of Research on History Didactics, His-
tory Education,and History Culture JHEC). She
is also @ member of the International Feder-
ation for Public History Steering Committee.

Joanna’s strategy — Using commemorative prac-
tices to teach that history is a constructed narra-
tive — encourages students to analyse and de-
construct how the past is commemorated in
their locality by looking at historical plaques,
monuments, and names of public spaces. Stu-
dents are asked to determine what message(s)
these commemorative works carry, by whom,
for whom, and when they were formulated,
who is excluded, and why they might be ex-
cluded. Students explore how and why these
commemorative practices changed over time
in order to develop an understanding of the
constructed nature of history in public spac-
es. This strategy is an innovative approach to
class excursions - an alternative to visits that
are typically meant to teach what the past is,

rather than how the past is told. The strategy
is part of the book “Thinking on Multiethnic-
ity” (Myslac o wieloetnicznosci), based on the
Big Six concepts of historical thinking devel-
oped by Peter Seixas.

This lesson plan is part of a five-part teaching
strategy series designed and tested by teach-
ers for teachers. The overall aim of Sharing
European Histories is to help young people
understand the complexity, multiplicity, and
transnational character of European history
and recognise how history can engage every-
one in understanding Europe. For more infor-

mation, go to sharingeuropeanhistories.eu.
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Using
commemorative
practices to teach
that history is

a constructed
narrative

JOANNA WOJDON

History is all around us. It is presented
on plaques, monuments, buildings,
and in names of public spaces. This
strategy aims to get students to con-
sider how the commemorated past

is constructed, why it is presented in
this way, and what has been left out.



OVERVIEW OF THE STRATEGY

This strategy encourages students to analyse
and deconstruct how the past is commemo-
rated in their city / town / village by looking at
historical plaques, monuments, and names of
public spaces, such as streets, squares, build-
ings, and boroughs/cities.

Students will be asked to determine what
message(s) these commemorative works car-
ry, by and for whom they were formulated,
when they were formulated, whose interests
they serve, who is excluded, and why they
are excluded. They will explore how and why
these commemorative practices changed over
time - e.g. how street names changed or what
plaques were added, removed, or renovated
- in order to develop an understanding that
history in the public space is constructed and
reconstructed for various reasons.

This strategy is an innovative approach to
class excursions, an alternative to visits that
are typically meant to teach what the past is
rather than how the past is told.

WHAT IS THE AIM OF THE
STRATEGY?

This strategy aims to show that history pre-
sented in public spaces, and history more
broadly, is a constructed narrative and one
that should be approached critically.

It reveals how history is consumed outside of
classrooms and beyond textbooks and asks
students to look for diversity in representa-
tions of actors or groups of interest who are
or may deserve to be represented.

Close analysis and comparison enable us to
find commonalities, influences, and suprana-
tional trends. Simultaneously, students may
come to notice sensitive, conflicting narra-
tives or issues and discuss how they could
deal with them in public spaces.
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What do you
need to do
to use this
strategy

in your
classroom?



STEP 1: PREPARE THE MATERIALS

A - Decide on the historical site you

will analyse

Choose an area in your city / town / village
where there is a meaningful set of plaques /
monuments /buildings /names of public spac-
es that commemorate the past. You should try
to pick a site where there is a range of com-
memorative works within relative proximity
to one another. This could be organized as a
virtual excursion using Google Maps, Street-
View, or another application.

B - Prepare background information on the

commemorative sites

Familiarise yourself with some background

information on the sites you are going to ask

the students to analyse. The following ques-
tions could be asked to prompt analysis:

*  When was this commemoration created?

* Who created it?

e On whose initiative was this commemora-
tion created?

e What circumstances led to this commem-
oration being created?

* What does it commemorate?

* Does the commemoration reflect a local,
national, international event, or a combi-
nation of the aforementioned?

e What theme does this relate to (politics,
culture, religion, etc.)?

* What historical periods are reflected in
these commemorations?

e Has this commemoration changed over
time? (This works particularly well with
street names.)

STEP 2: USE THE MATERIALS IN THE
CLASSROOM / ON THE EXCURSION

Activity 1: In advance of the excursion

Depending on the amount, kind, and/or qual-
ity of information available on-site, students
can be introduced to the general time period
or theme in advance of their excursion. This
can be done via a short lecture, a video clip,

or an open class conversation on the topic of
memorable events in history (geographically
or time-bound to be relevant to the future ex-
cursion). This will allow students to confront
their previous findings or understandings
with the objects they find in the public space
during the visit/excursion

Activity 2: The excursion

Students will be taken on an excursion of the
commemorative site(s). There they will gather
information on what they observe. They can
be asked to document their findings by taking
notes or taking photos of the objects in ques-
tion. It might be useful to create a worksheet
that students can fill out while on the excur-
sion and refer to during the guided discussion
following the excursion.

Discussion 1: After the excursion

Students are asked to deconstruct the com-

memorative practice(s) they have investigated

by considering a few questions. These ques-

tions might include:

* Who erected or named these commemo-
rative objects?

*  When were these commemorative objects
erected or named?

e For what reason(s) were these objects
placed in the public space?

e Whose views do these commemorative
objects represent?

e What historical period is reflected in this
commemorative object?

e What purposes do these commemorative
objects serve?

e Has this commemorative object changed
over time?

This is an opportunity for the teacher to un-
derstand which points and issues need under-
lining or further explanation. It is also an op-
portunity to address history and related issues
that might be sensitive, contested, or contro-
versial. Students should come to understand
the selectively constructed nature of histori-
cal narratives.

USING COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES TO TEACH THAT HISTORY IS A CONSTRUCTED NARRATIVE
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WHAT OBSTACLES COULD A TEACHER
WITH THIS STRATEGY FACE?

Organisation of the excursion

As in the case of any excursion, this is a
time-consuming activity that demands organ-
isation, discipline, and a good deal of atten-
tion. Additionally, some teachers may find it
difficult to identify enough objects of desir-
able quality/usefulness within their locality.
A possible solution for both of these issues
could be the organisation of a virtual excur-
sion, despite an in-person excursion being
preferable.

Conceptual understanding

Teachers will need to provide more or less in-
formation in advance of the excursion, bear-
ing in mind their students’ prior knowledge.
There may well be terms and concepts that
need explaining or simplifying to make the
excursion accessible to all.

Question prompting

Some students will be able to think critically
about the narratives portrayed by the com-
memorations without prompt questions. Oth-
ers will need prompt questions. Examples of
these are given in the exemplar material.

HOW COULD YOU MAKE THIS
STRATEGY MORE INCLUSIVE?

Supporting lower attaining students

e Choose relatively simple commemorative
objects or practices to analyse and/or
present. Monuments are often best-suit-
ed for this.

e Select fewer commemorative objects/
practices to analyse or fewer aspects of
analysis to consider.

» Assign students specific roles in the
course of investigating an object/prac-
tice. For example, a lower attaining stu-
dent could serve as a documenter, while
a higher attaining student could be a
researcher.

Challenging higher attaining students

e During the excursion, students could be
asked to conduct a survey asking passers-
by about the meaning of the commemo-
rative objects. Ask the students to discuss
similarities and differences of interpreta-
tions of meaning.

e Organise additional post-excursion activ-
ities (see Additional - Option 1 and 2) and
prompt them to address more sensitive
themes, issues, or events that require
additional research.

e Assign more in-depth research into the
past in search of events or individuals to
commemorate. Encourage the use of local
archives or press.

o Compare commemorative practices in
other places, whether that be compari-
sons of general practices or comparisons
of the same/similar events to those in
their own locality.

USING COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES TO TEACH THAT HISTORY IS A CONSTRUCTED NARRATIVE
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Wroctaw was a city that changed its state af-
filiation many times throughout the centuries.
The ethnic composition of the inhabitants of
Wroctaw has also changed, both gradually (e.g.
under the influence of Germanization of me-
dieval patriciate) and abruptly (e.g. as a result
of post-war displacement of the Germans).

Prussian leaders and the Third Reich empha-

sized the German character of the city, while -
the leaders of the Polish People’s Republic af- g2
ter World War |l emphasized its Polish origins. < 2 £
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EXAMPLE EXCURSION

For each plaque, identify

its connection to political, social, cultural,
and/or economic history;

which ethnic group’s past it reflects;
whether it is a part of local, regional, na-
tional, and/or international history;

what changes it reflects; and

which spheres of life are missing in the
plaques and why.

USING COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES TO TEACH THAT HISTORY IS A CONSTRUCTED NARRATIVE
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EXAMPLES
OF WORKSHEET

Local / Regional

Social / Cultural
/ National /
International
Social groups

/ Economic
Polish / Czech
/ German /
Jewish / other

Political /

USING COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES TO TEACH THAT HISTORY IS A CONSTRUCTED NARRATIVE 15



Social / Cultural
Polish / Czech

/ German /
Jewish / other
Local / Regional
/ National /
International
Social groups
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VARIATIONS OF THIS
STRATEGY

Option 1

Students could present their own proposals

explaining possible adjustments and alter-

ations to existing commemorative objects
and practices, taking into consideration the
changing realities of the contemporary world,
values, societal goals, etc. For example, they
could design their own commemorative
plague or monument(s), re-name the streets
or squares in the area, etc.and provide reason-
ing for its placement in the public space. The
inclusion of multiple perspectives of the past

(e.g. those of marginalized groups) should be

encouraged.

e  What will your commemorative object
look like? Alternatively, what will your
public space be named?

* Will you include a plaque or inscription?
If so, what will it state?

* Where will you place this commemorative
object in the public space? Why have you
chosen this location?

e For what reason(s) is this commemorative
object placed in the public space?

e Whose view(s) does this commemorative
object represent?

» What historical period is reflected in this
commemorative object?

e What purpose does this commemorative
object serve?

e Could this commemorative object change
over time?

Option 2

Groups of students could be asked to design
the commemorative practices in various time
periods. For example, what monuments would
they put in the square in the 18th, 19th, 20th,
21st century so that they reflect dominant
virtues, political preferences, newest achieve-
ments, and political goals of the particu-
lar society.

Option 3

Design plaques such as the ones in Nankiera
Square in Wroctaw for your own town/village/
district taking into consideration the turning
points and the elements of continuity in its
history. Make sure your pavement is accept-
able and attractive to tourists from different
countries.

USING COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES TO TEACH THAT HISTORY IS A CONSTRUCTED NARRATIVE
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