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Since 1991, the Holocaust has been a compulsory topic within the National Curriculum in 
England and Wales, and the use of survivor testimony has become a typical method to relay 
these lessons to pupils. However, standardised forms and uses of testimony have been 
criticised for instance by Nobel Prize winner Imre Kertész, who spoke out against the 
institutionalisation of oral testimony as part of the cultural consensus about the Holocaust. 
In 2016, with generous support from the Toni Schiff Memorial Fund, the authors developed 
a pilot project to see how testimony and memory can be used as tools to not only teach 
agreed “moral lessons” but also to engage students and foster a critical awareness of their 
relationship with, and distance from, the past.   

This project included a series of school workshops with Year 8 and 9 pupils in Leicestershire 
and Lancashire during the spring of 2016 where, through a combination of drama 
performance and research tasks, students were invited to reflect critically on the 
construction of historical representations and memory.  In particular, students engaged in 
activities that placed an emphasis on the politics of commemoration, and questioned 
audiences’ interactions with museums and sites of memory.  In order to engage students 
beyond emotional identification and iconic but potentially reductive representations of 
history and to make them aware of the complexities and broader context of history and 
memory, the project incorporated a focus on lesser known genocides such as Rwanda and 
Armenia. At the heart of the project was a collaboration with the Midlands-based drama 
company, CCM Theatre, who designed a bespoke performance set in a fictional ‘Museum of 
Humankind’.  Within this play, the actors assumed the role of museum workers who are in 
the process of dismantling a temporary exhibition on the Rwandan genocide, and setting up 
a new, temporary display on the Armenian atrocities. As the museum workers endeavoured 
to piece together their own knowledge of these events through the - seemingly disparate - 
objects they were handling, students were likewise prompted to reflect upon their 
understanding of different genocides, particularly when the actors also took an a visitors’ 
role in the museum.  In the wake of this performance, students were then tasked with 
investigating diverse historical realities and their place in contemporary memory, also 
considering statements from survivors and visitors. Students were invited to enhance the 
museum’s display as well as to reflect on their own experience of “visiting” the museum. 

To allow students to take increased ownership of their understanding of the past, the 
project adopted a learner-centred approach reflecting constructivist learning theories as 
well as contemporary participatory practices in memorial museums, theatre and the arts. To 
measure the extent to which the project allowed to foster and advance a dynamic and 
critical in-depth engagement with the history and memory of the Holocaust and other 
genocides, the authors combined participant observation with pre- and post-workshop 
questionnaires.  This paper presents the results of this project and aims to foster further 
discussion on the cultural and critical uses of memory and testimony. 


