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Intro

Introduction

Discussing difficult history
Teaching a violent past is not easy to do. It is demanding for the facilitator and the learners. 
Teaching a violent past needs more than providing knowledge about the timeline of events, 
number of victims and causes of death, the regime’s politics or the motivation of the 
perpetrators. If the violent past affected family members of the learners, or the topic is still 
controversial in society, then it is important to not only learn about the topics, but also to 
deal with the past in an active way.

Learner-centered or teacher-centered?
This manual offers ideas on how to discuss a violent past in an active manner. The manual 
mostly focuses on methodology: how to make learning about the past interesting for 
learners. There is less focus on the specific content of the past. To spark learner’s interest in 
the (violent) past, it is helpful to choose a learner-centered approach. This manual uses the 
following elements of learner-centered learning: to give learners a voice in what they want 
to learn about the past based on their own interests, to first let them find out by themselves 
before information is provided, to foster curiosity, to encourage joint learning and to link 
local findings with the wider history.

Encourage discussion
As the title shows, a main aim of this manual is to provide learners – and facilitators – with 
activities to not only learn about the past, but also to discuss it. The activities let learners 
practice key elements of discussion, such as active listening (with the attempt to 
understand the other well), responding to each other’s statements or arguments, not 
judging others’ opinions, aiming to understand motives and intentions, etc. In this process, 
it is the facilitator’s task to guide the discussion, to keep it on topic and not let it get 
personal, ensure that different perspectives are included and that all learners can express 
themselves.



One’s own history with this past 
This manual uses the term past for “what has happened” and the term History for “the 
description of what we know about the past”. Please also see the first activity about past 
and history. As a facilitator it is helpful to be aware of your own relation to this past: is there 
a personal (family) story behind your interest, do you have a strong political opinion about 
it, is it a more scientific curiosity?  Are there aspects of the topic you do not want to 
address, for whatever reason?  As your relationship with this past influences the way you 
feel, think and talk about specific topics, it would be good to reflect on this beforehand and 
decide how to deal with this.  

How to use this manual
This manual is designed in such a way that every activity is a single sheet (or 2-3 paired 
sheets) that can be taken out and used separately. This gives you the opportunity to order 
them to your liking and add your own teaching material and notes or new activity ideas to it.

The main illustration in each activity description will give you a snapshot of a key scene of 
the activity. All the necessary methodological and practical information is put together for 
you at the top of the description. The rest of the text will guide you through all the steps of 
the activity. Some activities give you several options to choose from.

Enjoy your joint learning experience!

History, past & present 
Anybody involved in History production can only do this in their present and the context 
they live in. In that specific present – which could be 100 years ago – any writer is or was 
influenced by political factors, cultural views, stage of knowledge/access to information, 
sources etc..  Often, an interest in the past (and writing about it) has two entry points: to 
learn something about the present and the attempt to understand better or to learn 
something about the past and to question what that tells about the present situation. The 
following circle explains this: 

In
tro

du
ct

io
n

02
Intro

learning about 
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the present

questioning 
the past

questioning 
the present

History is written in 
the present
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Overview of the Activities

O
verview of the Activities

No. Activity Objectives Activity description

A-1 Past and 
History

To learn the difference 
between the terms past 
and history and what this 
difference means for us.

Learners can do different creative activities and 
use their imagination and exploration skills to find 
out the difference between past and history. They 
can discuss the story of the ‘blind men and the 
elephant’, search for a historical event through a 
peeping hole or think about a torch light as a 
metaphor. 

A-2 Fact or 
Opinion?

To learn that, when 
studying history, it is 
important to distinguish 
between fact and opinion. 
And that it is not easy to 
see the difference. 

Through a vote-with-your-feet activity learners 
are invited to respond to statements that they 
have written themselves. By discussing, finding 
arguments, and convincing each other they will 
explore the difference between what is a fact and 
what is an opinion.

A-3 What We 
Already 
Know

To encourage curiosity 
about the past and 
learning from each other 
by discussing historical 
photos. 

In this activity learners will choose a historical 
photo and one by one present all that they know 
and think about it to their peers. Together they 
can then ask more questions or add information 
on the topic. 

A-4 What 
Came 
First?

To help learners see 
cause-and-effect in 
history and at the same 
time practice interactive 
learning in groups.

This is an activity where learners walk up and down 
a timeline and try to place photos of historical 
events in the correct order. They will first do this in 
pairs or small groups, and later discuss the result 
with the whole group. The facilitator will correct or 
add information and help them see how one event 
has lead to another. 

A-5 How 
Words 
Can 
Hurt

To make learners aware of 
the power of language and 
learn how language was 
used in their own violent 
past.

Learners will play a game and try to be the fastest 
group to complete the task correctly. The task is 
matching words or expressions used by a violent 
regime with current – or hidden – meaning. The 
game is an introduction to further discussion 
about how language can be (mis)used for power. 
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No. Activity Objectives Activity description

A-6 What’s 
Your 
Argu-
ment?

To practice discussion 
skills and learn that even 
opposing statements can 
be backed by good 
arguments. 

This is an activity where learners place 
themselves in the room to discuss contradictory 
statements about a topic. They will first choose 
a position and then use their argumentation and 
discussion skills to explore the different 
positions. They might even convince someone 
to change their mind and come to their side or 
change sides themselves.  

A-7 My 
Image 
Of…

To learn that our image of 
groups or people may not 
be the same as that of 
others. And, that our 
image may not reflect the 
complexity of the group 
or person at all. 

Learners will use their imagination to draw a 
picture of what they think a specific person – 
maybe representing a group – from the violent 
past looked like. Afterwards they will reflect on 
the drawings, find out more information and 
hopefully see that there is more to the person 
than the ‘label’ we know from stories or history 
books. 

A-8 How 
Much 
Choice 
Did They 
Have?

To learn that people can 
be a perpetrator, a victim 
or both and to explore the 
terms responsibility and 
accountability related to 
violence or other crimes.

In this activity the learners are invited to think 
about where to place people – or roles – on a 
continuum with ‘victim’ on the one side and 
‘perpetrator’ on the other. For different people 
or roles, the learners should decide to which 
degree they were a victim or perpetrator in the 
violent past and place name cards on the line. 
This overview is then a starting point for 
discussion about how people can be victim, 
perpetrator, or both and where to draw the line 
for persecution in their country.

A-9 My 
Family 
Tree

To give learners a tool to 
start conversations about 
the violent past within 
their family and to raise 
awareness about possible 
traumatic experiences of 
family members and the 
impact it had. 

In this activity learners will draw their own family 
tree. To be able to do this, they may have to find 
out more information about names and dates in 
their own family. The family tree is not only a 
tool for the learners to start conversations in 
their families, but it can also be a starting point 
for sharing stories and experiences amongst 
each other.  

A-10 Each 
Object a 
Story

To honour the importance 
of personal objects for 
people and the memories 
they hold of a violent past, 
so that learners can link 
these personal stories to 
the history in their 
textbooks.

In this activity learners are invited to find out 
about any ‘special’ objects in their family. These 
should be objects that are linked to special 
memories of their family members about the 
violent past or the time before. Through these 
objects, the learners will explore the stories and 
possibly create an exhibition. 
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O
verview of the Activities

No. Activity Objectives Activity description

A-11 Old 
Paper? 
Old 
Photo? 
Far More!

To learn the difference 
between primary and 
secondary sources and 
how and why we need to 
critically analyse many 
sources to understand the 
past.

This activity aims to awaken the spirit of 
investigation in the learners. They will be given 
different primary and secondary sources and in 
groups then asked to analyse them to as much 
detail as they can. They will be examining 
different sources about the same topic.  
Sharing their findings will show them that we 
need many sources to come closer to a 
comprehensive picture of the past. 

A-12 I Was 
There

To let learners hear about 
the violent past directly 
from eyewitnesses.  
This gives survivors the 
opportunity to share their 
experiences, and learners 
a chance to build 
confidence for 
intergenerational dialogue

If the violent past is not too long ago, the 
learners may have the possibility to talk to 
people who lived through that past. This activity 
will give them the opportunity to learn first-
hand from an eyewitness from that time. It will 
also prepare them with the necessary 
knowledge and skills to have these difficult 
conversations with survivors and reflection 
afterwards. 

A-13 Where 
Violence 
Happened

To provide learners with 
the opportunity to visit a 
public historical (crime) 
site linked to the violent 
past, so that they can see 
the evidence and link what 
happened there to the 
overall history.  

This is an outdoor activity, where the learners 
will visit a memorial site, often a former crime 
site or site of mass graves. To be prepared for 
what they may see and experience, they will 
first think about their expectations and write 
down questions they can explore during the 
visit. Afterwards they will reflect on their 
impressions. 

A-14 It Was 
Here

To provide learners with 
the opportunity to visit an 
ordinary (perhaps 
informal) historical site 
linked to the violent past, 
so that they can explore 
its history and link it to 
the overall history.

This is an activity where learners walk up and 
down a timeline and try to place photos of 
historical events in the correct order. They will 
first do this in pairs or small groups, and later 
discuss the result with the whole group. The 
facilitator will correct or add information and 
help them see how one event has lead to 
another. 

A-15 What Did 
it Look 
Like?

To raise awareness of the 
connection between 
ordinary present-day 
places and historical 
events and to practice 
observation skills.

This is an outdoor activity, where the learners 
will visit a historical place in the country that 
can tell something about the violent past. They 
will explore the site and talk to people around it. 
To make it more engaging they can pretend to 
be journalists and prepare a news broadcast 
role play to inform each other. 
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No. Activity Objectives Activity description

A-16 Disturbing 
Images?

To examine the use of 
historical photos from the 
perspective of dignity and 
explore ways to show
photos as evidence of 
crimes while respecting
dignity.

In this activity learners will examine their history 
text books or an exhibition from the perspective 
of dignity. After discussing the meaning of 
dignity, they will search for disturbing photos in 
their books or in the exhibition and try to answer 
the question how photos that explicitly show 
violence, such as dead, naked and/or tortured 
bodies can be shown while respecting the dignity 
of the people.

A-17 History is 
Where I 
Live

To diversify learner’s 
knowledge about the 
violent past, make them 
aware that stories about 
the past can be found 
anywhere and to link local 
history to the information 
in school textbooks.

Through the tools of social and historical 
mapping, learners will explore local history. First, 
they will make a social map, a map of their own 
village or neighbourhood that not only shows 
streets and buildings, but also people’s activities. 
Then, they will make another map of the same 
area, but now showing the sites and events from 
the violent past. To be able to make the second 
map, learners may have to do research or talk to 
survivors. The first map will help them to find 
questions and topics to research.

A-18 Ending 
This Topic 
With…

To offer learners an 
opportunity to express 
their feelings after the 
sessions about the violent 
past in any creative way, 
so that they can close this 
topic for the moment.

This is a closing activity in which learners can 
express their thoughts and feelings after several 
sessions about the violent past. They should be 
given space and opportunity to choose any 
creative way to express the topic or issue they 
want to focus on. They may want to explore new 
questions, or they may wish to mourn victims or 
maybe they want to pass on their own learning. It 
is their choice.  



Past & H
istory - Activity 1

Understanding the difference 
Past and History are not identical. The past is everything that happened before today. History 
is how we think about the past and how we describe it, for example in books, exhibitions, or 
documentaries. History is always written in a present; with the knowledge and mindset of the 
present we describe what happened in the past. When looking at History we need to keep a 
few things in mind.

First: History is never complete. As no person can ever see or experience everything, and we 
do not have records of everything that happened, we cannot paint the full picture of what 
happened. But, in time we can discover more information, or a different understanding of 
certain topics. This helps us to fill in some of the blank spots and make the description of the 
past more complete. 

Second: we need to keep in mind that any description of what happened in the past is always 
someone’s perception. Maybe the person lived in the past and wrote about that experience. 
Or the person did research and wrote about the past. In any case, the way people describe 
things is influenced by many factors. It could be their age, their position or status, their role in 
the events, where they lived, their education and social class, their academic training, and 
their ability to access sources, their political affiliation and professional understanding etc. 

This set of activities will help learners to explore the difference between past and History, and 
to distinguish differences in perception and perspective. 

Activity 1

A-1
Intro

Past & History
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Objectives
Step 1  — Ask the learners to discuss in small groups (2-5 learners) what the difference 

between past and History is. Ask them to discuss how they would define these two 
terms and write them on two cards. Keep them during the rest of the activity.

 — Note – As an alternative you can ask each group to pin/stick the definitions on the wall 
or board and compare the definitions. At the end of the exercise, you will then come 
back to the wall with definitions.

Step 2  — Introduce the story of the ‘Blind Men and the Elephant’ and the two pictures. 
Make sure that the two pictures are visible for all learners during the rest of the 
activity. 

 — Give the groups some time to discuss how the story and pictures are related to the 
difference between past and History. Ask the groups to also rethink the definitions 
they wrote in step 1. Do they want to change (fine-tune) their definitions?

Step 3  — Ask each group to briefly present their discussion and findings. Close the 
discussion by writing down the final/correct definitions of past and History.

Step 4  — Close the activity and inform the group about what comes next

 — To help the learners to distinguish between past and History.
 — To make learners aware that the past has an influence on the present and encourage them to think 
about the how.

 — To make learners aware that History writing is always influenced by the present of the writer.

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes (depending on which and how many activities you choose)

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — Two pictures (see attached) of the parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant – 
printed on A3 or larger or digital and projected to screen

Space  — No specific needs

Preparation  — There are many versions of the ‘Blind Men and the Elephant’ story. The version in 
this manual is one example. You will find the poem which is believed to be the origin 
of the story.

 — Prepare a clear definition of the two terms past and History for yourself – make sure 
that it is clear and easy to remember for the learners. In this manual we suggest you 
work with simple definitions, such as: past = what has happened/ History = the 
description and interpretation of the past.

A-1

Objectives

Option A



Past & H
istory - Activity 1

Materials  — At least one print-out of a historical picture or painting on A3 
 — A white paper that is much larger than the size of the picture 

with a small hole (about 5 cm.) cut out in the middle
Note – Make sure that the picture you choose is a picture that 
shows a lot of ‘story’. It should show a big event in history, different 
kinds of buildings or sceneries. Make sure that there are different 
kinds of people in the picture (men, women, young, old, different 
jobs, or positions etc.)

Space  — If done in small groups with print-outs of pictures/paintings 
then make sure that the groups can sit around a picture on the 
floor or around a table

Preparation  — Make a list of ‘points of perspective’ related to the picture/
painting. Think of different kinds of people in the picture (man, 
woman, young, old, position/job etc.)

Description
Step 1  — Through the hole in the white paper, show only a small detail of the picture and ask 

the learners which event is portrayed in the picture (or ask: What year?). 
Encourage them to analyse what they can see and what they think it shows about 
the time or event. 
After a few minutes, shift the paper with the hole and show another (small) part of 
the painting and give them some time to analyse the new information and describe 
the time/event.

Do this in several rounds, each time revealing an additional piece of information

Step 2  — Discussion about how this is linked to the difference between past and History as 
well as to different perspectives 

Possible continuation (optional):

Step 3  — Explain to the learners that you will look at the same picture, but now in a different 
way. If you haven’t divided the learners yet in small groups do now and give each 
group a ‘perspective’. This should be a person that they can see in the picture.

Step 4  — Ask the learners to ‘step into the shoes’ of a person and describe the event from 
that perspective. They should write a small story of what happened on that day 
from the perspective of that specific person.

 — Note – in case learners struggle to get started with writing the story, give them some 
starting questions: what do you think they saw on that day? What did they do? How do 
you think they felt? How do you think they prepared? Why do you think they were 
there? How did they get there? What do you think would have happened to them right 
after the event? Etc.

Step 5  — Ask each group to briefly present their stories

Step 6  — Discussion analysis about the different perspectives. Is there right or wrong? Does 
the story (perspective) of one make the story of another not true? Etc.

Step 7  — Close the activity and inform the group about what comes next

A-1

Option B
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Materials  — A torch

Space  — A  room which can be made dark

Preparation  — Nothing specific

Objectives
Step 1  — Tell the learners that you will switch off the light in a minute and the room will be 

dark. Tell them that you will then switch on your torch. Ask them to think what this 
might have to do with the former discussion about past and History.

Step 2  — Switch off the light and turn on your torch. Give the learners a few minutes to 
think (and experience) and then switch on the light again. 

Step 3  — Give the groups some time to discuss how this “spotlight in the dark” is related to 
the difference between past and History. Ask the groups to also rethink the 
definitions they wrote in step 1. Do they want to change (fine-tune) their 
definitions?
Maybe ask the students to come up with other examples of situations, when they 
realized that they did not see “the full picture” and made a wrong assumption.

Step 4  — Close the activity and inform the group about what comes next

A-1

Option C
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istory - Activity 1

The story of The Blind Men and the Elephant
Past & History - Background information

(Source: https://www.sloww.co/blind-men-elephant/ retrieved on 02-06-2022)

I. — It was six men of Indostan
To learning much inclined,
Who went to see the Elephant
(Though all of them were blind),
That each by observation
Might satisfy his mind.

VI. — The Fifth, who chanced to touch the ear,
Said: “E’en the blindest man
Can tell what this resembles most;
Deny the fact who can,
This marvel of an Elephant
Is very like a fan!”

II. — The First approached the Elephant,
And happening to fall
Against his broad and sturdy side,
At once began to bawl:
“God bless me! — but the Elephant
Is very like a wall!”

VII. — The Sixth no sooner had begun
About the beast to grope,
Than, seizing on the swinging tail
That fell within his scope,
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant
Is very like a rope!”

III. — The Second, feeling of the tusk,
Cried: “Ho! — what have we here
So very round and smooth and sharp?
To me ‘t is mighty clear
This wonder of an Elephant
Is very like a spear!”

VIII. — And so these men of Indostan
Disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion
Exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right,
And all were in the wrong.

IV. — The Third approached the animal,
And happening to take
The squirming trunk within his hands,
Thus boldly up and spake:
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant
Is very like a snake!”

MORAL — So, oft in theologic wars
The disputants, I ween,
Rail on in utter ignorance
Of what each other mean,
And prate about an Elephant
Not one of them has seen!

V. — The Fourth reached out his eager hand,
And felt about the knee.
“What most this wondrous beast is like
Is mighty plain,” quoth he;
“‘T is clear enough the Elephant
Is very like a tree!”

A-1
Info
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A-1
Notes

Past & History - Notes







Fact or O
pinion? - Activity 2

Discussing the difference
Every day we are surrounded by information: we talk to people, we hear or read the news, we 
hear rumours, we read books, we learn in school, we see things happening around us. We 
have lots of information to consider, not only when we learn about history but also in our 
everyday life. All this information influences how we think or act. Therefore, it is very 
important that we are clear about facts and opinions. ‘Angkor Wat was built between the 9th 
and 13th century’ is clearly a fact. ‘Angkor Wat is the most impressive temple in the world’ is 
clearly an opinion. But the difference between fact and opinion is not always so simple and 
clear for everyone. This exercise will show how people may think differently about the same 
statement: some see it as fact, others may see it as an opinion. And sometimes, only one 
word in a statement can change it from fact to opinion: ‘Angkor Wat was beautifully built 
between the 9th and 13th century’. In this exercise the group will explore the difference 
between fact and opinion by writing fact- and opinion-statements and then discuss them in 
an interactive way.

Activity 2

Fact or Opinion?
A-2
Intro



Option A to continue:
Step 2  — Give every learner/pair 2 pieces of paper and ask them to write a fact on one paper 

(of a specific colour) and an opinion on the other coloured paper. Each statement 
should just be a short sentence. All papers go into the same box or basket.

Note 1: Explain that they can write facts and opinions on any topic. It can be about 
history, but it can also be about their daily life or anything else.

Note 2: Make sure that every learner/pair write both: an opinion and a fact. It is 
important that everybody has the chance to think about the difference before the 
start of the ‘voting’ and discussion.
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Description
Step 1  — Start by asking the group about the difference between fact and opinion. Do they 

know the difference? What is the difference? Do they think it is easy to know if 
something is fact or opinion?
Explain that the group is now going to do an exercise to find out more about the 
difference between fact and opinion. Point out the signs on opposite sides of the 
room, dividing it into a FACT-side and an OPINION-side. Explain that everyone 
will ‘vote-with-their-feet’ to show what they think about each other’s statements 
and have a discussion about it.

 — To realize that the difference between fact and opinion is not always simple
 — To make learners aware that what is clearly a fact to them, can sometimes be an opinion to someone 

else – or vice versa
 — To understand that when reading about history, it is very important to distinguish between facts that 

are scientifically proven (state of research) and opinions of the author of a text, or your own

Duration  — 30 – 60 min

Group Size  — 6 to 50 learners – if the group is larger than 20, make pairs

Materials  — Small pieces of paper (about 10cm x10 cm) in two colours – every learner/pair 
should get 1 paper of each colour (= 2 papers)

 — A box, basket, or anything to collect the papers

Space  — A space that is big enough for learners to move around freely, and to stand in two 
groups, each on one side of the open space

Preparation  — Clear the room, so that there is space to walk from one side to the other side
 — Make 2 signs – one with FACT and one with OPINION – and put them on 

opposite sides/walls of the open space
 — For Option A: Prepare the empty pieces of paper in two colours
 — For Option B: Prepare a minimum of twenty sentences stating facts and opinions 

(see samples in the background information)

Objectives

A-2

Option A

A-2



Option B to continue:
Step 2  — Explain the group that you will read out prepared statements. They should decide 

for themselves what they think the sentence states: a fact or an opinion.

Fact or O
pinion? - Activity 2

A-2

Option B

Continuation in both cases Option A and B

Step 3  — Ask all learners to stand in the middle of the room. Select a paper from the basket 
and read out the statement. Tell the learners to decide whether they think it is a 
fact or an opinion and move to that side of the room. 

 — Let the learners discuss. Give learners on each side of the room the opportunity to 
explain why they think the statement is a fact or an opinion. And give them time to 
respond to each other, or even to convince each other to the other side. 

Note 1: Sometimes only one word in the sentences influences whether the statement 
is considered a fact or an opinion. For example: a) Most trees have green leaves/ b) 
Most trees have beautiful green leaves.

Note 2: It happens frequently that the groups get into a discussion about whether a 
“fact is true or not”, instead of whether “the sentence states a fact or an opinion”. The 
facilitator has the role to lead the group back to the purpose of the activity: to 
understand the difference between fact and opinion. The question whether the 
information is true or false is another discussion. Better not try to discuss all at the 
same time.

Note 3: It may happen that all learners move to one side, but that you think that 
there are also strong arguments for the other position. In that case, you can an-
nounce that you are stepping out of your role as facilitator. You can then stand on the 
opposite side and explain your thoughts. This is to encourage reflection and discussion 
in the group. Once the group picks up the discussion, step back into your facilitator  
role again.

Step 4  — Repeat this step until all statements are read, or until you are satisfied with the 
discussions and feel that the group has grasped the difference well (minimum 10 
statements)

Step 5  — Close the session with a short summary and reflection. Review the reasons why it 
is important to distinguish between fact and opinion.

A-2
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Samples of statements for Option B:

Facts:
The earth is a globe.
Most trees have green leaves.
On 21 July 1969, the American astronaut Neil Armstrong became the first person to walk 
on the Moon.
The Khmer Rouge killed hundreds of thousands of people.

Opinion:
Greta Thunberg, the climate activist, is a brave woman. 
Most societies in the world are not offering equal opportunities for girls and boys.
Cambodia was liberated on 7th January 1979.

But what about?:
Sugar is sweet.

Fact or Opinion? - Background information

Notes

A-2
Info
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Using pictures to encourage learning 
When learning about history, everyone will already have some level of pre-existing knowledge 
that comes from very different sources, such as family, friends, social media, books, or films. 
This activity builds on that. This activity does not require in-depth prior knowledge about 
history. It is a low-level entry into a historical topic using photos as a starting point. By 
describing what they see and discussing what they know about a specific picture, learners will 
be encouraged to connect to their prior knowledge, and it will become clear that the topic is 
not entirely unknown to them. By focusing on their existing knowledge, without having to 
show what they don’t know, the activity aims to foster curiosity and confidence in the 
learners. The facilitator will gain valuable insight into the prior knowledge of the learners, so 
that they can adapt their teaching.

Activity 3

What We Already Know
A-3
Intro
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 — To encourage learners’ curiosity and their wish to know more about historical photos and the stories 
behind them

 — To provide learners with the opportunity to learn from each other
 — To provide the facilitator with the opportunity to assess the current historical knowledge in the 
group, so that they can adjust their follow-up teaching

Note – It is not the aim of the activity to test or judge the learners. Rather than judging any lack of 
knowledge, the focus should be to encourage and build on existing knowledge.

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – if the group is larger than 25, make pairs

Materials  — Printouts of individual historical photos (minimum postcard size, maximum A4) 
make sure that there are at least 10 more photos than the number of learners

Space  — Enough space on the floor, or a large table to spread out all the photos; learners 
need to be able to walk around the photos on the floor or table

Preparation  — Select and print photos related to the topic you want to discuss – make sure to have 
a variety of photos, some well-known photos, but also less-known photos and even 
unexpected photos

Note – select the photos carefully: take the dignity of the people in the photos into 
account and be aware of the sensitivity of the learners – avoid extremely cruel scenes 
or dead bodies (see notes in the activity description A-11)

Objectives

A-3
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Description
Step 1  — Introduce the activity. Explain the topic and that you will use photos to discuss the 

topic and learn more about it. Tell the learners that all photos relate to the topic. 
Some photos they may have seen before, some will be new to them. Explain that 
everyone can choose one photo that appeals to them for whatever reason. Maybe 
they know something about it, maybe it reminds them of something, or they want 
to know more about it. Any reason is fine, there is no right or wrong. Then explain 
that one by one they will talk about their photo.

Note – Make sure that the learners feel confident to share what they think about the 
photo. They can mention what they know or say what surprises or intrigues them 
about it. Make them aware that it is not a test, but about exploring what we already 
know and maybe add more information to that.

Step 2  — Spread out all the photos on the floor or a large table so that everyone can see 
them. After everyone had the chance to look at all the photos, ask them to choose 
one photo and return to their seats. They can choose one photo each, or one 
photo per pair.

Step 3  — Ask one learner to start and show their photo to the group. Ask them to explain 
why they chose this photo. Encourage them to share what they know or think 
about it. And then give the turn to the next learner.

Note – Anyone in the group, including the facilitator, can add information or answer 
questions, but don’t let the group get into long discussions. If a hot topic comes up, 
ask the group to wait until everyone has presented their photo and then come back to 
it.

Step 4  — After everyone has spoken, gather all the photos. Summarize the topics that came 
up. Give the learners the chance to come back to any hot topics that emerged in 
the previous step.

Step 5  — Close the activity and inform the group about what comes next

Note: The idea for this activity was inspired by the activity “Bilder im Kopf” from the project 
“Verunsichernde Orte. Weiterbildung”. Gedenkstaettenpaedagogik”(Germany).  
© Verunsichernde Orte

A-3

A-3
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A-3
Notes

What We Already Know - Notes
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Making a timeline of events 
Any event in history never stands alone; it is always surrounded by what happened before and 
after. To understand violent historical events or periods, it is important to look at three 
phases: the time before, during and after the event or period.  To understand a violent event 
or period, it is important to know what happened before. This helps us to understand why the 
violence happened, what made perpetrators or bystanders act the way they did, why was a 
certain group targeted and became victims and so on. But it is equally important to know 
what happened during the event or period.  Violence can escalate or move into an 
unexpected direction. Sometimes things turned out as they were planned, sometimes they 
evolved in a different way, and sometimes they were not planned at all. Who or what 
influenced these directions? Finally, it is important to look at the phase after the event or 
period because it influences how we remember it. Was evidence of the violence saved? 
Where and how and by whom? How do we remember the event, and who took the initiative 
to remember (the state? civil society?) Were there judicial and political actions? Etc.  

Activity 4

What Came First?
A-4
Intro
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 — To make learners aware that (historical) events or periods never stand alone: they are influenced by 
what happened before and will in turn influence what happens after

 — For learners to learn in steps in an interactive way: first rely on their own knowledge, then discuss 
amongst themselves and correct each other and finally learn more from the facilitator

 — To give learners the opportunity to see more or new photos about the history of their country
 — To make learners aware how events in history are linked to their own family history

Duration  — 50 to 120 minutes

Group Size  — 4 to 40 learners

Materials  — A long sheet of paper (5-7m) with relevant years/dates written on it in a timeline or 
separate signs with years/dates that can be placed on the floor

 — A set of A5-size printed photos related to the period of the timeline – including a list 
with detailed information about each photo

 — Sticky notes and pens

Note – for the Cambodian history (1863-2020) a set of photos including descriptions 
developed by TSGM is available. But you can also choose to prepare your own set of 
photos. In that case, see the note at the end of this activity description.

Space  — An empty space that is big enough to place a timeline on the floor (5 to 7 meters) and 
where the learners can walk around it

Preparation  — Clear the space and lay out the large sheet with the timeline written on it or place the 
year/date signs on the floor in chronological order with enough space to place the 
photos between and around them

Note – for the set of photos related to the Cambodian history we suggest using the 
following dates: 1863 / 1953 / 1970 / 1975 / 1979 / 1989 / 1991-1993 / Current year

Objectives

A-4
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Description
Step 1  — Gather all learners around the timeline and introduce the activity. Start by 

explaining that when we look at violent events – or even any other event in 
history – it is always important to not only look at the event itself, but also at 
what happened before and after. 

 — Point out the dates on the floor and explain that the activity is about putting 
many different events in a chronological order, so that we can analyse the 
relation between them. But, before we look at events, we look at the parents or 
grandparents of the learners.

Step 2
(optional)

 — Tell the learners to write down their (grand)parents names and the year they 
were born on sticky notes and place them on the timeline.

Step 3  — After all the ‘family dates’ are placed in the timeline, explain that the next step 
is to place historical events on the same timeline

 — Make small groups of 2-6 learners. Give each group a number of photos. Tell 
them to carefully look at the photos and try to figure out what is going on in this 
photo and when it was taken. They should then place it on the timeline where 
they think it fits. 

Note – make sure that each group gets a mix of photos from different periods, so 
that each group will cover the whole timeline

Step 4  — When all photos are placed, ask everyone to look at the whole timeline. Do they 
agree with where the photos are placed? Do they think any photos should be 
moved up or down the timeline?

 — Give 10-20 minutes for the learners to discuss and replace photos

Step 5  — After the learners agree on the timeline (or after 20 min, whichever comes 
first) review the timeline. Point out the photos that were placed correctly and 
provide some additional information about the event in the photo if necessary. 
Correct any misplaced photos and explain why. Give some time for a final 
round of questions from the learners about the events in the pictures. 

Step 6
(optional)

 — The next step is to take a step back and look at the bigger picture of the 
timeline. Ask the learners what they think: How did the different events on the 
timeline influence each other? Give them time to discuss with each other and 
provide additional explanation or correct where needed.

Step 7
(optional)

 — Give some time for the learners to reflect on their family history in the context 
of the historical events on the timeline

Step 8  — Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them, or surprising, 
or different from what they had thought, etc.

A-4

A-4
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Note for preparing photo sets
To prepare your own set of photos for the history of your country, be aware of the 
following:
 — Make sure that you select photos from before, during and after the event or period you 

want to discuss, and that you have 5-10 photos of each period (before/during/after).
 — If possible, include photos that represent different perspectives, such as different 

genders, ages, religious or ethnic groups in society etc.
 — Only choose photos of which you know the content (people, events etc.)
 — Inform the learners whether a photo is private, public or was a propaganda photo
 — Make sure that you hold the rights to print the photos
 — Give each photo a number on the back – assign the numbers randomly: do not number 

the photos chronologically, as it may give away their place on the timeline to the learners
 — To help the activity run smoothly, make two lists: One list with all the numbers of the 

photos in the correct chronological order and the detailed information about each photo 
and another list with the same information but in the numeric order, so that the numbers 
can be found easily during the activity.. The lists are not given to the group, only used by 
the facilitator. 

Note

What Came First? - Note

Notes
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Understanding the abuse of language for power 
Language – the words we use and how we use them – has a very strong influence on our 
thinking and feelings. Authoritarian regimes want to gain and keep power over the country 
and its people. Regimes use force (weapons) and threat to gain power and to force people to 
follow their rules for society. Another way to indoctrinate a population - to make the people 
think the way you want - is by the language you use. For instance, through language a regime 
can create a sense of ‘us and them’ so that people discriminate or even fight against a certain 
group of people. These words then show who is seen as an accepted member of society and 
who is targeted and often blamed and needs to live in fear. The regime creates this division by 
using disrespectful words for whomever they consider to be their enemies. This practice is a 
global phenomenon. 

Another aspect of the power of language is the introduction of new words or banning of 
existing words to change people’s minds about what is normal or what is good and bad in life 
and society. In this activity description we use examples from the Khmer Rouge regime, who 
ruled Cambodia from 1975 to 1979. The Khmer Rouge invented many new words or changed 
the meaning of common words to foster their goal of building an agrarian state and a classless 
society of only peasants where everyone is loyal to the state. This activity is a game in which 
learners have to find the correct pairs in a mixed-up set of word cards. This will be a starting 
point to explore how regimes used and use language to persuade – or force – people to think 
along their ideology.

Activity 5

A-5
Intro

How Words Can Hurt
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 — To make learners aware of the power of language
 — To learn specific vocabulary, here from the Khmer Rouge regime
 — To understand the regime’s motivation for using or banning specific words
 — To raise awareness about elderly people’s sensitivity towards specific words/language in the present 
time

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – separate in groups not larger than 6 learners

Materials  — Write or print sets of word cards – see the note at the end of the activity description 
for more information about the cards

 — Print as many sets as you have groups. Each group should receive one set.

Space  — Make sure that the learners can work in pairs or groups and that they have the space 
to spread out 20 to 30 small cards on a table or on the floor

Preparation  — Prepare the card sets. See the note below for guide on how to make the cards. Make 
as many sets as needed for the size of your class and number of groups you want to 
form. 

Note – This activity is focusing on words, but can be done as well with slogans 

Objectives

A-5
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Description
Step 1
(optional)

 — Start the session with a quick word exercise. Ask the learners to form small 
groups. Each group should have a large piece of paper and a marker. Now give 
each group one word and ask the learners to come up with as many synonyms 
they can think of. Any synonym that is used for this word is ok. Give them 5 min. 
Now ask them to group the words: which of the words are more positive and 
which are more negative?  

Step 2  — Introduce the topic to the learners. We are going to look at language and how 
language can be used for power. We will do this by playing a matching game. It will 
be a competition, the fastest group wins. 

 — Create groups of not more than six learners. Give each group a set of word cards. 
The set is mixed so that the words are not in pairs. Some cards show words or 
sentences that were used during the regime. Some cards show the explanation or 
hidden meaning of these words or sentences. Tell the learners to find the right 
pairs. The group who can pair all words correctly (the historical term together with 
the explanation) and the fastest, has won.

Step 3  — After the groups finished the task (or the time is up) check the outcome 
together. Ask one group to read out a pair of words that they found and ask them 
to explain the meaning that they think it has. Check with the other groups 
whether they agree. Go around the groups until all the pairs of words are 
discussed.

Step 4  — Close the activity by discussing why a regime would use language as they did. Ask 
the learners if they can think of different reasons why the regime used words, 
sentences, songs etc. the way they did. 

 — If the learners get stuck, ask some probing questions to keep the discussion going. 
Examples of reasons for using specific language are:

 y Creating certain groups in society, in order to discriminate them or to foster 
tension between groups

 y Dehumanizing people/ persons considered as enemies
 y Secrecy
 y Creating fear/ overpowering people
 y Make people believe in an ideology 
 y Teaching people what is right and wrong (according to an ideology)
 y Glorify leaders (or specific groups in society)

Step 5  — Ask the learners to write into their notebooks what they have learned today and 
to share the most important learning with the other learners

Note – If the group is too big or the time too short for a sharing in class, ask them to 
share within their small teams of six

A-5
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Word cards example: terms created/misused by the regime
 — This activity is a game that uses word cards. The word cards are divided into two groups of 
words:
1. Words or sentences used during the regime
2. The meaning of those words or sentences 

 — The cards will all be mixed up and the learners will be asked to find the pairs. 
 — The cards will be mixed up, but the learners should be able to see on the card to which group 
the word belongs - either the language of the regime or the explanation. For instance, by the 
colour of the cards, or the font of the words. 

 — Please fill in the cards by yourself.

How Words Can Hurt - 
Background information

Info

Words/terms used during the regime Meaning in today common language
List of words
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A-6
Intro

Exploring a topic through discussion 
To understand any past period or event and the current – often diverse – interpretations of 
this past, history teaching needs to include more than facts and dates. The major question is 
how we interpret the facts and dates and how we make sense of the information we have. 
Young learners may need to practice this, as they may not have been asked for their opinion, 
especially to create their own opinion about the past.
The activity introduces a simple way of discussion in a group, in which everyone is asked to 
take a position on a topic and formulate good arguments for their own position or against the 
other position. The aim is for them to learn to understand other people’s positions, to 
convince others of their own position or to find common ground. The facilitator has the role 
to ensure a smooth discussion, where people listen carefully to each other’s arguments and to 
add additional arguments if these do not come from the group.

Activity 6

What’s Your Argument?
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A-6

 — To learn to formulate arguments and discuss and explore one’s position about a topic in a group 
 — To learn that there can be good arguments for very diverse, sometimes opposing statements
 — To practice a fair and non-aggressive discussion culture

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 6 to 30 learners

Materials  — 3 or 4 boards with strong statements about a topic. If boards are not available, write 
or print the statements on paper and pin them on chairs or lay them on the floor.

Space  — A large space where the whole group can move around easily. If necessary, the 
activity can be done outside, if noise allows.

Preparation  — Prepare some statements about a topic related to the violent past. Write them on 
large size paper (minimum A1). Sentences need to be written in large letters. 
Handwriting is no problem if it is easily readable.
Please do not choose more than 3-4 statements and add an additional empty sheet 
of paper for possible upcoming statements from the group.

Note 1 – As facilitator please choose sentences that represent a wide range of opinions 
about a certain topic and choose the most controversial ones. The sentences should 
invite a lively discussion. It is helpful when the learners need to decide between the 
positions and cannot “hide” by arguing that all positions are partly true. See the list at 
the end of the activity description.

Note 2 – Please prepare the space for discussion in advance. The sentences should 
already be placed in the corners of the room/open space but should not be visible yet. 
First introduce the activity and then reveal the sentences.

Objectives
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ent? - Activity 6

Description
Step 1  — Introduce the overall topic to the group. 

Step 2  — Round 1: Move to the discussion stage and inform the group about the procedure. 

1. Disclose the sentences and read them out loud.

2. Invite everybody to take a few moments to read the sentences and decide 
which opinion is closest to theirs. Encourage each learner to choose a stand-
point. Explain that the space in the middle is not meant for indecisive or 
neither-nor positions. Nobody should stand in the middle.

Step 3  — Ask the learners to choose the sentence they tend to agree with and stand close to 
it. If the learners have taken up more than one position, open the discussion by 
asking What is your reason to stand here? Then let the discussion carry on. Make 
sure to hear all positions and as many arguments as possible. You will feel when the 
interest to discuss this specific topic has died out. In general, it is not the purpose 
of the activity to convince everyone to move to one position, but to have a lively 
discussion and to encourage reflection on the topics.

Note – In case an important position has not been chosen at all, the facilitator can 
step out of the role of the facilitator and announce, that for a moment s/he will argue 
in favor of the unrepresented position to enrich the discussion with additional argu-
mentation and viewpoints. 

Step 4  — Round 2: Introduce the next topic and the accompanying sentences. 

Step 5  — Round 3: Introduce the next topic and the accompanying sentences.

Note – In most groups the energy level is sufficient for three rounds, but not more.

Step 6  — Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them or surprising?

Note: The idea for this activity was inspired by the activity “Raumdiskussion” from the project 
“Verunsichernde Orte. Weiterbildung Gedenkstaettenpaedagogik” (Germany).  
© Verunsichernde Orte

A-6
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The topic and sentences need to be chosen by the facilitator matching the current teaching topic and 
the level of knowledge and debate culture in the group.

Examples of sentences for Cambodia, which can easily be transferred to other historical contexts:
(Cambodia) Topic: Khmer Rouge – simple level

A. Every person who joined the Khmer Rouge did this because they believed in the ideology.
B. The Khmer Rouge were people with good intentions, but the practice turned into something very 

bad. 
C. Every person who joined the Khmer Rouge was a bad person. 
D. The Khmer Rouge were neither good nor bad people. They were like you and me and everyone had 

their reason to join.

(Cambodia) Topic: Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum – simple level
A. Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum as the only state-run memorial site should showcase and present all 

crimes committed during Democratic Kampuchea.
B. Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum should focus on the history of S-21, the former prison. The crimes of 

the Khmer Rouge should be presented by other institutions and at other sites.
C. The Cambodian government should build an all-encompassing museum about Democratic 

Kampuchea.

(Cambodia) Topic: Genocide – advanced level
A. The mass crimes of the Khmer Rouge have been horrific and systematic, but it is wrong to label 

them as genocide. 
B. The mass crimes of the Khmer Rouge in summary need to be labelled genocide. 
C. The Khmer Rouge committed genocide to a part of the society.

What’s Your Argument? - 
Background information

Info



Exploring stereotypes through drawing 
When we think about people or groups in the past – perpetrators, bystanders, victims, 
ordinary people etc. – we very often tend to think in stereotypes. In our minds we have 
formed a picture of what a specific actor or group looked like, how they behaved etc. But 
reality is often far more complex than the image we have. In this exercise the learners are 
invited to draw their image of a specific group or person related to the violent past. The 
different images are then explored further, from different perspectives so that the learners 
realize that actors in the past were not one-dimensional stereotypes, but individuals with 
complex backgrounds, thoughts, and behaviour. The activity will help the facilitator to know 
the different stereotypes about past actors in the minds of the learners that need to be 
addressed.

Activity 7

My Image of…
A-7
Intro

M
y Im

age of… - Activity 7



 — To gain insight into the images of a certain group/person among the learners
 — To make the learners compare and discuss their individual images of a certain group/person
 — To make learners realize that their image of a group/person may not be the same as that of others
 — To make learners realize that groups/people are more complex than they might think

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 40 learners – if needed form groups not larger than 2-5 learners

Materials  — Large paper (minimum A3)
 — Coloured pens/markers/crayons etc.

Space  — Enough space on the floor or tables for several groups to draw on large sheets of 
paper

Preparation  — Prepare a list of the different groups or people that were involved in or affected by 
the event. Decide which group/person you will ask the learners to draw. 

Note - Make sure that you have enough information about the group or person you 
select. Not only about their role during the violent event/ period, but also additional 
information about their life, such as their family and education background, and 
maybe their life before the event/ period. 
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Description
Step 1  — Introduce the activity. Explain that the learners are going to explore different 

people or groups who were involved in or affected by the violent past. 
Form small teams of 2-5 learners. Give the teams their assignment: tell them 
which group or person they should draw. All teams should draw the same group/
person. Then tell the teams to discuss the characteristics or attributes of this 
group or person and draw a picture of the group/person. Give them at least 
15-20 minutes.

Note 1 – You can also select more than one group or people for the learners to draw, 
but make sure that at least 3 groups draw the same group/person so that they can 
compare the differences and similarities.

Note 2 – Learners may be shy to draw or not know how to start. Encourage them to 
just try out. It is not about the most beautiful picture, but about showing the 
different characteristics in any way that they can think of.

Step 2  — After the teams have finished their drawings, ask them to present their drawings 
one by one. Each team should receive an applause after their presentation.

Step 3  — Place the drawings in the room for everyone to see. Ask the learners what 
differences and similarities they see in the drawings. Where do they think these 
differences come from? 

Note – In case of more than one group/person, put the drawing of the same group/
person together.

Step 4  — Explain that you will now look a bit deeper into the group or person in the 
drawings.  Discuss in the group which characteristics are obvious to everyone. 
Then tell them to think about any aspects of this group or person that might be 
missing. 
The following questions might help the brainstorming:

 y What was this person’s life like before the violent past?
 y Did this person have a family?
 y If they drew a man: could this have been a woman too and vice versa?
 y What would they be like as a father/mother/husband/wife/brother/sister etc.? 

Note – Learners may not have taken additional information or information from 
another perspective into account. For example: the former head of S-21 prison in 
Cambodia, was not only a cruel torturer, but he was also admired as a good math 
teacher in his earlier life. Or: Khmer Rouge cadres were not only men, but also 
women. The above questions are a starting point to help to think about another side 
of the same person.

Step 5  — Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them, or surprising, or 
different from what they had thought, etc.

A-7

Note: The idea for this activity is inspired by the activity “Vollkommen sind wir nicht!” from 
the German program “Verunsichernde Orte. Weiterbildung Gedenkstaettenpaedagogik”.  
© Verunsichernde Orte
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My Image of… - Notes
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Intro

Understanding people as victims, perpetrators or both 
This manual focuses on learning about violent pasts, where violent acts – mass atrocities 
– may have happened under an oppressive regime. It is important to be aware that this kind 
of mass violence could not be the work of one person alone. Besides the leadership of a 
regime, there is always a group of people involved, often including the army or police forces, 
but not necessarily. After the end of such a regime, society needs to deal with what happened 
and in doing this two burning questions come up: Who will be held accountable for the 
violence, such as mass killings and other crimes? And who will take responsibility for it? 
In cases, where the crimes were widespread and many people were indirectly or directly 
involved in the killings, it is difficult for the following society to decide who should be tried for 
their crimes, and who should not be prosecuted. The reasons for this decision can be diverse. 
There could be too many people to prosecute, or some of the perpetrators are needed to 
rebuild the country. 
These decisions define who is considered a victim by society, but also who considers 
themselves to be a victim.

Activity 8

How Much Choice Did They Have?



 — To discuss the terms perpetrator and victim in a common way of understanding and in legal terms
 — To learn that in the common sense of the two terms, people can be both victim and perpetrator at 
the same time. In case a person is both - victim and perpetrator – being a victim does not excuse 
them from any acts as a perpetrator.

 — To discuss what it means to “be responsible for a crime” and/or to “take responsibility” for a 
criminal act and/or “being held accountable” by the society/justice system for criminal actions

Note 1 – The aim of the activity is not to (re)raise anger and hate against perpetrators. In case the 
perpetrators are still alive and not being held accountable, this will be part of the discussion
Note 2 - A person should never be blamed for being related to a perpetrator. They are not 
responsible for the crimes of their family member. Family members of perpetrators need to be 
protected from blame and should be treated fairly like anybody else. 

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 participants – if the group is larger than 15, form smaller groups

Materials  — Cards (minimum A6 size)

Space  — Space on the floor or on a large table. The entire group should be able to stand 
around.

Preparation  — Prepare the cards with the names (option 1) or roles (option 2) 
Option 1: Cards with names: of known perpetrators (high and low ranking), of known 
persons of different walks of life, of known victims

Option 2: Cards with description of roles: perpetrators (high and low ranking, army, 
police, etc.), persons of different walks of life (medical practitioners, teachers, 
government workers, etc.), victims

Objectives
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Description
Step 1  — Draw/lay a line on the floor (at least 3-5 meters) and place at the one end a card 

with the word PERPETRATOR and at the other end a card with the word 
VICTIM.

Note – Please make sure, that you are using the right terms in your language. The 
meaning should be: Perpetrators are those who committed a crime (with or without 
a trial/conviction). Victims are those who a crime was committed against. 

Step 2  — Hand to each participant or group a set of cards with either names or roles. Ask 
them to think (and if it is a group to discuss in their group) and then place them 
anywhere on the line between the two cards perpetrator and victim. Wait until all 
cards have been placed.

Step 3  — Now the discussion can start. Does anybody in the group want to place a card 
differently? If yes, why? The group should first listen to the arguments and then 
decide together where to place the card. 

Note – In case the group agrees to everything which was laid out and no discussion 
comes up, you can announce that you will take the role of ‘opposition’ and that you 
will challenge some of the card positions. By asking for example: Would you change 
your mind, if you knew that this perpetrator was imprisoned and tortured earlier in 
his/her life? In case of a child soldier from which age onwards would you consider a 
child/teenager old enough to disobey orders? Is a police officer more responsible 
than a farmer? Etc.

Step 4  — After the group has decided about the entire set of the cards, ask them what they 
have learned from the discussions and to share their thoughts on the terms victim 
and perpetrator.

Step 5
(optional)

 — You could include a next step and ask whether it helps to draw a line: Above this 
line the people were able to make their own decisions and they did (out of free will).
And below this line the people did not have any influence over what happened to them. 
Let the group discuss where they would place that line. Check with the group 
whether they think it should be a hard line, or more of a ‘fuzzy zone’.

Step 6
(optional)

 — In case trials took place in your country, ask the participants where the court(s) 
drew the line of accountability. Very often, where the line is drawn is influenced 
by political reasons. Ask the students to discuss in small groups and to decide as a 
group decision, where they would draw the line of who should be accused and 
held accountable and who not. These decisions should be shared to the entire 
group after the discussion.

A-8
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Option 1: role and names (in case they are known)
Option 2: roles only

Option 1: Names (from the specific history in the country)

How Much Choice Did They Have? -
Background information

Option 2: Roles (for both)

Head of regime
Deputy of head of regime
Army chief
Rank and file soldier
Police chief
Police woman/man
Security service
Ruling party member
Religious leader / monk
Local governor

Village chief / Commune chief
Teacher
Doctor/medical staff
Member of youth organisation
Resistance member
Child soldier (14 years old)
Child (6 years old)
Farmer / market seller / taxi driver / etc.
Singer / actor
Bank manager

NotesInfo
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y Fam

ily Tree - Activity 9

Intro

Finding out how the violent past affected families 
As time moves on, there will be more distance between a war or other violent past and the 
everyday lives of young people. Young people today may not be aware that members of their 
own family lived during this violent past. Some family members may still be alive, and others 
were killed or went missing. It is important for the young generation to know about and 
understand the lived experiences of the elder generations in their family. Especially if these 
experiences include great suffering and traumatic experiences. Knowing about these personal 
or family histories may help learners to better understand the current mindsets and behaviour 
of their (grand-)parents. It can be difficult – especially for young learners – to talk to the 
elderly people in their family about this difficult past. Making a family tree can help to open 
conversations about the past. First, seeing a family tree will help the learners to realize if and 
how their family was affected by the violent past. And secondly, the activity of making a 
family tree can be a practical way to start to talk to family members and find out more about 
the past.

Activity 9

My Family Tree



 — To raise learners’ awareness about how their family was affected by a violent past, and that elderly 
family members may have gone through traumatic experiences

 — To give learners a practical way to start conversations and find out more about the experiences of 
their (grand-)parents and possibly find out more about family members who died or are missing 

 — To provide an opportunity for learners to better understand how the difficult, traumatic 
experiences of elderly family members affects their behavior in the present

Note 1 – This activity most likely requires learners to talk to their elderly family members about a 
difficult time in their lives with traumatic experiences. In some families these topics are talked about, 
in other families there is silence. It may be difficult for learners to start the conversation and emo-
tions may come up. In addition: Some learners might not have their mother and/or father anymore. 
The question about their family might open sadness again. Please respond sensitively in those cases. 
Note 2 – Make sure to prepare the learners well before this activity. Please see the guide G-2. 
Learners may already be aware of whether their elderly relatives are ready to talk about the difficult 
past or not. Help them to understand why family members/ survivors might be hesitant to talk. 
Remind them not to force anybody.

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — Printouts of the family tree sheet: one for each participant plus empty papers

Space  — Nothing specific required 

Preparation  — Option 1: Ask the learners before the session to ask their (grand-)parents about 
their birth years. Option 2: Prepare the learners during the session to ask their 
(grand-)parents afterwards about their birth years.

Objectives

Description - Introduction to family tree and preparation to talk in the family
Step 1  — Introduce the activity. Give some examples of family trees and hand out papers to 

everyone and ask them to start drawing the family tree as far as they know it now. 
They can go as far back in time as they want. They should include as many dates 
(year is enough) as they know, such as years people were born or died. 

Step 2  — Divide the group in pairs or small groups (maximum 3 persons per group). Give the 
groups some time to look at each other’s family trees and to each share one story 
of a family member’s experience during the violent regime. They don’t have to 
share if they don’t feel comfortable doing so. 

Step 3  — After the learners have exchanged with each other, bring the discussion back to 
the whole group. Prepare the learners for the next step, which is finding out more 
information about their family tree and making it more detailed. Discuss that some 
people may not be in the picture they have drawn so far. Family members who 
have died, or are missing, may not be talked about in the family. It may be difficult 
to start the conversation with their parents, grandparents, aunts or uncles. 

Note - Use the guide G-2 to discuss this with the learners and prepare them, so that 
they feel more confident.

Step 4  — Give the learners the following task as homework: try to find out as much as 
possible about your family and update your family tree with more details.
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Description - Sharing of final family trees and reflect on the experience
Step 5  — Now that the learners have updated their family trees, first reserve some time to 

let them reflect on the experience of talking to their family members. You can ask 
them to form small groups and talk amongst themselves, or you can have a 
plenary discussion with the full group. 
Some guiding questions can be:

 y Who in your family did you talk to? How did you start the conversation? What 
was it like? What was difficult, what was easy?

 y Did you learn anything that you didn’t know yet about your family? How did 
you feel hearing this information? 

 y Looking back on it, how do you feel about having the conversation with your 
family member? How do you think they felt about it?

Step 6  — Depending on the time, find a way for the learners to share their family trees with 
each other. Some options:

 y They could – again – form small groups and share amongst each other. 
 y Display all the family trees (on the walls) and learners can walk around to look 

at them.
 y Invite each participant to present their tree to the group (if not too many)

Step 7
(optional)

 — The next step is to link what the learners found out from the family tree activity 
with the overall history of the violent past. Where would the story from their 
family fit in the textbook? 
Textbooks very often have ‘text boxes’ that provide short stories that illustrate the 
learning. Ask the learners to write a ‘text box’. It could be literally a square piece of 
(coloured) paper where they can write a very short story about a personal 
experience, based on the story of their family member. 

Then ask them to find the best spot in their textbook and add it to the page with a 
paper-clip.

Step 8
(optional)

 — Ask the learners to summarize what they have learned about the experiences in 
their family by any creative method: drawing, poem, story, song, etc.

 — If you have the opportunity, organize a public event (a display in the group room, 
or somewhere else) or a publication with the results of the family research.

Note – Please make sure that the family members give their consent to the public 
event or publication.

Part 3

Talk in the familyPart 2



My Family Tree - Notes 
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The meaning of things that survived a violent past 
We are surrounded by objects. We wouldn’t manage our daily life without them. Some of 
them we often use, others only for certain occasions. Objects are linked to memories. 
Somebody might keep a spoon from childhood, it might be a piece of textile that reminds 
them of the person who used to wear it, it might be a piece of jewellery, or any other object.  
In times of chaos and uncertainty, for instance due to war, imprisonment or forced migration, 
people were not able or allowed to take many items and keep them with them. But some 
managed to carry a few small objects or photos, obviously very important to them. For 
example, one known story from Cambodia is about a woman who hid her wedding dress in a 
ceramic pot and there it survived the Khmer Rouge regime. 
The families of the learners may have kept specific objects, exactly because these remind 
them of the time before or during a violent past. It will be interesting to find out more about 
these objects, to understand the story behind them and why the family kept them. 

Activity 10

Each Object a Story

Each O
bject a Story - Activity 10

A-10
Intro



 — To honor the importance of personal objects for people
 — To discover what objects tell about daily life under an authoritarian regime or in times of war
 — To connect individual stories to the description in history textbooks

Duration  — 30 to 60 minutes (plus an additional session of 30 to 60 minutes)

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – if the group is larger than 20, form smaller groups

Materials a. Objects brought from the homes of the learners

b. Objects (or photos of objects) provided by the facilitator

Space  — Nothing specific

Preparation a. Ask the learners before(!) the session to bring an object from home, that reminds 
a family member of the time before or during the violent past. The learner should 
ask, before the session, about the background and the importance of the item to 
the owner or another member in the family.

b. The Background Information provides a list of questions about objects. Make a 
copy of the list of questions – or your own set of questions – for each learner or 
prepare a projector and screen to show it during the session.

Note – Be prepared that some learners might not bring anything. Please have a 
collection of items (or photographs of items) at hand. It is important that every learner 
can join the activity. 
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Description 
Step 1  — Ask the learners to place the object in front of them on their table. Give everybody 

10 minutes to briefly introduce their object to their neighbour and what they know 
about it. 

Note – For those learners who could not bring an object, ask them to choose an item/
photo they are interested in from the front desk before you start to address every-
body.

Step 2  — After this short exchange, present the list of questions to the learners (please see 
the note below). Ask them to answer as many questions as they can in their 
notebooks about their object. Some learners might say that they can only answer a 
few questions. Encourage them to find out more - if possible - once they return 
home. Follow up in the next session.

Step 3  — Ask your learners to write a short story from the perspective of the object. The 
story should be minimum 100 words but can be much longer too. 

For example: Hello, I’m a spoon. I was made from wood by Sotheary in December 
1977 as she was staying in Kampong Chhnang province. At that time Sotheary did not 
have anything to eat her soup, which they were given after work two times a day. The 
soup was not more than a bit of rice and water. She found me – a piece of wood – in 
the nearby forest and asked a a neighbour for a knife to cut me into a spoon.

Step 4
(optional)

 — After the stories are written, create a small exhibition if possible at a public place 
and display the objects together with the stories. If wanted and available, add a 
photo of the owner of the object. 
You might want to group the items, as they might represent different historical 
topics (objects created during the regime for survival/ memory items from before 
the war/ etc.) Arrange that every story will be read out aloud and/or at the opening 
of the exhibition. You might want to honour the best written story.

Note – Please make sure that the owner of the object gives their consent to the public 
event or publication

Step 5  — Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them, or surprising, or 
different from what they had thought, etc.

A-10
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What do you see?
 — What does the object look like?
 — Is it big, is it heavy?
 — What colour is it?
 — What kind of material is it made of? Is more 

than one material used?
 — Was it produced by machine? Is it hand-

made?
 — Is something placed or written on the item?
 — In which condition is the object currently?

What was the object used for?
 — How does it function?
 — What was it used for? 
 — Was something else needed to use the 

object?
 — Who used this object?
 — To whom did this object belong in the 

first place?
 — Do we use similar objects nowadays?

Where does the object come from?
 — By whom and where was it produced?
 — Is the object a single, unique piece or are 

there many of them? 
 — Is it a costly object? What was it worth when 

it was made or bought? Did the worth 
change over time? Why do you think it 
changed?

What meaning does/did the object have 
to the owner?
 — What is the story behind the object?
 — Why was the object kept until today?
 — Who could know more about the object 

and its meaning to the owner?

Each Object a Story -
Background information

Notes

Info

List of possible questions:



Exploring an event through different sources 
For most historians it is exciting to work in an archive and to have access to documents, 
photos, newspapers, interviews from and about the time they are interested in. In most 
countries there is not only a National Archive (holding documents from former times and all 
administrative papers from the government), but many other archives too.  In general, 
archives hold primary sources (original documents from former times) and academic libraries 
hold secondary sources (books, magazines) which were published in many cases by making 
use of and quoting primary sources. 
Primary sources can be very different things: private writings, official documents, photos, 
radio features, websites, newspapers, maps, graffiti on walls, paintings, drawings, interviews 
(contemporary or later), etc. Each of these primary sources has been made by a person or a 
group of people (sometimes a machine) for a specific reason. Often the circumstance of the 
production is interesting too. It makes a difference whether a paper was written in a prison, 
typed in a private home, translated in a government office, or printed at a secret place or any 
other circumstance. A document holds a lot of information, the actual text in a document or 
the picture on a photo is only a part of it. 

This activity gives learners the opportunity to directly work with different primary and 
secondary sources to try to get a clear and as full as possible understanding of a certain event. 
This exercise can be done with any important event, as long as diverse sources are available.

Activity 11

Old Paper? Old Photo? Far More!
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 — To understand the difference between primary and secondary sources 
 — To learn how to critically look at and analyse sources and to learn the specific benefits and 
challenges of the different types of sources

 — To discover how many different kinds of information a source can hold
 — To learn that different sources might show different perspectives and can support or contradict 
each other and to understand historical events in a more nuanced way

Duration  — 60 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – if the group is larger than 10, form small groups

Materials  — A set of at least 5 (reproductions of) sources of an important historical event. 
Including one well-known document or photo from this specific event.  

Space  — Nothing specific required. Learners should be able to work in separate groups, 
without interfering too much with each other. 

Preparation  — Before you start the activity, make sure to go through all the source samples by 
yourself and familiarize yourself with them 
Make sure that there are at least five different sources of information about the 
event, and make sure to have both primary and secondary sources. If you don’t hold 
primary sources by yourself or in your archive (at school or in your institution), 
please visit the nearest archive and ask for copies or print samples from the internet.

Objectives
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Description 
Option 
to start

 — Introduce the activity to the learners. Ask them, if they can think of an explanation 
for the terms primary source and secondary source. Show them in your history 
textbook an example where the author quotes or refers to a primary source. 
Explain the two terms to them.

 — Start the activity with an energizing game to explore the differences between 
primary and secondary sources.

Note - you may have to take the class outside (hallway, courtyard) so that there is 
space to run.

Divide the learners into 2 or 3 groups and tell them to stand in line behind each 
other. Put a large sheet of paper at a distance from each group (on a wall, a piece 
of cardboard, or flip chart stand etc.) – one sheet per group. Each paper should 
have space for two lists: primary and secondary sources.

Give the learners a few minutes to discuss amongst each other what they think the 
difference between primary and secondary sources is. 

Then, the game can start. Tell the learners, that the first learner in line will run to 
the paper and write down 1 example of either primary or secondary source. After 
they have written the example, they run to the back of the line and the next 
learner can run. They can continue running until the time is up. 

After 5 or 10 min. stop the game and review all the posters to see if the examples 
are correct. Cross out all the wrong examples, and as you go along, explain the 
difference between primary and secondary sources. 

The group with the most correct examples wins the game.

Step 1  — Introduce the topic and the historical event to the learners. Explain that you have 
collected several sources about the event and that the learners will now work in 
groups on one source only. They will analyse the source and try to find as much 
information about the event as they can from it.

Step 2  — Explain that the first step to analyse a source is to find as much information as 
possible about it. 
Just by examining a source, you can find a lot of information about it, but at the 
same time it can raise a lot of questions. Ask the learners to have a close look at 
the source and make two lists. One list of all the things they know about the 
source; they should precisely describe what they can see. And one list of questions 
that need to be answered to know more about the source. These could be ques-
tions like: who made the source (author/photographer/painter/etc.)? Where was is 
made? What kind of material is used and where did that come from? Where do 
marks/traces come from? Etc. 

A-11
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Step 2
(cont.)

Note – Knowing the purpose of creating the source (at the time of production) is 
essential to be able to assess the importance or value of the information it carries. It is 
necessary to understand whether a document or a photo was made and/or used for 
propaganda reasons, to document a process, to keep a memory, to give orders, to 
teach others etc. and the source needs to be viewed critically in this regard. Because 
the purpose (background) of a source can change the information it shows, it is 
always important to cross check it with other sources, so that we can understand 
perspectives and get a fuller picture. In general, any source needs to be – if possible 
– cross checked with other sources. In addition, by cross-checking we might find 
different perspectives on the same event.  

Give the groups sufficient time to examine the source in detail.

Step 3  — After the groups have finished their first lists of questions, tell them to move on to 
the next step: to analyse all the information from the source. Based on the source 
they have, what can they say about the event? Ask them to describe the event as 
precise as possible. If they can, they should include things such as: what happened, 
where it happened, who was involved, why did it happen, how did it happen, how 
did it affect people, what happened afterwards (what was the effect) etc. 
Assure the groups that this is not a competition: it is not about which groups finds 
the most information. The aim is to describe as precisely as possible the informa-
tion that is at hand. Different sources may have different information and that is 
fine.

Step 4  — Ask each group to read out their description of the event. Tell the other groups to 
listen carefully and note down every piece of information they hear but did not find 
in their own source. They should use a large sheet of paper. 
After all the groups finish reading out their description, put the papers on the wall, 
so that everyone can see the difference in information from each source.

Step 5  — Discuss the outcome of the group work with the whole group. Ask questions like: 
 y Are there differences in the stories? How come?
 y Which information do the learners think is more ‘believable’ (trustworthy) and 

why? 
 y Do the learners feel that they now know all there is to know about this event? 

What else would they like to know about it? Which other sources could they 
find for that?

Step 6
(optional)

 — Visit an archive with your learners.

A-11



a. Academic journal articles, reviews and books
b. Research reports
c. Documentaries/ movies
d. Exhibition catalogue
e. Newspaper, magazine articles
f. Encyclopedia/wikipedia
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Old Paper? Old Photo? Far More! -
Background information
Primary sources: provide raw information and first-hand evidence. A primary source gives 
you direct access to the subject/topic of study.
Examples: 

a. Any documents from the time (letters, diaries, blueprints, reports, accounting books 
etc.)

b. Photos or paintings/drawings
c. Eyewitness accounts
d. Audiovisual records
e. Objects

Secondary sources: provide second-hand information and commentary from other 
researchers. A secondary source describes, interprets or analyses (information from) primary 
sources.
Examples: 

Info
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Old Paper? Old Photo? Far More! - Notes



I W
as There - Activity 12

A-12
IntroHearing about the past from an eyewitness 

Having the chance to speak with people who have experienced a violent past, is a great 
opportunity to learn about this part of history. Inviting an eyewitness into your session is an 
invaluable opportunity for learners.  

At the same time, it is a tricky thing to do for several reasons. First, the eyewitness has her or 
his individual experience, which may be quite different to the experience of others. It is possible 
that the learners may then take this one individual story as the general story of the past. It is 
important that the learners understand that this individual story needs to be cross-checked 
and counterbalanced with other sources and stories. 

Secondly, it is important to understand that memories and the way we talk about them is very 
complex. Eyewitnesses – especially people who have spoken in public many times before –
have structured their story in a way that it makes sense to them. To protect themselves from 
pain and suffering, people may talk about their experiences in a certain way, for instance in a 
‘mechanical’ or distant way as if the story is not theirs. This can be disappointing to young 
listeners, because they may be expecting a ‘spectacular’ or emotional story. Additionally, for 
several reasons, survivors may only tell part of a story, or change a story - not unlike any of us. 
Or sometimes people mix experiences of others into their own story.
Having these challenges in mind, we still want to encourage you to invite eyewitness into your 
sessions. The session just needs to be well prepared with the learners.

Activity 12

I Was There



 — To give eyewitnesses the opportunity to share their experiences and their views about the past
 — To give younger people the chance to listen and talk to persons who have actually experienced the 
regime. Eyewitnesses are the main proof of what happened. 

 — To foster the understanding that people experienced the past in various ways and to enrich the 
knowledge of the past with more details

 — To encourage inter-generational dialogue: to give learners the confidence to talk to elderly people 
about the past, and practice the skills (active listening, asking questions) to do so

Duration  — 60 to 90 minutes (plus an additional session of 30-60 minutes)

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — Option 1: no materials needed
 — Option 2: a documentary video about the eyewitness, projector and screen

Space  — Make sure that the room is prepared and looks welcoming

Preparation a. Preparation with your guest: Meet the eyewitness in-person before you invite 
them to your session. Ask them about basic details of their life (birth year, 
birthplace, place of residence, occupation of the parents, siblings, occupation of 
the person, etc.) so you can introduce the person to the audience later. Describe 
the audience to the eyewitness and ask about any concerns she/he has. Ask them 
whether they want to speak first and then be asked additional questions or do 
they want to answer questions right from the start.

b. Preparation with your group: Provide the group with basic details about your 
guest and his/her story. Explain to the learners the two considerations mentioned 
in the introduction: 1. The perspective of the eyewitness is only one out of many; 
2. The eyewitnesses’ story will most likely not come from fresh memory for 
several reasons.

In addition, please discuss with the group:
 y Possible emotions during the session: Understanding that different kinds of 

emotions may come up. And how the learners can deal with their emotions and 
the emotions of other learners while hearing the story. 

 y Ask them to prepare questions and discuss how to ask them. Decide whether one 
learner should ask all questions or everyone can ask their own questions.

 y How the learners can make the eyewitness feel welcome and at ease. You might 
want to prepare a comfortable chair, water and if needed a fan. 

 y How to thank the guest for her/his time and sharing
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Description - Conversation with eyewitness
Step 1  — Welcome the eyewitness in front of your learners and introduce them to each 

other. Thank her/him for coming and for agreeing to talk. Give the floor to the 
eyewitness and follow the procedure as decided in advance: either the eyewitness 
starts talking, or the learners start asking questions. In both cases encourage the 
learners to ask many questions, to understand the circumstances of the eyewitness 
as best as possible.  

Step 2  — After the eyewitness has left, ask the learners in groups to talk about what they 
heard and how they understood the stories.  The facilitator should check how the 
learners are feeling having heard the story. Are they affected by what they have 
heard? 

Note - In case the story’s content needs correction (information not well 
remembered, or details misplaced), please provide the information in a sensitive way, 
without making the group doubt the overall story from the eyewitness

Step 3  — Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them, or surprising, or 
different from what they had thought, etc.?

Step 4
(optional)

 — For homework you can ask the learners to write a letter/an email to a friend 
recounting the story of the eyewitness, leaving them the choice as to what they 
found interesting to them. (They don’t actually need to send the letter/email.)

I W
as There - Activity 12

A-12

Description - Visit of eyewitness with support of a documentary (about the 
person)
Note –  This option has the advantage that the eyewitness is not forced to retell 
traumatic incidents again and again. The documentary will cover that part and the 
eyewitness can focus on the questions coming from the audience. 

Step 1  — Show the film to the learners. After the screening ask the learners to discuss in 
groups which questions they have related to the content of the video and what 
they would want to ask the eyewitness directly. Ask them to write them down.

Step 2  — Welcome the eyewitness in front of your learners. Thank her/him for coming and 
agreeing to talk. Give the floor to the learners to ask their questions. Encourage 
the learners to ask many questions, to understand the circumstances of the 
eyewitness as best possible.

Step 3  — After the eyewitness has left, ask the learners in groups to talk about what they 
heard and how they understood the stories. 

Note - In case the story’s content needs correction (information not well 
remembered, or details misplaced), please provide the information in a sensitive way, 
without making the group doubt the overall story from the eyewitness.

 — Close the activity with a short reflection: What was new for them, or surprising, 
or different from what they had thought, etc.

Step 4
(optional)

 — As homework you can ask the learners, to write a letter or an email to a friend 
recounting the story of the eyewitness, leaving them the choice as to what they 
found interesting. (They don’t actually need to send the letter or email.)

Option 1

Option 2



I Was There - Notes

Description - No eyewitness available/ presented by a documentary (about 
the person)

Step 1  — Introduce the person from the documentary to your group. Explain why you have 
chosen to present this person (former survivor, etc.) to the learners. Tell the 
group what will happen after you have watched the documentary together. 
Prepare the group in case it is a difficult story to listen to and in case the 
documentary shows violent pictures/footages.  

Step 2  — Watch the documentary. If it is a long and very complex story you can always 
interrupt (or ask the learners to raise their hands if they want to ask something) 
and give further explanation or answer questions in between.

Step 3  — After the documentary, the learners could list down individually or in groups 
which questions, they would have wanted to ask the person. Even though the 
person cannot be asked the questions directly, it may still be possible to answer 
part of the questions by other sources. 

Step 4  —  Close the activity with a short reflection. What was new for them, or surprising, 
or different from what they had thought, etc.

Step 5
(optional)

 — For homework you can ask the learners, to write a letter/an email to the person.
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A-13
IntroMemorial sites are often created at former crime sites. It might have been a torture prison, a 

concentration camp, a mass killing site or any other crime site. Memorial sites are important 
as they are safeguarding the evidence of these crimes and they offer relatives and friends of 
victims a place of mourning. Since most memorial sites are open to the public, they also send 
a strong message to the public condemning the crimes that happened there. The story of the 
establishment of the memorial site is often also interesting. Maybe it was opened by the 
government, or it was initiated by civil society organisations or survivors. Finding out how and 
why a memorial site was established and whether it took much of a struggle or not can tell us 
a lot about how society is dealing with the violent past. 
Depending on what can still be seen there - such as buildings or objects - a visit to a crime 
site can have a strong impact on visitors. It provides proof that violence and crimes actually 
happened there. “Now it is becoming real” is a typical comment from youth who visit a 
memorial site, since they have mostly only learned about the history from their textbooks, 
and sometimes from stories shared in the family, which can be hard to imagine for the young 
generation.

This activity refers to a visit to a memorial site that has informational or educational facilities 
on site. 

Activity 13

Where Violence Happened
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 — To provide learners the opportunity to visit a historical site linked to the violent past, so that they 
can see and explore the evidence of the crimes that happened there

 — To support an advanced historical understanding by integrating the history of this specific crime 
site into the bigger picture, the overall history of the regime 

 — To introduce the multiple functions of a memorial site, as a site of safeguarding, mourning, public 
remembrance, and learning and reflection

Note – In addition to the above-mentioned functions, some memorial sites can also carry a strong, 
one-sided message from the government or the victorious party in a conflict. Please ensure that the 
presentation of the history of the site is based on proven and complete information/research and in 
case there are diverse or even opposing narratives, that they are mentioned. If this is not possible 
during the visit, discuss and add this information after the return.

Duration  — Minimum 2h at the site, depending on the opportunities at the site

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — Transportation to the memorial site
Notebooks to take notes during the visit 
optional: items for a ceremony at the memorial

Space  — Outdoor visit

Preparation  — Collect sufficient information about the history of the site, so that you are prepared 
for questions
Find out about all the practicalities around the visit to the site:

 y What are the opening hours? 
 y Are there still survivors at the site willing to share their story? 
 y Are there tour guides available? Or audio guides? 
 y Is there an exhibition at the site? Does the site show an introduction film? Is it age 

appropriate for your learners? 
 y How large is the site? How much time does it take to visit? 

Contact the memorial site in advance and plan your visit with them. Inform them 
about the size of the group, the age, the level of pre-knowledge. Make arrangements 
to speak to a survivor if this is a possibility. And, if the group decides to have a 
ceremony at the site, inform the site management and make arrangements. In case 
some learners have additional specific interests, check if this can be arranged.

Objectives
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Description - Before the visit
Step 1  — Introduce the plan to the learners: you will visit a memorial site that is linked to 

the violent past that you are studying together. Provide some basic history of the 
site and place the role of the site in the general context of the violent past. (e.g., 
This prison was the most important prison, because… Or: This camp was only one 
out of hundreds…)

Step 2  — Form groups and ask the groups to write down as many questions they can think 
of about this site. Give them big sheets or papers, markers and sufficient time to 
complete the task. After finalizing, ask the groups to pin their lists on the walls. 
Give all learners a short time to walk around and read the questions from the 
other groups.

Note – The questions should not be answered directly. If possible, they should 
remain on the walls until after the return from the memorial site.

Step 3  — The next step is to prepare the learners for what they might see or experience 
during the visit. Ask them how they imagine the site. What do they expect to 
see? How do they feel about that? If the group is small enough the exchange can 
happen all together. If the group is too large, form smaller groups for the 
discussion and choose a speaker to report back to the group. Inform the learners 
about what they will see and experience and what not. 

Note – This is an important step, as learners may have distorted expectations. Some 
expectations may be realistic, but some expectations may be too much based on 
fear or fantasy (e.g. seeing blood on the floor or hearing voices of victims). It is 
helpful for the learners to know what they can expect. For instance, prepare them 
that there may be photos of dead bodies, or that they may see torture instruments 
etc. Inform them that they can always leave the tour if it is too much for them. 
Please make sure that the learners have eaten properly before the visit.

Step 4 
(optional)

 — Ask the group if they want to end their visit at the memorial with a ceremony to 
remember the victims. If yes, discuss what they want to do, how they need to 
prepare for it and what they need to bring.  

Before
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Description - During the visit 
Step 1 
(optional)

 — You can start the visit with a drawing activity, to help the learners imagine what 
the site looked like in the past. See activity A-15. This activity is only possible if 
there are specific historical photos of the site available.

Step 2  — Tell the group that you will now start a tour to explore the site. Inform them 
where you will all meet again after the tour and at what time everyone should be 
there. 
Option 1 (with tour guide): Introduce your group to the guide. They will take over 
from there. Remind the learners of the questions you listed down together during 
the preparation.

Option 2 (without tour guide): If you feel confident about your knowledge of the 
site and its history, give the learners a tour by yourself. Otherwise, ask them to 
visit the site and permanent exhibition by themselves. Encourage them to carry 
their notebooks and to take notes of whatever they find interesting, and possibly 
upcoming questions. 

Note – In case you are asking the learners to explore the site by themselves, make 
sure that you stay on the site and that you are visible to the group. In case learners 
want to talk to you during the visit, it should be easy for them to find you.

Step 3 
(optional)

 — If possible, include a talk with a survivor into the visit. Inform the learners about 
the time and place.  

Note – Speaking to a survivor requires specific preparation. Firstly, it is important 
that you know in advance how the survivor wants to share their story (e.g. they talk 
and the learners listen, or the learners start with asking questions etc.). Secondly it is 
important that the learners are prepared to meet and talk to a survivor. See guide 
G-2. 

Step 4 
(optional)

 — In case you have agreed to have a ceremony, inform the group where and when 
to meet.

During
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Description - After the visit 
Step 1  — At the next session after the visit, invite the learners to share their impressions 

and thoughts with another participant or max. in groups of three. Give them 
sufficient time.

Step 2  — Remind the learners about the lists of questions on the wall and invite them to 
take a second look at the questions. Ask them to mark all questions, which have 
been answered during the visit. If the visit to the site inspired new questions about 
the history, then ask them to add these questions to the list. 
At the end it should be clearly visible, which questions are still left to be answered. 
If you have the knowledge and feel confident to answer the questions, you can do 
so right away. If the questions need more research or study, you can discuss with 
the learners how to follow up.

Step 3
(optional)

 — If there is time, ask them to write a blog post, an email to a friend etc., describing 
the visit and what was interesting about it. If there is not enough time this can be 
suggested as homework.

After
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A-14
Intro

Visiting a historical place
A regime often has not only left its mark in the souls and memory of the people but also left 
traces in the landscape or infrastructure. The former use of buildings and sites, for instance, 
can tell a lot about the past. In Cambodia remnants from the Khmer Rouge period are bridges 
or dams which were built by forced labour, or buildings that were used as a make-shift 
hospital, etc. Historical sites are important as they are safeguarding the evidence of the past. 

Depending on what can still be seen there - such as buildings or objects - a visit to a historical 
site can have a strong impact on visitors. It provides proof that the past actually happened - 
“Now it is becoming real” is a typical comment from youth who visit a historical site, since 
they have mostly only learned about the history from their textbooks, and sometimes from 
stories shared in the family, which can be hard to imagine for the young generation.

This activity refers to a visit to a historical site that reminds us of a violent past. Since these 
sites are mostly integrated into current daily life, there usually are no facilities to learn about 
the site. The following steps provide facilitators one way of how to encourage learners to 
explore such a site.

Activity 14

It Was Here



 — To provide learners the opportunity to visit a historical site linked to the violent past, so that they 
can see and explore the evidence of the crimes that happened there

 — To raise awareness that traces of the past – including a violent past – is all around us and that by 
looking at and exploring our surroundings we can learn a lot about it

 — To support an advanced historical understanding by integrating the history of this specific crime 
site into the bigger picture, the overall history of the regime

Duration  — Before the visit: 30 to 45 minutes preparation
 — At the site: minimum 2h (depending on size and opportunities to explore)
 — After the visit: 30 to 60 minutes for sharing and reflection

Note – the three parts (preparation – visit – reflection) can be done on different days.

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — For the site visit: 
 y Transportation to the historical site
 y Notebooks to take notes during the visit
 y Optional: items for a ceremony at the site

For the reflection:
 y Some objects to create a role play of a radio/television news broadcast about the 

visit: such as microphone, a desk for the anchor woman/man, a fake television on 
cardboard with a cut out screen to sit behind and so on

Space  — The first part of the activity is an outdoor visit 
 — To reflect on the visit afterwards, find a space indoors where learners can role play a 

news broadcast 

Preparation  — Collect sufficient information about the history of the site, so that you are prepared 
for questions
Find out about all the practicalities around the visit to the site:

 y Where exactly is it located? 
 y How large is the site? How much time does it take to explore it?
 y Is there any written information available about the site and what happened 

there?
 y Are there any historical photos of the site?
 y Are there any people living or working in or around the site?
 y Will there be opportunities for the learners to interview people (villagers, workers 

etc.) about the history of the site?
And, if the group decides to have a ceremony at the site, find out about the 
possibilities for that. Is there an appropriate location to hold a ceremony? Do you 
need any arrangements or approval for a ceremony?

Objectives
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Description - Before the visit
Step 1  — Introduce the activity to the learners: you will visit a historical site that is linked to 

the violent past that you are studying together. Provide some basic history of the 
site and place the role of the site in the general context of the violent past. (e.g. 
This building used to be one of …many… prisons. Or: this was the site where 
people were forced to build a dam, because... Or: this building was used as ... and 
only certain people were allowed to use it.)  

Step 2  — Form groups and tell them that they are not only going to visit a site, but they are 
going to pretend they are journalists who have to make a news item for radio or 
television to inform the public about the site. This means that they need to find 
out as much as they can about it.  
Tell the groups to prepare for the visit by making a list of questions. What is it 
that they need to find out about the site? What kind of information/questions do 
they need to write down in their notebooks?

Ask them to also brainstorm about how they might find the information they 
need. What do they need to look for? Who could they talk to?  

Step 3 
(optional)

 — If applicable and appropriate, ask the group if they want to end their visit at the 
historical site with a ceremony to remember the victims. If yes, discuss what they 
want to do, how they need to prepare for it and what they need to bring.

It W
as H

ere - Activity 14

A-14

Description - During the visit 
Step 1 
(optional)

 — You can start the visit with a drawing activity, to help the learners imagine what 
the site looked like in the past. See description of activity A-15. This activity is 
only possible if there are specific historical photos of the site available.

Step 2  — Tell the teams that they can now start their ‘journalistic investigation’ of the site. 
With their list of questions at hand, they should explore the site and the 
surroundings. Maybe they can go to a nearby village or neighbourhood to ask 
people about the site. Tell them to capture as much information as they can.  

Note 1 – In case you are asking the learners to explore the site by themselves, make 
sure that you stay on the site and that you are visible to the group. In case learners 
want to talk to you during the visit, it should be easy for them to find you.

Note 2 – Some of the people they talk to may be villagers who did not live at the site 
in the past. But some people may be survivors. Speaking to survivors requires specific 
preparation. It is important that the learners are prepared to meet and talk to 
survivors. See activity guide G-2 for preparation.

Step 3
(optional)

 — In case you have agreed to have a ceremony, inform the group where and when 
to meet

Before

During



Examples of role play questions:
It Was Here - Background information

For the news anchor:
 — [Reporter] please tell us, where are you?
 — Can you describe your surroundings? What do you see there?
 — What can you tell us about the place where you are? What is the history of the place?  

What happened there?
 — How did you find out about this place? How did you get your information?

For the reporter to interview someone at the site:
 — Who are you? What is your relation to this place?
 — Can you tell us something about this place? What happened here?
 — How do you know about this history?
 — Etc.  

Description - After the visit 
Step 1  — At the next session after the visit, give the learners time to prepare their ‘news 

broadcast’. Within their teams they should decide who will play the ‘anchor 
woman/man’ in the studio. And who is going to play the ‘reporter on site’. They 
could also give other roles, such as villagers, or eyewitnesses who can be 
interviewed by the reporter. 
See the notes below for examples of questions that the anchor woman/man and 
the reporter can use in their role play. 

Step 2  — Give the groups the chance to present their role play. Make sure to give them a 
time limit if there are many groups.

Step 3
(optional)

 — Have a brief reflection on the visit and the activity with the group. Ask some 
reflection questions, such as:

 y What was it like to visit the site? 
 y Did they learn something new from the visit? Was there anything that 

surprised them?
 y If they want to describe their visit to other people (not knowing the site) what 

would they tell them?
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A-15
Intro

Drawing the present to imagine the past 
For people in the present, it can be difficult to imagine what the past was like. The longer ago 
events happened, the more things will have changed. Buildings, streets, vehicles, people’s 
clothing, the things they used etc. are quite likely to be different now. In case of a violent 
past, there will be sites where crimes happened. And if this violent past was long ago, it is 
likely that these sites have changed a lot and we cannot see any traces from that time. But, 
with the help of photographs and a good eye for detail, we can trace what exists and imagine 
what these places looked like in the past. 
This activity invites learners to take time to discover what locations looked like in the past. 
They will go to a specific location at a historical or memorial site, and they will make a detailed 
drawing of the current situation of this place. They will then compare their drawings to a 
historical picture of that exact same place. By closely looking at the details and drawing the 
current situation, their mind will be more able to recognize details in the historical photo and 
they will be better able to imagine the past. 

Activity 15

What Did It Look Like?
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 — To practice observation of a current situation in detail through drawing
 — To raise awareness that historical events have happened in ‘ordinary present-day places’
 — To raise awareness that if we look closely, we can still see traces of past times
 — To offer the opportunity to get to know a site by looking at it first, before receiving any information 
about it

Note 1 – This activity is only possible if there is a historical photo of the exact same location that you 
want to visit. Besides that, it is important that specific elements in the historical photo are still visible 
in the present (e.g. a house, a street, a bridge, a piece of wall, a tree, etc.)
Note 2 – This activity is a good way to start a visit at a memorial site or any other historical site

Duration  — 30 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners

Materials  — Print-out of the historical photo (if possible size A4)
 — Drawing pads, pencils, paper sheets or notebooks (with pages without lines)

Space  — This is an outdoor activity. It must be possible to take your class/group to the exact 
location of where the historical photo you have chosen was taken. 

Preparation  — Choose a historical photo that shows a specific site or specific event related to the 
violent past you are focusing on in your teaching

 — Make sure you know the exact location from which the photographer took the photo

Objectives
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Description 
Step 1  — Before you leave for the historical place, explain the exercise to the learners. Tell 

them that they will make a drawing of what they see today. And after all drawings 
are finished you will compare them to a photo that shows what this place looked 
like years ago. 

Step 2  — Bring the learners to the location where the photographer must have been 
standing to take the historical photo. Do NOT show the historical photo yet. 
Provide each learner with a pencil, a drawing pad and 1-2 sheets of paper (A4). 
Explain in which direction they have to look and ask them to draw what they see 
in as much detail as they can. Give them at least 15 minutes time.

Note – In case learners say that they cannot draw, tell them the exercise is not a 
drawing competition. It is to practice looking at details and any way that they choose 
to draw what they see is ok. If the protest is strong, ensure them, that they do not 
have to show their drawings later.

Step 3  — After all learners have finished their drawings, form groups of not more than five 
learners. Give each a group a print of the historical photo and give them time to 
compare the actual with the historical situation. Encourage them to point out all 
still existing details they can discover. This part of the activity is done outside, at 
the same spot where the learners did the drawings..

Step 4  — This activity is meant to be an introduction to a memorial/historical site visit. This 
activity can then be followed by a tour of or a presentation about the site. See 
activities A-13 and A-14.

Note: The idea for this activity was kindly shared by Gottfried Koessler from the project 
“Verunsichernde Orte. Weiterbildung Gedenkstaettenpaedagogik” (Germany)  
© Verunsichernde Orte

A-15



Historical photo: Entrance of the 
Concentration Camp Buchenwald (Germany) 
in 1939(?)

Same location at the Memorial Site 
Buchenwald (Germany) in 2013
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Background information
Photo examples:

Notes
Info
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A-16

How to balance respect for dignity with the need for evidence 
To prove that a violent past has happened, all over the world photos are shown in history 
books, exhibitions or documentaries. For example, photos of dead bodies - sometimes 
tortured, often naked - or piles of corpses or open mass graves. 
Sometimes the photos were taken by the perpetrators themselves, sometimes they were 
taken after discovery later in time by the following government or private persons. 
The public display of these photos is a decision which should carefully be balanced between 
respecting the dignity of the persons on the photo and the need to show the photos as 
evidence of the crimes. 

The activity takes a closer look at education tools (history book/history exhibition), assuming 
that all photos there have been chosen to prove crimes. But the good intention to prove 
crimes, should not harm the persons (or relatives or members of the same group etc.) again. 
The activity aims to discover answers to the question: Can photos of victims be displayed in a 
way to present evidence of crimes and at the same time respect the dignity of the people 
exposed?
As the victims cannot be asked for their approval – in some cases other members of the 
family or the same group might be able to share their opinion – we can only ask ourselves 
what we would consider appropriate. If it were our body shown in a photo in the same 
manner, what would we want?

Activity 16

Disturbing Images?
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 — To discuss with the group their understanding of dignity in general
 — To sensitize the learners for the dignity of (often anonymous) persons on historical photos
 — To question the use of historical photos in textbooks and exhibitions from the perspective of 
dignity

 — To encourage the creativity of the learners to come up with ideas for how to display photos while 
respecting the dignity of the people in the photo 

Note – Be aware that the point of the activity is to explain the topic. In order to do this, you would 
have to show photos of dead bodies to the learners. Warn the learners what to expect and only show 
the photos for a short moment. Then place them back upside down on your table. Don’t display them 
on a board..

Duration  — 30 to 90 minutes

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – split into groups not larger than five learners

Materials  — Option 1: History textbooks with photos of dead, tortured etc. bodies
Option 2: Exhibition with photos of dead, tortured, etc. bodies

Space  — Nothing specific required

Preparation  — Option 1: Collect several history textbooks and select specific photos that you want 
to show and discuss with the learners

 — Option 2: If you want to use an exhibition for this activity, make sure that you go 
through it beforehand and know which sections you specifically want to show and 
discuss with the learners 

Note – In case only a specific chapter or part of the exhibition is displaying these kinds 
of photos, please notify this to the groups at the beginning of the activity

Objectives
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Description 
Step 1 Introduce the topic. Ask the learners to discuss in pairs or groups the meaning of 

the two terms dignity and evidence, and what they might mean in the context of 
photography. The term dignity might need specific attention and a longer 
discussion. You could ask the learners to come up with a working definition of 
dignity. 

There is no international definition of dignity, but a general understanding is that 
dignity is defined as the personal quality of being worthy of honor or respect.  

Step 2  — Option 1: History textbooks with violent photos for example of dead, tortured 
bodies or humiliated persons. 
Ask the learners to take a look at the history book and pay special attention to 
these kind of images. Ask them to discuss in their group, if any of the photos 
make them feel uncomfortable with regard to how people in it are exposed. 

In case there is more than one photo, ask them to choose one.

Option 2: Exhibition with violent photos for example of dead, tortured bodies or 
persons being humiliated. 

Ask the learners to walk the exhibition and to look at photos on display showing 
these kind of images. Ask them to discuss in their group, if any of the photos 
make them feel uncomfortable with regard to how the people in it are exposed. In 
case there is more than one photo, ask them to choose one.

Step 3  — Ask the learners to come up with at least one idea for how this same photo could 
be shown but at the same time respecting the dignity of the victims in the photo.  
What could this look like? The teams should develop very concrete ideas of how 
the photo can be shown.

Note – To help the learners you can give a few ideas: Can part of the bodies be 
covered (clearly visible by the viewers as a later addition)? Can part of the photos be 
blurred or cut without changing the message? What about the accompanying text 
– does this need changes too?

Step 4  — Ask all teams to present their different examples and the solutions they found.

Step 5  — If the group is not too big, ask everyone to share one learning from the activity 
with the entire group. If the group is too big, ask the learners to write their 
thoughts down (into their notebooks) and share with their neighbour at their 
table. 

A-16

Note: The idea for this activity is inspired by the activity “Würde versus Beweis” from the 
program “Verunsichernde Orte. Weiterbildung Gedenkstaettenpaedagogik” (Germany).  
© Verunsichernde Orte
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Disturbing Images? - Notes

Notes
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A-17
Intro

Making a historical street map 
When we learn about a violent past, we often learn about the politics, the high-level 
decisions, the leaders or maybe about specific battles, or other important events. However, 
history does not only consist of main events, but also and mainly the daily life of ordinary 
people. For example, after the Khmer Rouge took to power in Cambodia, daily life changed 
drastically for most people. Following this, we could say that every village in Cambodia has 
stories to tell about people’s life under the Khmer Rouge regime. 

This activity takes the village, or neighbourhood of the learner as the starting point to learn 
about the past. The place where they live, is the place they know. In the activity they are 
asked to describe their surroundings in as much detail as possible by making a social map. This 
map is then a starting point for asking questions about the past. The learners will make a 
second map of the same village, but this time depicting what it looked like during – in the 
case of Cambodia - the Khmer Rouge period. They will have to use different sources to find 
information and use them to draw the map. By doing this activity they will not only learn to 
look closely at the current situation they live in, but they will also learn about different sources 
of information and how to collect stories from the past to be able to make a historical map. 

Activity 17

History is Where I Live
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 — To raise the awareness that there are stories about the past to be discovered in nearly any village or 
location 

 — To bring more diversity and detail into the learners’ knowledge about life under an authoritarian 
regime

 — To link the knowledge about local history to the information in school history textbooks
Note – This activity may require learners to talk to their elderly family member, or other elderly 
people in their community about the past. This is not always easy. In some families, people talk freely 
about the past, in other families and communities there is silence. It may be difficult for learners to 
start the conversation and emotions may come up. Make sure that the learners are well prepared for 
this. Please see guide G-2 on how to prepare learners to talk to survivors.

Duration  — This activity will take several sessions and some homework (research) from the 
learners in between 

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – individual task or create research teams (not larger than six 
persons)

Materials  — Large sheets of paper for map drawing (minimum A3, better A0)
 — Art materials, such as coloured markers, pencil or paint etc.

Space  — Learners need to be able to draw maps on large sheets of paper on tables or the 
floor, either individually or in groups of max. six people

 — Space on the walls or floor to display the maps

Preparation  — Nothing specific

Objectives
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Part-1

Description - Drawing a map of the current situation
Step 1  — Introduce the activity to your learners. Tell them that they are going to 

investigate the local history of their own village or neighbourhood. And that they 
are going to do this by making maps. 
Hand out large sheets of paper to the learners – or the teams – and tell them to 
think about the village or neighbourhood that they want to draw. Tell them to 
draw everything they know about it. They can make the map as colourful as they 
want. It doesn’t have to look perfect or beautiful, it is more important that all the 
information is included.  Usually, a map is drawn from a birds perspective, but the 
learners can be creative with that.

Note – Make sure that they don’t only draw the roads and buildings of their village, 
but also include the people and the activities of those people. For instance, people 
selling at the market, activities in and around the house (cooking, washing, feeding 
chicken etc.), learners in school, kids playing in the streets, street vendors selling 
food, people worshipping and so on. 

Give the learners sufficient time to make the map – either during the session or 
at home.

Step 2  — After all learners or teams have completed the map of their current village or 
neighbourhood, tell them that they will now have a new assignment, namely, to 
draw a map of the same place, but they should move back in time. What did the 
place in your drawing look like during the violent past?

Note – Maybe it is good to ask them to focus on a specific year. In the case of 
Cambodia, the pictures of for instance 1976 and 1978 could be quite different. 

But, before they can start drawing the historical map, they need to gather 
information.

Step 3  — The first step of gathering information is ‘knowing what you want or need to find 
out’. In this case, the map of the present can give them many clues to ask about 
the past. Tell the learners to have a close look at their own map again and make a 
list of all the questions they need to ask to be able to make the historical map.
Here are some examples of questions:

 y Which buildings in my map were already there in the time of the regime? Were 
they used during that time or not? In case they were used, what for?

 y Were there any buildings in this village/neighbourhood during the regime that 
don’t exist anymore? Where were they exactly?

 y How about roads and bridges? Was it the same? If not, how was it different?
 y How about the people? During the regime, would we have seen the same 

people in the village? Which professions that we see in the neighbourhoods 
today would be the same? And which would not be the same?

 y And people’s activities? Did the people do the same things during the regime 
as now?

Note – If the learners made individual maps, it would be good to ask them to make 
pairs and help each other make a list of questions & topics.  

Part 1
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Description - Preparation for the historical map
Step 4  — For the next step, make groups of max. six learners. Tell them that they should 

now brainstorm about another list: the sources of information. How and where 
can they find the information they need to be able to draw the historical map of 
their village.
Some examples of sources could be:

 y Talking to villagers who lived at the time of the regime.
 y Old buildings and inscriptions there/ ruins of buildings/ etc.
 y Photos
 y Books 

Step 5  — It is quite likely that learners will have to interview survivors to collect the 
information. Speaking to survivors – family members or other people in the 
community – requires good preparation. 
See the guide G-2 on how to prepare learners to talk to survivors 

Step 6  — Inform the learners how much time they have to research their village/ 
neighbourhood  

Part 1
(cont.)
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Description - Drawing the historical map
Step 1 
(optional)

 — Before the learners start drawing their historical maps, you can reserve some 
time to let them reflect on the experience of talking to survivors. You can ask 
them to form small groups and talk amongst themselves, or you can have a 
plenary discussion with the entire group.
Some guiding questions are:

 y Who did you talk to? How did you start the conversation? What was it like? 
What was difficult, what was easy?

 y Looking back on it, how do you feel about having the conversation with the 
survivor? How do you think they felt about it?

 y What did you learn about your village that you didn’t know yet?

Step 2  — Hand out large sheets of paper to the learners – or the teams – and give them 
one hour to draw the historical map of their village or neighbourhood. 

Step 3  — Make a display of all the maps. Place the current and historical maps together on 
the wall, or maybe lay them out on the floor, so that all learners can go around 
and look at them. 
If there is time, ask the learners to present their maps and tell a story from their 
village that they learnt thanks to this activity.

Step 4  — Wrap up the activity with a closing discussion:
 y Which source was the most important for collecting the information?
 y What surprised you? Which information was completely new for you? Did any 

of the information disturb you?
 y Did you show your two maps to anyone in your family/neighbourhood? What 

was their reaction?
Decide with your learners if you want to make an exhibition out of the maps.

Part 2
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… any creative way to express feelings and thoughts 
Learning about a violent past, diving deep into what happened and reflecting on many 
different aspects can be a tiring process, intellectually and emotionally. Since they have learnt 
about their own past and that of family members who actually experienced it, it can be a very 
personal process for the learners. Giving them the time and space to digest all they have 
learnt and experienced in a final activity, can help them to close the topic and move on to a 
new one. 

This activity is meant to be very open, as people will feel very differently and might want to 
express themselves in diverse ways. The activity can focus on a) expressing the desire to 
remember the victims and/or b) expressing personal feelings after learning about the violent 
past and facing the questions this learning might have produced. 
If possible, there should be no limits to how the learners want to express themselves and what 
they want to say or show by drawing, writing, performing a play, singing, making a film, 
dancing or any other form. But: if learners don’t want to reflect, that’s fine too.

Activity 18

Ending This Topic With…

Ending This Topic W
ith… - Activity 18

A-18
Intro
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 — To offer the learners an opportunity to express their feelings after the sessions about the violent 
past in their country

 — To offer the learners the chance to find closure (for the moment) for this emotionally and 
intellectually difficult topic (and perhaps experience in their families)

 — To offer an activity, in which the learners can choose their own creative way to express themselves

Duration  — 60 to 90 minutes 

Group Size  — 2 to 50 learners – if the group is larger than 15, divide into smaller groups

Materials  — If possible, offer the learners as diverse “materials” as possible, to encourage their 
creativity: paper, (colour) pens, paint, clothes, camera, etc.

Space  — Nothing specific

Preparation  — See material

Objectives
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Description
Step 1  — Inform the learners that this is the last session about the violent past and in this 

session you all want to “wrap up” (for the moment) this topic. You might want to 
remind them of the joint learning journey in the last weeks and months on this 
topic. Let them know, that today they are invited to be creative and – in case it is 
possible – that there will be an event to present the result from this activity as an 
exhibition, a presentation on stage in front of an invited audience, whatever the 
learners feel comfortable with.

Step 2  — Give the learners 10-20 minutes time (individually or in small groups) to 
remember what was discussed together and to write down what they want to 
express now at the end of these sessions. Ask them to first think about what they 
want to say and then decide how to best express this. 
Show them the material you brought.  

Step 3  — Give the learners at least 45 minutes to write, draw, prepare. Encourage them to 
be creative and be available in case someone wants to discuss their idea or needs 
support.

Step 4  — Ask if anyone would like to present their piece to the whole group. If time allows, 
give each person their turn to present. If too many learners want to present, 
decide together on a way or another time to do this. You could also discuss with 
the learners if they want to make a (semi-)public exhibition or event of their 
work.

A-18
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Guide to D
eveloping Student-Centered Activities

G-1

How to design a new learner-centered activity 
In this manual we have presented you with several activities to encourage young people to 
learn and understand about a violent past in engaging and active ways. We hope that you 
and the learners enjoyed these activities. It is possible that through these activities and the 
discussions about the different topics more questions came up. 

Maybe you and the learners would like to explore more topics in an active way. That’s great! 
Below we would like to share some of our practice and present you with some guides to 
develop a learner-centred activity.

Define the learning goals
The first thing to think about while developing an activity is how you would want the 
learners to benefit from the activity. Or in other words, what do you want them to learn. 
Here are some questions to guide your thinking around the learning goals.
 — Which content (topic/information) should they gain from the activity?

Is it about a new topic? Or should they learn additional information about a topic that 
they already know? Or would you want them to understand a topic that they already 
know from a different perspective? Etc.…

Which skills do you want them to learn or practice?

The activities in this manual focus on several skills that are related to ‘understanding history 
by doing’ but can at the same time be valuable life skills for the learners. Some examples of 
skills in this manual are:
 — recognising different perspectives, understanding/respecting different opinions, 

discussion/debating skills, information processing skills (writing, making art, etc.), asking 
questions, investigating, assessing/valuing sources etc. 

Finding entry points to connect the learners with the topic
To encourage learners to engage with a topic and wanting to learn more about it, it is 
important that they can relate to it. There are different ways (entry points) to find a relation 
to the topic. 
 — One way can be to start with what they already know. This is for instance what we did in 

the activities ‘What We Already Know’ (A-3), ‘What Came First?’ (A-4) and ‘My Image 
of...’ (A-7).

 — Another way can be to relate the topics to their own lives or environments. Some 
examples from this manual are: asking them to work on their family tree (A-9), or to 
draw their own village/neighbourhood as a starting point to find out about local history 
(A-17), or to bring an object from their own home/family (A-10). 

Guide - Here’s another one!
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 — Yet another way for learners to relate to a topic can be a physical encounter. For 
instance, by going to a specific location to see where a past event happened (A-14), or 
to meet a person who actually experienced the topic/event (A-12). For your new activity, 
you could think about these entry points. Or maybe you can find yet another entry point 
to connect the learners to the topic?

Methodology
To decide what would be the most appropriate way for learners to explore and learn about 
the topic, you need to take all three aspects into account: a) the students’ current 
knowledge, b) the entry points for connection to the topics and c) the learning goals.

Here are a few additional pointers to take into consideration: 
 — Give learners the opportunity to find out for themselves, so that they can learn more and 

remember better.
 — Make sure that the activity encourages them to reflect and ask questions for further 

understanding.
 — Give learners the opportunity to learn together and from each other.
 — Give learners the opportunity to learn by using their creativity in any art form. 
 — Give learners the opportunity to learn in different ways as we all have different learning 

senses (visual, audio, experiential, etc.) and habits.

Your role as a facilitator
Be aware of your facilitating role in these activities, as this will influence the steps you need 
to take. An important first step is setting the scene for the students to engage in the 
activity; providing them with all the tools/sources and creating the best learning 
circumstances. And then let them go and learn for themselves. As a coach or guide in this 
process, you may have to step in at times and give directions, for instance by asking probing 
questions, bringing alternative perspectives into discussions, clarifying information, 
encouraging to cross-check their assumptions, …  

Setting the steps
While developing this manual, we found it helpful to divide the activity into smaller steps. 
Each step should include at least one, but not more than 2 instructions. Dividing the steps 
like this will help you calculate the time you need for the whole activity and will give you a 
quick overview to list all the materials and space required, which will then make clear which 
preparations are needed.

And then...
Enjoy the process of joint learning!

Guide
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How to prepare learners to talk to survivors
Some of the activities in this manual ask for learners to engage with people who survived a 
violent past. In some cases – such as ‘It Was Here’ or ‘I Was There’ – they are asked to talk 
to people in their neighbourhood or engage with people who live around a historical site or 
crime site. Other activities – such as ‘My Family Tree’ – they are asked to talk to family 
members who are survivors. This brings a new dimension to the interview or dialogue. How 
difficult or easy it is for a learner to start a dialogue with a family member can be very 
different, depending on the situation in their family. Some learners have very good and 
easy-going relations with their older family members, and they may be able to find the right 
time and atmosphere to have a spontaneous conversation. But in some families talking is 
more difficult. 

What if a learner is too afraid or reluctant to interview a survivor in their family?
Learners can be reluctant to talk to their family members – or other survivors – about their 
experiences during a violent past for different reasons. They may have been taught that 
asking questions is rude. Or they may be worried that talking about their experiences may 
bring strong emotions (sadness, despair, anger etc.) to their family members and they don’t 
want to burden them. It is also possible that the relationships in the family are not so 
smooth, and learners don’t find it easy to find a suitable time to talk about these difficult 
topics. Here are some tips to address this:

 y Providing the learners with information about mental health and trauma can take away 
some of their worry. Knowing more about trauma and the emotions that can come up 
during a dialogue, can help the learners to better respond to it. 

 y It can help to prepare the learners through role plays, so that they can practice 
responding to emotional behaviour with each other before they start a family dialogue.

 y Learners should know that, even though talking about a difficult past can be emotional, 
many survivors who have participated in family dialogue said that they felt better 
afterwards. Telling their story and having someone listen to them with empathy had a 
healing effect.

 y It can be helpful for learners to make a plan for the family dialogue – set the time and 
location beforehand – so that they and the family members can prepare themselves.

 y If a learner still does not feel comfortable to talk to the elder family members, do not 
push them.

Guide – Difficult Past in the Family
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Which advice can we give our learners for conducting a dialogue in their family?
Here is an overview of what to do and what not to do that can be a useful guideline for your 
learners. You can discuss it with them and add more elements to it. 

Guide

Do ... Do not ...

 — find a time that is convenient for the other 
person. Ask them what they prefer.

 — make sure that you have enough time yourself 
to sit with them and listen.

 — agree to talk to them in a space that they feel 
comfortable with, where they feel most at ease.

 — talk to them in a place with many other people 
around; they may feel uncomfortable

 — rush the conversation, but also do not…
 — talk too long; talking about their experiences 

may be exhausting. Let them rest if they need 
to.

Do ... Do not ...

 — show that you are interested in the story they 
are telling 

 — use open body language: such as friendly facial 
expression, facing the speaker, soft voice etc.

 — acknowledge the relationship to the survivor by 
using the correct words to address them

 — always keep whatever the survivor tells you 
confidential – if it is not your own story to tell, 
don’t tell it to other people.

 — speak too loudly
 — give advice
 — laugh in a teasing or scornful way

Regarding time and space

Regarding your own behaviour (as an interviewer)
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Do ... Do not ...

 — ask open questions, that invite the survivor to 
speak freely

 — paraphrase what they say – such as ‘what I hear 
you saying is…’ or ‘ ‘it sounds like …’ 

 — ask clarifying questions, such as ‘when you say 
…, do you mean …?’ or ‘can you describe …?’.

 — ask prompting questions to show your interest 
and encourage them to speak more, such as 
‘can you please tell me a bit more about this…?’ 
or ‘how come …?’ or ‘what made you …?’

 — be aware that sometimes just listening to them 
is enough

 — Accept that the way the survivor is telling their 
story, is the way they remember it. The story 
told might be very different to what you know 
or are expecting to hear.

 — fire too many questions at once but ask them 
one by one.

 — push questions or press for answers; if the 
survivor avoids a question, assume that they are 
not ready to talk about it.

 — judge or question the actions or feelings that 
the survivor talks about (for instance by asking 
why-questions: ‘why did you not fight back?’). 
‘Why” questions tend to give the other person 
the feeling, that they have to defend or justify 
themselves. 

 — laugh in a teasing or scornful way
 — in case the survivor remembers something 

wrongly, do not assume that all information 
they give is wrong. 

Do ... Do not ...

 — acknowledge (recognize) their feelings or 
behaviour

 — stay calm and take care

 — ignore their feelings or behaviour
 — judge their feelings or behaviour
 — give advice or ‘try to fix it’

Regarding the questions you ask and the responses you give

Responding to the emotions of the survivor
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