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Education for Human Rights through the History of the Communist Regimes in 

Eastern Europe and Former Soviet Union 

International Conference 

27 – 28 September 2012 

Venue: Bucharest, Hotel Ramada Majestic, Calea Victoriei 38-40 

 

 

27 September 2012 

9.30: OPENING SPEECHES  

Raluca Grosescu, Respiro – Human Rights Research Centre, Ovidiu Voicu – Soros Foundation, Andrei 

Muraru – The Institute for the Investigation of Communist Crimes and the Memory of the Romanian 

Exile, Doru Dumitrescu, the Ministry of Education, Romania 

 

10.00 – 11.30: TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME: SENSITIVE AND CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES 

 CONFLICTING INTERPRETATIONS IN TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME IN ESTONIA - UVE 

POOM, UNITAS FOUNDATION, ESTONIA 

Teaching recent history in Estonia is a charged matter due to the conflicting interpretations of 

history among the Estonian-speaking and the Russian-speaking communities. In simplified terms, there 

is the question of whether Estonia was occupied by the Soviet Union (SU) or it voluntarily joined the SU. 

In the curriculum, the themes are presented in neutral keywords. The approach of the educational 



materials, however, follows the Estonian narrative, causing issues from pedagogical aspects to deep-

rooted identity question in Russian-medium schools. Consequently, the methodological challenges differ 

in Estonian and Russian schools. In Estonian schools, it is relatively straightforward – students are 

moderately interested in the topic and teaching could be improved with adopting active-learning based 

methods. In Russian schools, however, teaching depends on the teacher and what the student has been 

taught at home. Teachers educated in the SU may even refuse to teach the “official line”, while younger 

Estonian teachers in Russian schools can sense that the “official line” is learned, but actual beliefs and 

how they relate to one’s identity are “privatized”. To tackle the issue, textbooks have been created to 

present the Estonian narrative to Russian students more subtly.  Also, the Unitas Foundation is striving 

to popularize active-learning based methods that deal with crimes against humanity committed by the 

Soviet Union and other oppressive regimes.  

 SENSITIVE AND CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES IN TEACHING THE HISTORY OF COMMUNISM IN ROMANIA - MIHAI 

STAMATESCU, INSTITUTE FOR THE INVESTIGATION OF COMMUNIST CRIMES AND THE MEMORY OF THE 

ROMANIAN EXILE, ROMANIA 

 

One way or another, adults (teachers, parents, neighbours, friends, relatives etc.) had a direct 

relationship (be it material, public or conscience-related) with the communist regime. The study of 

recent history and human rights at school involves precautions regarding a series of specific 

relationships within the educational environment, that is, between adults and young people, between 

teachers of different ages, between teachers and the children’s families or the teachers’ relationship 

with the past and their own historical memory. Therefore, the recent history curriculum  (programs, 

textbooks, teaching aids, methods and techniques used for a didactic approach of the period) represents 

a delicate issue from the perspective of professional conscience, ethics and the values of a democratic 

society. I shall illustrate these statements by presenting the way in which various educational 

instruments created in Romania in the past few years have been perceived by both teachers and 

students. 

 

 ATTITUDES TO COMMUNIST HISTORY IN THE CONTEXT OF NATION-BUILDING: THE CASE OF ARMENIA - 

ALEXANDER ISKANDARYAN, CAUCASUS INSTITUTE FOUNDATION, ARMENIA 

The prevalent attitudes in Armenia towards the history of communism, reflected in curricula and 

public discourses, are to a large extent determined by Armenia’s post-Soviet history. The nature of its 

transition to independence has strongly affected Armenia’s outlook to its own Soviet history and, 

correspondingly, to the political system of the USSR. In contrast with the Baltic States for instance, 

Armenia did not become independent as a result of struggling against communism or imperialism or 

both. Nor did it get its independence in a pacific manner, like countries from Central Asia which 

never aspired to independence before URSS’s disintegration. In Armenia, the anti-Soviet revolution 

was driven by a territorial dispute over the fate of an Armenian-populated enclave in Soviet Azerbaijan. 

Since the 1950s, Armenia had dissident movements against communism and militants for 

independence; however, the Armenian anti-Soviet revolution had at first no demand for the ideology of 

these movements. In fact, at first, the leaders of the Armenian revolution have tried to use the Soviet 



rhetoric in order to deal with the territorial issue. Consequently, anticommunism does not hold an 

important place in the historical perceptions of average Armenians, and the political focus rests on the 

relations with Azerbaijan, and not with Russia. Therefore, Armenians’ attitude to communism is not as 

negative or topical as it is in many other countries. The history of communism is treated unemotionally 

by the public and the community of professional historians, as the history of one of the many empires 

that ruled over Armenia over ages.  

DISCUSSIONS  

11.30 – 12.00: COFFEE BREAK  

 

12.00 – 13.30: THE HISTORY OF COMMUNISM IN POST-COMMUNIST TEXTBOOKS  

 THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME IN THE CURRENT  GERMAN TEXTBOOKS - HANNA GRZEMPA, 

GERMANY   

In 2008, a book called “Social Paradise or Stasi State? The Image of the DDR among Schoolchildren” 

was published in Germany. The authors – Monika Deuz-Schroeder and Klaus Schroeder – wanted to 

prove that the youth, both from the eastern and western side of Germany, scarcely know anything 

about the social reality of the GDR, and all they have is mere short knowledge or flimsy historical 

perspectives. During the debate which started after the results of this study had seen the daylight, calls 

were made to bring in new curricula and a greater share of contemporary history, thereby challenging 

the very efficiency of the overall educational policy. This policy also strives for years to come up with a 

feasible concept for teaching contemporary history in the reunified Germany, so as to satisfy all parties. 

Whether the new curriculum and textbooks may or may not contribute to changing the pupils’ 

perception over the socialist past still remains doubtful due to the fact that schools can play but a 

minimal role in shaping the historical consciousness of the youth. In the context of debating the teaching 

of contemporary history, this presentation seeks to explore a global image of how the history of the DDR 

was presented in the textbooks during the past 20 years, emphasizing on the current history textbooks. 

 REWRITING THE HISTORY OF COMMUNISM IN POST-COMMUNIST ROMANIAN TEXTBOOKS - RALUCA 

GROSESCU, RESPIRO – HUMAN RIGHTS RESEARCH CENTRE, ROMANIA  

This presentation analyzes the evolution of the Romanian post-communist high-school curriculums 

and textbooks regarding the history of the communist regime. It shows the gradual transition from the 

approaches inherited from the national-communist period towards a liberal vision, opened to the 

multiple perspectives in history and to the education from human rights. We are looking both to the 

evolution of the historical interpretations and to transformation of the competences included in the 

curriculums. The presentation focuses also on the debates generated within the Romanian society by 

various textbooks, in order to underline the difficulties and the public pressure faced by rewriting 

history for school.    



 TEACHING COMMUNISM FROM A SKILL DEVELOPMENT APPROACH:  THE ALBANIAN CASE - AURORA 

GUXHOLLI, INSTITUTE FOR EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT, ALBANIA 

My presentation will focus on the current state of education with regard to the history of 

communism in Albania. A thorough review of the current compulsory educational curriculum, including 

the syllabuses for social sciences (History and Citizenship Education), additional curricular materials, and 

textbooks shall be presented in the first part. The second part is dealing with an assessment of school 

based curriculum, starting from a couple of interviews with teachers and pupils on teaching and learning 

the history of communism, including their suggestions to improve the curriculum. Last but not least, this 

presentation will be about recommendations for a better inclusion of the history of communism in the 

compulsory central and school based curriculum, starting from the aforementioned findings.  

DISCUSSIONS  

13.30 – 15.00: LUNCH  

 

15.00 – 17.00: TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME: THE CURRENT SITUATION IN THE REGION I 

 SILENCE IN THE BULGARIAN SCHOOLS ABOUT THE HISTORY OF COMMUNISM - VASIL KADRINOV, HANNAH 

ARENDT INSTITUTE, BULGARIA 

23 years after the fall of the communist regime in Bulgaria the situation of the education about its 

history is bad. There are not appropriate textbooks, teaching and learning tools for the classroom, 

dissemination of good practices, models for extracurricular activities, meetings with witnesses.  History 

teachers are usually teaching the learning content until the First World War. The governments with a 

very few exceptions do not commemorate the victims of communism; many of the perpetrators of 

communist crimes are rich people, owners of media. Only a small community of former political 

prisoners, relatives of victims and academics is keeping the memory of the past alive. The last news from 

the Ministry of Education is that the head of the present government will become place in the history 

textbooks for the coming school year 2012-2013 in spite of the fact that the first mandate of his 

government is not ended.  

 LET’S TALK ABOUT FREEDOM - THE MEETING WITH A WITNESS HISTORY - IGA KAZIMIERCZYK, CENTER FOR 

CITIZENSHIP FOUNDATION, POLAND   

The paper will present the achievements of the "Let’s talk about freedom" project, held jointly by 

three institutions - the Foundation - Center for Citizenship Education and two public bodies - the 

Institute of National Remembrance and the Museum of Warsaw Uprising. The aim of the program is that 

the youth organize a meeting with a witness of history - a person who was involved or witnessed the 

active opposition against totalitarian systems in the years ‘39 – ’89. The task for the youth is to prepare 

and conduct the interview with the witness of history and then – to present the results of their work - 



the analysis of the material from the interview, their own historical research and research in the 

archives - in the form of exhibitions, presentations, performances, blogs, books and newspapers. 

Students work using students’ project method. They are responsible for the choice of the project’s 

subject and also – for whom they should conduct an interview with. As a group, they also decide about 

the time schedule and details of work, division of tasks and preparation of the project’s presentation.  

 THE WORLD MEMORY FILM PROJECT - MICHAEL KIRTLEY, JOURNALIST, USA 

The UNITAS Foundation in Estonia and Michael Kirtley, international journalist and film producer 
from the USA, have teamed up to launch an unparalleled social experiment called the World Memory 
Film Project (WMFP). The project's express intent is to raise youth awareness and 
empowerment through the worldwide internet community, concerning themes of past and present 
crimes against humanity. The central element of the WMFP involves the creation of a feature-length 
documentary film drawn mainly from creative video material solicited from thousands of social media 
enthusiasts and other internet users in various nations ("crowdsourcing"), on their memory of and 
emotional reactions to genocidal actions committed by oppressive regimes, starting with the former 
Soviet Bloc, but also including a reflection on the commonalities of such crimes, wherever they took 
place, since the beginning of the 20th century. 
 

  19.00: DINNER 
 

 

28 September 2012 

9.30-10.00: OPENING SPEECHES 

Matthijs van Bonzel, Ambassador of Kingdom of Netherlands in Romania, Neela Winkelmann, Executive 

Director, The Platform of European Memory and Concience, Mihai Manea, the Ministry of Education, 

Romania  

 

10.00-11.30: Teaching the History of the Communist Regime: The Current situation in the 

Region II   

 THE COMMUNIST REGIME IN THE HISTORY CURRICULA AND TEXTBOOKS IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA - 

SERGIU MUSTEAŢĂ, THE NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF YOUNG HISTORIANS OF MOLDOVA, REPUBLIC OF 

MOLDOVA 

During the last two decades, Moldova has changed fourth times the history curricula. Practically, 

each Government (democratic or communist) tried to bring its contribution on history teaching. The 

excessive involvement of politicians in (re)writing history has triggered each time major revolts and 

social movements. In my presentation I will try to answer the question of how communist regime is 

presented in the history curricula and textbooks, according to the current situation of education in 



Moldova. The presentation will be done in comparative perspective and will bring to light the aspects of 

methodological challenges of teaching the history of communism during all curricula changes.  

 TEACHING THE TOTALITARIAN PAST. CHALLENGES, METHODS AND GOOD PRACTICES IN LITHUANIA - RONALDAS 

RACINSKAS, INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION FOR EVALUATION OF THE CRIMES OF THE NAZI AND SOVIET 

OCCUPATION REGIMES IN LITHUANIA, LITHUANIA  

This presentation is a brief overview of the current situation of the education about the communist 

regime in Lithuania. It focuses on the obstacles, the approaches and the challenges of teaching the 

history of totalitarian past. It also presents the educational programmes and the pedagogical methods 

and tools of the International Commission for Evaluation of the Crimes of the Nazi and Soviet 

Occupation Regimes in Lithuania (network; educated educators; methodology motivation and 

involvement of students), underling the best practices in the field in Lithuania.  

 EXPERIENCE OF THE MUSEUM OF THE OCCUPATION OF LATVIA IN TEACHING ABOUT TOTALITARIAN REGIMES - 

DĀVIS PUMPURIŅŠ, MUSEUM OF THE OCCUPATION OF LATVIA, LATVIA 

The museum’s Education department, since its establishment in 1996, has aimed to broaden 

interest about the communist and Nazi occupations of Latvia. It focuses on teachers, school children, 

university students and broader education community. The department introduced new teaching 

methods, along with access to new teaching resources and historical research. New teaching methods 

were to be developed to re-orientate teachers away from the Soviet traditions to new and more 

accurate teaching of the history of the totalitarian regimes. This has been achieved by providing 

seminars for teachers, as well as preparing and distributing new teaching materials. The education 

department also made the museum more accessible to school children by developing activities and 

interactive lessons, which would offer children a more interesting visit to the museum, instead of a 

passive visit. Taking advantage of new technologies, the museum has created a virtual exhibit, to 

provide access to those who cannot visit it in person.  

DISCUSSIONS  

11.30 – 12.00: COFFEE BREAK  

 

12.00 – 13.30: GOOD PRACTICES IN TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME I  

 FAMILY STORIES - JELKA PIŠKURIĆ, STUDY CENTRE FOR NATIONAL RECONCILIATION, SLOVENIA 

Family story is a programme offered by the Study Centre for National Reconciliation to secondary 

schools in the form of a supplement to the curriculum. The programme is prepared for first-year 

students and rather than focusing on totalitarianism, the emphasis is on sources used in historical 

research. The concept is based on the application of active, critical and creative learning to classes. 

Students learn about oral history and gain the experience of recording an interview. Through the story 



of their own family members they learn not only how to gather material resources that are important in 

historical research, but are motivated to reflect upon broader historical background. They are also able 

to see the importance of respecting human rights in a different light. Through family stories, students 

feel connected and better equipped to cope with the historical period and its characteristics. 

 THE STORIES OF INJUSTICE - NADA ALIOVA, PEOPLE IN NEED FOUNDATION, CZECH REPUBLIC  

Czech society has experienced decades of life under dictatorships. Despite this experience, it seems 

as though people are losing sight of the fact that the freedom we enjoy at present cannot be taken for 

granted and that it is necessary to protect it. In order to ensure that the generation of young people 

born after the fall of communism remain aware of this, the People in Need foundation set up the Stories 

of Injustice project, which is part of the One World in Schools programme. For eight years now, we have 

been acquainting primary and secondary school students with modern Czechoslovak history and with 

those who got to know firsthand how easily a person can lose his/her freedom and how difficult it is to 

get it back. The Stories of Injustice project offers schools documentaries and feature films as well as 

other suitable teaching aids for history lessons. Film screenings and discussions with eyewitnesses, 

historians, and filmmakers are held at hundreds of schools throughout the country. Student writing 

competitions, seminars for teachers, and public exhibitions are also held within the scope of the project 

and publications are issued about the communist era in Czechoslovakia. Since 2009, students have been 

giving out a Stories of Injustice Award for courageous attitudes and actions under the communist 

regime.  

 THE EDUCATION WORK IN THE BERLIN-HOHENSCHÖNHAUSEN MEMORIAL -  HELMUTH FRAUENDORFER, 

BERLIN-HOHENSCHÖNHAUSEN MEMORIAL, GERMANY 

The paper focuses on educational projects run by Berlin-Hohenschönhausen Memorial. One 

particular character of the education work in the Berlin-Hohenschönhausen Memorial is the work with 

former political prisoners of the GDR as eyewitnesses and guides. But not every former political prisoner 

can do this job. They have to include their personal story in an historical background concerning the 

former prison and the GDR. The paper discusses challenges and opportunities of involving former 

political prisoners in educational programmes regarding the history of the communist regime.  

DISCUSSIONS  

13.30 – 15.00: LUNCH  

 

15.00 – 17.00: GOOD PRACTICES IN TEACHING THE HISTORY OF THE COMMUNIST REGIME II  

 THE USE OF CONTEMPORARY PEER-PERSPECTIVE IN TEACHING - MARINA ZAVACKA, INSTITUTE OF HISTORY, 

SLOVAK ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 



The paper is focused on the use of peer-perspective in teaching different phenomena related to the 

Nazi and Communist rule, (with special regard to Czechoslovakia 1939-1959). It is examining the 

possibilities offered by both the contemporary propaganda aimed at children and the children memoirs 

of that time. First, propaganda for children was less subjected to limits of reality, since it did not have to 

cope with preliminary knowledge, experiences and memories of the children themselves, in comparison 

to adults. Due to this quality, it is also easily recognizable by students nowadays. Second, we often hear 

complains about children not “understanding” history, while it keeps being explained to them through 

the greatest crimes, executions, mass graves, etc. which really are incomprehensible for children. 

However, there are many “lighter” features of these regimes, which are comprehensible for today 

pupils, (e.g. insecurity, bullying, loss of privacy…). Here memoirs of people, who were children 

themselves at that time, can be used as excellent teaching source. Their use shall offer a different look 

at history when compared to the traditional historical-pedagogical approach based on "adult" sources, 

which are often too abstract for the children’s mind. 

 

 COMMUNISM AND THE COLD WAR THROUGH ORAL HISTORIES - TAMAS BARANYI, TERROR HAZA, HUNGARY  

In Hungary, as well as the whole Eastern European region, history curriculum is still heavily 

contested, especially when it comes to the Twentieth Century. Points where historians differ in 

assessing the country’s past bear so much significance that it makes virtually impossible to teach a 

nearly consensual narrative of history. Besides a generational shift in schools, new equipment and 

methods contribute to an ongoing slow change in pedagogy and approach. A key notion coming into the 

fore in history teaching is the analysis of primary sources. Though source criticism is central to the 

science of history, its significance has just recently been accepted in the curriculum.  Emlékpontok 

(Points of Memory) has been a project supervised by the Twentieth Century Institute in Budapest. It 

brought together more than 3,000 individual oral histories from practically every corner of the country 

with interviewees from virtually all social layers and age groups. The pedagogical use of these interviews 

is yet to be appraised, but the basic idea is compelling and there are some promising starts. This paper 

aims at presenting Emlékpontok project, the idea and its implementation, with another focus on its 

possible role in clearing up the smoke surrounding such contested units in the curriculum as the Cold 

War, Communism in Hungary, or society in a dictatorial régime. 

 STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES FOR TEACHING THE HISTORY OF COMMUNISM IN ROMANIA - ADELINA TINTARIU, 

INSTITUTE FOR THE INVESTIGATION OF COMMUNIST CRIMES AND THE MEMORY OF THE ROMANIAN EXILE, 

ROMANIA 

23 years after the collapse of communism, a caustic debate still smoulders over how to interpret it – 

not among those who enforced the regime and those who suffered through it – but rather for the 

nation’s grade school students, none of who were alive yet at that moment. In this context, a question 

arises: How to teach the children about the past and, particularly, the immediate past? The teaching of 

the communist era remains an issue for which there is no fast fix. The case of teaching history in post-

communist Romania represents an illustration of an ongoing discussion of confronting the past and 

building democracy in which educators and specialized institutions introduce a pedagogy of truth and 



justice in the classroom based on different traditional and non-traditional methods. The history of 

Communism is effectively taught by the extensive use of new audio-visual tools, workshops, and 

conferences, contests, which will be analysed during the presentation.  

DISCUSSIONS  

 

 

Project financially supported by the Soros Foundation Romania through the East Esat beyond 

Boreders Program 

 


