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It has only been 30 years since the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe started dealing comprehensively with Soviet 
repression. Long decades of totalitarian communist regimes in 
Eastern Bloc countries successfully suppressed broad knowl-
edge of the history of the crimes of communism, and it may be 
said that awareness of Soviet repression is still not widespread 
even today. 

In response to this situation, we decided to create the Gulag 
XR project, which brings together representatives from Poland, 
Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Germany to help teachers and 
students become acquainted with archaeological and oral-his-
torical research, as well as analytical approaches in dealing with 
Soviet repression.

Our project aims to commemorate victims of Soviet repres-
sion and to  provide teachers with innovative tools and methods, 
including virtual (VR) and extended (AR) reality, and didactic ma-
terials; students should also learn about the roots and the dan-
gers of totalitarian communism.

In Gulag XR, we focus on the mechanisms of repression in 
the Soviet Union from the second half of the 1920s to the end of 
the 1950s. Tracing the stories of victims from Germany, Czecho-
slovakia and Poland, we reveal the effects that the Soviet ideol-
ogy and regime had on the international level – and show how 
they are entangled with local histories. 

About Gulag XR

It is widely believed that the teaching of modern history in 
our countries is insufficient, and important moments of recent 
history – such as Soviet repression – are given rather marginal 
attention. To find out what the situation is like, at the beginning of 
the project we conducted a short survey in all member countries. 
This included a questionnaire and interviews with teachers, as 
well as an analysis of the curricula and most common textbooks. 

We wanted to find out to what extent teachers in our coun-
tries deal with the topic of Soviet repression and what method-
ological support they have from textbook publishers. We sub-
sequently investigated the experience of history teachers with 
digital tools, especially focusing on XR.

Our research went through three phases. First, we focused 
on desk research into existing curricular and other documents. 
Subsequently, we created an identical online questionnaire in 
our national languages, which was sent to both cooperating and 
randomly selected teacher groups. In the third phase, we under-
took in-depth interviews with teachers and other history educa-
tion experts.

Though this was not our original plan, the research was con-
ducted during the lockdown period in all our countries, so it 
cannot be considered statistically representative in terms of tra-
ditional sociological standards. The return rate of the question-
naires was relatively low, usually several dozen in each country. 

A total of several dozen teachers took part in the subsequent in-
terviews. Nevertheless, we believe that it provides a sufficiently 
detailed and credible picture of what teaching about Soviet re-
pression looks like in individual countries and can serve as a ba-
sis for deciding on the further direction of the Gulag XR project. 
In the research, we looked for answers in the following areas:

 – what is the general educational situation in the country,  
especially with regard to history education

 – what place does Soviet repression occupy in teaching plans  
and curricula in each country

 – what are the goals of history education usually set by teach-
ers or the state, especially with regard to Soviet repression

 – what messages do teachers want to convey when teaching 
about Soviet repression. How do these messages corre-
spond to narratives about the Soviet Union and the coun-
tries’ own communist pasts

 – how the most frequently used textbooks in individual coun-
tries deal with Soviet repression

 – what are the conditions for the use of digital tools in teach-
ing

The main conclusions of our observations are given below.

About our research
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The Czech Republic

Country  specifics

The Czech education system is relatively liberal, with school 
management or teachers themselves having a high degree of 
responsibility for what is taught at a school.

The Czech educational system defines the goals of educati-
on for individual areas in what is called the Framework Educa-
tional Plan. Each school must then incorporate this into its own 
so-called school educational plan. At the same time, it is not ne-
cessary to maintain a separate subject such as History. In some 
schools, for example, historical topics are taken into account in 
broader subjects, such as Man and Society or The World in Con-
text, etc. A great deal of responsibility for the implementation of 
the general goals set by the state lies with schools, and especi-
ally with teachers.

Even though teachers in the Czech Republic are autonomous 
in composing their teaching plans themselves, usually only a sin-
gle lesson, usually in 9th  grade (age 14–15), is devoted to re-
pression in the Soviet Union. The topic is usually given further 
attention in secondary school (age 15–19), but again mostly to  
a very limited extent (1–3 lessons).

Didactic concept

The conception of history teaching in the Czech Republic is 
currently undergoing reform. Expert discussions are taking place 
on the need to place more emphasis on transferable skills; the 
share of synthetic explanatory text should decrease at the ex-
pense of the analytical part (pictures, newspaper or professional 
texts, memoires, etc. – supplemented by questions and tasks), 
while the plurality and constructivism of historical knowledge is 
emphasized.  

In the case of history, according to the available information 
as of September 2021, it is planned to use Peter Seixas’ concept 
of the Big Six Historical Thinking Concepts, which are currently 
being adapted for the needs of Czech education within the fra-
mework of the extensive project History+. The new concept of 
teaching history assumes that students will be able to answer, 
i.e., the following questions: Why do events happen and what 
are their consequences? How to find logic in complex historical 
processes? How to better understand the people who lived in 
the past? What is history for?

Therefore any new project that brings the past closer to stu-
dents, including the history of Soviet repression, should not only 
stick to the factual; it should also move to the level of analysis 
and interpretation and aim for higher cognitive goals.

Soviet repression in history lessons: 

teaching objectives and main messages

In the research we did at Czech schools in spring 2021 we 
received very different answers as to what students should take 
away from a teaching unit on repression in the Soviet Union in 
particular and communism in general. 

One of the most frequent messages teachers want to convey 
is unfreedom as a peculiar feature of totalitarian regimes. When 
it comes to material on Soviet repression, teachers may also try 
to investigate how totalitarianism originated. However, national 
socialism and the Holocaust are considered to be a bigger to-
pic and get more teaching units, so teachers usually examine 
totalitarism and its historical roots as a part of teaching units on 
national socialism.

There is a lack of interpretation of general history through 
specific human stories and there is a complete lack of data on 
ethinc Czechs in the Soviet Union (e.g., the Reflektor/Interhelpo 
cooperatives, or the Volhynian Czechs community). 

Lacunae of the curricula may correspond to the general si-
tuation with remembrance of Soviet repression in the Czech Re-
public, when the memoirs of Communists in pre-war Czechoslo-
vakia are rather set aside. Communist ideology reinforced by the 
Soviet Union after WW2 is portrayed as alien to Czechoslovakia, 
even though there was an established Communist movement in 
the country.

In Czech schools, of course, great attention is also paid to 

the onset of the communist regime in the country after 1948. Te-
achers tackle the circumstances under which the Communists 
came to power in Czechoslovakia, what the characteristics of 
their rule were, and why and how the regime collapsed. The 
attention paid to the beginnings of the Communist regime in 
Czechoslovakia is sufficient and clearly compiled in school text-
books. However, there is a lack of closer links with other Europe-
an countries to understand the more immediate context. Political 
repression is illustrated by the story of Milada Horáková, a po-
litical opponent of the regime who was sentenced to death in  
a show trial and executed in 1950. At present, her day of exe-
cution is marked as Remembrance Day for the Victims of the 
Communist Regime. 

However, our study showed that there is a complete lack of 
information about Czechoslovaks sent to the Gulag, which is 
probably the biggest shortcoming of Czech textbooks in relation 
to our theme. 

Although the topic of Soviet repression appears in the analy-
zed textbooks, more attention is paid to events that took place 
in Czechoslovakia itself. The connection between repression in 
the Soviet Union and the history of Czechoslovakia is very in-
sufficiently conceived, or completely lacking.

As mentioned in the introduction, the Czech education system 
is relatively liberal. Schools can use any textbooks or materials, or 
they can teach completely without textbooks. As part of our research, 
we went through several textbooks that were identified by teachers 
as the most frequently used. A more detailed analysis performed by 
Czech historian Jiří Klůc is available here.
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Due to the fact that in the Czech Republic history teachers 
are free to compose their curricula themselves,  there is a cer-
tain divergence between schools in terms of time devoted to 
Soviet repression and where the focus is put.

With more time at their disposal, and hence more chances to 
address the topic of the repression more profoundly, teachers 
can convey such topics as the “non-black-or-whiteness” of atti-
tudes, and furthermore, “what is freedom and democracy?”. 

An example from the online exercise of the Historylab appli-
cation, created by the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regi-
mes. In the exercise, students analyze a resolution of the 1950s 
in which pupils ask the State Court to punish alleged enemies of 
the state and subversives.

Above: An example from the online exercise of the
Historylab application, created by the Institute for the
Study of Totalitarian Regimes. In the exercise, students
analyze a resolution of the 1950s in which pupils ask the
State Court to punish alleged enemies of the state and
subversives.

Historical awareness of this period is supported by a variety 
of relevant sources, different interpretations of the communist 
past are taken into account and students investigate why they 
differ. 

Below are examples of some of the tools used by schools to 
teach topics related to, among other things, Soviet repression.

An example from the online methodology of Myjsmetone-
vzdali.cz, created by the Memory of the Nation organization. In 
the given exercise, students analyze the recordings of witne-
sses of the period in the 1940s and 1950s when the Communists 
took power.

An example from the comic book We Are Still At War: Stories 
of the 20th Century (published by Post Bellum, Argo and the 
Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes in 2011) illustrating 
the story of a Czechoslovak victim of the Gulag. Active teachers 
also use this resource as teaching material in their class. 

Above: An example from the online methodology of
Myjsmetonevzdali.cz, created by the Memory of the
Nation organization. In the given exercise, students
analyze the recordings of witnesses of the period in the
1940s and 1950s when the Communists took power.

Above: An example from the comic book We Are Still At
War: Stories of the 20th Century (published by Post
Bellum, Argo and the Institute for the Study of
Totalitarian Regimes in 2011) illustrating the story of a
Czechoslovak victim of the Gulag. Active teachers also
use this resource as teaching material in their class.

Myjsmetonevzdali.cz
Myjsmetonevzdali.cz


6

Page from the textbook “Modern History for Secondary 
Schools” published by Didaktis in 2014. The text explains the 
terms Gulag, Stalinism, NKVD, etc. The textbook lacks any 
mention of the repression of Czechs living in the USSR, as well 

Above: Page from the textbook “Modern History for
Secondary Schools” published by Didaktis in 2014.

as the post-war deportation of Czechoslovak citizens to the  
Gulags from liberated Czechoslovakia. Nor is there any mention 
of the participation of Gulag survivors in the Czechoslovak army 
abroad.
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Use of technologies and extended reality

Schools in the Czech Republic commonly use tablets, 3D 
printers, computers and projectors, while some also use VR. 
Each school participating in the Gulag XR survey has a minimum 
of a computer and a projector. At the same time, recent research 
by the Czech School Inspectorate suggests that for the majority 
of schools in the Czech Republic, basic ICT equipment and inter-
net access is not a major problem (90% of schools considered 
the state of their technical equipment to provide online distan-
ce learning following the use of exceptional ICT funding to be 
sufficient). Regarding the possibility of using their own mobile 
phones in teaching, according to this survey 28.87% of respon-
dents answered that students cannot use their own phones in 
teaching. This does not mean that everyone else uses mobile 
phones in class, but at least it is not forbidden by the school.

VR devices are starting to appear in Czech schools. There are 
still relatively few of them, but it is not an unknown concept. Mo-
reover, thanks to the availability of funding through small grants 
(e.g., link to the website of the largest ICT vendor specifically de-
signed for schools where they can order anything from “tablets 
to 3D printers”), it is not difficult for schools to order such equi-
pment. The problem, however, is the usability of these devices.

Other aspects that concern teachers are a lack of quality con-
tent and an absence of methodology and best practice exam-
ples, which makes teachers rather cautious with using XR tools.

Germany

Country specifics

There is no national school programme in history in Germany; 
every federal state has its own. However, there are similarities 
in the handling of the topic of Soviet repression in school pro-
grammes.

The umbrella term under which Soviet repression between 
the 1920s and the end of 1950s is addressed in curricula and 
textbooks is “Stalinism”. This refers to the dictatorship regime in 
general and specific crimes such as repression against specific 
groups, artificial famines, forced labour camps, etc.

In the “new” federal states (former German Federal Republic), 
the crimes of communism in the USSR take slightly bigger space 
in the curricula compared to the curricula of the “old” states. We 
can attribute this to the influence of the social order established 
in the USSR on the parts of Germany where the Soviet occu-
pation zone was located. In the “new” states Stalinism may be 
handled twice: once in secondary school, either  in the 8th, 9th 
or 10th grade (14–16 y.o.); and once in high school, in the 11th or 
12th grade (17–18 y.o.).

Didactic concept

The prevailing concept of history teaching in Germany may 
be defined as aiming at developing historical consciousness. 
The approach was introduced by Karl-Ernst Jeismann and Jörn 
Rüsen, and developed by the research group FUER, with a re-
search project focusing on the fostering and development of a 
reflective and historical consciousness.

The concept refers to not only knowing facts but also being 
able to make sense of them. Historical consciousness is under-
stood as mental operations by which perception of the past is 
used to orient practical life and guide people in making deci-
sions.

Within the framework of this approach, historical conscious-
ness is believed to be expressed through narratives. Narratives 
are not understood as a simple enumeration of specific facts, 
names and dates in a defined order. Rather they are meant to 
give a broader understanding of the historical contexts and ac-
tors, and their motives and reasons. The FUER authors bound 
“narration” to “deconstruction”. Distinguishing and comparing the 
narratives should thus provide an understanding of the complex-
ity and controversy of historical processes, and also that there 

is no such thing as the only right historical narration. Historical 
thinking is considered to be a dynamic process in this approach 
– reconstruction leads to findings, the produced knowledge is to 
be questioned and analysed using methods, etc., leading to new 
findings.

Soviet repression in history lessons: teaching objectives and 
main messages

The first encounter with the topic of communism can occur as 
part of learning about the history of the Soviet Union between 
the two wars in the 20th century. Usually, it is one of the optional 
topics teachers can choose from:

 –  either it is one of the topics in a bloc about the Soviet Union 
(alongside the Bolshevik Revolution, art in the 1920s in the 
Soviet Union, and the Hitler-Stalin Pact)

 –  or the history of the Soviet Union between the wars is an 
optional topic alongside other broader fields like local his-
tory, developments in the USA or China.
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Naturally, teachers have very few means to go deeper into 
matters if they decide to handle Soviet repression. Teachers can 
only provide their students with a general overview of the crimes 
of the Soviet regime. The lack of time makes a detailed and thor-
ough analysis of forced labour camps, their origins, their econo-
my and biographies of the victims almost impossible.

The topic of the crimes of communism may be handled in 
high school, in the upper classes of gymnasia (11th–12th grade); 
usually in qualifying courses students do an “Abitur” exam, a re-
quirement for a university entry. Soviet repression may be also 
addressed as a part of a less historically specific topic, such 
as Totalitarian States. In these upper grades, the curriculum fo-
cuses less on learning facts about specific historical periods, 
though a case study of Soviet repression may be embedded into  
a broader and less historically specific topic, such as juxtaposi-
tion of democracy and dictatorship, means of narrating history, 
etc. Educational objectives can be quite versatile then, including 
an ability to work with sources and to form an understanding of 
social institutions.

Regarding the curricula of Germany’s “old” federal states, 
they mention “Stalinism” in the Soviet Union even less than the 
curricula of the “new” states. Almost the only chance to address 
Soviet repression comes in higher  years at gymnasia, as a part 
of a broader topic such as civil rights, “anti-democratic” regimes 
between the two wars in Europe, culture of remembrance, etc. 

If teachers do focus on Soviet repression, some of the mes-
sages they try to convey are:

 –  The repressive side of communism, human rights under 
communism and the problem of collective ideology

 –  Differences in communist regimes, the USSR as an example 
of an authoritarian communist regime (comparison of USSR 
and China…)

A peculiar feature of teaching about communism in Germany 
is a spotlight on the persecution of Communists during the Nazi 
regime – influenced by the percieved importance of remember-
ing the crimes of the Holocaust and its victims.

Both in the “new” states and the “old” states, curricula turn 
to Soviet repression one more time when it comes to learning 
about the Soviet occupation zone and the GDR. The historical 
context of the establishment of the GDR is addressed in aca-
demic lessons.

Both the “old” and the “new” states use, among other ma-
terials, the same textbooks. The full list of textbooks reviewed 
is available here. All the textbooks, both secondary school and 

high school, address the topic of Soviet repression. However, 
the textbooks tend to treat the topic in a superficial way. They 
may address mass terror and mention that under Stalin there 
was persecution of political opponents. In several textbooks, the 
show-trials, the brutal methods of the secret police and the vic-
tim groups are referred to. Alleged opposition to the regime is 
given as an explanation for their persecution. However, in more 
than half of the examined books, forced labour camps and the 
Gulag as a concept was not presented. 

Following the didactic aims of the German educational sys-
tem, textbooks may provide students with materials that should 
help them work with historical sources and form their own judge-
ments. Two textbooks have a multi-perspective approach by jux-
taposing Stalin’s account of the development of the USSR with 
an excerpt from Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s “Gulag Archipelago”. 

Since the focus of the presentation in all textbooks is not 
explicitly on the Gulag, the books are correspondingly poor-
ly equipped with visual sources that can help students picture 
forced labour camps: maps depicting the camp system as well 
as photographs depicting forced labour camps are generally 
missing. 

The main narrative about communism in the USSR that is 
followed in the school books and curricula (and that dominates 
cultural memory about the Stalin era) can be defined as recol-
lections of the repressive and inhumane character of the regime, 
arbitrariness, absence of civil freedoms and human rights vio-
lations. However, this is often only done in an overview fashion. 
Either crimes like the mass terror of the 1937–1938 collectivisa-
tion and Holodomor are directly addressed or an awareness of 
the regime is derived from inclusion into broader topics, such 
as the juxtaposition of democracy and authoritarian regimes. In 
addition, the description of the Soviet occupation zone that is to 
be found in curricula and school books follow a similar pattern: 
remembrance of the crimes of the regime is underscored. 

However, other topics aside from repression in the USSR – 
such as art and culture in the 1920s and the fight for women’s 
rights – may be a part of facultative units at high schools. Rec-
ollections that are not centred around the inhuman, arbitrary 
nature of the Soviet regime intervene into “bigger” narratives 
that are strongly represented in the German cultural memory. 
Remembrance of the persecution of Communists in 1933–1945 
complements responsibility for the crimes of the Nazi regime. 
There is also the strong tradition of “leftist” critical thinking that 
leads to interest in achievements in the field of women’s rights 
in the Soviet Union and movements in early Soviet art and archi-
tecture, such as constructivism and futurism.
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Use of technologies and extended reality

Digital tools are widely used in German schools, though there 
are some big differences among them. Every second teach-
er regularly uses a projector. More than one in four even does 
so on all teaching days. Every fifth teacher uses an interactive 
whiteboard daily and every third regularly. 14% of teachers use 
tablets regularly1.

Birgit Eickelmann, head of the German International Comput-
er and Information Literacy (Icils) study, claims that only a quarter 
of students in Germany attend a school where both teachers and 
students have access to WLAN, compared to 64% internationally 
and 100% in Denmark. Another example is computer equipment: 
in Germany there are on average 10 learners per classroom for 
every computer provided by a school2.

According to a survey by the German Association for Informa-
tion Technology, Telecommunications and New Media (Bitkom), 
the majority of teachers see advantages in the digitalisation of 
schools. For example, 88% of them say that students are more 
motivated by the use of technology and 87% think that content 
and contexts can be presented and taught more clearly if digital 
tools are used in lessons.

More than half of the teachers (54%) would like to use digital 
media more often, but do not do so for various reasons. Oth-
er reasons are the lack of equipment, insufficient knowledge of 
technology and fear of the technology failing in the middle of the 
lesson. The lack of a pedagogical concept leads to digital media 
being used by teachers less often than desired3.

The solution of the current problem with the lack of digital 
gadgets is seen in the adopted Digital Pact4. It states that schools 
can apply for the financing of digitalisation and the costs will be 
covered either by federal states or by the federal government, if 
states don’t have enough financial means for it.

It might even be possible to finance further training for teach-
ers with federal funds in this way. Further training is seen as key 
to the success of digital education. Under certain circumstances, 
temporary school staff may be paid; this was previously consid-
ered taboo. A paid system administrator, for example, would be 
a great relief for some schools where a maths teacher or a phys-
ics teacher currently have to take care of the equipment on the 
side.  

1 Drammeh N. Digitalisierung der Schule – Alles, was Sie wissen müssen. 
In: Kommunal, 14.02.2020,

https://kommunal.de/digitalisierung-Schule-was-Sie-wissen-m%C3%BCssen

2 Sadigh P. Alles nur Infrastruktur. In: Zeit, 10.02.2019,

https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/schule/2019-02/digitalpakt-schulen-digitalisie-
rung-bildung-bund-laender

3 Drammeh

https://kommunal.de/digitalisierung-Schule-was-Sie-wissen-m%C3%BCssen

4 https://www.datenportal.bmbf.de/portal/en/education.html

https://kommunal.de/digitalisierung-Schule-was-Sie-wissen-m%25C3%25BCssen
https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/schule/2019-02/digitalpakt-schulen-digitalisierung-bildung-bund-laender
https://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/schule/2019-02/digitalpakt-schulen-digitalisierung-bildung-bund-laender
https://kommunal.de/digitalisierung-Schule-was-Sie-wissen-m%C3%BCssen 
https://www.datenportal.bmbf.de/portal/en/education.html
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Poland

Country specifics

In 2012 education reform was implemented in Polish schools. 
Curricula were modified and an option for learners  to choose 
the subjects in which they wanted to specialise was introduced. 
The reform came into force and, in the case of history, involved 
a partial break from repeating the history course at each stage 
of education. In PSs, history teaching remained unchanged and 
covered the period from ancient times to modern times. In LSSs, 
students had to learn history from ancient times until 1914. In all 
types of USSs, history was obligatory in the first grade and cove-
red the period from 1914 to the present day. After completing the 
first grade, students could decide whether they wanted to learn 
history as a major subject, which ended with an exam in the last 
grade. If they chose this option, they learned history from anci-
ent to modern times, but on a more detailed level. Learners who 
did not choose history as a major subject but decided, for exam-
ple, to focus on physical sciences had to study the compulsory 
subject History and Society. This subject consisted of thematic 
modules focused on some historical periods, processes, or is-
sues (e.g., early modern history, family history, and media histo-
ry) (Polish EURIDICE Unit, 2012).

The subject’s teachers are free to choose teaching methods 
and approaches, though this is partly determined by the number 
of students per class and teaching and learning facilities and re-
sources available in the school (for example, the number of com-
puters or other teaching aids). Classes should be divided into 
smaller groups for some subjects (for example, foreign language, 
technology or computer science / information technology). For 
more information, see here.

The curriculum can be:

 –  developed by the teacher individually or jointly with other 
teachers;

 –  chosen from among the set of curricula developed by an-
other author/other authors; for example, from among those 
available on the market;

 –  developed by other author(s) and modified by the teacher.

The curriculum proposed by the teacher should be adapted 
to the needs and abilities of the students. Curricula are approved 
for use at school by the head of a given school at the request of 
the teacher or the team of teachers concerned and after consul-
tation with the school’s teaching council (composed of the head 
and all teachers).

Teachers may choose a textbook from among the textbooks 
approved for the use at school by the minister responsible for 
education. The school head publishes a list of textbooks to be 
used at a given school from the beginning of the next school 
year. The legislation also allows teachers to implement curricula 
using educational resources / materials which are not conside-
red textbooks in legal or practical terms. Costs of textbooks are, 
in general, covered by students and their parents (legal guardi-
ans).

Schools are required to install special internet safety soft-
ware on computers used for teaching and learning. The soft-
ware should protect students, in particular, against pornography, 
brutal and aggressive content and content breaking social nor-
ms and promoting hatred and discrimination.

Didactic concept

The Polish Ministry of Education suggests that schools should 
take care that the student does not get lost in a maze of details; 
rather by learning the most important of them they should be 
able to explain the rules governing the past: political, social, eco-
nomic, religious, and cultural. Such an approach to teaching his-
tory is supposed to help students understand the mechanisms 
of modern times. It is also about the student consciously and 
responsibly co-creating in their adult life a European community 
of values with the overriding idea of freedom, which is particu-
larly close to Poles. Freedom which in recent centuries has been 
expressed in the struggle to regain independence and maintain 
national sovereignty.

History education serves important educational purposes. In 
particular, it makes it possible to:

 –  deepen knowledge of important events regarding the his-
tory of the Polish nation and general world history, in order 
to refer to the past more critically and to understand better 
the present and build the future in a responsible way

 –  enhance the feeling of love towards the fatherland through 
the respect and attachment to tradition and history of own 
nation and its achievements, culture and mother tongue; 

 – shape the connection to the homeland, civil consciousness, 
a respectful attitude and responsibility for one’s own state; 
strengthen national pride, forming respect for other people 
and the achievements of other nations and states; 

 – shape respect for cultural heritage and historical monu-
ments; 

 – spark interest in one’s own past, one’s family’s past and 
local history; 

 – develop historical thinking and moral and aesthetic sensi-
tivity; 

 – shape skills in humanities, linguistic skills, collecting data 
and using different sources of information, critical formula-
tion of opinions.

In elementary school, students primarily learn about the 
history of their homeland. In the core curriculum for secondary 
schools, the history of the state and the nation is much more 
strongly inscribed in general history, although, obviously, the 
thread of national history remains the most important5.

5 Załącznik do rozporządzenia Ministra Edukacji Narodowej: Zał. Nr 1 –

PODSTAWA PROGRAMOWA KSZTAŁCENIA OGÓLNEGO DLA CZTEROLETNIEGO

LICEUM OGÓLNOKSZTAŁCĄCEGO I PIĘCIOLETNIEGO TECHNIKUM
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Soviet repression in history lessons: 

teaching objectives and main messages

In Poland, Soviet repression is a topic that fits well into the 
bigger narrative of “Polish martyrology” – the Polish state and 
the nation being a victim of its more powerful neighbours, in 
this manner the memories of communist crimes contribute to a 
“bigger picture”. Soviet repression resulted in the death of hun-
dred of thousands of Polish citizens and members of the Polish 
minority in the Soviet Union killed between 1917 and 1947 (in-
cluding the NKVD’s so-called Polish Operation, which resulted 
in the genocide of people of Polish origin in the USSR in 1937 
and 1938), massive deportations, imprisonment and torture. Mo-
reover, Polish sovereignty was especially strongly affected by 
Soviet politics, because as a consequence of the Second World 
War it lost half of its territory to the Soviet Union and became its 
vassal state.    

This is why Stalinism and the Nazi regime are often equalized 
in Poland. Soviet Russia till 1953 is portrayed as the paradigm 
of a totalitarian state and mass repression system in general. It 
should be also added that in the Polish historical narrative and 
historical memory Soviet repression is often placed in the wider 
context of Poland’s difficult relations with Russia in the past as 
well as today. Currently,  the Polish perception of the Soviet Uni-
on is influenced by Russia’s neo-imperial foreign policy and its 

“revisionist” and “denialist” politics of memory concerning Soviet 
heritage and Stalinism.      

As an important milestone in the creation of Polish identity, 
communism gets six history lesson topics at primary school (8th 
grade). In high schools the topic is described and taught also 
during literature classes while analyzing, i.e., “A World Apart” by 
Gustaw Herling-Grudziński. His diary is compulsory reading for 
all pupils. In history lessons teachers have enough time to ac-
complish the agenda. At school, teachers try to convey mess-
ages about the utopian roots of the communist system and the 
fact the reality is far from the ideas declared by the ruling class, 
stressing the lack of freedom and the crimes committed by the 
totalitarian regime.

As both literature and history lessons shape pupil’s knowledge 
of Soviet repression and the Gulag, we analysed both history 
and literature textbooks. The results of the analysis are to be 
found here.

In spite of the several teaching units and the emphasis on 
the repression in the USSR, the Gulag itself is, if anything, briefly 
mentioned during lessons dedicated to the Soviet Union and 
the Stalinist era as the example of a brutal regime.

Use of technologies and extended reality

According to the survey conducted by Gulag XR in May 2021, 
teachers in Poland use laptops and projectors, though for them 
interactive whiteboards are relatively new devices. Teachers 
also mentioned many specific apps and platforms they have re-
cently been using during the pandemic and remote work. Some 
of them are implementing YouTube videos into their lessons. 
None of the teachers that took part in the Gulag XR survey had 
ever used VR. However, there is a lack of necessary equipment 
and Wi-Fi connection at some schools.

In Poland, there are big differences concerning the use of 
technologies between private and public schools. Teachers at 
private schools are used to using gadgets and digital content, 
while teachers at public schools have fewer resources and hen-
ce use technologies in their teaching units less frequently. There 
is also a big difference between cities and small towns/villages. 
Not every school in Poland has Wi-Fi access and computers, 
though mostly there are libraries with computers and Wi-Fi.

Content for digital gadgets is also a weak point. The con-
tent provided by the Institute of National Remembrance plays  
a significant role; without it, teachers could not refer to any other 
sources of digital content.
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Slovakia

Country specifics

Education in all types of schools (ISCED 0-3) takes place in 
compliance with state educational programs, which define com-
pulsory content. The Ministry of Education, Science, Research 
and Sport of the Slovak Republic, the central public administrati-
on authority for education, is responsible for the development of 
the content, goals and methods of education.

State educational programs define the general goals of 
schools and key competencies in the balanced development of 
students’ personalities and the framework content of education. 
State education programs are the starting point for the creation 
of the school education programs of schools, which take into 
account specific regional conditions and needs.

The state educational program stipulates compulsory sub-
jects, which are integrated into individual educational areas. As 
part of its curriculum, each school can also create its own sub-
ject (using free, available lessons). In addition to subjects, cross-
cutting themes are introduced, traversing all educational areas.

History, together with the humanities component of geo-
graphy and civics, forms the educational area Man and Socie-
ty. However, it is a separate subject within it and, together with 
them in integrative relations, it represents one of the important 
elements in the process of the humanization of students6.

Didactic concept

According to the state programme7, “The main function of 
history is to cultivate the historical consciousness of the student 
as a whole and to preserve the continuity of historical memory 
in terms of passing on historical experience, either from a local, 
regional, national, European or global perspective.

Part of its transmission is, above all, the gradual knowledge 
of such historical events, events, phenomena and processes in 
space and time, which have fundamentally influenced the deve-
lopment of Slovak society and have been reflected in the image 
of our present. At the same time, it emphasizes the history of the 
19th and 20th centuries, in which we can find for the most part 
the roots of current social phenomena and problems.” 

Drawing on the work of Peter Seixas and Karel Van Nieu-
wenhuyse, we distinguish three main models of history educati-
on: nationalist, civic, and disciplinary. These models should not 
be understood in a chronological sense; they do not follow one 
direction. It also has to be noted that the boundaries between 
the models are not always clear. From this point of view, the 
Slovak curriculum would correspond to a certain combination of 
the disciplinary and nationalist models.

6 https://www.statpedu.sk/files/articles/dokumenty/statny-vzdelavaci-program/dejepis_isced2.pdf

7 https://www.statpedu.sk/files/articles/dokumenty/statny-vzdelavaci-program/dejepis_isced2.pdf

Soviet repression in history lessons: 

teaching objectives and main messages

According to the curriculum, the  teaching objective of history 
lesson is to “develop interdisciplinary competencies which will 
enable students not only to approach history as a closed past, 
but also to develop a whole range of competencies (competen-
ces) to ask themselves cognitively diverse questions in dyna-
mic activity, through which they ask about the past through the 
prism of the present and gradually form their own opinion. An 
important means of this is a set of appropriate (also multilateral) 
school historical sources, which is considered an integral part of 
the didactic system of history teaching and history textbooks in 
primary schools.”

In terms of theme, the current form of the State Educatio-
nal Program focuses mainly on the history of the Slovak nation 
in the context of Slovakia. However, one of the skills explicitly 
states that “the pupil can characterize the Stalinist dictatorship”, 

“states the reasons for the emergence of dictatorships” and “do-
cuments the process of Sovietization of Central and Eastern Eu-
rope”.

In Slovakia, the Gulag is mentioned a few times in the curri-
cula and in textbooks starting from the 9th grade. Textbooks 
present the USSR as an example of a totalitarian regime and 

dictatorship. However, based on our analysis of the most used 
textbooks in primary and secondary schools, we can say that 
only a few pages are devoted to the issue of Soviet repression 
itself.

In primary schools, more attention is paid to the politics of Le-
nin and the Great October Socialist Revolution and subsequently 
the 1950s. More emphasis is put on nationalization after the Com-
munist coup of so-called Victorious February 1948 and collectivi-
zation in agriculture. Less space is devoted to Soviet repression. 
For example, in the most used history textbook for 9th grade 
primary school pupils (Looking for the Past, published by Orbis 
Pictures Istropolitana, authors: Dušan Kováč, Viliam Kratochvíl, 
Ivan Kamenec, Herta Tkadlečková. 2012) the word ‚Gulag‘ only 
appears once, and even then only once in a marginal text. High 
school textbooks go a little deeper into the matter. Even so they 
give rather simple generalizations about the communist regime.

The survey conducted by Gulag XR reveals that only 49.1% of 
teachers address the topic of Soviet repression (of which around 
1–2% pay increased attention to this topic), 35.8% deal with it 
only partially, 7.5% do not deal with it at all, and the remaining 
respondents do not have the capacity for it due to insufficient 
time allowance. Whether teachers decide to devote time to com-
munism or not is usually based only on a personal decision and 
the teacher’s commitment to the topic.

https://www.statpedu.sk/files/articles/dokumenty/statny-vzdelavaci-program/dejepis_isced2.pdf
https://www.statpedu.sk/files/articles/dokumenty/statny-vzdelavaci-program/dejepis_isced2.pdf
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However, most teachers prefer not to deal with the topic of 
the crimes of communism, or at least not to go deep into the 
matter. In Slovakia, alongside the narrative about the oppressive 
character of communism regime, a rather ‘optimistic’ narrative 
about socialism in the country is widely spread. This especia-
lly concerns the older generation (the narrative can briefly be 
sketched as follows: Everything was affordable, people were 
employed and had access to accommodation, education and 
health care, etc.). These widespread positive memories about 
socialism in Slovakia prevent critical analysis of the communist 
regime in the Soviet Union.

In addition the common “optimistic” narrative about commu-
nism  prevents critical dealing with repression in the earlier peri-
od of Czechoslovakia under communist rule.

Older versions of Slovak textbooks address the rise of com-
munism to power in Czechoslovakia, mentioning the occurren-
ces of 1948, the February coup and the 1950s (nationalization, 
collectivization). However,  textbooks merely give an overview 
and do not go deep into the topic. The older generation of text-
books also pays very little attention to the period after the 1950s. 
Newer versions of textbooks explain the impact of socialism on 
Czechoslovak minorities, dealing more profoundly with political 
mass show trials in the 1950s, normalization in the 1970s and the 
resistance movement that led to the “Velvet Revolution” of 1989.

Slovak textbooks give great importance to supplementary vi-
sual materials. In the mentioned textbook “Looking for the Past”, 
texts are accompanied by various pictures, caricatures, histori-
cal timelines and period photographs.

The history textbook for third grade gymnasium and secon-
dary schools (authors: Róbert Letz, Mária Tonková, Anna Boc-
ková. 2013, Slovenské pedagogické nakladateľstvo) is a newer 
edition of the textbook for gymnasiums and other secondary 
schools. The textbook is elaborated with the use of illustrative 
and supplementary materials.

The additional materials are, e.g., period photographs, va-
rious citations of politicians and historical actors. There are also 
very useful tips for films and novels that can bring students clo-
ser to the material covered. The textbook gives the same space 
to world and national history.

nakladateľstvo) is a newer edition of the textbook for

gymnasiums and other secondary schools. The textbook

is elaborated with the use of illustrative and

supplementary materials.

The additional materials are, e.g., period photographs,
various citations of politicians and historical actors.
There are also very useful tips for films and novels that
can bring students closer to the material covered. The

textbook gives the
same space to
world and national
history.

History textbook for the ninth grade of primary schools

and the fourth year of eight-year grammar schools

History textbook for the ninth grade of primary schools and 
the fourth year of eight-year grammar schools (Looking for the 
Past), published in 2012 by Orbis Pictures Istropolitana, authors: 
Dušan Kováč, Viliam Kratochvíl, Ivan Kamenec, Herta Tkadleč-
ková. 
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(Looking for the Past), published in 2012 by Orbis

Pictures Istropolitana, authors: Dušan Kováč, Viliam

Kratochvíl, Ivan Kamenec, Herta Tkadlečková.

History textbook for third grade gymnasium and

secondary schools. Authors: Róbert Letz, Mária

History textbook for third grade gymnasium and secondary 
schools. Authors: Róbert Letz, Mária Tonková, Anna Bocková. 
2013, Slovenské pedagogické nakladateľstvo.

Use of technologies and extended reality

In Slovakia, digitalization may be considered to be at an 
advanced stage. Almost every teacher has a laptop and Wi-Fi, 
some teachers use VR and many schools use tablets.

In a survey conducted by Gulag XR, most respondents an-
swered that they use the internet, interactive whiteboard, data 
projector, computer, movies and videos in their lessons. The te-
achers’ answers were also influenced by the pandemic situation, 
so Zoom or Teams or other technologies via which distance lear-
ning was carried out online also featured. When asked whether 
they also use virtual reality to teach history, 51.9% answered 
in the negative and 35.2% in the positive. The remaining 1.9%  
answered that the VR was used only indirectly, rarely or they 
plan to use it soon. Based on the findings, we can state that VR 
is being used only marginally.
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Our study revealed that the topic of communism in gene-
ral and Soviet repression in particular is not suppressed in any 
of our countries. Curricular documents in all countries work to 
some extent with the topic. However, the extent to which they 
do so varies. 

Existing didactic concepts (perhaps with the exception of 
Germany) are to some extent based on older, more nationalist-
colored narratives. As a result of this, if Soviet repression does 
not fit into the existing narrative, it can easily remain beyond the 
interest of teachers.

There is a correlation in main messages and narratives about 
the Soviet regime in the Czech Republic, Germany, Poland and 
Slovakia. The Soviet Union after the Bolshevik Revolution and till 
the end of the 1950s is regarded as an example of an arbitrary 
and inhumane regime and a totalitarian state. This main mess-
age doesn’t depend on whether or not any positive memories 
about communism are common in the society: e.g., “optimistic” 
sentiments in the case of some teachers in Slovakia.

In Germany, the word “totalitarian” is seldomly used, to avoid 
equalization of Stalinism with the Nazi regime; this stresses its 
singularity and Germany’s responsibility for dealing with its Nazi 
past. 

There is another similarity between Slovakia, Germany and 
the Czech Republic: the decision to learn about Soviet repressi-
on or not often depends to a large extent on a teacher and their 
personal interest in the topic. As a result, some teachers don’t 
deal with communism in the USSR at all, while some go deeper 
into the subject. 

The communist past of Poland and Czechoslovakia is often 
conceived separately from the atrocities of the Soviet regime. 
However, there are also points of contact. As a result, students 
(e.g., in the Czech Republic or Slovakia) may get the impression 
that the history of Soviet repression is something that has no-
thing to do with the history of their countries. This despite the 

Summary

fact that the victims of this repression were thousands of citizens 
of the countries concerned.

We therefore believe that it is expedient to prepare an edu-
cational program that brings together the existing awareness of 
learners and teachers concerning the communist regime and 
the history of individual countries with the general history of the 
Soviet regime and its repression.

Regarding the fact that school curricula in all of the countries 
deal with the communist regimes in their own countries, it is be-
neficial for learners to be acquainted with the character of the 
communist regime in the USSR, which later spread to the count-
ries of the Eastern Bloc.

The teachers showed considerable interest in this topic and 
responded positively.

In all countries (depending on the specific type of school) the 
subject of the Soviet regime is usually mentioned, to some ex-
tent, twice. The first time in teaching children aged about 13–15 
years, the second time in the subsequent stage, at the age of 
about 16–19 years. As for the age limit, we decided to adapt the 
educational tool so that it could be used for learners aged 14–15.

The technical possibilities of schools in our countries are lar-
gely sufficient for the use of modern technologies such as virtual 
or augmented reality. Although most teachers do not yet have 
experience of the use of VR, this is something they have shown 
considerable interest in. 

In interviews, teachers often cited a lack of time as the main 
obstacle to teaching using modern technology. The lack of time 
was also often identified as an obstacle to dealing with Soviet 
repression at school. We will have to take this fact into account 
when developing our educational tool. In response to the time 
shortage problem, we plan to offer several modes of use that 
differ in terms of time required.


