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My study tour of Germany and Poland was mainly connected to the Stage 6 Modern History Syllabus with some material collected for Stage 4 History. Firstly, I conducted a series of interviews with a range of people throughout Germany and Australia. Secondly, I visited museums and historical sites throughout Germany and Poland looking at the history of Germany during the time periods of the Middle Ages, World War I and II and the Cold War. In Germany in particular I investigated the ways the growth of imperialism and nationalism affected the lives of people. Thirdly, I collected a wide range of materials suitable to be used as source studies in the classroom to enhance the requirement of this part of the course. .
 These included copies of pertinent documents, photographs and objects from some of the people whom I interviewed as well as print and audio-visual from museums and other relevant historical sites.

The use of the oral history/biographical approach has a number of positive factors in the improvement of learning outcomes for students. Firstly, the use of real material can make a lesson/lecture more exciting and interesting to students.

The excitement about access to information is that it is the first step to expertise, to knowledge construction. Only if access to data is seen as a first step - rather than as an end in itself, will it be useful.  
 

It is also about providing source material that students can see as relevant, meaningful and from different perspectives. These sources may then be used in activities that challenge student’s ideas about the influence of experience, gender, and situation similar to that described by Counsell. 
  However, the provision of source material is not in itself a guarantee of that improvement. 

There are many ways to ratchet up the cognitive challenge in history classrooms. Students report that activities involving inference (e.g., writing papers that call for a synthesis of events) and evaluation (e.g., ex- pressing and defending a stance on a controversial issue) are more challenging than those that call for literal comprehension (e.g., the recall of right answers) (Stevenson, 1990). They also report being more engaged when teachers offer them opportunities to explore genuine historical questions 
  

This is what sparked my determination to collect the stories from people directly involved in historical events of the period 1918 – 1990: the lead up and events of WWII and the Cold War. 

The process involved an initial visit to Germany in 2006 to find people who were willing to participate in an oral history project. I was fortunate enough to have people from different walks of life and who had experiences that would provide greater meaning for students studying history. I then spent some time researching the process of collecting Oral History accounts and developed sets of questions that would form the framework of my interviews. These were translated into German and sent to Herr Stolz in Butzbach and Herr Kuhley in Hennigsdorf who had consented to be my main contacts in arranging the interviews. One aspect of this study was brought home quite sharply to me as the study gained momentum: my language skills needed a vast improvement. These people spoke no English. So for the next two years I worked hard at improving my German. The reality was, however, that while my reading and translation skills had improved, for the actual interviews I had to rely very heavily on my interpreter, Derek Janderko, whose assistance was invaluable.
The families that had indicated that they would be willing to participate in my study were mostly very forthcoming and willing to share their experiences with me. However, a few difficulties arose in that the majority of these people are very elderly. Two of the participants had become too ill to be interviewed and two others were experiencing failing memories. On the other hand, I was fortunate enough to be able to include two other people, one who had served in the German army and another who was forced from her home in Belarus. I was also able to obtain a copy of the personal histories of the local area of Bitterfeld where the community had published their own oral histories. In addition, I was offered the unconditional use of the personal history of Henning Appel, self published in 1988 and recording the events of 1919 – 1949 in detail.

A number of the participants had used the prepared set of questions that each of them had been sent to think about prior to the interviews. These questions were intended to form the basis for the collection of the life stories of people who were born at the beginning of the Twentieth Century, lived through the First World War, the Weimar Period, the growth of Nazism, the Second World War, the division of Germany into East and West and the Cold War Period, and finally the reunification of Germany. The subjects included Germans and Polish-Germans; men who served in either the army or the navy as well as those who were part of the forced labour units; women; professionals and agricultural workers; people who were caught behind the Berlin Wall and some who escaped. The most interesting stories included:
Erich Grawe

Erich was in Danzig (Gdansk) when World War II began. He told me how he heard about the invasion of Poland on the radio and in the press. He and his family found the concept of being invaded by the Germans incomprehensible. He told me how they spoke German and that they were citizens of the Free City of Gdansk, which should have meant something more. I visited the Westerplatte in Gdansk to see where the first shots of WWII began and the imposing memorial erected to the heroic Polish soldiers who desperately tried to prevent the invasion of their country by Germany. He remembered that with the invasion came the NSDAP, the Hitler Youth and the Federation of German Girls. He talked about going to school one day and finding soldiers using it as a barracks. They had to go to the neighbouring town to school and how the area along the Baltic Sea where he lived became a war zone with heavy gun fire on the port area and airfield. He remembered seeing the Admiral Scheer and the Graf Spee tank cruisers enter the harbour and attack the fortress at the Westerplatte. He also remembered the attack on the Polish Post Office and the resistance movement overcome by the Germans.

He spoke of his life during the war years. He became a carpenter at 14 and trained with about 160 other boys. They were housed in a school, sleeping on a dirt floor and having to assemble each morning and march in front of the swastika. They were forced to work for the Germans and when the Russians came, they were put in railroad cars and moved to the west. He was sent to the front but captured by the Americans after only 3 weeks and placed in a concentration camp. His memory of this time compares with the experiences of those in German concentration camps. They were kept in the open air with no tents or other protection from rain or sun, virtually no food, lack of hygiene, lice-ridden resulting in a massive death toll.
I visited Stutthof Concentration Camp near Gdansk and it was here that I think the real meaning of Hitler’s concept of Lebensraum came home. It was here that the Germans intended to rid Poland of its intellectuals, its Jews and any opponents to the Nazi regime. The camp was a centre for extermination, not only through the use of gas chambers, but through forced work under appalling conditions. The “business” of the concentration camps is highlighted at the place. The people who were sent to Stutthof (as well as many other camps) were a means by which the SS accumulated goods (the possessions of the prisoners), supplied hair that was turned into textiles, gold from teeth was reused, body fat was made into soap and for those who were capable of work – forced labour for quarrying, construction and manufacturing of a whole range of goods. All of this was meticulously recorded in a businesslike manner which increases the horror of what took place here and in other camps such as Auschwitz-Birkenau. The DVD produced by the Stutthof Museum illustrates, through the words of former inmates of the camp, the hardships, the need to work together to survive, the hopes and the fears and the intolerable cruelty inflicted on them bringing the emotions and the events together in a very presentable resource for the classroom.
Roland Stolz

Roland is a devout Christian. His belief in God underpins his story of incredible survival. He remembered seeing Hitler in a garrison church in Potsdam in 1933. Hitler had come with the former Field Marshal von Hindenburg in a show of power transference. When asked about other memories of this time he told me about how his headmaster at school was dismissed because he belonged to the SPD and how a Nazi teacher took over the school. He remembered how they now had to greet everyone with “Heil Hitler” and how, because he was not in the Hitler Youth, he could not get an apprenticeship. He also told how his mother, helped by a Jewish women, sewed him a brown shirt that resembled that of a Hitler Youth and how he eventually had to join because he could not get work unless he belonged to the group. He also remembered how their political leader would make them conform and how order and punctuality were essential features. They were made to shout out phrases such as “Jews out; Jews are our doom!”
I visited Nuremberg and went to the rally grounds and stood on the podium where Hitler addressed thousands of supporters in the years 1933 – 1938. It was awe inspiring. Even with construction work being carried out around me the extensive arena, the scope of the setting was overwhelming. I closed my eyes and imagined the crowds, the pomp and ceremony and for an instant I could begin to understand how one person could become so powerful in these circumstances. You could almost understand how a people could be swayed by the spectacle and the rhetoric. But then the reality sets back in when you visit the Documentation Centre. Here you are taken on a tour called Fascination and Terror. It is an interactive and unvarnished account of how people came to follow Hitler and the myth that arose around him. It also gives accounts of what happened to those people who opposed him and his regime and what happened to those whom he considered less than human.
Roland first worked as a bookkeeper for 25 cents per hour for 18 hours a day, but by 1940 he had to serve in the German army. He was in one of the old regiments, called “Old Fritz” after Frederick the Great and his platoon leader was the great-grandson of Bismarck. He had 6 weeks basic training and was sent to Poland where he was given special training to fight against the Russians. He also experienced the devastation of the Russian Front in World War II. His story is yet another one of amazing survival. When I listened to him telling how he and his fellow soldiers were sent to fight the Russians without adequate clothing or equipment, short of food and near starving and still expected to do their duty it brought home to me the inhumanity of war – no matter which side you were fighting for. He told how when his platoon has run out of ammunition for the machine gun he was sent to the ammunition cart to get more and while he was getting a box of bullets he was hit by fragments of a grenade, damaging both of his legs. He was eventually put onto a cart and after travelling for many days in the freezing cold he arrived at a field hospital where he was saved by an incredible set of circumstances. He was operated on for 16 hours on 24th December and after the doctors had initially decided to remove the lower section of one of his legs, a new doctor who had only just arrived at the hospital was able to save his leg and when he woke up the next day to the sounds of a nurse singing Silent Night. He calls it his Best Christmas present.
His story continued with his life in both the East and the West after the war. I visited Heckelberg, the town where he became a teacher after the war. There I attended a school reunion and met many people who had grown up under communist rule. Some had no complaints except that their movements were limited by the Berlin Wall, others had escaped and welcomed to fall of the Wall and the relief and freedom that it brought.

Herr Stolz talked about his experiences under a communist rule and his eventual escape from the East into the West. His story about rebuilding his life in West Germany and his relief when the Wall finally fell allowed me to see how a quiet faith was used by many to sustain themselves during these years.
Gerda Sack and Kathe Stolz

These sisters recounted their lives in Berlin during the war years. Their poignant story of days spent huddled in air raid shelters crying from hunger and terrified that they would be killed and eventually coming out thin and gaunt still brought pain to their eyes. They remembered the measures that their father tried to take to protect them and the terror of phosphorous bombs falling on the streets of Berlin.

I visited one of the air raid shelters that were not far from where they themselves sheltered from the bombs. The tour brought into focus the appalling conditions that these people had to face and also the fears that they had in the last days of the war when women were hanging themselves in the toilets because they feared what the Russians would do to them when they captured Berlin. They also talked about how it was mainly the women who had to clear the rubble after the war, often trying to find anything that could be reused in an effort to rebuild the city, especially in those first few months at the end of the war.
A general tour around Berlin made me realize the extent of the rebuilding that needed to take place. Many of the museums have pictures of the city after it had been bombed. When you look at these and the reconstructed buildings it makes you realise just how much work had to be put into re-establishing some sort of normal life for these people. My balloon trip over Dresden also highlighted this. This city had been virtually obliterated during the war. It is now a thriving city with a myriad of old churches, palaces and public building reconstructed faithfully from out of the ruins. More importantly, this city was in East Germany. We are often led to believe that life virtually came to a standstill in the East and it was very clear that the East Germans were just as intent on rebuilding their country as were the West Germans.

Rudolf Storek

He served in the German navy, but spent most of his time in Norway. He and his comrades were for the most part completely ignorant of what was happening in Germany and saw very little of the war. He allowed me to copy some postcards written before the war began. They had the greeting “Heil Hitler” on them. When I asked him why, he said that everyone did that then. The photos of his life on board his ship showed men who were enjoying themselves and did not feel like they were really in a war. The contrast between his life in the war and that of his sisters brought to life the realities that war does not deal with everyone in the same way.  He also spoke of the Berlin airlift when it was almost impossible to sleep at night because of the noise of the aircraft constantly taking off and landing with supplies during the Russian blockade at the end of the war. Tears came to his eyes as he told me of how his children were caught in East Germany while he and his wife were in the West. It was clear that these memories are still very painful to him.
Gerhard and Gisela Werner
This couple live in Hennigsdorf where Gerhard has lived all of his life. Their story was mainly about the Berlin Wall. Their home was in the shadow of the Wall and they took me on a walk where I saw the remains of the main posts along what is called the Berlin Wall Way. If you have the time you can actually cycle around the entire pathway. Gerhard told me how they woke up one morning and a fence, guards and guard dogs were stationed just a short distance from their backyard. This eventually became a large pre-fab concrete structure. One of the main issues he had with this was that the government could not get enough concrete fast enough for the wall and all repairs and construction of houses had to be halted in order to supply the needs of the wall – not to stop people getting in – but to stop them leaving! We also went to see one of the guard towers that is now a museum. It is a stark reminder of the times.

Differentiating the Curriculum and Development of Teaching Resources

One of the main aims of my study was to enable me to develop materials as part of the differentiation of the curriculum for Stage 4 and Stage 6. I collected images and information on the Middle Ages to add to that which I had already obtained in 2006. These will be used as part of a learning package that will enable students in Stage 4 who often struggle with concepts of time and place to develop these skills and understandings along with the development of critical thinking skills and analysis of sources. These included castles such as Marienburg in Poland and Kaiserburg in Germany. Both of the castles were destroyed during WWII and have since been rebuilt. I had already collected materials at Regensburg where the Knights Templar had left to fight in the Crusades and at Butzbach, Spay, Weimar, Wiesbaden, and Erfurt that have extensive remains of walls and buildings from the Middle Ages.

I am developing spreadsheets that can be used to help students to model situations and then investigate and analyse changes that took place over time. 
 In addition, the material will be used to allow students to create maps with hyperlinks as a way of presenting information about the Middle Ages. They will be able to select images from an image bank and an associated map and link them together through ‘hot spots’. An example of this type of activity is provided by Smart and Norton. 
 
This activity will also be extended to the Stage 6 Modern History material whereby students would be able to create a map with hyperlinks to the various places and annotate it with comments, information and images of events of nineteenth and twentieth century history.  These places include Berlin/Potsdam, Dresden, Weimar, Danzig/Gdansk, Breslau and Warsaw. This will be linked to GoogleEarth and Google Maps which have these functions. They will also be able to use the Class Tools supplied by Active History
 a UK based history online resources and teaching site maximising the use of visual elements to increase the learning experience for students.
In one study, Albert Mehrabian found that only 7 percent of the successful communication between teachers and students came from the spoken word. He discovered that 55 percent comes from visual elements. 
  

The compilation of the sources and information gathered into an online digital database will also allow students develop skills in investigation, analysis and evaluation as well as communicating their findings.

The key 'life-skill' today, for pupils and teachers, is not accessing information, but learning to use it efficiently and effectively. Some thought needs to be given to finding a balance between building up resources to make progress in history and ICT, and translating them into helpful learning activities and experiences with pupils.  
 

The activities developed from the oral histories will focus on a number of aspects of the use of this type of material. One issue is that of the way memory works to reconstruct history, through the use of ‘images, sensations and perceptions’ that are ‘accumulated in the cellars of consciousness. 
 Another issue is the actual process of the collection of the data through interviews as well as information from diaries and journals.

Few things students do in school can have as much long-lasting value as preserving the written and oral history of their community. Older community members can provide information and insights unavailable through any other means. Other citizens can recount their experiences relating to local, community, or world issues. 

Therefore, activities involving the process of the collection and preservation of oral histories will be an essential ingredient in the development and use of the source materials collected, while the associated assessment tasks will be meaningful ones, ‘reflecting real world concerns and problems’ 
.  When the source material has been compiled and the multimedia units have developed they will be made available via the internet through my website http://historyresources.org and my homepages at QuiaWeb 
.
This is but a fraction of what I learned and the information I collected. It will no doubt be just as challenging finishing the processing of the interviews, editing the audio and video data, providing translations, and organizing the digital images as it was actually planning and undertaking the study. It is just as well I enjoy such challenges.  

I would like to express my sincere thanks to Westfield and the NSW Department of Education & Training, for this unique opportunity to further the development of my teaching skills and my passion for creating meaningful teaching and learning activities for history.
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