“New initiatives in Holocaust remembrance and education
have given us an authentic basis for hope. But we can and
must do more if we are to make that hope a reality.

We must continue to teach our children the lessons of
history’s darkest chapters. That will help them do a better
job than their elders in building a world of peaceful
coexistence.”

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
27 January 2009
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Throughout this presentation, notes are given for each slide to suggest ways to guide young people through the images of this shoe: prompts for questions that you might ask and ideas that you might draw out from your students.

In slide nine historical notes are provided to give narrative context for this artefact. It is also recommended that you watch the companion film to this lesson, ‘Footprints: Learning about the Holocaust through historical artefacts’.

In slide ten a schema for the analysis of artefacts is offered, with accompanying notes.  This schema may also be successfully applied to the interrogation of other historical sources.

Together with the notes in these slides, please also read thoroughly the accompanying document that outlines the lesson plan and contains further information including a pedagogical overview that I hope you will find useful in planning and delivering this lesson.

Paul Salmons

Head of Curriculum Development
Holocaust Education Development Programme
Institute of Education (University of London)
http://www.hedpuk.org
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Take some time to explore the ‘everydayness’ of this object. Start with the very basic question, ‘What is this object?’ just to ease the group into the discussion.

Then lead on to:
‘Tell me something more about the owner of this little shoe…’

Make sure that pupils give reasons for their deductions: how do they know?

If necessary, refer back to the previous slide where the size of the woman’s hands that are holding the shoe should be a good indicator that the owner was a very young child.

Anticipate the following responses:
 A small child
 perhaps three or four years old
 Gender? – we cannot be sure, but most people guess a little boy

This is an opportunity to say something of what it is to ‘do history’. Ours is a tentative subject, and we proceed on the basis of the evidence available to us. We need to find corroborating evidence before we make strong claims, but much of what we say about the past we can state with a high degree of certainty. Other details are more tentatively held. 

At some point one of the group will state:
 He lived a long time ago

This is crucial. How do we know – how can we tell that it is an old shoe? What is the evidence for this reasonable deduction?
Go to the next slide…
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Confirm that the shoe is old – perhaps sixty or seventy years old.

But ask, ‘How do we know that this shoe is old?’ 

If necessary, ask simple questions to get pupils to look closely at different parts of the shoe – draw their attention to the relevant details.

As each point emerges from the group, push the discussion on by asking for explanation of their comments and by positively reinforcing their suggestions by adding in further details such as those given below.

Let the ideas come from the group, but take the opportunity to give life and colour to the story of the shoe’s owner.

 The colour is faded, it looks worn, even crumpled. It looks aged.
 The style is old fashioned, there is nothing childlike about it. (It doesn’t have bright colours, logos, a flashing light at the back or a wheel underneath)
 It is almost like a miniature adult’s shoe in its styling and design
 Materials – it is fastened with laces instead of velcro, as we might expect on a young child’s shoe today. 
But this little boy would have been too young to tie his own laces – perhaps mum or dad, or an older sibling tied them for him before he ran outside to play the same kind of games that we played when we were three or four years old.

Lets explore how the shoe was made – next slide
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How has the sole been fitted to the upper?

If you look closely you will see that little nails or tacks have been used to pin the sole to the upper of the shoe. Allow the group time to notice this.

The next slide will show this in closer detail…
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Here you can see that part of the heel has come away, and the small nails pinning parts of the shoe together are clearly visible.
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Ask: ‘What material has been used to make the sole?’

And then: ‘How many pieces of leather has the sole has been made from?’

Get pupils to compare this to their own shoes – in most cases the soles are probably made from a single piece: a mass-produced, moulded, synthetic or rubber sole which has been stuck to the upper with glue.

So now recap: ‘How was this little shoe made?’
The sole was built up of different layers of leather pieces and cobbled together with little nails…

Probably this is a hand made shoe.

We can imagine a young child being taken to the local cobbler where his foot was drawn around to get the exact size for the shoe; pieces of leather cut out and made to measure;
sewn together with a Singer sewing machine;
held on a wooden last as the nails in the heel and sole were tapped in one at a time.

The entire object made with care by a skilled craftsman. Quite an expensive item.

Look how well made it is – the sole is still well fixed to the upper.

How do we know that our soles are fixed on with glue, what happens to them after about a year of use?
They start to come apart.

This little child’s shoe is better made than the shoes we wear today.

‘And what do most of us do with our shoes when they start to fall apart?’
We throw them away.

‘Why? Why don’t we get them repaired instead?’
 Because things are not built to last anymore 
 New shoes are relatively cheap, so we don’t save a great deal of money in getting them repaired
 Fashions change – we want a new pair of shoes
 We like buying more things, more ‘stuff’
 We live in a throw away, disposable, consumer society.

Think about what this object can tell us about the different societies – his and ours – that are separated by these few decades.

Did this little boy live in the same kind of throw away, disposable society?
No.
Okay, well we know that because we know something of life sixty or seventy years ago. But is there any evidence on the shoe itself that he lived in a different kind of society?

Go to the next slide and invite pupils to take a close look for this evidence…
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What is the evidence on the shoe itself that shows that people did not live in a consumer, disposable, throw-away society?

If it is difficult for the group to spot, the next slide takes you closer still…
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We can see that the shoe has been repaired – it was not simply discarded, not just thrown away.
What else can we reasonably deduce from this repair?

Was this the same child as the one for whom the shoe was originally made?
Some students may suggest that it could be – that perhaps it is the same family but now they have fallen on hard times. This is possible, of course, but still it seems highly unlikely that it is the same child.
Children’s feet grow too quickly for the original child to have caused quite this much damage to the shoe before he outgrew it. More likely this shoe was worn by a number of children.

The child who we are chiefly interested in is the child who wore it last: probably the child who owned the shoe at the time that it was repaired.

So, who do we think did this repair?
Mum or dad, perhaps – certainly not a professional cobbler.

How can we be so sure of this?
A skilled craftsman would have done an invisible mend. This is coarsely done, with minimal skill.

Looking at the stitching, do we think that the person who repaired the shoe put a good deal of effort into this job, or was it done with little care and attention?
A common first impression is that it was done fairly hurriedly, with little attention, because the stitching is inexpert, the thread is the wrong colour, etc.
However, if we consider how difficult it is to push a needle through leather then a quite different impression emerges.
Now we see how closely stitched is this repair, and that there are possibly more stitches than are really necessary to fulfil the basic function of holding the shoe together.

How do we explain this?
It is speculation of course, and it is possible that the person repairing the shoe simply wanted to do a good job, perhaps so that it would last longer.

However, it is also possible that the close stitching and the effort expended on this repair is a reflection of the relationship between the parent and child. Put simply, they loved their little boy.

Here we have a child living in extremely impoverished circumstances where not only is he wearing hand-me-down shoes that are falling apart but his parents cannot afford to purchase the correct colour thread for the repair. Instead they make do with a loose bit of thread that they have to hand, or a thread which is pulled from another article of clothing.

And yet they are doing their best to take care of him. Someone spends time on this job. Someone puts effort into the repair.

The child is not neglected; he is cared for. He is loved.

And that, of course, is not a small thing. Today, as seventy years ago, there are too many children in the world who are not taken care of, who are not looked after, who are not loved.
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It seems, then, that we can create a strong picture of this little boy, about his family circumstances, about the time in which he lived, even about the relationship between parent and child.

But there are still many things that we don’t know about him:
 we don’t know who he was
 we don’t know his name or what he looked like
 we have no photograph of him
 we don’t know where he was born, what language he spoke, who his family were or what they did for a living

We’ve run out of things to say.

Are there any questions that we could ask about the shoe which might give us more information about this child?
 Someone in the group will ask where was it found.

This little shoe was found in Auschwitz-Birkenau

What can the group tell you about Auschwitz?
Someone will probably say that it was a concentration camp.


The following is the key narrative that you need to provide for the pupils in order that they locate this artefact in its historical context, in time and space:

Auschwitz was part of a vast camp system in Nazi-occupied Europe. There were many types of camps, some of which served several functions. They included:
 concentration camps
 forced labour camps
 prisoner of war camps
 transit camps


Located in German-occupied Poland, Auschwitz was the largest complex in this camp system and comprised of three main sites:
 Auschwitz I Main Camp, a concentration camp
 Auschwitz II – Birkenau, where this shoe was found
 and Auschwitz III Buna-Monowitz, a slave labour camp
In addition there were some 40 sub camps.

Auschwitz I was a concentration camp, where many victims of different categories were subjected to brutal treatment, summary executions, punishing work, malnourishment and terrible living conditions. People were murdered by phenol injections to the heart; thousands of others were shot, hanged, gassed or subjected to terrible medical experiments.

Buna-Monowitz was a factory system which used slave labour to produce synthetic oil and rubber for the German war effort. Conditions there were also brutal and again there was a terribly high death rate.

But Auschwitz II–Birkenau, while also serving as a concentration camp, had another function.

Do any of your pupils know what was the other core function of Birkenau?
 Auschwitz Birkenau was a death camp

It is important that your pupils understand the difference between the hundreds of concentration camps, where many thousands of people died or were brutally murdered, and the death camps of Auschwitz-Birkenau, Sobibor, Chelmno, Treblinka and Belzec.

The death camps were constructed to murder as many human beings as quickly as possible, within hours of their arrival.

What can we now say about the background or heritage of the child who last wore this little shoe?
 almost certainly he was Jewish

More than one million people (over 90% of the total people murdered at Auschwitz) were Jews. It is possible that the child who wore this shoe was Roma or Sinti (a Gypsy child). Some 23,000 Roma and Sinti were deported to Birkenau where 21,000 – many of them children – were murdered.

How would he have travelled to Auschwitz?
Some of your pupils might know that most were deported by rail, in cattle wagons. Trains from all over German-occupied Europe deported Jewish people to Auschwitz.

Describe the conditions:
Typically 80-100 people crammed into each cattle wagon, perhaps 20 or 30 wagons per train. No room to sit down, only one bucket of water to drink and another bucket for their toilet needs. Journeys commonly lasted for some three days and nights; on occasion much longer.

When the train arrived at Birkenau, and it ground to a halt, the doors were unlocked, unbolted and slid open and perhaps 2000 or 3000 people spilled out onto the ramp. Here they were quickly divided into two large groups, men and older boys on one side, women and young children on the other.

Each group was made to form five lines and each line walked towards a Nazi doctor, a medical doctor who decided very quickly whether they went to the left or the right.

A few of them, perhaps 5% or 10%, not more than 20%, would be chosen for hard manual work in the concentration camp. The number depended on how many people were needed to work at that time; but however many people were required, this little boy would not have been chosen for work.

This child walked along the train line inside the camp for about a kilometre, wearing this shoe and perhaps holding the hand of his mother or grandparent, until he reached a large building and was ushered downstairs into an underground changing room.

Here he was told to undress for a shower. And the people were told:
‘Take off your shoes and tie your shoelaces together, so that they won’t become jumbled up and you will find them easily when you come back from your shower. Take off your clothes and hang them on a clothes peg. Remember the number on your clothes peg so that you can find your clothes quickly when you come back from your shower.’

And then this little boy, now naked, with the other people from his town, his community, his parents and grandparents, friends and siblings was pushed through into the next room. This looked like a shower room, with shower nozzles fixed to pipes on the ceiling and water pipes running around the walls.

And the door was shut, and locked, and sealed behind them.

But of course, this was not a shower room. This was all a deception. There was no plumbing in this room and no water could reach the shower heads.

They were trapped inside a gas chamber, into which was dropped Zyklon B gas pellets. In just 20 minutes or so, everyone trapped inside that gas chamber had been murdered.

The room was ventilated and the body of the child who had worn this shoe just a short time before was dragged outside. In the ovens of the Auschwitz crematoria his body was burned and turned to ash.

His ashes were dumped into a nearby pond; or spread on one of the surrounding fields, to be used as fertilizer to help the crops grow; or in winter his ashes may have been used to grit the roads, so that the tyres of cars and trucks didn’t slip on the ice.

So we will never know the name of the small child who once wore this shoe; we have no photograph, so we don’t know what he looked like; we know nothing about his family or where he came from.

All we have left today to show that there ever was this little boy, who lived for perhaps three or four short years, is this one small shoe.

This child is one of the one and a half million Jewish children who were murdered by the Nazis and their collaborators. Ninety percent of all the Jewish children in occupied Europe were killed; six million Jewish people murdered in the Holocaust.

Give your pupils some moments to reflect, and then move on to the next slide.
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It is important to reflect on the learning that has happened so far. Students might be deeply affected by the historical narrative that you have related to them. It is important to offer them some time to make comments or ask questions, perhaps to each other in small groups at first.

And it is necessary to move out of an affective experience and into the cognitive realm.

Invite students to step back from the narrative and to think about the process involved in reading the artefact.

This also opens a space, in the discussion of ‘deeper layers of meaning’, for your pupils to begin to reflect upon the narrative and the significance of the shoe; to respond with questions and ideas; and to begin to discuss what meaning might be discerned in this history.

This reading of artefacts can be thought of as comprising three broad stages; we need to pass through each stage in turn to move to deeper layers of understanding, as shown in the pyramid diagram.

The first stage in reading the artefact is to consider what we can learn from the object itself. The group, through prompting from the educator and guided questioning, should have been able to construct quite a detailed image of who was the owner of this little shoe, something about the time in which he lived, the socioeconomic conditions of his family, perhaps even something about the relationship between the child and his parents.

But of course, there is only so much that can be said and even this is speculative and tentatively held.

However, once we learn where the shoe was found then we are able to move into historical contextual narratives which locate the object in time and place. It should be made explicit to the students that these narratives are drawn from many other historical sources – photographs, documents, eyewitness testimonies, archaeological evidence and more.

So far, though, we have only explored these first two levels.

How do we move to the meaning and significance of this artefact? How do we mine the evidence for deeper meaning?

For this to be authentic, we should not tell young people what ‘lessons’ they should learn. The ideas must come from the students themselves; they must be asked to reflect upon what issues, questions and themes this artefact evokes for them.

Having raised this challenge, move on to the next slide and ask the students to reflect in small groups of threes or fours. This will create a safe space for them to test out some of their ideas before feeding back to the class as a whole.


What are the ‘deeper layers of meaning’?

Why did they kill a Did people know what Why didn’t
three year old was happening? somebody save him?
child?
Why the Jews? Who were the
killers?
Why didn’t more
people fight back? The importance of
seeing that each victim
Why did they keep was a real person
the shoe and kill the
child?
What would he
The innocence have done with his
of the victims life had he lived?

One person can stand

for the many victims How was this

possible in the
modern world?

Why couldn’t his
parents protect him? What does this tell us
about other mass killings?


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Slide Eleven

What is the significance of this artefact, what questions and issues does it raise? What does the shoe stand for?

The role of the educator in this activity is to help students to explore or ‘read’ the source, to begin to use it as evidence, to provide them with a historical narrative so that they know and understand what happened to this child.

We should offer no meaning, lesson or interpretation, but allow this to emerge from the students themselves. The educator’s role here is to support and assist pupils in this process, not to instruct them. Move between the groups, listening carefully to the conversations, answering questions and clarifying points where necessary.

Allow time for a plenary, for pupils in their small groups to feed back on some of the points that they were discussing.

Once these small groups have fed back to the whole class, and there has been some opportunity for class discussion, then you might want to reveal the issues and themes that are included in this slide.

These are not ‘correct’ responses but merely a collation of many of the issues and questions that have been raised by groups who have worked on this activity.

It is important that young people recognise that many different meanings are possible.

The particular meanings that they each discern in their encounter with the past are reflected in the questions, themes and issues that are raised by different students. These are, in turn, largely a function of their ‘positionality’ – in other words, their personal and individual values, interests and attitudes in the world today.

It is not intended that you should attempt to answer all of the questions raised by your students in this session, or the questions contained in this slide. Help pupils to see that many of these questions are incredibly complex. Avoid giving simple answers to difficult and complex questions. It is hoped that the issues raised by your students will form a series of enquiry questions that can be the basis of a number of further classroom lessons.

You are fortunate to be in the position as an educator where your students come to you with issues and questions that they wish to pursue further, that they would like to explore and learn more about. These might be issues that trouble your pupils deeply. This seems to be a good reason to develop further activities and lessons that follow these interests and which facilitate deeper learning and understanding.

It is also hoped that, from a position of deeper reflection about this one small child’s shoe, your students will engage more fully and more meaningfully with the creative tasks in the Footsteps for Hope Project of The Holocaust and the United Nations Outreach Programme.


Ordinary Things
Lesson plan and accompanying PowerPoint presentation
Free for educational use as part of the Footprints for Hope Project  of The Holocaust and the United Nations Outreach Programme
© Paul Salmons, 2009
All rights reserved



“Let us remember the victims of the Holocaust by reaffirming our
faith in the dignity and equal rights of all members of the human
family.

And let us pledge to work together to turn today’s hope into

tomorrow’s better future."

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
27 January 2009
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