
1 

 

Understanding what young people know: methodological and 

theoretical challenges in researching young people’s knowledge and 

understanding of the Holocaust 

 

Arthur Chapman & Rebecca Hale 

 

Abstract 

This article draws on research into young people’s knowledge and understanding 

of the Holocaust conducted by the UCL Centre for Holocaust Education (CfHE). 

Two questions are addressed: ‘How can we theorise and measure development and 

progression in young people’s historical knowledge and understanding of the 

Holocaust?’ and ‘How can empirical social scientific research methods be used to 

help us describe young people’s knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust?’ 

This article reviews methodologies developed by the CfHE and exemplifies a 

research tool and two complementary approaches to analysis, focused on young 

people’s descriptions of the Holocaust.  
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1. Introduction 

It is widely agreed that it is important for young people to learn about the Holocaust, 

as the articles by Pearce and Pettigrew in this edition show. Given this agreement, 

it is necessary to understand the challenges that building knowledge and 

understanding of the Holocaust can present for young people, and to develop tools 

that will enable young peoples’ knowledge and understanding to be assessed and 

evaluated.  

This article addresses two questions. First, the historical question ‘How can 

we theorise and measure progression in young people’s historical knowledge and 

understanding of the Holocaust?’ and, second, a methodological question ‘How can 

empirical social scientific research methods and methodologies be used to help us 

describe young people’s knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust?’ We 

explore answers to these questions by drawing on the experience of large scale 
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empirical work conducted by Foster, et al. and on wider research about progression 

in historical understanding.1  

2. Historical Knowing and Historical Understanding  

Developing ‘competence’ in disciplines and areas of knowledge is a complex matter that 

involves both a ‘deep foundation of factual knowledge’ and understanding ‘facts and 

ideas in the context of a conceptual framework’.2   

We can speak, for example, of knowing and understanding singular factual 

propositions (such as the proposition that ‘Gavrilo Princip… pulled out a gun and shot at 

Franz Ferdinand, hitting him in the jugular vein’) or collections of such propositions about 

aspects of the past.3 We can also speak of knowledge and understanding at a qualitatively 

different level, for example, the level of conceptualisation (as, for instance, in ‘The 

assassination… was critical in setting off the chain of events that led to the First World 

War’).4 Some knowledge and understanding of both the factual and the conceptual is 

necessary to historical literacy since connecting together sequences of propositions about 

the past involves making conceptual connections (attributing causal links, measuring 

change, assessing significance, and so on).5  

Conceptual knowledge and understanding can be differentiated into at least four 

aspects:  

 Knowledge and understanding of general substantive concepts 

(‘assassination’) that serve to categorize events and developments and 

states of affairs in various ways;  

 Knowledge and understanding of specific substantive historical concepts 

used by people in a particular historical period (e.g. ‘The Austro-

Hungarian Empire’); 
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 Knowledge and understanding of domain specific procedural concepts, for 

example, historical causation (as in a ‘chain of events that led to’) that 

enable historical questions to be asked and answered; and 

 Knowledge and understanding of historical ‘colligation’ – that is, of an 

interpretive process through which particular events and actions are 

synthesised into larger wholes that serve to designate and model large-

scale historical phenomena unfolding over time (such as ‘the First World 

War’).6  

Knowledge and understanding can be considered at various levels of resolution.7 

We can distinguish between ‘zoomed in’ narrative comprehension that might be 

evidenced by the ability to ‘tell’ a human-scale story coherently, and comprehension that 

‘zooms out’ from historical particulars to explore patterns of causality and change over 

generational timescales and at higher levels of abstraction (e.g. the histories of nations 

rather than of individuals). ‘Zooming out’ entails knowing how to use concepts to 

organise historical particulars (‘the Arch-Duke’) into higher level abstractions (‘the 

Austro-Hungarian monarchy’). Higher level abstractions, such as the concept 

‘revolution’, enable comparisons to be made between different contexts and episodes in 

history.  

Comprehension, at these differing levels of resolution, can also be understood in 

terms of differing degrees of comprehensiveness – one might be able to include relevant 

details about one or about a number of dimensions of a narrative, one might be able to 

use this information to answer one question only or a number of questions, one might be 

able to use this information to answer questions of one type (e.g. ‘Why?’ questions) or of 

many types (such as ‘What?’, ‘Why?’, ‘How? And ‘So what?’ questions), and so on. 

Comprehension can also be differentiated by degrees of reflexivity or meta-cognition.  
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3. Knowing and Understanding the Holocaust 

What is true of history in general is true of knowing and understanding the Holocaust. 

What does it mean to have ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ of the Holocaust? What does 

it mean to have ‘better’ or more ‘comprehensive’ knowledge? What would it be to 

‘progress’ in ones’ knowledge and understanding and, in any case, how might we come 

to recognise and evaluate children’s knowledge and understanding?  

One approach to answering this question is to focus on the fact that ‘the 

Holocaust’ is a colligation. Like ‘the Renaissance’ or ‘the French Revolution’, the 

Holocaust is an interpretive concept that is used to bind together historical particulars 

(including events, actions, agents, ideas and so on) into a larger whole. One way in which 

we can differentiate understandings of the Holocaust is in terms, first, of the components 

that are colligated (or bound together) in particular understandings of the term and, 

second, of how these items are colligated into a coherent whole. Comparing two students’ 

descriptions of the Holocaust might, for example, reveal:  

1. Differences in content (one might begin in 1933 and another in 1941); 

2. Differences in assumption about what is to be described (one might focus 

on policy and, thus, on the aims and actions of the perpetrators and 

another might focus on the experiences of the victims); and 

3. Differences in assumption about the purpose of description (one might 

assume and analytic optic and focus on ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ issues and 

another might assume an ethical optic and focus on commemoration or 

wider significance).  

Colligations serve both to differentiate and also to enable comparison and 

generalisation. The colligation ‘The French Revolution’, for example, can enable the 
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distinct nature and development of the events that it denotes to be modelled and to be 

compared and contrasted with other ‘revolutions’. Colligations can be appraised in terms 

of both of these functions and we might compare two different conceptualisations of the 

Holocaust by asking:  

1. How effectively and comprehensively do they identify, model and 

understand the Holocaust as an historical phenomenon and in terms of its 

origin, nature, development and consequences? 

2. How effectively and comprehensively do they identify and understand the 

Holocaust as genocide – as the founding instance of a wider class of 

historical phenomena of a specific kind.8  

4. Researching Children’s Knowledge and Understanding of the Holocaust: 

Methodological challenges and considerations 

Historical knowledge and understanding are complex and this circumstance is further 

compounded by a number of research considerations for researchers who are exploring 

the nature of students’ knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust. The scope of 

literature on both Holocaust education and research methods precludes us from providing 

a thorough discussion of all possible considerations and issues, but some illustrative 

examples are presented here. 

One of the most important concerns for researchers is to decide and define the 

concepts that they are examining. As we have seen above, knowledge and understanding 

can be modelled in various ways and examined at varying degrees of resolution. These 

considerations are likely to be further complicated when examining Holocaust knowledge 

and understanding in view of research conducted by Pettigrew et al.9 Their research 

showed that history teachers often prioritised teaching aims which were not specific to 
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the historiography of the Holocaust, but instead had a moral and civic dimension; for 

example ‘to develop an understanding of the roots and ramifications of prejudice, racism 

and stereotyping in society’ and ‘to learn lessons of the Holocaust and to ensure that a 

similar human atrocity never happens again’. Thus, it is important for research to reflect 

on the potential implications of these ‘lessons’, and the extent that they enrich and/or 

distort students’ historical knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust.   

The conceptual differences between knowledge and understanding should not be 

overlooked by researchers and the terms should not be treated as synonymous.10 This 

issue becomes all the more pertinent when one reflects that research often utilises multiple 

choice questions to assess students’ knowledge. One of the reasons for opting for this 

approach is that multiple choice questions provide a means to collect data from a large 

sample that can be quickly and objectively scored.11 This enables researchers to collect 

numerical data, look at patterns in their data set and conduct statistical analyses. However, 

those utilising this approach are often limited to measuring students’ ability to recall 

singular factual propositions. Typically, as argued by Bischoping multiple choice 

questions do not access critical thinking skills and instead give a measure of knowledge 

based on rote memorisation.12  

The limitations of multiple choice questions to measure understanding are 

demonstrated by Carrington and Short.13 In individual interviews they asked students: 

what was the Nazi stereotype of a Jew? They noted that while a number of students said 

‘evil’, ‘inferior’, or ‘wealthy’, they were unable to elaborate or show any real 

understanding in this area when prompted. This is an issue for researchers, because it 

reminds us that students may not have an accurate or detailed understanding of a given 

topic, even if their answers might first appear to be in the right ballpark. The risk here is 

that multiple choice questions are less likely to detect the nuance in students’ 
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understanding. Certainly, examples of this issue were found in the research by Foster et 

al.14 For example, in their survey the majority of students (60.6%) correctly identified 

ghettos as areas where Jews were forced to live separately from non-Jews. However, the 

focus groups revealed that students’ understanding of the ghetto system was typically 

rudimentary. Students were often unsure about where ghettos were geographically 

located and appeared unfamiliar with the connection between the development of anti-

Jewish policy and ghettoisation. Thus, we are reminded that even where students select 

the correct answer in multiple choice questions, they are not always able to elaborate or 

explain their choice.  

In order to explore this issue, Foster et al. asked students to indicate their level of 

confidence in their answers.15 For instance students were asked: in which country did the 

largest number of killings of Jewish people actually take place? Just over one third of 

students correctly identified German occupied Poland, suggesting they had sound 

knowledge on this topic. However, of these students, a third of them said they either 

guessed the answer or were not very confident about it. Without this measure of 

confidence, it would have appeared that a greater number of students knew this 

information than was actually the case.   

 One alternative to multiple choice questions is to collect more detailed data from 

students. Ivanova used critical discourse analysis to examine essay style responses to the 

statement: ‘Please write about the Holocaust (the mass extermination of Jews during the 

Second World War)’.16 The merit of this approach was that students were free to include 

any information they deemed relevant. This is likely to have facilitated some of the rich 

findings that emerged in the data, for example, students who used an ‘openly antisemitic 

discourse’ as well as a ‘camouflaged antisemitic discourse’, and is an example of the 

value of collecting qualitative data like this. However, research of this nature is typically 
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presented with various caveats pertaining to small sample sizes, the complications of 

generalising the findings, and an acknowledgement that the interpretation of the data can 

be vulnerable to scrutiny because of concerns about researcher bias.17 

Another crucial point for consideration is that a study of students’ knowledge and 

understanding of the Holocaust will typically provide some sort of commentary or 

judgement about the level, breadth or depth of their knowledge, and in doing so allude to 

some sort of benchmark. That is, the researcher – either explicitly or implicitly – has 

certain expectations of what students should know. This presents a paradox. Of course to 

collect data, the researcher needs to identify and/or create suitable questions. However, 

as Jebwab points out this is a challenge as there is no consensus around a common set of 

questions to establish benchmarks to indicate satisfactory knowledge.18 This is an issue 

recognised in the research by Foster et al. The authors acknowledge that “any empirical 

examination or attempt to measure ‘knowledge’ is an inherently complex and contested 

enterprise.”19 

Researchers and educators need to be aware that where studies conclude students 

have high or low levels of knowledge of the Holocaust, what they are actually concluding 

is that based on the questions used in that study students demonstrate high or low 

knowledge. These same students may show greater or lesser knowledge of the Holocaust 

if presented with a different set of questions. This situation was highlighted by Jedwab 

who contrasted the conclusions of two surveys. One survey, commissioned by the 

American Jewish Committee in 2005, found that knowledge of death/concentration 

camps amongst the Swedish public was very high based on their ability to identify 

Treblinka, Dachau, and Auschwitz.20 Whereas in another survey with teachers in Sweden 

conducted for the Living History Forum, participants were deemed to have low 
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knowledge because they were not aware that murdering Jews was not a primary objective 

at Dachau and Bergen-Belsen.  

Some studies have avoided grappling with the content and nature of questions to 

tap into knowledge and understanding by asking respondents for their perception of their 

knowledge (without actually using substantive knowledge questions). This also avoids 

the complexity of defining a benchmark for knowledge. However, it is arguable that some 

measure of Holocaust knowledge is preferable to no measure because students’ 

perceptions of their knowledge are not always accurate. For example, Foster et al. asked: 

if a member of the military or police refused an instruction to kill Jewish people, what do 

you think would be most likely to happen to them? Two thirds of students incorrectly said 

that the military or police would be shot for refusing to obey an order.21 Of these students, 

67% were ‘fairly confident’ or ‘very confident’ of this answer. Consequently, researchers 

should be cautious about being too reliant on self-assessment as a measure of knowledge 

because discrepancies between what students think they know and what they actually 

know can emerge in certain areas.  

These considerations, while complex, do not mean researchers should abandon 

measurement of knowledge through survey methods. As Bischoping states: “to say that 

survey methods suffer certain limitations is not alone an adequate argument for change: 

every method has its problems. But once limitations have been identified, researchers 

need to make informed decisions about which ways of defining and measuring knowledge 

yield the most meaningful results.”22 Researchers are encouraged to identify and create 

reliable questions to give some insight into students’ knowledge including ‘closed’ 

multiple choice questions and ‘open’ questions with space for students to give answers 

they construct themselves.  
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Researchers have a number of methods they can draw on when exploring young 

people’s knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust and can also combine different 

approaches. According to Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner “mixed methods research 

is the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers combines elements of 

qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative 

viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes of 

breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration”.23 

Proponents of mixed methods research argue that its value is in enabling 

researchers to be more flexible and holistic in their investigative techniques.24 Indeed, a 

study incorporating both methods can benefit from the merits of each method25 and in 

doing so help to counteract some of issues that can arise when using a single method.26  

In view of the conceptual complexity of Holocaust knowledge and understanding, 

a mixed methods approach to research in this area is likely to be more illuminating. 

Decisions regarding the most appropriate methodology should be guided by the research 

questions,27 and in many studies a mixed method design will provide the best means of 

answering these questions.28 This was the case for the research by Foster et al.29 One aim 

of this study was to find the scope of Holocaust knowledge in secondary school students 

across England; to get a sense of what young people did and did not know about the 

Holocaust.  This type of research question lends itself to a positivist approach whereby 

the prevalence of responses among a large sample of students can be assessed, and 

analyses that measure the relationships between variables (like correlation and 

regression) can be performed to look at variables that are associated with knowledge. In 

the case of Foster et al, this made it possible to collect and analyse data from almost 8,000 

students.  
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However, while the measurement of knowledge in a large-scale survey can answer 

the ‘prevalence’ questions (e.g. how many students know that 6 million Jewish people 

were murdered by the Nazis), it does not tell us why students do or do not know this, and 

what ‘knowing’ this piece of information means to them and their understanding of what 

happened during the Holocaust. These types of research questions can only be explored 

by drawing on an interprevitist approach. Consequently, a crucial element of the research 

by Foster et al. was to carry out focus group discussions with over 200 students.30 

In addition to the question of research instruments and data collection strategies, 

consideration needs to be given to methods of data interpretation and the sense that is 

made of research data, as with any other kind of sense making, arises from interaction 

between data and modes of data interrogation. Analysis techniques can be differentiated 

in terms of their complexity – from a simple word count conducted to identify patterns in 

the incidence and distribution of terms in a corpus - to procedures that aim to work back 

retroductively from a word count distributions to mechanisms explaining observed 

patterns in data.31 Analysis techniques can be differentiated in terms of the formal 

relationships that they can identify (distribution, association, correlation, causation and 

so on). Analysis techniques can also be differentiated in terms of the extent to which they 

make explicit assumptions and decisions, prior to analysis, about what to look for and the 

extent to which they aim, as Grounded Theory does, to derive analytical categories in an 

inductive manner from the inspection of data.32  

This article will dramatize some of the issues we have raised by exploring one 

aspect of the large data set collected by the UCL Centre for Holocaust Education (CfHE). 

We will focus on one questionnaire item only – an item that called for an open text 

response. We will, first, summarise the analysis conducted by the Centre to illustrate the 

power of large scale quantitative analysis of qualitative data as a strategy to explore the 
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question ‘What do young people know and understand about the Holocaust?’33 We will 

then report a new analysis of a small subsample of this data using a different analytical 

technique that aims to operationalise substantive knowledge and colligation in the ways 

identified in Section 3 above.  

5. ‘Can you describe in one or two sentences what you think the Holocaust 

was?’: Method and interpretation 

5.1 The Centre for Holocaust Education Study 

The data analysed in this article is taken from the UCL Centre for Holocaust Education’s 

national study to explore knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust in England’s 

secondary schools34. In this study 7,952 students aged from 11 to 18 years completed a 

survey and 244 students took part in focus groups.35  

Broadly, the survey was split into three sections: students’ attitudes towards 

salient variables (e.g. beliefs in a just world), substantive knowledge of the Holocaust, 

and experiences of learning about the Holocaust. The substantive knowledge questions 

were mainly given in a multiple choice format where students had to select the correct 

answer from a choice of several options. For example, students were asked: in 1933, what 

percentage of the German population was Jewish? The response options were: less than 

1%; approximately 5%; approximately 15%; more than 30%. Students were also asked a 

small number of open questions where they could write their answer in the text box 

provided. We focus on one of these questions below.  

5.2 Describing what the Holocaust was: Schemata and form 

Foster et al. asked students the question –  

Please can you describe in one or two sentences what you think the Holocaust 

was?  

 



14 

 

A text box was provided for students to construct their own answer. A total of 

6,133 students responded to this question providing a rich and extensive data set. Their 

descriptions ranged from single-word answers to short paragraphs of up to 250 words.36  

A summary of the analysis of this data reported in Foster et al.’s study What do 

Students Know and Understand About the Holocaust is presented in this section.37 In the 

remainder of the article we go on to examine a subsample of the data collected by this 

item to explore progression in substantive knowledge and colligation. 

The question was one of a number of items in the questionnaire that aimed to 

understand the substantive knowledge and understandings of the Holocaust held by 

students by age group and across the data set as a whole and to establish if this content 

was patterned in regular ways: in other words, the aim was to establish if students’ 

answers shared a common form.  

In keeping with this focus, the analysis was primarily on the content of students’ 

answers and in two senses. First, by making frequency counts of the data set for all 

answers in the data set and by exploring patterns of prominence and distribution that this 

presented.  Students were most likely to make at least one reference to ‘Jews’, ‘Jewish 

people’ and/or ‘the Jewish faith’. The second most likely term to be referenced was 

‘killing’ followed by ‘Hitler’. Second, in addition to the frequency counts, a ‘coding 

frame’ was created identifying narrative elements that might or might not figure 

prominently in students’ descriptions, as follows:  

 

1. Named or otherwise identified victims of the Holocaust. 

2. Named or otherwise identified perpetrators of the Holocaust. 

3. Specific actions undertaken during the Holocaust.  

4. An indication of the scale of the Holocaust.  

5. A timeframe for the Holocaust. 

6. A geographic location associated with the Holocaust. 

7. Any indication of a possible cause of the Holocaust.38 
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A subsample of 2,987 responses were analysed using this frame to record whether 

or not students made reference to items in each category in their descriptions. The degree 

to which these items were or were not present in student year groups’ descriptions was 

then recorded and plotted graphically. Two very striking findings emerged from this 

formal analysis:  

 In all age groups, students scored highly on the first three elements in the coding 

frame – victims, perpetrators and actions.  

 The same broad pattern held, with minor variations (small increases in the 

incidence of items on the remaining dimensions of the coding frame) regardless 

of whether or not students had studied the Holocaust in school. 

  

Although the pattern of responses was similar across year groups, students in Year 

9 and above were more likely to identify actions and victims than younger students in 

Year 7 and 8 (that said, references to actions and victims were still prevalent in the 

answers of Year 7 and 8 students). Students in years 12 and 13 were more likely to make 

reference to timeframe and location than younger students, although the proportion of 

students including these details in their answer was still relatively low in comparison to 

the number of references to actions, victims and perpetrators.    

Clearly, these findings can tell us a great deal about the challenges associated with 

building knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust. Foster et al. conclude that a key 

influence on student thinking in all age groups is a ‘collective conception’ of what the 

Holocaust was and of how it should be thought about, embedded in the wider culture, and 

that this has significant impacts on the substantive model of the Holocaust that students 

build. Progressing understanding is likely to entail, first, being aware of the affordances 
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(such as knowledge of camps like Auschwitz) and constraints (such as lack of awareness 

of the importance of the Holocaust ‘by bullets’) that ‘collective conceptions’ yield and, 

second, targeting teaching to address these constraints.39 Foster et al.’s coding frame also 

enables progression, in the sense of increasingly detailed substantive knowledge of 

particulars (for example, of location, cause, scale and timeframe) to be observed over 

time.40  

In the next section of this article we explore the additional insights that can be 

gained into questions of progression and substantive conceptual development by 

exploring Foster et al.’s data using qualitative tools focused on the grammar of student 

thinking, or, more precisely, on how they use, combine and sequence content in their 

descriptions of the Holocaust.   

5.3 Describing what the Holocaust was: Grammar, transitivity, ontology 

Providing a description of the Holocaust is, among other things, a linguistic task involving 

language choices. We can think of linguistic choices as operating on two dimensions:  

 A lexical dimension, relating to word choice; and  

 A grammatical or syntactic dimension, relating to sequencing and combination 

and to the ways in which items are combined in narrative time or, as it were, from 

left to right on the page.  

Foster et al.’s primary focus was on mapping the content included in students’ 

descriptions of the Holocaust – at, as it were, the ‘lexical’ level in terms of the extent to 

which items of different types were included and with what degree of accuracy. They 

then worked back from these data to schemata or ‘collective conceptions’ that may have 

informed the choices that respondents made. Our focus in what follows is literally 
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grammatical and looks, primarily, at how students sequence and combine items in their 

descriptions of the Holocaust.  

Foster, et al.’s ‘coding frame’ looks at patterns in the presence and the prevalence 

of elements of various types in students’ descriptions of the Holocaust. The analysis that 

we report below examines the grammar of student responses and undertakes a 

‘transitivity’ analysis of students’ responses. In addition, we report an analysis of the 

‘ontologies’ implied in the language that students used to talk about the Holocaust – in 

other words, we explore how far students spoke of the Holocaust as a time ‘period’ or 

‘place’, or as made up of ‘events’, ‘actions’ and / or ‘processes’.  

By looking at grammar we explore the possibility that structure, at the level of 

linguistic form, may reveal key dimensions of student thinking. It seems probable that 

both the question ‘What narrative elements do students include (and not include) when 

describing the Holocaust?’ and the question ‘What grammar do students use when they 

link together component items in their descriptions?’ may be helpful in differentiating 

students’ responses to the task of historical description and, thus, in revealing some of the 

cognitive challenges that learning about the Holocaust can present.  

 

6. Data Analysis and Discussion 

In order to explore these possibilities, a small sample of 90 cases from Foster et al.’s data 

set was selected. The sample is small as our purpose here is exploratory – we are seeking 

to scope the potential of a mode of analysis rather than to make generalizable claims.  

Thirty cases were randomly selected from the Year 12 (16-17 year-olds) data and 

30 cases each were randomly selected from the Year 7 (11-12 year-olds) and Year 8 (12-

13 year-olds). We wanted to compare answers by age and this sample enables (a) a 

comparison over 5 years (Year 7: Year 12) and (b) a check on conclusions (where 
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contraindications in Year 8 are observed to patterns posited on the basis of Year 7 to Year 

12 comparisons then the attribution of impact to age becomes harder).  

The cases were inputted to the qualitative analysis software NVivo and analysed 

deductively. That is to say we began with categories and then coded data to categories on 

the basis of best fit. This procedure – rather than an inductive one where categories would 

emerge from the data – was used because we were aiming to test the value of particular 

modes of analysis rather than to ground our mode of analysis in the data in an emergent 

manner.41 

A number of categories were used in analysis. First, we undertook a ‘transitivity’ 

analysis, drawing on resources in systematic functional linguistics.42 Transitivity analysis 

is both relatively simple and also theoretically salient in the sense that its focus is on how 

grammar constructs ‘representation’. As Halliday and Matthiessen explain a ‘clause has 

meaning as a representation of some process in ongoing human experience’ and to 

conduct a transitivity analysis is to explore how respondents distribute contents to the 

grammatical roles ‘process’, ‘participant(s)’ and ‘circumstances’ when representing the 

world in language.43 Although we started out with a ‘coding frame’, like Foster et al., our 

frame was purely functional and without further semantic content and it enabled us to 

explore to ‘who/m’ or to ‘what’ respondents attributed functions and what ‘processes’ 

they included in their descriptions.  

In addition to looking at function we also looked at another more nebulous 

dimension of linguistic form by asking the question ‘How is the Holocaust positioned as 

an entity in students’ descriptions?’, or, metaphorically, ‘What tacit ontologies do 

students appear to deploy?’ Again we began with a coding frame – explained in the tables 

that follow below – rather than inductively. However, again, the frame was purely formal 

(so, for example, we asked ‘Do students speak of the Holocaust as ‘an event’?’).  
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Finally, and taking our cue here from Foster et al. and from earlier studies, we 

coded our sample in terms of the conceptualisation of the Holocaust as a genocide and 

looked for patterns of presence or absence of relevant conceptual attributes in students’ 

answers.44 Again, we began with a coding frame but this time, like Foster et al., the frame 

was substantive – coding student definitions against pre-set categories reflecting 

conceptual attributes. Our aim in this element of the analysis is to explore the extent to 

which respondents demonstrate explicit awareness of pre-specified aspects of the 

meaning of the concept and to explore relationships between this aspect of their thinking 

and the form of their descriptions.   

6.1 Transitivity Analysis 

‘Transitivity’ relates to ways in which grammatical relationships construct agency, for 

example by attributing ‘subject’ and ‘object’ roles. Our transitivity analysis explored the 

sample of student responses by, in effect, asking the question ‘Who does what to whom?’ 

Patterns of transitivity were identified in the data by analysing respondents’ descriptions 

in terms of: 

1. Participants in the Holocaust present in responses and their distribution in the 

roles of ‘Actors’ (the subjects of verbs) or ‘the Acted-upon’ (semantic objects) in 

the Holocaust and to whom these roles were assigned;45  

2. Processes identified by respondents to characterise what happened during the 

Holocaust, either in the form of verbs (e.g. ‘killed’) or in terms of nominalisations 

- noun phrases taking the role of verbs (for example ‘the systematic killing of… 

by…’);46  

3. Circumstances identified by respondents that provide information about the 

situation or context in which the process/es identified in verbs or nominalisations 
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took place – for example, information about spatial circumstances (e.g. ‘in 

Germany’). 

6.1.i. Transitivity: Participants 

The ‘Actors’ and ‘Acted-upon’ of processes identified in our sample were coded into low-

inference categories, sticking as closely as possible to the phrases that respondents used. 

Tables 1 and 2 present this data analysed by year group.  

 

INSERT: Table 1 and Table 2 

 

A number of suggestive patterns are surfaced by the analysis reported in these 

tables. Overall, in all year groups, the ‘Acted-upon’ figured more prominently than 

‘Actors’ – in total 79 terms identifying ‘Actors’ and 154 terms identifying the ‘Acted-

upon’ were found – and the Holocaust was understood more in terms of the ‘Acted-upon’ 

than in terms of the ‘Actors’. Although the contrast between Year 7 and Year 12 might 

suggest that this pattern becomes more prominent with age – the items identifying 

‘Actors’ constitute 42.4% of ‘participants’ identified by the Year 7 sample and 27.2% of 

the Year 12 sample – the Year 8 figure (28.3%) does not support this inference.  

Some suggestive patterns in the distribution of ‘Actors’ to broad types are 

apparent in this data over time. In both Year 7 and Year 8 ‘Hitler’ and ‘The Germans’ are 

the two most common ‘Agents’ (accounting for 56.4% and 73.3% of ‘Agents’ 

respectively). The figure for Year 12, by contrast, is 22.7%. There is some suggestion that 

‘Actors’ become more differentiated and specific by age. Although mentions of ‘Nazis’ 

fluctuate over time, phrases that collocate ‘Nazi’ and political concepts (such as ‘party’ 

and ‘government’) increase over time: summing rows 8-10 indicates that mention of these 
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items increases by 28% between Year 7 and Year 12. A more striking pattern emerges 

when all references to the Nazis are summed. Excluding the figures in row 11 (where 

Hitler also figures) dramatic increases are apparent in reference to this political party / 

movement and they increase from around 20% in both Years 7 and 8 to 50% in Year 12. 

Similar patterns of increased specificity and differentiation by age are suggested 

by the ‘Acted-upon’ data (Table 2), although again there is some contraindication in Y8, 

where greatest mention is made of the undifferentiated category ‘Jews’ (row 1). Mentions 

of generalised human terms for victims (rows 16-19) decline with age (from 21.10%, to 

5.30% and then to 1.7%) and differentiation of named ‘Acted-upon’ groups (rows 2-9) 

increases over time (from 5.3%, to 10.4% and then to 30.6%).  

In summary, the ‘participant’ analysis shows that, for all groups, greater mention 

is made of the ‘Acted-upon’ than of ‘Actors’ and that, perhaps in the case of ‘Actors’ but 

more clearly in the case of the ‘Acted-upon’, participants become more differentiated and 

specific over time.  

6.1.ii. Transitivity: Processes 

Processes were differentiated into verbs (rows 1-6 in Table 3 below) and nominalisations 

(row 7) and the former were categorised as ‘material’ (e.g. ‘were killed’, ‘were forced’), 

‘mental’ (e.g. ‘believed that’, ‘wanted’), ‘relational’ (e.g. ‘treated as’, ‘to do with’), 

‘existential’ (e.g. ‘took place’, ‘occurred’) and ‘verbal’ (e.g. ‘told’), drawing on an 

existing generic model of process categories.47 Table 3 reports the outcomes of this 

analysis.  

INSERT: Table 3 

 

 Some clear patterns of contrast are apparent in the Table over time. In both Year 

7 and Year 8, ‘material’ processes (row 1) dominate representing 80% and 75% of 
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processes coded, respectively. In Year 12, by contrast, ‘nominalisation’ (row 6) 

dominates (37.7% of processes coded) and material processes represent only 30.5% of 

processes coded.  A small but consistent increase occurs in mentions of mental processes 

over time (row 2) and another consistent, but more dramatic, pattern of increase is 

apparent for ‘existential’ processes (row 4). This last pattern is related to the change in 

incidence of nominalisation, as nominalisations were frequently accompanied by 

existential processes, for example in this Year 12 description:  

 

The mass extermination of Jews that took place while Adolf Hitler was dictating 

Germany.48  

  

 Increased use of nominalisation by age group also helps to account for the decline 

in mention of participant ‘Actors’ observed in the analysis of Table 1. Nominalisation 

enables abstraction and semantic density, by compressing complex processes into a noun 

or noun phrase – as the contrast between verbal phrases such as ‘were killed’ and 

nominalisations like ‘mass extermination’ shows (the latter contains the idea ‘were killed’ 

and additional content as well, including a clear sense of intention, possible connotations 

of bureaucratic process, and so on). Nominalisation can also have the effect of obscuring 

human agency, as both the following example and the example cited earlier in this section 

indicate:  

The Holocaust was the genocide which occurred during the second world war under Hitler's 

dictatorship. Millions of Jews, homosexuals, disabled people and other minority groups were 

murdered in order to 'purify' Germany and create a 'master race'. 

Year 12 

 

 Here the Holocaust ‘occurs’ (an existential verb without a subject) and the 

‘Actors’ with command responsibility become a contextual circumstance (‘The 
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Holocaust…. occurred… under Hitler’s dictatorship’). In this case, the sentence that 

describes the actions that ‘the genocide’ consisted of (‘Millions… were murdered’) lacks 

an explicit ‘Actor’. There is no clear answer available to the question ‘Who murdered 

them?’, although the act is linked to a disembodied intention (‘in order to ‘purify’ 

Germany’) that was realised ‘under Hitler’s dictatorship’.   

 Table 4 analyses the nominalisations found in the data samples and their pattern 

of use by age group and also by the lexical features of the terms. 

 

INSERT: Table 4 

 

In addition to the marked increase in incidence in nominalisation noted already, 

the table reveals the following pattern: the nominalisations used by Year 7 and Year 8 

respondents are mostly everyday words (items in word type A represent 66.7% and 60% 

of the nominalisations observed, respectively) but the opposite is the case in Year 12 

where 63.6% of nominalisations are Latinate abstractions connoting bureaucratic and / or 

legal processes or offences (word type B). In addition, one of the Year 12 nominalisations 

uses period terminology (word type C), a Nazi euphemism.  

6.1.iii. Transitivity: Circumstances 

Eight circumstance codes were created to reflect the range of considerations that 

respondents identified when contextualising participants and processes. Responses were 

coded for mention of ‘spatial location’ (e.g. ‘in Germany’ or ‘in ghettos away from 

society’), of time (e.g. ‘roughly 1938-1945’ or ‘in the 1930s/1940s’) of the ‘means’ by 

which processes were implemented (e.g. ‘by gassing’) and for mention of information 

about the general ‘situation’ (e.g. ‘during the second world war under Hitler's 

dictatorship’).49 Material that accounted for motivation or aims was coded as 
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‘explanation’ (e.g. ‘in order to 'purify' Germany and create a 'master race'’) and mention 

of results was coded as ‘consequences’ (e.g. ‘resulted in WW2’).  Mention of numbers of 

victims was coded as ‘scale’ (e.g. ‘six million’) and evaluative comment was coded as 

‘evaluation’ (e.g. ‘horrible concentration camps’ and ‘a terrible time in history’).   

INSERT Table 5 

It is hard to discern clear patterns of increase or decline in references to 

circumstances with the exception of references to circumstances of ‘situation’ (row 4), 

where decrease over time is observed, explanation (row 5), where increase over time is 

observed, and ‘evaluation’ (row 8), where decrease over time is observed.  

When talking about circumstances of situation, some respondents in all three year 

groups mention the war (71.4% Year 7 and around 40% of Year 8 and 12) and political 

circumstances in Germany (14.3% of Year 7, 45.5% of Year 8 and 53.8% of Year 12). 

Year 7 (14.3%) and Year 8 (9.1%) also make reference to concentration camps. 

References to circumstances of situation are exemplified by the following responses:  

 

The holocaust was part of World War 2, it was started from when the Germans began 

invading other countries. 

Year 7 

Hitler and the Nazis captured all Jews, shaved their heads, put them into the same outfits 

so they're all the same. Made them work all day and then finally gassed them until they 

died. 

Year 8 

The Holocaust took place during the Second World War, when Germany was run by 

Hitler and the Nazis. 

Year 12  
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It is difficult to draw any clear conclusions from these comments about 

circumstances, although the lack of detailed reference to camp contexts in Year 12 data 

is suggestive, indicating, perhaps, a broader contextual focus rather than a focus on 

actions and events (an inference consistent with earlier findings on nominalisation). The 

decrease in explicit evaluative statements over time is hard to interpret also. Two of the 

Year 12 sample make evaluative comment in passing through the use of the adjective 

‘innocent’. Year 7 and Year 8 were more prone to comment of this nature (adjectives 

such as ‘terrible’, ‘horrid’ and ‘bad’) but, again, there were few instances of evaluative 

comment and two striking outliers. One, in Year 7, made evaluative comment on the 

Holocaust by references to Stalinism, commenting that it was: 

Almost the same as Joseph Stalin. 7.8 million. He also had death camps in Russia.  

Year 7 

Another, in Year 8, passed judgment on the historical significance of the 

Holocaust commenting:  

The Holocaust was one of the worst cases of genocide in the history of the human 

race. 

Year 8 

  

Examination of comments on explanatory circumstances does, however, lead to 

some suggestive contrasts in the qualities of the answers offered by the different age 

groups. Table 6 analyses these differences. 

 

INSERT: Table 6 
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The majority (81.8%) of the explanations offered by Year 12 are political and 

ideological in character, as exemplified by the following two responses, coded, 

respectively, under the ‘political’ and ‘ideological’ categories:  

 

Hitler used the Jews as a scapegoat, blaming them for all of Germany's problems. 

Year 12 

The extermination of certain groups which the leaders of the Nazi Party saw as less than 

human, these included Jews, Homosexuals, Communists, Romany Gypsies etc. 

Year 12 

 

 Almost all of the explanations offered by the other age groups fall into the 

remaining categories, as exemplified by the following responses coded, respectively, 

under the ‘religious’, ‘personal animosity’ and ‘image’ categories.   

 

Many people were killed because of their religion. 

Year 7 

[The] Holocaust was when Hitler was against the Jewish people… 

Year 7 

Genocide of millions because they didn't fit an image. 

Year 8 and 9 

 

Overall, consideration of ‘circumstances’ provided by participants to 

contextualise the Holocaust is consistent with findings in the previous two sections of this 

article – Year 12 are more prone to treating the Holocaust in an abstract and analytical 

manner than younger students. One clear difference emerges also: the Year 12 sample 
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provide more comment on explanatory circumstances than Year 7 and Year 8 and 

demonstrate greater understanding of the role of ideology in explaining the Holocaust.  

6.2 Ontological Analysis: What was the Holocaust? 

In addition to grammatical analysis, students’ responses were analysed ‘ontologically’ to 

understand the kind of thing students treated the Holocaust as when they wrote about it. 

‘Ontological’ is intended metaphorically in this analysis – the proposition is not that 

students have a worked out philosophical position on the identity of the Holocaust as a 

phenomenon. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note marked differences in the ways in 

which students write about the Holocaust, ‘as if’ it were an entity of a particular kind and 

it may, perhaps, be valuable to consider if there are relationships between how students 

wrote about the Holocaust and other aspects of students’ thinking revealed in the analysis 

reported in earlier sections of this article.  

Where respondents wrote about the Holocaust as something that could be 

attributed to the agency of an individual or a collective human actor, a response was coded 

as instantiating an ‘act’ ontology, as exemplified by the following response:  

 

Something that Hitler did to… Jews… 

Year 7 

 

Where respondents wrote about the Holocaust as something that could be 

described as simply happening, without directly attributing its occurrence to a direct 

human agent or agency, a response was coded as instantiating an ‘event’ ontology, as 

exemplified by the following response:  

A death of Jews on gas chambers. 

Year 8  
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In the one instance where the Holocaust was represented as a human entity, the 

response was coded as instantiating an ‘person’ ontology:  

People who were held hostage in a prison. 

Year 8 and 9 

 

Where respondents wrote about the Holocaust as a ‘time’ or as a ‘period’, 

responses were coded as instantiating an ‘period’ ontology, as exemplified by the 

following response:  

It was a time when Jewish people were discriminated and killed for their religion. 

Year 8  

Where respondents wrote about the Holocaust as a particular location, responses 

were coded as instantiating a ‘place’ ontology, as exemplified by the following response:  

A German camp where Jewish people were killed by the 'shower' which was a gas room 

Year 7 

Where respondents wrote about the Holocaust as a sequence of events connected 

by a purpose and/or as taking place over a period of time (rather than as a single event or 

a series of events connected contingently), responses were coded as instantiating a 

‘process’ ontology, as exemplified by the following response:  

The final solution as orchestrated by the Nazi party led by Adolf Hitler to remove via 

extermination undesirables from the European populace e.g. Jews, Homosexuals, gipsies 

etc. which took place from roughly 1938-1945. 

Year 12 

Table 7 reports the distribution of ontological codes and reveals clear patterns of 

change by year group.  
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INSERT: Table 7 

As the table shows, the incidence of ‘act’ and ‘period’ ontologies declines 

consistently with age and the incidence of ‘process’ ontology increases dramatically over 

time (by just under a factor of 10 between Year 7 and Year 12). As the example of process 

ontology cited above suggests, there is a link between this mode of thinking and 

nominalisation, an observation supported also by the twenty-two instances of 

nominalisation reported in the Year 12 data set (Table 4 above).  

6.4 Conceptual Analysis: Understanding Genocide 

The Holocaust was a genocide – a member of a class of events with particular defining 

features – and, of course, the term itself arose during the Holocaust and partly in response 

to the events of the Holocaust. How far did student responses to the task of describing 

‘what the Holocaust was’ show clear appreciation of the genocidal nature of the 

Holocaust?  

The analysis that follows explores this issue on three dimensions. First, the 

dimension of totality, relating to the extent to which students appreciate the genocidal 

aim animating the Holocaust, to completely destroy a people, biologically and culturally. 

Second, the dimension of exclusivity, relating to the extent to which students appreciate 

the fact that genocidal intent of the Holocaust was uniquely directed at the Jews. Third, 

the historical dimension, relating to the extent to which respondents do or do not model 

the Holocaust as evolving over time towards its exclusive and genocidal goal.  

 A number of possible positive answer categories follow from these dimensions 

and six are used in the analysis below: 

 The category ‘Genocidal and exclusive’ which understands the Holocaust as an 

attempt to completely destroy the Jewish people; 
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 The category ‘Genocidal and inclusive’ which understands the Holocaust as an 

attempt to completely destroy a number of peoples and/or groups; 

 The category ‘Non-genocidal and exclusive’ which understands the Holocaust as 

a project of mass murder and/or persecution directed at Jewish people, without 

explicitly understanding its aim as their total destruction; 

 The category ‘Non-genocidal and inclusive’ which understands the Holocaust as 

a project of mass murder and/or persecution directed at a number of peoples 

and/or groups, without explicitly understanding its aim as their total destruction; 

 A ‘Static differentiated’ category which understands the Holocaust as genocidal 

in intent towards Jews but also as a project of mass murder and/or persecution 

directed at a number of other groups, without explicitly understanding its aim as 

the total destruction of these other groups; and  

 A ‘Dynamic differentiated’ category, similar to the previous category but in which 

the genocidal nature of the Holocaust is understood as evolving over time and 

becoming genocidal in intention towards Jews at some point in this evolution.  

 

 Table 8 reports the outcomes of applying these categories to our sample of 

responses and notes patterns of difference by age group.  

INSERT: Table 8 

Comparisons between the year groups must be tentative, given the large number 

of the Year 8 sample who did not offer material relevant to the conceptual elements 

analysed by the table. The data does, nevertheless, suggest some increase over time in 

appreciation of the totality, or genocidal nature, of the Holocaust: whereas 50% of Year 

12 respondents were coded in rows 1 and 2, only 26.7% of Year 7 and 13.3% of Year 8 

respondents were. There is little evidence of movement towards exclusive understandings 
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of the Holocaust and, in fact, some evidence of movement towards an inclusive 

understanding: whereas 16.7% of both Year 7 and Year 8 were coded in rows 2 and 4, 

the figure for Year 12 was 23.3%. The table also shows very low incidence of a ‘static 

differentiated’ understanding of the Holocaust (1 case in 90) and no incidence of a 

‘dynamic differentiated’ understanding. Table 9 exemplifies the five populated categories 

in the table, selecting across the three age groups.  

INSERT: Table 9 

7. Conclusion and overall discussion 

In summary, our findings suggest a number of conclusions about progression in 

student thinking in our data sample over time, as follows:   

 Some indication that students become more specific in their descriptive references 

to ‘Actors’ and the ‘Acted-upon’ was observed, demonstrating greater reference 

to substantive political concepts (‘e.g. the ‘Nazi Party’);  

 Some indication that students’ descriptions become more abstract and less 

personalised in their representations of ‘Actors’ was observed (e.g. fewer 

references to ‘Hitler’);   

 Some movement was observed from ‘material’ to ‘mental’ processes, a shift that 

is likely to be linked (as the ‘mental’ processes attribute aim and intention) to 

increases in the incidence of explanation (below);  

 Some increase was observed in the use of nominalisation by age (particularly and 

dramatically so in Year 12), showing increased levels of both abstraction and 

semantic density and complexity in description (as, for example, in the contrast 

between ‘killed’ and ‘mass extermination’);  

 Increased reference to circumstances of explanation was observed, despite the fact 

that students were asked to describe rather than explain, perhaps suggesting 
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increased understanding of the importance of ideology to the explanation of the 

Holocaust;  

 Some movement from ‘act’ and ‘event’ to ‘process’ when describing the 

Holocaust was observed, again linked to increased use of nominalisation; and 

 Some evidence of increased appreciation of the importance of the ideological 

intention underlying the Holocaust (integral to the Holocaust’s genocidal 

dimension) was observed. 

 

Our analysis needs must be tentative, given our small sample and exploratory 

intention. Nevertheless, these findings are suggestive in their implications for 

understanding progression and how it might be theorized in the case of substantive 

concepts and historical colligations like ‘the Holocaust’.  

Many of these findings are consistent with what research on second-order, or 

procedural historical, understandings might lead us to expect. The focus on Hitler and on 

an ‘act’ ontology of the Holocaust, for example, chimes with findings on younger 

children’s tendency to ‘agentify’ historical explanation and to attribute change and action 

in the past to the intentional action of specific historical agents.50 An implication, here, is 

that focusing on the development of historical content knowledge alone is unlikely to 

guarantee increasingly sophisticated understandings of the past, since how pupils 

understand ‘explanation’, ‘cause’ and other second-order aspects of history are key to the 

sense they may make of content.  

Our findings are also consistent with research findings on substantive conceptual 

development in history. Carretero and Lee, for example, propose a model of the direction 

of progression in substantive concepts that posits an overall movement from the concrete 

to the abstract as key, exemplified, in the case of knowledge of institutions, in a shift from 
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a focus on ‘personalization’ to a focus on ‘institutionalization’.51 Our exploratory research 

provides exemplification of what movement from the concrete to the abstract can look 

like in one area of historical understanding, however, it perhaps raises more questions 

than it can answer. ‘Does the linguistic release the conceptual?’ Woodcock asked in an 

influential practitioner article some years ago, and the question is highly pertinent to our 

results.52 Many of our findings are centrally about change in linguistic sophistication (as, 

for example, our differentiation of nominalisations into types in Table 4 showed). How 

far increased sophistication in understanding is (a) driven by or (b) the driver of increasing 

linguistic sophistication, is a question that it would be very valuable to explore but that is 

beyond the scope of this article.    

In general, there has been much more research on progression in second-order 

procedural concepts (such as ‘cause’) than on substantive historical concepts and 

colligations (such as ‘the Holocaust’). The findings of Foster et al – a study that is 

internationally ground-breaking in both its scale and sophistication – and the tentative 

findings of the small scale exploratory analysis reported in this article, both argue for the 

importance of increasing research attention on substantive issues. Foster et al. point to the 

power of ‘collective’ representations in shaping the form of students’ knowledge and 

understanding. Our analysis suggests that a purely functional approach can reveal an 

important dimension of conceptual development – the grammar of students’ substantive 

thinking. Further research on the ways in which grammar both enables and constrains 

understandings of historical agents, actions, events and processes, would, it seems to us, 

be both informative and valuable.  

In addition to its substantive focus on progression, this article has also sought to 

discuss how empirical social scientific research methods and methodologies can be used 

to help us describe young people’s knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust. As 
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highlighted, a key consideration for researchers is to define the concept they are 

measuring. When examining knowledge and understanding of the Holocaust it is essential 

to recognise that knowledge and understanding are not synonymous. If one is seeking to 

find the scope of students’ knowledge of singular factual propositions in a large sample, 

then using questions that can be quickly and objectively scored and used in statistical 

analyses (like multiple choice questions) is one way to achieve this. However, it is 

important to recognise these types of question cannot measure students’ understanding of 

the Holocaust as an historical colligation. To do this, researchers need to utilise research 

methods that collect qualitative data. This can be done as part of a mixed methods 

approach, so that the study can draw on the merits of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods.  

One means of collecting qualitative data is to give students open questions where 

they construct their own answers as exemplified in this article. The data collected using 

the question ‘can you describe in one or two sentences what you think the Holocaust was’ 

has shown that even where students provide short answers, rich data can be gathered. As 

we have demonstrated, this also opens up a number of possibilities in terms of the 

approach one takes to analysis. When working with a data set comprised of responses 

from thousands of students, it can be fruitful to conduct exploratory analyses on a 

subsample of the data, as we have set out to do in this article.  

The analysis of data in this study sought to be exploratory in nature. Consequently, 

a small subsample of the CfHE data set was used and we acknowledge this may not be 

representative of the full sample of students.  The small subsample also meant it was 

inappropriate to conduct analyses to assess statistical significance (for example, to 

determine whether the difference between the number of year 7 and year 12 students 

identifying ‘Actors’ in their answers was statistically significant). An area for future 
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research will be to conduct transitivity analysis, ontological analysis and conceptual 

analysis with a larger sample that includes students from across all seven year groups. 

We also note that the wording of the question may have influenced the content of the 

students’ responses, and this is something that is being examined in work currently 

underway in the UCL Centre for Holocaust Education.  

Robust research to examine students’ knowledge and understanding of the 

Holocaust is wanting. It is important that, going forward, researchers conduct studies 

which recognise the conceptual differences between knowledge and understanding. The 

research methods that are utilised and the analyses that are performed should be guided 

by clear research questions, with a mixed methods approach providing a means to explore 

different aspects of knowledge and understanding. 
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Table 1. ‘Participants’ by category analysed by year group: ‘Actors’  

No. Actor category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 ‘They’[No further identifying 

detail] 

5.1% 0.0% 
0.0% 

2 Some people [survived] 2.6% 0.0% 0.0% 

3 The 'shower' 2.6% 0.0% 0.0% 

4 Hitler 23.1% 40.0% 13.6% 

5 The Germans 33.3% 33.3% 9.1% 

6 The Jews 0.0 6.7% 4.5% 

7 The Nazis 20.5% 6.7% 22.7% 

8 Nazi Germany 0.0% 6.7% 9.1% 
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9 The Nazi Party 0.0% 6.7% 9.1% 

10 The Nazi government 0.0% 0.0% 9.1% 

11 The Nazi party and their leader 

Hitler 

12.8% 
0.0% 

22.7% 

 Total and ‘N’ 100% 

(N=42) 

100% 

(N=15) 

100% 

(N=22) 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. ‘Participants’ by category analysed by year group: ‘the Acted-upon’ 

No.  Acted-upon category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Jews 61.4% 76.3% 57.6% 

2 Disabled people 0.0% 2.6% 6.8% 

3 Homosexuals 0.0% 2.6% 6.8% 

4 Minority groups 0.0% 0.0% 6.8% 

5 Gypsies 0.0% 2.6% 5.1% 

6 ‘Undesirables’ 0.0% 0.0% 3.4% 

7 Communists 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 

8 Blacks 5.3% 0.0% 0.0% 

9 Foreigners 0.0% 2.6% 0.0% 
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10 Germans 0.0% 2.6% 0.0% 

11 Europe / European 3.5% 0.0% 5.1% 

12 In Germany 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 

13 Poland / In Poland 1.8% 0.0% 1.7% 

14 In Russia 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 

15 Number only 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

16 People only 15.8% 5.3% 1.7% 

17 Adults 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 

18 Children 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 

19 Elderly 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 

20 A camp 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 

21 Heads 0.0% 2.6% 0.0% 

22 Clothes, suitcases, skulls 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 

 
Totals 

100% 

(N= 57) 

100% 

(N= 38) 

100% 

(N= 59) 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. ‘Processes’ by category analysed by year group: Verb categories and 

nominalisation  

No.  Process category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Material  80.0% 75.0% 30.5% 

2 Mental  

 

7.3% 10.0% 

 

11.9% 

3 Relational  1.8% 1.7% 0.0% 

4 Existential  3.6% 5.0% 20.3% 

5 Verbal  1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 

6 Nominalisation 5.5% 8.3% 37.3% 

 
Totals 

100% 

(N= 55) 

100% 

(N= 60) 

100% 

(N= 59) 
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* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.  Nominalisations categorized by lexical features  

Type  Process category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

A Death 1 1 0 

A Killing 1 1 3 

A Murder 0 0 4 

A Torture 0 1 0 

B Annihilation 0 0 1 

B Discrimination 0 1 0 

B Extermination 1 0 5 

B Genocide 0 1 6 

B Persecution 0 0 1 

B Prejudice 0 0 1 

C Final Solution 0 0 1 
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 Totals  N= 3  N= 5  N= 22 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. ‘Circumstances’ by category analysed by year group 

No.  Circumstance category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Spatial location  9.1% 31.8% 19.6% 

2 Time location  0.0% 0.0% 6.5% 

3 Means  9.1% 13.6% 6.5% 

4 Situation  31.8% 25.0% 23.9% 

5 Explanation  11.4% 11.4% 19.6% 

6 Scale 27.3% 13.6% 17.4% 

7 Consequences  0.0% 0.0% 2.2% 

8 Evaluation  11.4% 5.5% 4.3% 

 
Totals 

100% 

(N= 44) 

100% 

(N= 46) 

100% 

(N= 46) 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 
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Table 6. ‘Circumstances’ of explanation analysed by year group 

No.  Circumstance category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Political 0.0% 2.0% 27.3% 

2 Ideological 0.0% 0.0% 54.5% 

3 Religious 60.0% 0.0% 9.1% 

4 Personal animosity 40.0% 40.0% 0.0% 

5 Discrimination 0.0% 0.0% 9.1% 

6 Image 0.0% 20.0% 0.0% 

7 Difference 0.0% 20.0% 0.0% 

 
Totals 

100% 

(N= 5) 

100% 

(N= 5) 

100% 

(N= 11) 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of instances coded not the number of respondents 

(which, in all tables, was 30 respondents per year group) 
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Table 7. ‘Ontologies’ of the Holocaust analysed by year group 

 

No.  Ontological category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Act 53.8 48.1 19.2 

2 Event 11.5 22.2 7.7 

3 People 0.0 3.7 0.0 

4 Period 19.2 3.7 0.0 

5 Place 7.7 7.4 0.0 

6 Process 7.7 14.8 73.1 

 
Totals 

100% 

(N= 26) 

100% 

(N= 28) 

100% 

(N= 26) 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the respondents coded (of a possible total of 30 respondents 

per year group). 
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Table 8. ‘Genocide’: the incidence of categories analysed by year group 

 

No.  Task category Year 7 Year 8 Year 12 

1 Genocidal and exclusive 6 3 9 

2 Genocidal and inclusive 2 1 6 

3 Non-genocidal and exclusive 15 15 11 

4 Non-genocidal and inclusive 3 4 1 

5 Static and differentiated (genocidal 

towards Jewish people and non-

genocidal towards others and 

constant over time) 

0 0 1 

6 Dynamic and differentiated 

(evolving, during its course, to 

become genocidal towards Jewish 

people and non-genocidal towards 

others) 

0 0 0 

7 No relevant material 4 7 2 

 Totals N= 30 N= 30 N= 30 

* ‘N’ in all columns denotes the number of respondents. 
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Table 9. Genocide: exemplification of categories from across year groups 

 

No.  Task category Exemplification 

1 

Genocidal and 

exclusive 

It was when Adolf Hitler tried to kill all the Jews in the world. 

Year 7 

The Holocaust was the attempted extermination of Jewish 

people. 

Year 12 

2 

Genocidal and 

inclusive 

The Holocaust was when the German people captured all of the 

Jews and most of the people in Europe and sent them to a 

concentration camp called Auschwitz where they were gassed, 

tortured, starved and eventually killed by the Nazis and their 

German leader: Adolf Hitler. 

Year 8  

3 

Non-genocidal 

and exclusive 

When the Jews were persecuted by the Nazis 

Year 7 

The Holocaust was when the Nazis killed millions of innocent 

Jewish people because they believed the Jews were to blame for 

all of Germany's problems. 

Year 12 
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4 

Non-genocidal 

and inclusive 

A time in history when people and children were sent off to a 

building and were ether gassed or were beaten to death. They 

also had some children working hard. 

Year 7 

The Nazi's were a group of Germans led by Adolf Hitler who 

believed racist things and killed many people because of it. 

Particularly Jewish people.  

Year 8  

5 

Static and 

differentiated  

The Holocaust was the genocide of millions of Jews, along with 

the murder of other minority groups. 

Year 12 

 

 


