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Abstract  
The paper describes the issue of the perception of the concept of death by pupils in the 6th year of 
primary school. In our society this topic is viewed as a “taboo” so the teachers and the parents are 
very often afraid to open it with young pupils. Pupils at primary school do not usually encounter the 
concept of dead education at all. 

Therefore, we present the results of the pre-research Research of Reception and Interpretation of 
Historical Texts. For pre-research, we used our own design questionnaire to specifically focus on 
associations which pupils recollect about the term death. We assume that pupils adopt a negative 
attitude. The questionnaire also included the texts for children that are more closely related the issue. 
Pupils evaluated the reception of the texts in terms of comprehensibility and impressiveness and the 
potential of the texts (personal benefit, connection with their previous experience, possible inclusion in 
literary lessons). 

The questionnaire survey was followed by an interview using the focus group method. We provided 
the pupils with the opportunity to comment on the associations they had written. We are interested in 
the extent to which their acceptance/non-acceptance is influenced by their own experience or its 
absence and how their reading of fiction intentionally including the topic of death influences their 
perception. Interview in the group enabled the pupils to share their observations with each other and 
to refine their attitude towards the concept of death. 

Based on the results of both the pre-research and the research, it is possible to provide the teachers 
at primary school with the incentive to engage the dead education in their lessons, for instance 
through the work with intentional literature. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In the article, we will focus on the perception of the concept of death by pupils of the 6th year of 
primary school – through the associations and emotions that cause the word death in them. 
Furthermore, how they perceive texts with historical themes that inter alia capture death or its 
proximity. 

Šubrtová [1] points out the importance of using intentional literature in opening the question of death in 
teaching. She denotes this type of literature as an important factor in shaping childhood awareness of 
death is intentional literature that conveys the child's experience of death sensitively and thus bridges 
the vacuum created by tabooing, shifting thoughts of death and self-immortality. A common 
interpretation of a literary work (in family, school) opens up an important communication space. 
(Šubrtová, 2007, p. 16) 

Historical literature mediates the historical reality to young readers, mostly without any 
embellishments, ie not only the light but also the dark side. In general, the influence of historical prose 
on the reader described Schwab [2] Historical fiction adds the human element to events that can 
sometimes seem remote and dull... [f]ictionalizing history enables young people to “feel” what it was 
like to have been there. (Swab, 2005, p. 24) Joy from the reading historical fiction is the beginning of 
developing a love for history. Historical literature focused primarily on children and adolescents can be 
considered by Cai (cited in McTigue Er.) [3] and other authors (Huck, Hepler and Hickman’s, 1987) as 
good place for a child to enter into the conflicts, the suffering, the joys, and the despair of those who 
lived before us. [4] (Cai, 1992, p. 279)  

The emotions that arose in the reader also play a major role in the interpretation of the book. 
Particularly, the themes of war and death, which to some extent can be regarded as taboo topics, 
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especially at primary school, may lead to the opening of a space for expressing opinions, feelings, and 
fears of the unknown. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
For pre-research, we choose 18 pupils (7 girls, 11 boys) from the 6th year of primary school. We 
chose the class based on consultation with the class teacher. The different achievements of pupils 
and their ability to read comprehensively (some of the pupils rank at the level of the first grade in their 
performance) became the reason for choosing a particular year. 

2.2 Instrument 
The research is based on the method of qualitative and quantitative research (non-standardized 
questionnaire). 

For pre-research, we used our own design questionnaire to specifically focus on associations which 
pupils recollect about the term death. We assume that pupils adopt a negative attitude. The 
questionnaire also included the texts for children that are more closely related to the issue. Pupils 
evaluated the reception of the texts in terms of comprehensibility and impressiveness and the potential 
of the texts (personal benefit, connection with their previous experience, possible inclusion in literary 
lessons). The own design questionnaire contains three main parts: a) historical fiction, b) association 
of concepts, c) comprehensibility and impressiveness of the text. The first two parts are composed of 
closed and open items, which, for example, examine the knowledge of the concept of historical prose; 
association of pupils of the concepts of war, death, hero; the feelings the words cause in them. Part of 
the third part of the questionnaire (comprehensibility and impressiveness of the text) is mainly the 
scale items (Likert scale), which serve to evaluate the reception of texts in terms of clarity, evaluation, 
and impressiveness. To verify the understanding of the text, we have always included three questions 
or tasks associated with it. 

The questionnaire survey was followed by an interview using the focus group method. We provided 
the pupils with the opportunity to comment on the associations they had written. We are interested in 
the extent to which their acceptance/non-acceptance is influenced by their own experience or its 
absence and how their reading of fiction intentionally including the topic of death influences their 
perception. Interview in the group enabled the pupils to share their observations with each other and 
to refine their attitude towards the concept of death. 

In the paper we present the results of the section devoted to the associations of the word death and 
the reception of the texts with historical themes, include the subject of death 

3 .RESULTS 

3.1 Perception of the death  

3.1.1 What do you imagine beneath the word death?  
Death is part of everyday life.  The perception of death by children is influenced not only by their own 
experience but also by their openness in family and school. In the Czech Republic, death education is 
not usually realized as abroad. As mentioned above, in the lessons of literary education, this topic can 
be opened in the first grade through work with a suitable example of Czech and foreign literature. It is, 
therefore, possible to replace the absence of own experience with the possibility of insight into the 
topic through the story and the main characters of the text. Contact with the theme of death, linked 
through the emotional and aesthetic reading experience, can direct the child to positively reflect on the 
value and meaning of life. (Šubrtová, 2007, s. 16) 

A concept that makes a child to a certain word is influenced by his developmental level. According to 
Piaget's theory of development [5], our respondents (11 to 12 years) were between two stages the 
concrete operational stage (7 to 12 years), when children can think logically and solve concrete 
problems and the formal operational stage (12 years and up) when a person conceives abstract 
concepts since he has developer abstract thinking. (Krepia et al., 2017, p. 1720) 
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We were interested in what associations the children have. The first item of the second section of the 
questionnaire, therefore, dealt with the issue of perception of the concept of death. Respondents 
responded with 2–3 words as directed. 

Table 1. What do you imagine beneath the word death? 

 Emotions Specific 
places Symbols Definition of 

death 

Number of 
responses 15 3 11 6 

As can be seen from the overview table, respondents most often recorded emotions (sadness, pain, 
anger, loss). Furthermore, the pupils mentioned places associated with death: the cemetery, the 
hospital, the sky - the child belongs to the believing family. We included specific associations in the 
category of symbols, represented by words such as skeleton, grave, burial, skull, blood, weapon, 
knife, burned tree, family and deadly Hitler. Here we can state that the name of the Nazi leader serves 
as a symbol of death for the child. The respondent (boy) reads historical literature and is interested in 
the time of World War II. For one of the respondents, death is something disgusting, mysterious. 

To the category definition of death, we have included words that explained death or captured the 
fundamental essence of death. These were words or phrases like dead people, deceased, the end of 
human life, a dead body, anything lifeless, the death of someone. 

3.1.2 What feelings does the word death cause in you? 
In this section, we offered respondents the choice of six basic emotions, where we added the choice 
of other emotions: pain, indifference, and an open item, where pupils could write their own feelings. It 
has to be said that we expected negative emotions or the choice of nothing/indifference. Surprisingly, 
as can be seen from the graph, none of the 18 pupils chose the possibility of nothing/indifference, 
while one of the pupils chose the emotion happiness. Since the pre-research was anonymous, we 
cannot specify the reason for the pupil´s choice. The other item did not contain emotion, but the word 
people, so we did not fill it in the graph because it was outside the question. In the conversation, the 
individuals again leaned towards the negatively tuned feelings.  

 
Graph 1 What feelings does the word death cause in you?  

As we assumed the second most common emotion that pupils chose is fear. We believe that fear of 
death is natural, but the child's fear of death is also supported by the unwillingness of adults and 
teachers to talk about the subject. Fear of death, therefore, is for children mostly the fear of the 
unknown, the uncertainty. Several pupils admitted in an interview that reading books, where death 
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occurs, helps them to accept it as something common. Thus, in some pupils, literature helps to 
overcome this fear. 

3.1.3 Reception of the texts with the theme of death 
The third part of the questionnaire consisted of texts that the pupils evaluated. We have selected nine 
texts for pre-research. Each of the pupils worked with three of them. Of the nine, five [6] included, 
among other things, the topic of death. The texts were intentionally chosen from intentional literature 
for children and youth. It is more acceptable for children, more accessible, the authors work with the 
subject wisely. A well-written story, awakening in children the desire for knowledge, for finding 
answers to questions. 

Pupils evaluated the reception of the texts in terms of comprehensibility and impressiveness and the 
potential of the texts (personal benefit, possible inclusion in literary lessons). Each sample was scaled 
on a scale of 1 to 5 (from excellent to insufficient), the same marks pupils receive at school. 

Table 2.  Averages of evaluated texts with the theme of death 

Mister Doctor: Janusz 
Korczak & the Orphans ... Once Transport beyond 

eternity 
The Great 

Plague 
Sophie´s 

secret war 

2,333 2,286 2,571 2,25 2,5 
* Note: At least one of the pupils in the last three items did not evaluate the text on the scale of 1 to 5. 

In the subsequent comparison of the average of the marks of the texts, we found that the pupils 
evaluated as the best text from the book Once by M. Gleitzman. The narrator of the whole book is the 
little Jewish boy Felix. The text captures the jump of Jewish children from a train heading to 
Auschwitz. Of the three children, only the main character and his friend will survive the dangerous act 
and the subsequent shooting of the soldiers, the third child (Chaya) remains limp with the bullets in her 
body and her head is smashed. 

The pupils evaluated the text as understandable. By using the control questions related to the text we 
checked the respondents understood the storyline.  Respondents were asked to choose the right 
answer - the storyline takes place in Poland, Chaya was killed. We found out that confusing for them 
was a question that asked about Felix's feelings. Here we assumed that they would choose b) 
sadness, but half chose d) fear. Again, these two emotions were intermingled. 

From the point of view of evaluating the impressiveness of the text, the pupils considered the text 
rather displeasing. The reason for this was the subject matter of the text - children at risk, fleeing from 
certain death. At the same time, the text was not boring for them. The story didn't leave them cold.  

The emotions that the text caused in them were most often expressed by fear, sadness, and pain. 
One of the respondents felt a sense of disgust. This feeling came again from the theme of the book 
(Holocaust, World War II). Some pupils have already heard of the book, others have not known it. "I 
know the book, we had it at school in a traveling library but it was borrowed. I am waiting for it in the 
waiting list in the Municipal Library… I really like the envelope. Why is it called Once?" Felix's story 
captivated them so much that the pupils were interested in reading the whole book. "It's sad that 
something like this has happened to Felix, I wonder what happened next. "Once I lay in a field 
somewhere in Poland, not sure if I am alive or dead. 

Pupils (all in the group) considered the most emotionally strongest text from the book Plague Epidemic 
by P. Oldfield. (The sample rating was incomplete, as the two respondents did not rate the text) The 
main heroine, a young girl, describes the moment when she waits with the body of the deceased aunt 
to a cart that comes every night for dead. She wants to accompany the aunt to her last resting place, 
but the order to protect against the plague is inexorable. So the girl can say good-bye to her aunt 
when the departing cart. 

According to the students, this text corresponds to real life in London in 1665. Most of them felt a 
sense of sadness, fear, and pain. They didn't know the book, but they wanted to read it. "Why was the 
girl alone with her aunt?" "And that aunt died of plague?" What happened to the girl?” Due to their age, 
they have not yet learned about the plague epidemic in the history lessons, but they have known the 
film Beauties and the Beast from 2017. In the following discussion, some of the knowledge of the 
plague that they received from the film was communicated to other classmates – doctors' clothes, 
home door paintings, family deaths. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
Pupils (all in the group) considered the most emotionally strongest text from the book Plague Epidemic 
by P. Oldfield. (The sample rating was incomplete, as the two respondents did not rate the text). The 
main heroine, a young girl, describes the moment when she waits with the body of the deceased aunt 
to a cart that comes every night for dead. She wants to accompany the aunt to her last resting place, 
but the order to protect against the plague is inexorable. So the girl can say good-bye to her aunt 
when the departing cart. 

It can be stated that pupils percept the concept of death rather abstract. They focus on capturing 
feelings. The symbols associated with death being chosen less than we expected. If the pupils wrote 
emotions in the first part of the questionnaire, it is likely that some chose from the following question, 
which dealt with emotions (What feelings does the word death cause in you?). It has to be said that we 
assumed a balanced representation of emotions and symbols in the pupil´s answers. In the main part 
of the research, we will follow the development of associations in different age categories of pupils. 

As we expected, in the case of emotional evaluation of the word, the negative emotions, mainly 
sadness, fear, and pain, prevail. The anonymity of the investigation gave children the opportunity to 
express themselves freely, so the answer also included the choice of the emotion of happiness. As the 
questionnaires were evaluated after data collection and interviews, the questionnaires were 
anonymous, and it was not possible to ask the respondent about his reason for the choice. It can be 
assumed, however, that the response will occur during the inquiry of multiple respondents. 

In the pre-research, we also aimed to reveal the most effective texts for pupils. For the assessment, 
we provided pupils with more than half of the texts that dealt with the topic of death. Two thematically 
different texts became the best-rated samples, one contained a more attractive and accessible theme 
of World War II for the reader, and the second brought a non-traditional theme - a plague epidemic in 
modern England - for Czech children. The length of the submitted text did not play any role in the 
overall evaluation of the texts. 

For the following part of the research, we will select three of the nine texts with which we will continue 
to work in the questionnaire. 

However, on the basis of interviews with pupils, we can say that we should not be afraid of opening up 
a topic like death with children. Pupils like to discuss, exchange knowledge. The openness provided 
by the accompanying guide (teacher, parent) in their joint discussion can be used to eliminate their 
own insecurity and fear. 
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