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Abstract  
There is an important question whether to include the serious topics such as war, death, holocaust to 
the teaching at primary school, or not, and if so, how to do it. We use the expressions, but several 
teachers and parents avoid explaining what they mean. The reason might be their shyness or a fear of 
this topic and the related question – how to explain that to a child. 

The theme of war is very abstract for the children at primary school. Albeit the children play knights 
with wooden swords (or shooters at their mobile phones, however, everything is played at the level of 
a game. The situation of two people standing face to face with the intention to kill each other is 
unthinkable. The children ask themselves and also the adults why they do it and whether they really 
mean to kill each other. 

In the Czech curriculum there is a subject which contains basics of history, geography and politics. In 
this subject in the 4th year pupils are taught about the Czech history for the first time. Teaching about 
history naturally means speaking about wars, death, oppressions. In the 5th year, both World Wars are 
parts of the textbooks. 

In the textbooks, we find factual mediation of the subject matter while the horror of the stated period 
merges into dates and events only. To describe them, it is possible to use a literary text which 
facilitates to induce an idea of the life in the periods of history. As we know, children's learning is the 
best when they learn through experience. We lead them to think about the stated issue and to express 
their opinions. We encourage them to cognize themselves. 

The paper describes the issue of perception of the concepts of death and war by Czech children in the 
6th grade of primary school.  

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 concept of war. In the questionnaire we focused the pupils’ 
associations and how they evaluate literature that describes the life at that time. The 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 explain more the associations they had written and to talk about the 
text they had read.  

We are interested in how open they are to the real existence of the war. Whether they can imagine 
living in the war. How would such a life look like? What would they be afraid of the most? What do 
they feel when we talk about the war? 

The results of the pre-research and the research can serve like an incentive for teachers at primary 
school to open discussions about this topic in the particular subject and also in literary lessons. We 
find intentional literature a great “bridge” that sensitively mediates past events and helps the children 
experience the life in difficult times. Speaking about this topic can positively affect the child’s moral 
development. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In this paper, we present the results of the pre-research, which is devoted to the Reception and 
Interpretation of the text with Historical Themes. We will focus on the part of the research that was 
devoted to the perception term “war” by pupils of the 6th year of primary school. We were interested in 
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the pupils' associations concept of war and emotion that arouses the word. To the pupils, we 
presented literary texts with the theme of the war they were to evaluate. 

The theme of war is very abstract for the children at primary school. Albeit the children play knights 
with wooden swords (or shooters at their mobile phones, however, everything is played at the level of 
a game. The situation of two people standing face to face with the intention to kill each other is 
unthinkable. The children ask themselves and also the adults why they do it and whether they really 
mean to kill each other. There is an important question whether to include serious topics such as war, 
death, a holocaust to the teaching at primary school, or not and if so, how to do it  

In the Czech curriculum, there is a subject that contains the basics of history, geography, and politics. 
In this subject, in the 4th year pupils are taught about Czech history for the first time. Teaching about 
history naturally means speaking about wars, death, oppression. In the 5th year, both World Wars are 
parts of the textbooks. 

In the textbooks, we find factual mediation of the subject matter while the horror of the stated period 
merges into dates and events only. To describe them, it is possible to use a literary text which 
facilitates to induce an idea of life in the periods of history. As we know, children's learning is the best 
when they learn through experience. We lead them to think about the stated issue and to express their 
opinions. We encourage them to cognize themselves. In the literary lessons, it is possible to open this 
topic by working with a literary text that processes this subject. At present, the Czech book market is 
endowed with high-quality intentional literature (mainly translational literature), which is most often 
devoted to the topic of World War II. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
For our research we modified methodology, which was used in the contribution The Perception of 
Death among Students in the 6th Year of Primary School. As mentioned above, the paper presents 
the results of the part of pre-research: the perception of the concept of war and the reception of the 
texts with the theme of war. 

2.1 Participants 
For pre-research, we choose the 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). We assume that pupils adopt a negative attitude.  

For pre-research, we used our own design questionnaire to specifically focus on associations which 
pupils recollect about the concept of war. In the questionnaire we focused the pupils’ associations and 
how they evaluate literature that describes the life at that time. The 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). Part of the of 
the questionnaire (comprehensibility and impressiveness of the text) include mainly the scale items 
(Likert scale – options are: yes/ rather yes/rather no/no) 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 explain more the associations they had written and to talk about the 
text they had read.  

We are interested in how open they are to the real existence of the war. Whether they can imagine 
living in the war. How would such a life look like? What would they be afraid of the most? What do 
they feel when we talk about the war? 
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3 RESULTS 

3.1 Perception of the war  

3.1.1 What do you imagine beneath the word war?  
We were interested in what associations about the war the children have. The first item of the war 
section of the questionnaire, therefore, dealt with the issue of perception of the concept of war. 
Respondents responded with 2–3 words as directed. Based on their answers, we have created three 
basic categories into which we have included a pupil´s words. 

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

 Emotions Symbols Definition of 
war/synonyms 

Number of 
responses 13 22 3 + 3 

In the category of emotions, we have included all the answers that captured the feelings of the 
respondents (fear, suffering, disgust, pain, anger, sadness). As in the research of perception of dead 
pupils, there was a question. How far in the answer has been pupil inspired by the second 
questionnaire question? (What feelings does the word war cause in you? Some pupils admitted that 
they were inspired by the choice of answers to the second question. “I don´t know, what write.” One 
student admitted that he wanted to write something that sounded right. 

We have included in the category of the symbol the answers that indicated both specific words (things, 
people) and abstract nouns. The most common specific words were eg weapons (cannon, tank), 
soldier. One a pupil named a Nazi leader Adolf Hitler. Most abundantly among the abstract words was 
the word death, but I was a positive word of victory. Furthermore, pupils wrote words such as torture, 
terror, fate, past. The following conversations with the pupils showed that they mostly connect the war 
with the past. Current children feel safe and the idea of the war on our territory seems fanciful to them. 
"People can do better compromise today." “There's no reason to fight. Formerly, in the past, people 
wanted territories like Hitler. People don't fight like that today.” 

To the category definition of war and synonyms, we have included words that explained war which 
explained the principle of war (the struggle for territory, the struggle between two groups / nations, the 
dispute between people) or was synonymous (fight, battle). 

3.1.2 What feelings does the word war cause in you? 
In this section, we offered respondents the choice of six basic emotions, where we added the choice 
of other emotions: pain, nothing/indifference, and an open item, where pupils could write their own 
feelings. (This possibility was used by one respondent; unfortunately, his answer was not compatible 
with the question. He wrote mostly.) It has to be said that we expected negative emotions (fear, 
disgust, sadness) or the choice of nothing/indifference. Our assumption was confirmed. The pupils 
chose mainly fear and sadness, followed by the word pain, anger, surprise. Two respondents chose 
happiness. Because the pre-research was anonymous, we can not specify the reason of their choice.  

Why some students have chosen emotions like anger and surprise can be explained by their answers 
from the interview. These are summarized in two sentences that best describe the perception of war 
by pupils. "War is silly. Innocent people are suffering.” 

Nothing/indifference and disgust were chosen once, and we believe that the students chose these 
answers for the same reason as anger and surprise. The nothing that one of the boys chose could be 
explained by the absence of the idea of war as a reality that is still happening today. 
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Graph 1 What feelings does the word death cause in you?  

3.1.3 Reception of the texts with the theme of war 
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 total of nine, six texts [1] 
included, among other things, the theme of World War II, five of them dealt with the Holocaust. The 
texts were intentionally chosen from intentional literature for children and youth. The high number of 
texts devoted to the Holocaust is due to the production of historical fiction. It is most concerned with 
topics from World War II and the Holocaust. We believe that this literature brings edification and 
warnings to small readers today. When readers are reading these books, they can realize the severity 
of human action, the bravery of ordinary people. They can appreciate the everyday little things and the 
joys of their independence. Thus, literature can serve as part of the so-called character education. 

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 war. 

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

beyond Eternity 
Erica´s 
story Once Sophia´s secret 

war 

2,333 2,286 2,571 2,5 2,5 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. (In total, we have included two 
examples from the book in the survey. We believe that the author, with an incredible sense of 
language and storytelling, has captured the narrator's life and plot.)  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. We are closer to the text reception in contribution The Perception of 
Death among Students in the 6th Year of Primary School. 

Pupils considered the most captivating story (to answer the question of whether the text is boring) a 
sample of the book Sophia's secret war. A girl with an aunt and a little cousin remains trapped in a 
village where the battle for northern France takes place. The village is under fire from German tanks 
and aircraft. The girl lay on the floor with uncertainty as to whether they will survive. The text captures 
the everyday reality of the civilian population during World War II (but it can relate to the war in 
general). The pupils clearly agreed that the text is understandable. But when they chose the emotions 
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that they felt after reading the text, they evaluated them very inconsistently. Sadness, fear, but 
surprise and joy prevailed. One respondent (boy) choose happiness, pain, surprise, fear, sadness.  He 
ended his list with the words: I don't know. "I can't imagine myself in her situation." 

As a text that, according to the pupils, best captures the reality of World War II, the pupils clearly 
identified the example of Transport beyond Eternity. The text captures the dialogue between a Jewish 
boy Petr Ginz and his friend. Petr describes life behind the walls of the Theresienstadt Ghetto. One of 
the respondents recalled the MAUS book. In an interview, he asked a question that interested us. “Do 
you think it' s okay that I read the MAUS book at my age? I'm a 12-year-old boy.” The boy wasn't sure 
if World War II was a topic he should read about. Unknowingly, he expressed the feelings of some 
adults (parents, teachers) who are afraid to open the topic of war to children. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the pre-research we assume that part of the research focused on the perception of war will 
bring interesting data. For current Czech children, the idea of the war is abstract. They cannot imagine 
life on the background of war conflict. However, this absence of experience can be partially reduced 
by reading the literature that the war deals with, in our case by historical fiction. This literature allows 
children to feel the feelings of the main characters that have often lived in inhuman conditions and 
witnessed horrific events. By Cai (cited in McTigue Er.) [2] and other authors (Huck, Hepler and 
Hickman’s, 1987) historical fiction is a good place for a child to enter into the conflicts, the suffering, 
the joys, and the despair of those who lived before us. [3] (Cai, 1992, p. 279)  

In the course of the research, the pupils expressed an interest in discussing a topic that raises 
contradictory emotions. Some texts they evaluated have implemented these feelings. 

The results of the pre-research and the research can serve as an incentive for teachers at primary 
school to open discussions about this topic in a particular subject and also in literary lessons. We find 
intentional literature a great “bridge” that sensitively mediates past events and helps the children 
experience life in difficult times. Speaking about this topic can positively affect a child’s moral 
development. The unwillingness, fear of adults to talk about this topic with children can arouse 
uncertainty as to whether it is appropriate to read war literature. 
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