28 June 2001

Ms. Paula Goepfert

Director of Secondary Publishing

Pearson Education Canada

26 Prince Andrew Place

Don Mills, Ontario

M3C 2T8 









Dear Ms. Goepfert:

Re: 
Sightlines


Prentice Hall Literature (2000)


Grade 10 (English)

We are writing to you about an essay by Marsha Lederman entitled “Going home to Auschwitz” found at pages 291-94 of the above-noted textbook, about which we have spoken to Ms. Janice Crawford at the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Branch of the Ontario Ministry of Education.

Several members of the Polish community, whose children attend secondary schools in the Toronto region, have expressed to us their dismay about this essay and have questioned its suitability for students at the grade 10 level. Upon examination of the text in question we share those concerns too.

The essay deals with the March of the Living which takes Jewish students on a journey to visit Nazi German death camps located in Poland and then on to Israel. Ms. Lederman attempts to draw some sort of an analogy between Nazi Germany, which perpetrated the Holocaust, and Poland, whose citizens – both Christian Poles and Jews – suffered the most during the war at the hands of the Nazi invaders.

Mr. Jan Kaszuba, the president of the Polish Political Ex-Prisoners Association in Canada, for example, commented that Ms. Lederman must have no idea that Auschwitz was originally built for Polish political prisoners and that it held more than 150,000 Christian Poles, half of whom perished. It was not until 1942 that Jews were first brought there in large number, and murdered en masse in the neighbouring camp of Birkenau. Polish losses at this one camp alone exceeded the non-Jewish losses of most countries occupied by the Germans throughout the entire war.

If Ms. Lederman appreciated the significance of that fact, and the fact that millions of other Poles were killed elsewhere by the Nazis during the occupation of their country, surely she would not have attempted to transfer responsibility for the crimes of Nazi Germany to Poland and the Polish people, and to imply an equivalence between an offensive gesture by a few hooligans and mass genocide by a nation-state. In her essay she does mince words about how Poland should be viewed:

“I suppose Poland isn’t really my home or even the home of my parents, despite the fact they were born there. …this land that was so hostile to my people, to my parents … Some Holocaust survivors and children refuse to set foot on German or Polish soil. They don’t want to benefit the economy of a country like Poland where Jewish groups … are still taunted by youths …”

Most of the Nazi extermination camps were located in occupied Poland because that was the home of the largest Jewish community in Europe. That, in turn, was the result of the fact that, during much of Poland’s history, Jewish cultural and community life flourished there, while being suppressed elsewhere in Europe.

Careless statements such as Ms. Lederman’s only create or perpetuate friction between victims of Nazism. Hitler would be pleased. But how could the average grade 10 student of English possibly have enough background information to unravel these historical complexities and appreciate how harmful and infectious the biases that permeate this essay in fact are?

In view of these concerns, we strongly urge that this essay not be used in future editions of this book and that current users be provided with suitable background information about the victims of Auschwitz, the largest wartime graveyard of Christian Poles. The high school curriculum should not serve as a forum for authors to cast unwarranted aspersions on groups making up Canada’s cultural mosaic.

We are most anxious to discuss this matter with you and would be pleased to provide you with reliable historical materials as required.

Sincerely yours,
Toronto District – Canadian Polish Congress (CPC)
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