VOICES – When young people learn from the past to shape the future
From 23rd to 25th September 2026, the Gymnázium Martina Hattalu in Trstená hosted the first part of the V4 MINI GRANT – VOICES (Vision of Integrity, Civic Engagement and Solidarity) project. It brings together young people from Slovakia and Poland and focuses on developing civic engagement, solidarity, respect for human rights, tolerance and democratic values. An important part of the project is also remembering the events of the Second World War and the Holocaust and exploring connections between the past and the challenges young people face today.
For three days, Trstená became a place of meeting, learning, discussion and discovering the past together. The programme was designed to ensure that participants were not merely passive listeners but active learners who asked questions, discussed important issues, documented testimonies and reflected on what each of us can do to create a more tolerant and supportive society.
History Hidden in the Streets of Trstená
The first day of the project began with an introduction of the school and the aims of the project. Participants then tested their knowledge of important events of the 20th century before meeting the Mayor of Trstená, PaedDr. Magdaléna Zmarzláková. The discussion focused particularly on supporting people from Ukraine who have found refuge in Trstená and on the importance of solidarity and civic responsibility in today's society.
One of the most powerful experiences was an educational guided walk through places connected with the Jewish community in Trstená and the period of 1939–1945. Led by local historian Mgr. Marek Ďurčo, participants visited the synagogue, church tower, the square where a few Jewish houses still stand. We ended our walk in the Wilczek´s town house where we could explore the typical small town´s household. The highlight was the exposition of the Oravský Betlehem – a huge display of a nativity scene combined with many other scenes from the Orava region made of clay. 
The experience was followed by a workshop in which the students created a digital map of remembrance of Trstená. They added texts and photographs to historically significant places, gradually creating a shared digital representation of the town's history.
From stories of the past to the values of today
The second day of the project focused on the story of the Eberstark sisters and Nicholas Winton. Participants visited the Pilgrims' Park and the Memorial of Hope, where they learned about the story and fate of the Eberstark sisters.
This was followed by a screening of the documentary film Nicky's Family, which opened a discussion about courage, humanity and helping others at a time when it was all too easy to remain indifferent.
After the film, the students analysed and discussed the questions connecting the story of the rescued children with Trstená and the stories of specific people. They discussed why it is important to protect human rights, respect the dignity of every person and stand up against hatred and discrimination.
An important part of the programme was an online meeting with Cath Appleton, the daughter of Ella Eberstark and author of the graphic novel My Mother's Daughter. Cath Appleton shared memories of her mother and her experiences during the war. The meeting enabled young people to understand major historical events through a personal story and to realise that behind every historical event there are real people, their families, decisions and individual destinies.
Understanding the past means understanding the present
The third day of the project focused on learning more about the Jewish community in the region. Martin Garek, PhD, from the Slovak Institute of National Memory, gave a lecture on The Life of the Jewish Community in the Trstená District (1939–1945). The lecture was followed by a discussion with third-year students and provided an opportunity to think critically about the mechanisms of persecution, discrimination and the gradual removal of people's rights.
The historical knowledge gained during the lecture was followed by the workshop “With Tolerance Against Prejudice and Stereotypes”, based on an Amnesty International methodology. The students explored stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination, tolerance and empathy. Through specific situations, they discussed how prejudice develops, how it influences our decisions and why it is important to challenge stereotypes.
The project programme concluded with a visit to OZ Viac in Trstená, an organisation supporting people facing difficult life situations, including socially and economically disadvantaged individuals. This meeting demonstrated that civic engagement and solidarity are not merely abstract concepts but can take the form of concrete help for people in our local community.
VOICES – The Voice of Young People
The three days in Trstená showed that history can be learned in different ways – through places, stories, testimonies, discussions and personal encounters. The VOICES project provides young people with an opportunity not only to gain new knowledge but also to develop the ability to understand the past in context and recognise their own role in society.
The name of the project, VOICES – Vision of Integrity, Civic Engagement and Solidarity, expresses its central message: young people have a voice and can use it to contribute to a society based on respect, human rights, tolerance, solidarity and active citizenship.
We believe that the experiences participants gained during the project will not remain merely memories of three days spent together. We hope they will inspire them in the future to stand against prejudice, indifference and discrimination and to help create a society in which every person has a place.
Because understanding the past means taking responsibility for the future.

