
 

 

 

Primary School Children Know Very Little about Term s 
such as “Jews” or “Roma”   

Representative study on knowledge and prejudices among 6 to 13 year-olds  

Munich, 7 November 2018 – The International Central  Institute for Youth and Educational 
Television (IZI) has conducted a representative sur vey on knowledge and prejudices around 
the terms “Jew”, “Muslim”, “Roma” and “gypsy” among  6 to 13 year-olds. While many 
demonstrate an age-appropriate knowledge regarding the term “Muslim”, only a minority know 
who “Roma” are. The term “gypsy”, if it is known at  all, is only ever overlaid with unequivocally 
derogatory prejudices. Half of all children have he ard the word “Jew”, however only just over a 
third can explain it – even though this topic is co vered by most primary school curricula. From 
a pedagogical point of view, these figures are worr ying, as a lack of knowledge, coupled with a 
lack of contact to these groups, can contribute to the development of prejudices.     

Whereas there are regular studies on the prejudices of adults in Germany, little is known 
about what associations children have with ethnic and religious groups such as Jews, 
Muslims and Roma. Within the research focus “Prejudices, Racism, Extremism”, the IZI 
asked n = 840 representatively selected children between the ages of 6 and 13 about their 
knowledge of, and associations with, these terms. 

 

Only one in three children know something about the term “Jew” 

In response to the question “Do you know the term ‘Jew’ and do you know what this term 
means?”, half of the 6 to 13 year-olds admit that they have heard the term before but do not 
know what it means. When children are asked to explain the term, most of them use the an 
appropriate explanation by focussing on the context of religion. Understandably, only very 
few of the 6 to 7 year-olds do so (8%); for the 8 to 9 year-olds this figure is just under a 
quarter (23%); this rises to just under a third of the 10 to 11 year-olds (32%) and to just under 
half of the 12 to 13 year-olds (46%). Some of the respondents refer to geographical origin in 
their explanations (“They live in Israel”, say 8% of the respondents), and only rarely (in 4% of 
cases) do the children mention the context of persecution in their explanation of the term.  
Children whose parents went to a less academic middle and secondary schools are less able 
to explain the term “Jews”. In actual fact, almost all children in primary school should have 
been taught something about this topic in years 3 or 4 – the equivalent of years 4 and 5 in 
the British school system – (e.g. in religious studies lessons).  

Half of the 8 to 9 year-olds and almost all the 12 to 13 year-olds (94%) do know that the 
Jews were persecuted during the Second World War, however only just under one fifth 
(18%) of the 8 to 9 year-olds are absolutely certain of this historical fact, and it is only among 
the 12 to 13 year-olds that at least 58% are sure that Jews were persecuted during the 
Second World War. This suggests the urgency of imparting more knowledge about the 
contexts involved.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

“Roma”: an almost unknown term; “gypsy” overlaid with prejudices 

Half of the 6 to 13 year-olds have never heard the term “Roma”, and even among the 12 to 
13 year-olds – i.e. mostly in years 7 and 8 (years 8 and 9 in the British school system) – only 
one fifth (22%) can explain the term. Of the few explanations given, the most frequent are: 
“another word for gypsy” or “an ethnic group”. Geographical locations are also mentioned, 
such as “They come from eastern Europe”, or even traditional prejudices such as “They live 
on the streets and beg”.  

It is true to say that relatively more children know, and can explain, the politically incorrect 
term “gypsy”, but this too remains at a low level (5% and 12% respectively). The term is most 
frequently associated with “They live in caravans”, “people who beg”, and “people who steal”, 
or the children see “gypsy”, on the whole, as a term of abuse. The children associate 
considerably more antiziganisic stereotypes with the term “gypsy” than with the term “Roma”, 
in connection with which only very few are mentioned. 

Children very clearly associate the word “gypsy”, which is a foreign appellation and 
historically heavily loaded, with antiziganistic prejudices. It is therefore important to avoid the 
politically incorrect designation especially in media for children and adolescents, or to convey 
background knowledge on the term and its discriminatory meaning 

 

Primary school children as a particularly sensitive group  

Research into prejudice has found middle childhood (the primary school years) to be the 
decisive phase in terms of developing prejudices: the more prejudices children have at the 
end of their childhood, the more these will persist. As the current IZI representative survey 
shows, many children in Germany do not have any concept of the content of terms such as 
“Jew” and “Roma”, nor do they have any knowledge that would allow them to contextualise 
these terms. This makes them vulnerable to anti-Semitic or anti-gypsy interpretations 
advanced, for example, by extremist actors.    

One of the most pedagogically successful ideas for combating prejudice is to meet members 
of the stigmatised groups in person. Particularly where a direct meeting is not possible, 
media-facilitated encounters can create the necessary prosocial concepts. Well-made 
television and film stories which emotionally engage children have great potential here – as 
long as they are well thought through and consciously designed to avoid and break down 
prejudices.      

The IZI is researching, in other current studies, how children and adolescents deal with 
explanations of anti-Semitism and anti-Ziganisim provided by general knowledge 
programmes, and whether fictional programmes allow them to access topics such as the 
Second World War and the Holocaust.  

Contact person: 

Dr. Maya Götz, Director, International Central Institute for Youth and Educational Television, Tel.: (+49) 089/5900 
42264, Internet: www.izi.de, www.maya-goetz.de; E-Mail: Maya.Goetz@br.de  
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