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Introduction & Overview

• Children are naturally curious creatures.
• Curiosity is an important aspect of children’s 

cognitive development (Jirout & Klahr, 2012)

• Children tend to explore, investigate, and ask 
questions about everything, including ‘sexual 
matters’

• Children ask their parents, they ask each others, 
they ask people in their social surroundings, and 
they ask their ECE educators.

HALAH ELKARIF & TIM ROHRMANN, EECERA , 2023



What are ‘questions on sexual matters’? 

4

Introduction & Overview

HALAH ELKARIF & TIM ROHRMANN, EECERA , 2023

Where
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from?
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Introduction & Overview

Children’s questions on sexual matters can be related to:

• Differences in physical features
• pregnancy and birth 
• social sexuality stereotypes
• adult relationships.
• genital differences
• Etc

HALAH ELKARIF & TIM ROHRMANN, EECERA , 2023

• ‘origin of life’  
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Introduction & Overview

Previous research investigating children’s curiosity about sexual matters 
focused on the responses and attitudes either of parents (Yağan Güder & 
Alabay, 2018; Martin&Torres,2013; Sak, 2015) or female educators 
(Ünlüer, 2018; Wan Nawi et al.,2021), while little attention was given to 
male educators. 

Some previous research included male educators; however, they 
represented a small part of a bigger female educator's sample. For 
example, in the study of (Cheung et al., 2020) the sample were 4 male 
and 212 female Pre-service early childhood teachers’/ students. 
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 Men in early childhood education
and care (ECEC) are a minority. 

 International phenomenon -
Majority are women !

 8% of the ECEC workforce in 
Germany are Men. 

 What is new? 
Focusing on investigating how male ECE educators are answering 
children’s questions on sexual matters 
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Children’s 
questions on 

sexual matters

Cultural 
background

Male ECE 
educators 

Male ECE educators 
a cross cultural study
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9 German participants       and 9 Non-German Participants

Middle 
East and 
North 
Africa
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9 German participants       and 9 Non-German Participants

Germany

• Egypt
• Syria
• Iran
• Algeria
• Kurdistan
• Palestine-Lebanon

Ethical considerations - face-to-face long interviews - In different cities and institutions in Germany
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This categorization is only made for the purposes of the current research; 
however, it is not a classification of humans.

9 German participants       and 9 Non-German Participants
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Results

Results?
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Answering children’s questions related to sexual matters

18 participants 
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Results

German 
participants

Non-German 
participants
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Results

Results are summarized in three major themes that reflect how the 
participants respond to children’s questions on sexual matters 
1- The What: the answers 

2- The How: the language

3- The Why: the cultural background 



How do you feel when a child asks you a question on a 
sexual matter?

I have no problem at all. I talk to the 
children about everything, even if it is 
a topic related to sexuality. The sex 
organs in which there are differences 
and such topics… I am completely 
relaxed and open and have no 
problem at all. 

(Jonas - a German participant – My 
translation)

Results
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The What: the answers

One time a child asked me: Are you 
married? I told him: yes. then he 
asked: What do you do at night? I did 
not answer him of course because 
what can be told? he is a child. I 
laughed and distracted him.
(Ameen - a non-German participant – My 
translation)



How should I feel? Well, it's just a 
childish curiosity, and it needs an 
explanation of what this sexual matter 
is all about. So, to speak and to 
explain to the child what he needs to 
understand. And that’s it. It is simple! 

(Peter - a German participant – My 
translation)

Results
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The What: the answers

No No I do not reply (short laugh) If 
he (the child) asked again, I would tell 
him go and ask another person. 
Some children are very hard to 
handle!

(Mostafa - a non-German participant – My 
translation)

How do you feel when a child asks you a question on a 
sexual matter?
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Results

Results are summarized in three major themes that reflect how the 
participants respond to children’s questions on sexual matters 
1- The What: the answers 
Direct answers VS evasive answer 
2- The How: the language

3- The Why: the cultural background 



How do you feel when a child asks you a question on a 
sexual matter?

Very openminded. Very openminded and honestly answering.. . But it is about 
the age. I must pick it up from the point where the child is standing. . . If a child 
asked: how did my mommy got a baby in her belly? It's enough to tell a two-
year-old child that mom and dad loved each other very much and had a baby. 
But that's no longer enough for a six-year-old child. I can tell a six-year-old that 
there are organs for sex, there must be a penis and a vagina and then we can 
look at a picture book about this together. But only as long as the children are 
interested and as long as they keep asking.

Results
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(Erik - a German participant – My translation)

The How: the langauge
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(Erik - a German participant – My translation)

The How: the langauge



How do you feel when a child asks you a question on a 
sexual matter?

We have a puzzle here (in the Kindergarten) about the body parts and so. And I 
learned here that we have to deal with such topics, especially that the 
understanding of the children about this topic is different than the adult’s 
understanding of the same topic. So, I will try to answer the child in a way that is 
suitable for his age. 

Results
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(Salah - a non-German participant – My translation)

The How: the langauge
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(Salah - a non-German participant – My translation)

The How: the langauge
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Results

Results are summarized in three major themes that reflect how the 
participants respond to children’s questions on sexual matters 
1- The What: the answers 
Direct answers VS No (or evasive) answer 
2- The How: the language
Explicit VS Implicit
3- The Why: the cultural background 
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Results

Results are summarized in three major themes that reflect how the 
participants respond to children’s questions on sexual matters 
1- The What: the answers 
Direct answers VS No (or evasive) answer 
2- The How: the language
Explicit VS Implicit
3- The Why: the cultural background 
• The different educational system 
• Religion and cultural norms
• Different sexual-relations structures
• The personal encounter with sexuality
• Different values and perspectives about sex and sexuality
• In Germany, it is different!



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

I am not sure maybe because as Muslims there is some embarrassment 
speaking about such things.

Results
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(Ameen - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 

I think it was when I was in the ninth grade, 13 or 14 years old, that it was my first 
time to know that my father and my mother had sexual practices together. and I 
was shocked! But here? the German children are different. Sometimes they see 
such things in the television. Or they see their parents' bodies without clothes or 
even they see some sexual practices between their parents. One time a child told 
me: Yesterday I saw the penis of my father and it was very big! I told him ‘Ok. 
Let’s go Play’ and we went to play in the garden. 
(Omar - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Ameen - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 

I think it was when I was in the ninth grade, 13 or 14 years old, that it was my first 
time to know that my father and my mother had sexual practices together. and I 
was shocked! But here? the German children are different. Sometimes they see 
such things in the television. Or they see their parents' bodies without clothes or 
even they see some sexual practices between their parents. One time a child told 
me: Yesterday I saw the penis of my father and it was very big! I told him ‘Ok. 
Let’s go Play’ and we went to play in the garden. 
(Omar - a non-German participant – My translation)



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

The German culture is different than our culture. they have different inputs. For 
example, the marriage we have in Egypt is different than what they have here. 
The form of the relationship I mean. In Egypt, first is the marriage then the 
children. Here it is the other way around. 

Results
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The Why: the cultural factor 

I think the German are exaggerating things. They are dealing with the sex as if 
it is it something like eating, drinking and sleeping. so free so free. They are 
talking about it normally. A guy and a girl can go together and do something 
together (have sex) as if they are drinking a cup of tea and then they do not 
know each other as if it was not a big deal. I am with educating the child of 
course, but not about such topics.

(Ali - a non-German participant – My translation)

(Mazen - a non-German participant – My translation)



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

The German culture is different than our culture. they have different inputs. For 
example, the marriage we have in Egypt is different than what they have here. 
The form of the relationship I mean. In Egypt, first is the marriage then the 
children. Here it is the other way around. 

Results

37HALAH ELKARIF & TIM ROHRMANN, EECERA , 2023

The Why: the cultural factor 

I think the German are exaggerating things. They are dealing with the sex as if 
it is it something like eating, drinking and sleeping. so free so free. They are 
talking about it normally. A guy and a girl can go together and do something 
together (have sex) as if they are drinking a cup of tea and then they do not 
know each other as if it was not a big deal. I am with educating the child of 
course, but not about such topics.

(Ali - a non-German participant – My translation)

(Mazen - a non-German participant – My translation)



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

It is very different in Iran. I think the sexual education does not start until 
the middle level of education, from the sixth or seventh grade, or 
something like this. However, again, it is different, because the schools 
are single-sex schools since the first grade. this means that in girl's class, 
even if they will be talking about sexuality in a later point, they will be just 
a group of girls, or just a group of boys in the boys' class. But here in 
Germany, I think the sexual education starts in the third grade or so. 

Results
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(Taher - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 
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(Taher - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

Results

46HALAH ELKARIF & TIM ROHRMANN, EECERA , 2023

(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 



Responding to children’s questions on sexual matters

I try to explain it, because you have the issue of the 'sexual abuse' , which is 
mostly connected to the family, So, you have to educate the children about self-
protection. So, we try to name the genitals normally like the way it is named in the 
adults' language. Penis, vagina, and so on. Because if the child knows the right 
word, he can communicate about it. But if a child has a fantasy name, then if he 
tells me, I will not understand it. So, we try to be clear about these things, 
especially on the linguistic levels

Results
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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for me at the beginning, because of my cultural background, because in Iran, we 
do not speak about such things. the topic is a bit taboo. But not anymore, I am 
more comfortable now. 
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)
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(Shapour - a non-German participant – My translation)

The Why: the cultural factor 
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Based on these results … 
 We verified that the cultural factor affects how male ECE educators responding to 

children’s questions on sexual matters. Our findings showed significant 
differences across the male ECE educators in regard with their levels of comfort 
and confidence in answering children's questions on sexual matters which are strongly 
related to their cultural background 

 Findings have revealed that the majority of the non-German/Migrant male ECE 
educators showed a pattern of discomfort in answering children's questions related 
to sexual matters (What) and even reflecting about this (How) and we confirmed that 
the cultural background is the (Why) 
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Based on these results … 
 We confirm previous research indicating that migrants go through various processes 

that affect their cultural values and attitudes through time, such as adaptation, 
assimilation, integration, and acculturation (Cormoș, 2022). According to (Cormoș, 
2022), Acculturation is “the process by which an individual acquires and adapts to a 
new cultural environment as a result of being placed in a new culture” (Cormoș, 2022)
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Waiting 30 years?



Merging these results with… 
 The fact that children actively engage in their own ‘sexual socialisation’ through their 

questions, even though informal everyday interactions in preschool (Martin & Bobier, 
2017), and that answering these question with ‘confusions and distractions’ affects the 
amount and type of information the children obtained (Martin & Torres, 2013), therefore it 
is important to provide children with the needed ‘sexual enlightment’. 
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 Looking at immigration statistics in the whole world, the 
number of immigrants is always increasing, and people 
are always moving from countries to countries (World 
Migration report 2022). 
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 Looking at immigration statistics in the whole world, the 
number of immigrants is always increasing, and people 
are always moving from countries to countries (World 
Migration report 2022). 

 According to the German Autorengruppe 
Fachkräftebarometer (2021), a fifth of the employees in 
the field of early childhood education and primary 
schools have a migration background.



Merging these results with… 
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Answering children’s questions on sexual matters is a challenge for the non-German male 
ECE educators, where their thoughts and responses were heavily confined by the social 
and cultural norms acquired through their previous experiences, and cultural constructions. 

Providing the theoretical as well as the practical professional sexuality 
education/preparation for the ECE educators improved their knowledge, readiness , and 
attitudes to introduce sexuality education to their children. (Brouskeli & Sapountzis, 2017; 
Ünlüer, 2018; Martin et al., 2020). Therefore, It is important to ‘Equip early childhood 
educators with what they need to support the development of sexuality in childhood’ (Balter et 
al., 2018). 



Recommendations
 In order to break the cycle, we argue for the need of extra continuous professional 

support/development for the male ECE educators, especially the non-German male (and 
female) ECE educators, / for the cultural mixed teams, with a specific focus on sexual education 
and personal reflexivity about it. 

 We argue that Reflexivity is important. Non-German ECE educators should be encouraged to 
reflect on their own sources of embarrassment (e.g., their own cultural construction and sexual 
socialization) and critically evaluate the costs of ‘feeling embarrassed’, in order to be able to  
respond to children’s questions on sexual matters, objectively, without relying on the personal 
and cultural beliefs and values.

 We assert the need to more qualitative research exploring the role played by cultural factors 
in affecting the professional practice of ECE educators from different cultural backgrounds.  
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