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“M” is for Mission: Understanding the Enduring Success of Sesame Street
Sesame Street has been a favorite destination for thousands of American children for more than 38 years. For children, the journey to the place “up where the air is sweet” requires only a television, a little imagination and an open heart and mind. For producers at the Sesame Workshop, however, the journey is much more complicated than the simple program would imply. This paper will explore the two fundamental and seemingly contrary keys to the enduring success of Sesame Street: change and constancy. Specifically, the lovable creatures of Sesame Street have had their furry fingers on the pulse of American society since their debut, changing and evolving with the needs and demands of American culture. While the show’s agility has allowed it to weave itself into the fabric of society, its uncompromising commitment to its initial mission is its true touchstone.


The one-hour show made its debut on November 10, 1969, as an experimental two-year program with financial backing from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, the Ford Foundation and the U.S. Department of Education (Fisch, Truglio 26). Produced by the Children’s Television Workshop (now known as the Sesame Workshop), Sesame Street was unlike any children’s program America had ever known – and a welcome development in an era where poverty was a national concern.


Five years earlier, President Lyndon Johnson had introduced legislation called “The War on Poverty” in response to economic stresses attributed to the nation’s 19 percent poverty rate. The hope was to provide a better standard of living and improve the quality of schools, especially for poor, inner-city children (Fisch, Truglio 2, 3). The Office of Economic Opportunity oversaw many of the programs associated with the War on Poverty, including an eight-week summer program called Head Start. The program was intended to help end poverty by providing preschool children from low-income families with a program to meet emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological needs. During the Nixon administration, Head Start was transferred to the Office of Child Development in the Department of Health, Education and Welfare in 1969 (Muenchow, Zigler 74), the year that Sesame Street was placed on the map.

Joan Ganz Cooney was the executive director of the Children’s Television Workshop at the time and played an instrumental role in the show’s creation. 

“Everybody had this immense sense of purpose,” Cooney said. “The ‘war on poverty’ and Head Start had an immense impact; it never occurred to us that we couldn’t change the world. Part of it was our youth and part was the times (Gerard, par. 6).”

According to a 1970 New York Times piece penned by Cooney, three key pieces of information were uncovered in research for the show:

· 96 percent of all families in the nation owned television sets.

· In homes with youngsters, the set was on as many as 60 hours a week, and before they reached school, they may have had the opportunity to spend more hours before the television set than they would spend in the classroom for the first five years of schooling.

· There was growing consensus among researchers and educators in the early childhood field that there was a critical need to begin education earlier than the traditional age of five or six. This was particularly true for the so-called disadvantaged child, who enters primary school as much as a year or more behind his middle-class counterparts in terms of intellectual development, and never does catch up (Cooney, pars. 9-11).

The Children’s Television Workshop honed in on preparing children for school and, in the late 1960s, preschool opportunities for poor children were in short supply. The Workshop identified its intended audience as “all preschool children,” ages 3-5. Special efforts were made to ensure that the audience was racially and geographically diverse and included children from communities with low incomes, high unemployment, poor housing, insufficiant health care and poor academic performance (Fisch, Truglio, 84). 

The Children’s Television Workshop’s first challenge, however, was how to figure out how to use television as a medium for learning. Cooney noted that there was clear evidence that children could learn from television, manifesting in the form of kids recognizing products in stores and possessing the ability to sing jingles or recite taglines. Therefore, it was imperative to set a curriculum according to the way the medium functioned (15). So when the team assembled, media specialists were listed as members along side childhood education and psychology experts. 

Together, the team decided on an initial set of major curriculum goals:

· Recognition of the letters of the alphabet

· Recognition of the numbers 1 through 10

· Simple counting ability

· Beginning reasoning skills

· Vocabulary

· Increased awareness of self and the world (17) 

“Sesame Street uses an urban setting,” said Cooney, “because disadvantaged children, ghetto children are the special concern of the program. Such a child often begins school as much as a year and a half behind his middle class peers in terms of intellectual development – and this gap tends to widen as he continues in school.”

Before any taping was planned, the programming was tested on day care center children throughout the country (Sesame, pars. 6, 7).

The set of the first episode likely looked familiar to the intended audience of tots. Sesame Street looked like any average inner-city street: an old brownstone, small shops, trash cans, fire hydrants, broken sidewalks, backyards laced with drooping clotheslines. “Slums” was a simplified descriptor that an early New York Times review used to describe the show’s scenery (Sweeping, par. 13). 

Less than ten years later, this neighborhood was frequented by viewers in 95 percent of households with children ages two to five in East Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant. Numbers were even higher in Washington. The show’s reach, as it turned out, extended far beyond the “inner-city” of Sesame Street. Eighty percent of houses with young children were tuning in, regardless of geography (Sweeping, par. 12).

Perhaps the universal appeal could have been attributed to the show’s format. After all, producers were operating on the tested premise that children prefer the commerical format to any other. As a result, they had created a show that was filled with color, motion and attention-holding, informative entertainment. Perhaps the appeal was in the content itself. The early episodes featured some rural subjects, including cows milling about and chewing cud, with a voiceover explaining how milk reaches the supermarket (Sweeping, par. 9). Spot announcements were used to “sell” numbers and letters of the alphabet, while short sequences explained the difference between big, bigger and biggest; the distinction of going around, through, under or over an object; or other fun topics. 

Whatever the appeal, the Children’s Television Workshop decided to adapt to the entire audience and transform the neighborhood. 

“The so-called inner city became anywhere that Sesame Street played, because the Children’s Television Workshop declared the inner city not a grim sociological reality, but a full-color fantasy – an eccentric scene, framed by a box and far removed from real farmland and city streets alike.

The concept of the “inner city”…was therefore transformed into a kind of Xanadu on the show: a bright, non-clouds, clear-air place where people bopped around with monsters and didn’t worry too much about money, cleanliness or projecting false cheer (Sweeping, pars. 12-13).”

The street’s first residents included Bob, Gordon, Susan and Mr. Hooper. Three of the original characters, Bob, Gordon and Susan, are still with the show. Bob McGrath (Bob) and Loretta Long (Susan) continue to play these parts today, while three actors have played Gordon. The only original character not present in today’s show is Mr. Hooper, whose character and actor died in 1982.

All of the original muppets from the first season are still with the program today, including Big Bird, Bert, Ernie, Grover, Oscar the Grouch and Cookie Monster. 

The constancy of the human and muppet characters brings an element of comfort and familiarity to the program. Over time, however, the show’s cast (human and otherwise) has evolved to integrate even more diversity into the show. 

In the most recently completed season of Sesame Street (Season 37), the ration of men to women was six to five, compared to Season One’s ration of three to one. True to the show’s original intent to appeal to inner-city children, the cast is truly a melting pot of ethnicity:

· Gina (Caucasion female)

· Gabi (African-American female)

· Ms. Noodle (Caucasion female)

· Luis (Chicano male)

· Miles (African-American male)

· Mr. Noodle (Caucasion male)

· Susan (African-American female)

· Maria (Latino female)

· Bob (Caucasion male)

· Alan (Asian-American/Japanese decent male)

· Gordon (African-American male)


While the number of actors has changed over the years, the show’s commitment to diversity has not. The ratio of Caucasion to Non-Caucasion actors was even at two to two in Season One, while minority actors dominated in Season 37 with a ratio of seven to four.


The Muppets have also evolved over the years. While the first season’s six (male) Muppets are still as active and beloved as ever, several new creatures have been added, including a few females:

· Abby Cadabby (female)

· Snuffleupagus (male)

· Baby Bear (male)

· Curly Bear (female)

· Bert (male)

· Big Bird (male)

· Cookie Monster (male)

· Count Von Count (male)

· Elmo (male)

· Ernie (male)

· Grover (male)

· Super Grover (male)

· Rosita (female)

· Telly Monster (male)

· Zoe (female)


The ratio of male to female creatures has increased since season one. Instead of six to zero, the ratio in season 37 was eleven to four. Not as diverse as the human residents on the street, but still an improvement. It could be argued, however, that Elmo, Street’s most popular creature, is seemingly genderless. The red, furry critter with the orange nose and googly eyes has no masculine (e.g., solid build) or femine (e.g., eyelashes) features and almost unfailingly refers to himself in the third person. The only Elmo characteristic that nods in the direction of either gender is his limitless capacity for openly demonstrating love. This, by most counts, would lean to the feminine. He is known to tell anyone and everyone, “Elmo loves you!” In fact, when Elmo’s puppeteer Kevin Clash is asked what has made Elmo such a phenomenon, his reply is simply, “Love.” 

“Elmo connects with children and adults on the purest and most fundamental level, and that is the human desire to love and be loved,” he says. “It's as simple as that. (Clash 6)” 

This concept of love is also a reflection of the show’s unwavering commitment to diversity. As reflected in the cast outline above, a wide array of humankind has been presented: young, old, black, white, brown, tall, short, male, female, feathered, furry. Everyone has played and problem-solved together, treating each other with kindness and respect. Different cultures have always been represented, their songs, dances and rituals celebrated. 

The show also embraced and celebrated individuals with disabilities. At one point, the show featured Linda Bove, the first deaf regular cast member on a television series. 

“As society has changed and the needs of children have changed, we have been broadening the curriculum,” said Dulcy Singer, the executive producer, who joined the show in its first season. “In the early years, we did special pieces for retarded children. We still run them, but now retarded children are a regular part of the show. (Blau, par. 5).”

Beyond the show’s setting and characters, Street’s ability to gauge and adapt to society and the changing needs of society is unparalleled. The show is vigilant, agile and proactive to address a constantly changing culture, with each season’s theme built on exhaustive research – just as it was with its inaugural season. 

Every year, Sesame Street’s producers gather before the start of the new season to determine the educational and cultural needs of their intended audience of toddlers.

After 9/11, for example, the theme revolved around “resiliency,” according to Rosemarie Truglio, who heads up the education and research for Sesame Workshop (Hook, par. 3). 

"It was a devastating time for all of us," said Truglio. "We felt we needed to do something in response to 9/11, but we knew we had to be very careful, because our viewers are so young, and parents are returning to educational programming as a safe haven for kids (9/11, pars. 5-6).”
In the 9/11 plotline from season 33, Hooper’s Store suffers extensive damage in a grease fire, indirectly addressing the emotional issues involved with the terrorist attacks. Elmo, who was at the store’s counter at the time, witnessed the fire and was very frightened. The remainder of the episode was dedicated to explaining the duties of a firefighter and Elmo finds reassurance when he visits with firefighters on location at an actual fire station in Harlem. Given that Sesame Street is also in New York City, this was a subtle nod of honor and thanks to the firefighters of 9/11.

Sesame Street has also addressed natural disasters in the form of a hurricane. The five-episode series first aired in 2001. According to the Sesame Workshop website, the series addressed “emotions that children feel when they are faced with any kind of natural disaster, whether it’s a flood, a fire or a storm. These shows depict the events leading up to, during and after the hurrican blows through, modeling behavior and providing emotional and practical guidance for coping with such a tragic event.”

During the series, a hurricane hits New York and the next day, Big Bird returns to his home to finds that his nest has been destroyed. He and his friends spend the rest of the week coping with the tragedy and rebuilding his home.

The episodes were repeated during hurricane season in 2004, when hurricanes Charley, Frances, Ivan and Jeanne devastated Florida. Sesame Workshop cued up the series again in 2005 when hurricane Katrina hit.

“Sesame Workshop knows that young children nationwide are affected by a disaster like Hurrican Katrina,” said Dr. Lewis Bernstein, Sesame Workshop’s Executive Vice President of Education, Research and Outreach. “Children in the immediate, affected areas in Mississippi and Louisiana will need ongoing support, but young children nationwide are also aware of the disaster and need help putting the events into context.” 

Beyond addressing current events, Sesame Street plotlines have also encompassed timeless issues such as death. When Street’s Mr. Hooper died in 1982, the show had to decide how to convey the death of their beloved storekeeper to America’s children. Producers considered hiring another actor, writing Mr. Hooper out of the show or have him simply move away or take a trip.

Eventually, the show produced a script that was later determined to be one of Daytime Emmys ten most influential moments on daytime television by dealing directly with the death of Mr. Hooper (Graeber, par. 2). In the episode, which aired on November 24, 1983, Big Bird had created portraits of each of his human friends. He joyfully distributed each drawing until he had only one remaining – Mr. Hooper’s. He innocently asked his friends if they’d seen Mr. Hooper and would they help find him? 

While traditional explanations for death include softer phrases such as “passed away” or “in Heaven now,” this episode said neither.  The adults gently reminded Big Bird that Mr. Hooper had died. 
“I’ll give it to him when he gets back,” Big Bird replied. Softly but frankly, Maria explained to Big Bird that when someone dies, they never come back. 

As the realization that he’d never see his friend settled in, Big Bird began to cry. The adults cry with him and gather in a big group hug around him. By the end of the episode, a heavy sadness lingered as cast members as critters shared happy memories of Mr. Hooper. As always, Sesame Street was there to comfort and support its viewers, modeling appropriate behavior and demonstrating that it is okay to feel sad when someone dies. 

In Seasons 35, 36 and 37, Sesame Street took on another enormous social issue: obesity. This focus was selected in response to findings from the Centers for Disease Control that stated that up to 30 percent of America’s children were overweight and that childhood obesity had more than doubled since 1980. For three years, children who tuned in were served lessons in exercise and healthy eating along with tips on spelling and math (Inskeep, par. 1-2).
 “You’ve got to start young,” Truglio said. “Because by age 2, children have already decided they’re not going to eat vegetables (Hook, par. 4).”
This was a particularly interesting adjustment for Sesame Street given Cookie Monster’s compulsion for cookie consumption. Consistent with the show’s commitment to the well-being of its children, Cookie made adjustments to his diet to set a better example. 

Season 38 made its debut in August of this year, with a focus on literacy. While literacy has been the show’s point and purpose since the beginning, it will take an even more prominent role in this season. According to executive producer Carol-Lynn Parente, there has been a widening gap in literacy and language skills between lower and middle-income families. 

“From the very beginning, our mission has been to try to make a difference to those kids who just don’t have the opportunity,” she said (Hook, 5-6).

The mission might be unchanged, but the number of episodes in which to communicate that mission is certainly different. While story lines have expanded, the number of episodes per season has waned. Season 38 will feature 26 episodes compared to the 130 episodes of Season One. 


It is difficult to know if an ever-crowding children’s television market is to blame or if this can be attributed to the expenses that come with the advent of new technology.


''When we started … there were no videos, no computers and no remotes,'' said executive producer Dr. Bernstein. Technology has influenced not only the situations on Sesame Street, but also the show’s approach to its viewers. Originally, producers chose their format based on the assumption that preschoolers had attention spans about as long as the average commercial break. With the advent of the VCR, however, parents and educators began noticing that even the youngest children could happily watch hour long videos. 

''Seeing that happen in the real world is how we got into a changed format,'' said Anna E. Housley-Juster, the show's assistant content director. Now Sesame Street regularly has 12-minute uninterrupted narratives, ''and some story lines have spanned over three shows (Graeber, pars. 3-4).” 

While new episodes are in more limited supply, there is no shortage of Sesame Street shows. In addition to countless shows available on DVD, the earliest episodes recently debuted on digital video. The release was not without controversy, however.


Street’s mission and commitment to children has been so solid over the years that its perpetual evolution had gone seemingly unnoticed. Many consumers were surprised to find that Volumes 1 and 2, “Sesame Street: Old School” has an “adult only” warning label and that its episodes were intended for grownups, and may not suit the needs of today’s preschool child (Heffernan, par. 2).”


New York Times writer Virginia Heffernan had this account of a recent screening of the shows:


“The show rolled, and the sweet trauma came flooding back. What they did to us was hard-core. Man, was that scene rough. The masonry on the dingy brownstone at 123 Sesame Street, where the closeted Ernie and Bert shared a dismal basement apartment, was deteriorating. Cookie Monster was on a fast track to diabetes. Oscar’s depression was untreated. Prozacky Elmo didn’t exist.


Nothing in the children’s entertainment of today, candy-colored animation hopped up on computer tricks, can prepare young or old for this frightening glimpse of simpler times. Back then – as on the very first episode, which aired on PBS November 10, 1969 – a pretty, lonely girl like Sally might find herself befriended by an older male stranger who took her hand and took her home. Granted, Gordon just wanted Sally to meet his wife and have some milk and cookies, but…well, he could have wanted anything. As it was, he fed her milk and cookies. The milk looks dangerously whole (Heffernan, pars. 2-3).” 


Clearly, programmers from the earliest of days of Sesame Street would have to rethink some of its story lines in today’s times. But that is the beauty of Sesame Street: someone has rethought the story lines and made the adjustments to the changing needs and demands of American culture. The point and purpose of the show remains intact, however, and that is the focus on educating America’s children. This constancy of purpose truly is the touchstone of the enduring success of Sesame Street. 
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