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Introduction to Sesame Workshop 



Helping Children Grow Smarter, Stronger & Kinder 
 
Who we are  

 
Sesame Workshop is the nonprofit educational 
organization behind Sesame Street and so much 
more.  

 
How we do it  
 
Our recipe for success is combining a curriculum 
that addresses children’s critical developmental 
needs with the sophisticated use of  media and a 
large dose of  fun.  

 
A proven impact  
 
Our work promotes learning with real, measurable 
results, a fact borne out by numerous studies and 
sustained through our research-intensive process.  

Sesame Workshop 



Research is integral to everything we do 



Stronger learning outcomes when children are:  

Active  
(rather than 

passive) 

Engaged 
(rather than 
distracted)   

Immersed in 
Meaningful 

Content 

Socially Interactive  

Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff  (2014)   
  



•  First  coined by Martha Kinder in 1991 as a reference to 
“entertainment supersystems”  (Kinder, 1991) 

•  Systematic unfolding of  elements of  a story world across multiple 
media platforms, with each platform making a unique and original 
contribution to the experience as a whole (Jenkins, 2006-describing 
transmedia storytelling) 

•  Flesh out the world, to extend the time line, to deepen our familiarity 
with the characters, and to increase our engagement for a more 
layered experience 

Transmedia 



•  Transmedia storytelling is consistent with a variety of  child 
development theories discussion of  how learning takes place (e.g. 
constructivism, Vygotsky, Piaget)  

–  Play  
–  Exploration 
–  Experimentation 
–  Remix 
–  Making connections 
–  More than one way to tell a story 
–  Communication (visual, oral, aural)  

Transmedia Storytelling Related to Education 





We address a variety of  important social, physical, and academic needs 



•  1. Spreadability vs. Drillability 

•  2. Continuity vs. Multiplicity  

•  3. Immersion vs. Extractability 
 
•  4. Worldbuilding 

•  5. Seriality 

•  6. Subjectivity 

•  7. Performance 

Henry Jenkins 7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling 



1. Spreadability vs. Drillability The ability and degree to which content is 
shareable and the motivating factors for a person to share that content 
VS the ability for a person to explore, in-depth, a deep well of  narrative 
extensions when they stumble upon a fiction that truly captures their 
attention.  
 

Henry Jenkins: 7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling  



2. Continuity vs. Multiplicity:  Some transmedia franchises foster an 
ongoing coherence to a cannon in order to ensure maximum plausibility 
among all extensions. Others routinely use alternate versions of  
characters or parallel universe version of  their stories to reward mastery 
over the source material.  

Henry Jenkins: 7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling  



3. Immersion vs. Extractability In immersion, the consumer enters into 
the world of  the story (e.g. theme parks), while in extractability, the fans 
take aspects of  the story away with them as resources they deploy in the 
spaces of  their everyday life (e.g. items from the gift shop) 

Henry Jenkins: 7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling  



4. Worldbuilding:  Transmedia extensions, often not central to the core 
narrative, that give a richer depiction of  the world in which the narrative 
plays out. Franchises can exploit both real-world and digital experiences. 
These extensions often lead to fan behaviors of  capturing and cataloging 
the many disparate elements.  

Henry Jenkins:  7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling 



 
5. Seriality:  Transmedia storytelling has taken the notion of  breaking up 
a narrative arc into multiple discrete chunks or installments within a 
single medium and instead has spread those disparate ideas or story 
chunks across multiple media systems.  

Henry Jenkins:  7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling 



 
6. Subjectivity:  Transmedia extensions often explore the central 
narrative through new eyes; such as secondary characters or third 
parties. This diversity of  perspective often leads fans to more greatly 
consider who is speaking and who they are speaking for.  

Henry Jenkins:  7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling 

Me glutton, not liar! 



 
7. Performance The ability of  transmedia extensions to lead to fan 
produced performances that can become part of  the transmedia 
narrative itself. Some performances are invited by the creator while 
others are not; fans actively search for sites of  potential performance 

 
Participatory Culture: creating, circulating, connecting, collaborating 
 

Henry Jenkins: 7 principles of  Transmedia Storytelling 

Reilly, Vartabedian, Felt & 
Jenkins, 2012 



•  Resourceful (ability to act/with react to diverse situations by thinking 
creativity about solutions) 

•  Social (conversing with others linked to the experience) 

•  Mobile (movement between and within platforms) 

•  Accessible (ability to jump in from a variety of  starting points and 
define one’s own trajectory)  

•  Replayable (encourages revisiting, further exploration for additive 
comprehension)  

Characteristics  of  Transmedia Experiences Especially Helpful for Learning  

Herr-Stevenson, Alper & Reilly (2013)  



•  Level of  relationship with characters 
influence outcomes 

•  Parasocial relationships  
•  Influence healthy food 

consumption 

•  Learning math 
•  And more! 

Importance of  Characters  



•  Do children have media literacy skills needed to 
process the content across properties? 

•  Do children have the cognitive capacity to 
understand the content within properties?   

•  Can children be expected to follow story over time?  

•  Do the children have the motor and perceptual skills 
required for each medium? 

•  Does anything require abstract reasoning not 
appropriate to the age of  the content you are 
creating?  

•  Does information conflict across properties and 
would this influence comprehension?  

 

Consider the developmental level of  the child  

(Pietschmann, Volkel & Ohler, 2014) 



Learning from Apps & Enhanced eBooks in 
a Transmedia World  



•  250	ebooks	available	
•  30	+	apps	(English	language)	with	a	

selec;on	in	Mandarin,	Spanish	&	other	
languages	to	come		

•  60+	publishers	worldwide	

Sesame Street Publishing: Worldwide Reach 



•  Active involvement:   
–  The app must require thinking and intellectual manipulation that 

goes beyond mindless swiping or scrolling 

•  Engagement with learning materials:  
–  Contingent interactions (each touch of  the screen receives an 

immediate response) 
–  Extrinsic motivation and feedback (response to child’s actions 

with clapping or moving to a next level)  
–  Intrinsic motivation (channel a player’s unique abilities) 
 

•  Meaningful experiences:  
–  Meaning is based on the quality and quantity of  connections 

between the app experience and the wider experience of  a 
child’s life 

 
•  Social interaction:  

–  Social contingency, the back and forth of  interaction, is a key 
factor in learning 

Elements of  Educational Apps  

Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015)  



Egypt 

Mexico 

Sesame Best Practices (some guidelines as an example)  

Netherlands 

Can we have these 
come up one at a 
time? 

•  Does the child understand 
how to use the app’s different 
features?  

•  What features and user 
interface choices increase the 
child’s understanding of  the 
app’s activities and learning 
goals? 

•  Sesame has compiled a set of  
guidelines to help 
preschoolers navigate 
enhanced ebooks and apps 



Egypt 

Mexico 

Netherlands 

Show, Don’t Tell! 
 

 
•  Make it easy to use 

•  Minimize talking 

•  Maximize visual highlights 

•  Make audio instructions short  
and precise 



Egypt 

Mexico 

Netherlands 

Show, Don’t Tell! 
 

•  Include demos: 
•  Highlight read-along text  

word by word: 
 



Egypt 

Mexico 

Netherlands 

Can we have these 
come up one at a 
time? 

Do not interrupt storytelling with unessential prompts  
 

Interruptibility 
•  DO interrupt 

§  unessential prompts  
§  introductions  
§  instructions (after first use) 
 

 
•  DO NOT interrupt 

§  storytelling 



Egypt 

Mexico 

Netherlands 

Can we have these 
come up one at a 
time? 

Focus on the Learning Objective 

  
Keep Focus on Learning Objective 
•  Repeat interactive hints (audio  

and visual), especially on story pages 
•  Relate any interactivity or game  

directly to story line and/or learning goal  

Layered Learning 
•  Provide context 
•  Scaffold the learning 
 1 2 3 



Egypt 

Mexico 

Netherlands 

Can we have these 
come up one at a 
time? 

Less is More!  
 

Reduce Clutter & Cognitive Overload 
•  Keep unnecessary audio  

and visual effects to a  
minimum 

•  Avoid multi-step actions  
(double tapping) 

•  Don’t linger on one  
activity indefinitely 

Be Clear, Creative, & Catchy 
•  Don’t underestimate the  

power of  FUN 
•  Include audio or visual  

rewards for success  
and/or completion  
to encourage repeat play  



Merci! 
 
Contact info: 
jennifer.kotler@
sesame.org 


