
TOXIC STRESS AND PTSD IN CHILDREN

The Muppets bringing child resilience into Middle Eastern humanitarian
work
The makers of Sesame Street are working with a global humanitarian agency to try to help children
affected by conflict and displacement. Ingrid Torjesen reports

Ingrid Torjesen freelance journalist

Six year olds Basma and Jad are best friends. Basma
is a purple furred Muppet who loves to sing and
dance. Jad has yellow fur and likes art. Followed
around by a pet goat called Ma’zooza, who eats
anything shaped like a circle and causes chaos, they
have fun and adventures together.

This may seem similar to any other TV show for 3-8
year olds, but specialists in child development and
trauma helped create the characters and content in
Ahlan Simsim (Welcome Sesame) to support the
social and emotional development of displaced
children in Syria, Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon.

For displaced families
The program is part of an initiative offering mass
media and direct services for displaced families by
Sesame Workshop, the US non-profit organization
that produces Sesame Street, in collaboration with
the International Rescue Committee (IRC), a global
humanitarianorganization. The JohnDandCatherine
T MacArthur Foundation awarded the initiative
£100m (€110m; $130m) to transform the way
humanitarian systems serve children affected by
crisis. Before developing the content, Sesame
consulted child development and educational
experts, humanitarian organizations working in the
refugee camps, andparents and children living there.

The new Muppets have special powers: Basma can
create sounds with her hands and Jad, who is new to
the area, can paint in midair. “They use these as
non-verbal sensory ways to describe how they’re
feeling,” says Shanna Kohn, senior manager of
education for Sesame’s humanitarian program.

Development of children’s social and emotional skills
is as important as development of their academic
skills. The first season of the program focused on
managing emotions suchas anger, sadness, jealousy,
and fear through coping strategies—for example,
breathing techniques and expressing emotions
through art. Kohn describes these as “the ABCs of
social and emotional learning” that will continue
through the remaining three seasons.

The second season, airingnow,dealswith challenges
presentedby covid-19, suchas isolation. Season three
will deal with social skills and conflict resolution,
and season four will focus on perseverance,
optimism, and hope.

Community focused
One of the experts Sesame consulted was Reem
Khamis-Dakwar,professorof communicationsciences
and disorders at Adelphi University, Garden City,
New York.

“Every decision made in the design of the program
and its production was based on the evidence and
reviewof culturally and linguistically relevant studies
and knowledge,” she says.

Khamis-Dakwar, a Palestinian who studied in Israel,
was impressedby the depth of Sesame’s consultation
to reach expert consensus. “It was all in Arabic,” she
says. “That tells me that they’re looking at the
community.”

“It’s really important that the kids really connect.”
Children can relate to the program, she says, because
the characters look like them, dress like them, talk
like them, and even eat the same food as them.

Duringproduction, Sesame tests all its programswith
small groups of children and parents for appeal, for
developmental and cultural relevance, and to make
sure that educational messages are understood.

The program is broadcast on the pan-Arab MBC3
satellite channel and local stations across the region.
Episodes and bonus content are also available on
YouTube. Many families in refugee camps have
bought a television and a satellite dish, says Kim
Foulds, senior director of international research and
evaluation at Sesame Workshop, as there are few
other distractions for families. Parents often watch
the program with their children, she says.

Multifaceted initiative
The program is part of a multifaceted initiative to
support the emotional development of children who
have experienced extreme trauma, with services
delivered by the IRC.

The IRC runs year long preschool “healing
classrooms” that aim to promote a sense of security,
safety, and belonging and offer play based,
developmentally appropriate learning activities to
help children prepare for primary school. Videoclips
from Ahlan Simsim are shown, and activities are
linked to characters and storylines.

Such formal programs cannot run in less stable areas,
such as north east Syria, but the IRC establishes
informal play and learning sessions in community
centres and health clinics, and home visits support
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parents, explains Katie Murphy, the IRC’s senior technical adviser
for early childhood development.

“The covid-19 pandemic has forced us to rely much more heavily
on digital and phone based engagement,” she adds, so phone calls
and tailored text messages from teachers and facilitators have
replacedhomevisits.Messages focus onplay and learning activities
and promoting children’s wellbeing as well as information about
covid-19 and hygiene.

The IRC says attending Ahlan Simsim activities at its centres helps
reduce the impact of psychological stress among children who have
experienced conflict, displacement, and familial loss.

MuthannaSamara, professor of psychology at KingstonUniversity,
London, thinks Ahlan Simsim is “a very good initiative.”

It explains the emotions that young displaced children may be
experiencing in a way they can understand, he says, such as fear
of the dark on movie night and frustration when friends don’t want
to play or don’t play by the rules. It incorporates tried and tested
techniques for helping traumatized children to express themselves,
such as art and play therapy, and teaches them simple coping
strategies such as “belly breathing,” he says.

“When you have hundreds, thousands, millions of refugees, you
cannot do this individually with each child,” he says.

Samara’s researchhas showncumulative exposure to violencemay
increase children’s likelihood of developing mental health,
emotional, and behavioral problems,1 and that positive parenting
and strengthening children’s emotional intelligence and friendships
can help reduce mental health problems.2 3

Independent evaluation
Hirokazu Yoshikawa, professor of globalization and education,
co-director of the Global TIES for Children Center at New York
University, and co-chair of the network on early childhood
development for theUN’s sustainabledevelopment goal 4, is leading
an independent evaluation of the initiative’s effect. “The
humanitarian sector has traditionally not had an emphasis on early
childhood development and learning that goes beyond survival,”
he explains. “Most of the early work has been around basic health,
nutrition, and shelter.”

“The point of this initiative was to think about early childhood
development more broadly, to think beyond survival on to helping
children thrive. So, to think about health and nutrition, but also
learning and social and emotional development.”

The evaluation will use vignettes to assess children’s ability to
identify emotions in different situations and come up with coping
strategies, he explains. Childrenwill be askedhowcharactersmight
feel and what they might do, and how they themselves might feel
and what they might do in a similar scenario. In Jordan, this is being
conducted in the context of a randomized controlled trial, with
preschools randomly assigned to using Ahlan Simsim materials or
to the government curriculum.

The IRC’s Murphy says: “One of our overall ambitions is not just
that this improves the lives of individuals within the four countries
but that we are able to demonstrate that early childhood
interventions can be effective, cost effective, and used at scale.

“We can shift the humanitarian response so that these types of
approaches become core to any emergency response.”
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