AHLAN SIMSIM

Lessons and Impacts of Ahlan Simsim TV Program
in Pre-Primary Classrooms in Jordan on
Children’s Emotional Development: A Randomized
Controlled Trial’

This study, led by Global TIES for Children at New York University, is one of the first causal impact evaluations of a mass
media program that is: 1) designed for countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) affected by the Syrian
conflict and refugee crisis and 2) focused on preschool-age children’s emotional development. Sesame Workshop and
the International Rescue Committee (IRC) collaborated with NYU on this study. It evaluates the effects of Ahlan Simsim,
a television show co-produced by Sesame Workshop and Jordan Pioneers that has been viewed by more than 23
million children across the MENA region, including 57% of displaced Syrians across Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq. Each
season of Ahlan Simsim ("Welcome Sesame" in Arabic)* focuses on social-emotional development, including teaching
specific emotion words and strategies for managing strong emotions. For the study, a selection of 26 episodes from
the first four seasons of Ahlan Simsim were shown in Ministry of Education pre-primary classrooms every day for 12
weeks in Jordan. These classrooms consisted largely (97%) of Jordanian host community families. Though the benefits
of educational media interventions on children’s learning are well-established, there is relatively little research in the
MENA region rigorously testing its effectiveness targeting emotional development.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e This study Ability to identify others’ emotions in specific
. We found positive social scenarios

impacts on children’s:
P Mentions of breathing strategies as a way

Knowledge of the Ahlan Simsim TV show to manage strong emotions, one of six emotion
and characters regulation strategies targeted in the curated

: . - . Ahlan Simsim curriculum
Expressive emotion recognition (ability to correctly

state a pictured emotion) e We also found impacts on caregiver reports of viewing
the Ahlan Simsim TV show at home with their child.



o Effect sizes are small to moderate, comparable in size
to those of other in-person programs targeting emotional
development in early childhood? 3,

¢ The study did not find significant effects when it
came fo:

o Receptive emotion recognition (ability to correctly
select the illustrated facial expression that pictured
a named emotion)

o The other five emotion regulation strategies
targeted in the Ahlan Simsim curriculum

¢ The Ahlan Simsim show may provide an effective
supplement to the social-emotional component of a
national pre-primary curriculum.

o Follow-up discussions with teachers, principals,
and data collectors suggest that pre-primary
teachers were enthusiastic about the program;
engaged with the content in a variety of innovative
ways (e.g., aligning their lesson plans with the
episodes and referring back to topics of the show
in classroom activities); and are continuing fo

show the episodes to their new (2022-2023) classes
of children.

o Preliminary analyses shows that integration of the
TV show into school curriculum did not have

any unintended negative impacts on teachers’
observed practices.

¢ Delivering Ahlan Simsim television episodes in school
classrooms cost $3 per child®. This cost includes the
personnel involved in delivering the program and the
adjusted price of equipment (TVs and flash drives) that
reflect the length of time these materials were used in
each classroom.

e Future directions and considerations for use of Ahlan
Simsim in the MENA region and in pre-primary education:

o Additional teacher training could be useful to
improve children’s learning of emotion vocabulary
in region-specific linguistic and cultural application,
as some emotion words differed in translation from
intended meanings or were used interchangeably
with other new emotion words by children.

o The next step of enacting a range of regulation
strategies may require supplementing the TV
program with accompanying teacher practices that
support coping with emotions in social interactions.



BACKGROUND

Supports for young children's social-emotional learning
(SEL) are critical to child development and likely to be even
more so for families facing economic instability, local or
global crises, and reduced access to basic needs.
Communities hosting large refugee populations tend to
experience such disruptions, especially when the
communities themselves are already under-resourced®. As
a result, failure to invest in early childhood development
(ECD) in these contexts comes at a substantial cost to the
well-being of children and families in both refugee and
host communitiesé. Scholars and advocates alike have
called for programs and services that are accessible,
trauma-informed, and culturally-responsive’, and have
emphasized SEL specifically as a deeply needed focus for
supporting affected populations® %10 Despite this need,
there is a dearth of evidence surrounding effective,
cost-efficient strategies to support early childhood SEL in
under-resourced, conflict-affected settings.

Social-emotional competencies are critical for children's
development and academic success™ 213, Emotion
knowledge and emotion regulation are two key

components of social-emotional preparedness that are
foundational to young children's ability to form strong
relationships, navigate social situations, and successfully
solve problems™. Emotion knowledge refers to the ability
to identify and express emotions with precise vocabulary,
which is particularly critical in early childhood when
children are learning to engage positively with peers'. In
this study, we are interested in expressive and receptive
emotion recognition and emotion situation knowledge,
the ability to understand what emotions might be
present in a given situation.

Emotion regulation encompasses the management of
emotions: how the child copes with strong emotions in
response to different social situations'®. These skills
enable children's positive relationships with family, peers,
and teachers; sustained participation in classroom
instruction and activities; and positive experiences of
school in general 8, Exposure to significant stressors or
traumatic events can disrupt the development of emotion
knowledge and regulation, underscoring the need to
target these outcomes in under-resourced and conflict-
affected contexts, where children and families from both
refugee and host communities experience a significant
amount of stress'® 20,



This includes contexts like Jordan, which, in the last 12
years, has experienced one of the largest refugee flows
in recent years, as Syrian refugees flee their civil war. The
massive influx of refugees and economic stressors such
as inflation and unemployment have put enormous
pressure on already strained infrastructure, including
schools, hospitals, and housing. The COVID-19 pandemic
further exacerbated the challenges faced by refugees
and host communities alike, with limited access to
healthcare, education, and other essential services?.

All of this has implications for children’s social-
emotional development.

Interventions targeting SEL in young children have been
successful in increasing emotion knowledge and
regulation skills22. The most effective programs feature
targeted activities focused on identifying and managing
emotions, typically implemented in school settings. Mass
media, particularly broadcast television, offers a scalable
and accessible means to target these skills because it
reaches the vast majority of most countries’ families at
home?3 2425 |mpact evaluations have found positive
effects of television-based interventions on various child
outcomes, including literacy, numeracy, inclusion,
positive attitudes towards outgroups, and prosocial
behaviors2é 27282930 Television-based interventions may

be particularly promising for families who have difficulty
accessing other SEL interventions. Co-viewing can also
help build children's and parents' understanding of
these concepts? 32,

Sesame Workshop has been at the forefront of leveraging
television and other media to support children’s
development and well-being since 1969. The Sesame
Model engages experts in television production, content
development, and education research throughout program
development, delivery, and evaluation in order to define,
achieve, and measure program goals?3. In the past 50
years, a wide variety of studies have found significant
positive effects of exposure to Sesame Street on a broad
spectrum of child outcomes around the world34.

Outside of the United States, the show employs a co-
production model, working with local production
companies and other specialists to adapt the original
Sesame Street format to local culture, circumstances and
educational needs?®. Studies of Sesame Street iterations in
15 countries have indicated significant improvements in a
variety of children’s early learning outcomes including
cognitive, cultural, and social dimensions?é. Evidence
suggests that Sesame Workshop programming has also
been effective in promoting SEL skills in young children
across countriess” 38 39,



The Ahlan Simsim TV program, which means “Welcome
Sesame” in Arabic, was developed by Sesame Workshop
in collaboration with Jordan Pioneers, a local children’s
media nonprofit based in Amman. This study evaluates
the effects of exposure to a curated set of 26 Ahlan
Simsim episodes, which were shown daily in Ministry of
Education pre-primary classrooms within the Jordan
Valley region for 12 weeks. Outside of this study, the
show is broadcast daily across the MENA region.

The Ahlan Simsim TV show provides early learning via
mass media to young children across the MENA

region and represents one element of the overall Ahlan
Simsim initiative, a partnership between Sesame
Workshop and the International Rescue Committee

(IRC) to provide families affected by conflict and crisis in
Iraqg, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria with a wide variety of
early childhood development programming. From
February 2020 through May 2022 over 23 million children
in the MENA region watched the Ahlan Simsim TV show
(including 57% of displaced Syrians across Jordan,
Lebanon, and Iraq). A total of eight seasons, each
consisting of 26 episodes and a distinct focus and
curriculum, will be produced#®. The present study focuses
on seasons 1-4, whose main topics were: emotion
identification and regulation (seasons 1 and 2), self-
regulation and perspective-taking (season 3) and
perseverance, optimism, and hope (season 4).

Extensive assessments, consultations, and formative
research in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria# 42 fed into
the design of Ahlan Simsim and informed the show'’s
early focus on children’s emotion vocabulary, which
emerged as a priority need for children who have
experienced trauma and for all children across the
region as well. The show focuses on children’s
knowledge of, and strategies for, regulating emotions,
aligning with the science on the foundational nature of
these skills and addressing likely challenges of children
in a region affected by conflict and crisis.

The language used in Ahlan Simsim is primarily a range
of dialects in Levantine Arabic, with some Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA) when teaching key terms and
phrases (e.g. some of the emotion words introduced in
the program). The use of a variety of dialects, alongside
MSA, was intended to support engagement from
children and families of different backgrounds, promote
conversations about emotions at home, reflect how
versions of Arabic are used in reality, model the different
contexts in which each is appropriate, and provide more
widely understood terms for the key concepts covered in
the curriculum. Specific emotion terms were selected in
consultation with mental health experts and language
advisors in the region, in order to maintain relevance in
both MSA and dialect and ensure terms were as neutral
and broadly understandable as possible.



PROGRAM THEORY OF CHANGE

The program posits that exposure to the Ahlan Simsim TV show will result in increased emotion recognition, emotion
situation knowledge, and emotion regulation, all key components of child social-emotional development that
ultimately support their ability to thrive interpersonally and in school.

Expose 5-6 year old
children in KG2 classrooms
in Jordan to Ahlan Simsim
episodes targeting:

e Emotion words:

© Frustration; Anger;
Fear, Nervousness;
Sadness

e Emotion regulation
strategies:

o Ask for Help; Make

a Plan; Belly Breathe;
Stop, Notice, Think; Set
a goal and break down
steps; Power pose
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Intervention classes shown
26 episodes (two times
each) of Ahlan Simsim,
delivered over ~12 weeks

¢ 55 inch televisions
installed at 1.5 meters
above the ground in each
intervention classroom
(108 total)

* Weekly support visits
from IRC supervisors
during implementation
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Improved Child
Emotional Development:

e Ability to recognize and
label emotions

e Ability to name positive
emotion regulation
strategies in response to
challenging social situations

Children are equipped with
the emotion knowledge
and strategies to succeed
in school and beyond




RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

In evaluating the effectiveness of the Ahlan Simsim television program,
we asked the following research questions:

Research Questions

* What are the impacts of exposure to the Ahlan
Simsim intervention in school compared with as-
usual curriculum on the following:

o Implementation outcomes (children’s
character recognition, responses to characters,
home use of key phrases from the program) and
caregiver report of viewing Ahlan Simsim with
their child?

o Children’s emotion knowledge and
emotion regulation?

o Developmental milestones, and child
internalizing, externalizing, and attentional
problem behaviors (these outcomes are
exploratory in this study)?

e Do effects on child outcomes vary by child gender
or age?

e What is the cost of delivering the Ahlan Simsim
intervention in pre-primary classrooms in Jordan?

* Did the Ahlan Simism intervention change
teachers’ allocation of time or other resources in
treatment classrooms, relative to control classrooms?

To test the program’s impact, we conducted a cluster-
randomized controlled trial in public schools within Irbid,
Balqga, and Karak (all in the Jordan valley region) during
the second half of the 2021-2022 academic year. A total
of 216 schools across the three governorates participated
in the study. Half (108) of participating classrooms
received 55-inch TVs and flash drives with 26 episodes
loaded onto them to show children Ahlan Simsim once
per day for 12 weeks alongside the Jordan Ministry of
Education standard pre-primary curriculum (the

treatment arm). Teachers received technical guidance
about how to show the episodes on the TVs, but no
specific instructions about how to incorporate Ahlan
Simsim episodes into their curriculum. The other 108
classrooms (the control arm) continued with their normal
curriculum. Each episode was watched twice during the
12-week period. In addition to standard Institutional
Review Board (IRB) approval, the study design was also
approved by senior staff of the research and early
childhood education departments of Jordan’s Ministry
of Education.

Findings are primarily based on data collected at two
points in time from 4,313 eligible families whose children
were students in the participating classrooms. The
majority of these families — 97% — were Jordanian; only
3% were Syrian, driven in part by general access
challenges for Syrian children to pre-primary education
in Jordan overall4:. Main outcomes are from data
collected using a child direct assessment tool that
incorporated qualitative and quantitative methods.

All the measures incorporated in this evaluation were
piloted at least once; the child direct assessment
measure was piloted three times. All data for this study
was collected by IRC enumerators in collaboration

with NYU.

* Baseline data were collected between December 2021
and February 2022 and consisted of a caregiver survey
conducted over the phone that took approximately 30-45
minutes to complete. In-person data collection was not
possible at baseline due to COVID-19 restrictions.

¢ Endline data were collected between May and June
2022. This wave included the same caregiver survey
and a child direct assessment, administered in schools,
developed by the research team for the specific context
and goals of this study.

Additional implementation data were used in analysis,
where relevant.



STUDY FINDINGS

Below we summarize findings for each research question.

As an implementation check, we tested children’s
familiarity with Ahlan Simsim characters. Children

who were shown Ahlan Simsim in their pre-primary
classrooms, compared to those who were not, were
more likely to recognize the show’s seven characters,
correctly name these characters, like these characters,
and identify that they are from the Ahlan Simsim TV
show. They were not more likely, however, to use phrases
from the show at home, according to their parents.

Caregivers of children who watched the Ahlan Simsim
episodes in school reported watching Ahlan Simsim
more at home with their children. This suggests that
inclusion of educational children’s media content in
school contexts may increase home exposure and may
do so by increasing co-viewing, the type of viewing most
likely to lead to child learning#4 45,

To analyze the impact of the Ahlan Simsim episodes
on children’s emotion knowledge and emotion
regulation, we looked at several components of these
two skills. We used responses to facial expression
illustrations to assess children’s expressive and
receptive emotion recognition and responses to a
series of short, social scenario vignettes to assess
their emotion vocabulary, situation knowledge,

and regulation strategies.

The program positively affected expressive emotion
recognition, but not receptive emotion recognition.
Expressive emotion recognition is children’s ability fo state
a specific emotion word to represent how they or someone
else is feeling (in this case, prompted by an illustration of

a facial expression). Receptive emotion recognition, on the
other hand, is the ability to identify emotions without stating
them (e.g., to point to which illustration is feeling frustrated).
Children’s ability o produce emotion words (expressive) is
typically more challenging than identifying the associated
facial expression when given the words (receptive), and
therefore a higher-order developmental task. Because the

stimuli shown to children as part of the assessment were
more targeted in the expressive task (where they were
shown one illustrated facial expression) than in the receptive
one (where they were shown a set of four), children may
have been able to show their increased knowledge of
emotion words more readily in the expressive task.

The program introduced multiple Arabic words for
emotions associated with discomfort that go beyond
anger and sadness, including words for frustration,
nervousness, and fear. Children exposed to the Ahlan
Simsim episodes in school were more likely to use these
new advanced emotion words overall (i.e. throughout the
assessment), as well as correctly in response to specific
social scenarios. This suggests that the intervention both
introduced emotion vocabulary and facilitated children’s
ability to link these terms with certain social situations.
However, many of the emotion words used in the
program’s curriculum were used interchangeably with
other emotion words of the same (positive or negative)
valence (for example, children mentioning fear for a
situation about frustration). This is a common pattern in
learning new vocabulary in early childhood — learning
more general meanings, or valence, before more specific
meanings?¢. In addition, potential discrepancies between
intended meanings of specific emotion words within the
television programming and their more common use/
meaning in the Jordanian Arabic context may explain
some of the discrepancies in findings between general
valence versus specific word learnings. For example,

the Arabic word for frustration used in the show and

this study — al’‘ihbat — differs in important ways in

its meaning from the American English meanings of
frustration and might better translate to something closer
to despair. This potential translation issue could help
explain why children were more likely to have learned
the general negative valence of these new emotion
words than the specific subtleties of meaning between
different words of the same valence.

Some effects were found on emotion words that were not
included in the Ahlan Simsim curated content, such as
loneliness. While surprising, one possible explanation is
that children were making these gains through increased
viewing of the broader Ahlan Simsim television program
(which does include episodes on these emotion words)
at home. This is supported by our finding that children

in the treatment group were more likely to watch Ahlan
Simsim at home at endline, as reported by caregivers.



To assess emotion regulation skills, we asked children,
in response to social situation vignettes, what the
character in each story should do as well as what the
child would do if faced with the same situation. We used
their answers to identify a set of emotion regulation
strategies that the children mentioned. To do this, we
used open coding to qualitatively analyze children’s
open-ended responses to these questions. This resulted
in a total of 19 emotion regulation strategies, four of
which mapped to regulation strategies targeted in

the Ahlan Simsim episodes?. The episodes targeted

six strategies in total, two of which did not emerge in
children’s responses.

We tested effects for these four targeted strategies,

as well as the 15 others identified by children in their
answers (but not highlighted in the Ahlan Simsim
episodes), but only found significant differences between
the treatment and control arms on one of the (targeted)
strategies: positive impacts for breathing. This suggests
that although other facets of children’s emotional
development were successfully impacted, applying this
emotion knowledge to enacting a range of regulation
strategies was not, by and large, an effect of the show.
However, though we only found significant positive
impacts on one regulation strategy, this finding was
robust to multiple hypothesis testing adjustments4e.

Breathing, as an emotion regulation strategy, is quite
prominent in the show (for example, in suggestions to
use belly breathing when experiencing strong emotions).
The technique of turning one’s awareness to breathing in
the context of strong emotions is central to many social-
emotional learning interventions and school-based
mindfulness programs, including one implemented in
Lebanon for Syrian refugee children®’. It is relevant to
both Western models of emotion regulation that center
on refocusing attention, as well as to Eastern and
Buddhist models of processing emotion.

Foundational emotion skills like emotion recognition

are related to developmental outcomes such as more
general social development and behavior problems, but
these are generally longer-term outcomes. Given the
specific focus of the show on foundational emotional
skills, we were curious to investigate — but did not
expect to see effects on — general developmental
milestones and behavior problems as reported by
caregivers. We did not find impacts on these outcomes.

We found no evidence for differences in effects of
exposure to Ahlan Simsim across child gender or child
age. However, child age was limited to roughly a one-
year span, as the evaluation focused on implementation
only within pre-primary classrooms in Jordan. A wider
age range of children may have revealed differences

in impacts.

The study included a cost-effectiveness analysis led

by the Center for Benefit-Cost Studies of Education at
University of Pennsylvania and the Best Use of Resources
team at IRC, using an ingredients method?° to estimate
the cost of delivering this 12-week classroom mass media
intervention as compared to business-as-usual control
classrooms. This calculation does not include the cost

of creating and producing the television show, instead
focusing on the cost of delivering this existing resource
in pre-primary classrooms in Jordan. The cost includes
personnel involved in delivering the program and
equipment purchased. We adjust the full purchase prices
for equipment (TVs and flash drives®) to reflect the length
of time these materials are used for the intervention. This
is a standard practice in cost-effectiveness evaluation

to accurately reflect the cost of resources used that
corresponds to the program effects2 53,



The cost to IRC of showing the Ahlan Simsim episodes to
2,120 students in 108 treatment classrooms, compared
to the business-as-usual control condition, was $6,360:
approximately $3 per child. Most of this is the cost of
personnel who were involved in the TV procurement
and implementation.

During the implementation period (February to May
2022), treatment and control classroom teachers report
spending equal time in teaching the national pre-
primary curriculum and managing disruptive classroom
behaviors. In addition, for a subsample of classrooms
(the ones in Irbid), we directly observed teacher practices
using a measure of quality of support for learning
through plays4. We found that the quality of teacher-child
interactions was not affected by the program; teachers
who showed the half-hour episodes daily in their
classroom did not show any noticeable changes in the
quality of their interactions to support children’s learning.
This suggests that the program is feasible to implement
within the context of a pre-primary national curriculum

in public preschools without any unintended negative
impacts on teacher practices.

There were several limitations to this study that should be
acknowledged and considered when interpreting these
findings. First, due to relatively low proportions of Syrian
background students in the participating classrooms, the
above findings should only be interpreted as impacts on
Jordanian host community families; we were not able to
examine impacts on Syrian children specifically. Outside
of this study, however, Ahlan Simsim is available over
broadcast television and YouTube, and has reached

57% of displaced Syrians in Jordan, Lebanon and lragss.
While the impacts presented here apply to Jordanian
host community families and only evaluate effects of

the program when administered in schools, they likely
have implications as to the benefit of the show for the
wider range of children it has been able to reach in
other settings®¢. Second, we were not able to collect child
assessment data at baseline due to school closures

as a result of COVID-19. Had we been able to conduct
direct child assessments at baseline, the precision of our
estimates would likely have improved?’. Third, language-
related discrepancies in the intervention between show-
usage and more-common-usage of a couple

of key emotion words (such as frustration) likely

affected our measures and findings around target
emotion vocabulary.



IMPLICATIONS &
RECOMMENDATIONS

This study shows the opportunity for an educational
television show, designed for and produced in the Middle
East, to be implemented in schools and yield positive
effects on preschool-age children’s emotional knowledge
and recognition skills. Reports of follow-up discussions
with teachers and principals who participated in this
intervention suggest an overall positive experience

with incorporating the Ahlan Simsim episodes into

the classroom as well as a variety of strategies for
interacting with and building upon the media content.
Such integration demonstrates its potential as an
effective and versatile resource for teachers. These
anecdotal reports and our impact findings highlight the
promise of supplementing existing pre-primary school
curriculum with focused educational media content (in
this case, focused on emotional development).

e Future research should assess how different strategies
may complement this intervention and address other
study limitations discussed above. Unique effects on
children who directly experienced displacement and
conflict, for instance, need to be understood.

e Use of MSA emotion vocabulary in pre-primary
curricula should be explored with data from both
school and home settings. Given that use of MSA with
children at home may be more common among higher
socioeconomic status households compared to others
that use primarily local dialects (and therefore do not
expose children to MSA until they learn it in primary
school), more research should be done to better
understand how a program targeting young children
using primarily MSA for its emotion words could boost
children’s use of emotion vocabulary at home?ss,



e Future educational television show interventions can
build on this initiative to facilitate children’s emotional
learning in Arabic-speaking school and family contexts.
Anecdotally, for example, some teachers reported
aligning their lesson plans with the Ahlan Simsim
episodes and referring back to topics of the show in
different classroom activities. Practices like these, put
into wider use, could further facilitate children’s learning
and application of new emotion words and concepts and
might extend the gains observed here to a wider range
of emotion regulation strategies and use of emotion
words at home.

e Similar interventions targeting children in the MENA
region should build on efforts to understand the

use of emotion words and concepts in Arabic in the
Levant region. Research on the everyday use of and
socialization around emotions could greatly benefit

the effort to target children’s emotion competencies
through educational media. Though Sesame Workshop
engaged extensively with a language advisory to select
focal terms and phrases in Ahlan Simsim, additional

steps might be helpful to better understand the emotion
vocabulary and concepts that are most meaningful to
children and families in this context. This could help

to avoid some of the imprecise translation (such as
frustration and caring) identified in the interpretation of
our study’s results.

Given continued threats to and uncertainty around
children’s stability and well-being worldwide, the
development of effective SEL supports in modalities that
reach large numbers of children in accessible, cost-
effective ways are urgently needed. This evaluation
shows that an educational media intervention for pre-
primary-age children in Jordan can improve and facilitate
foundational aspects of their emotional development. In
doing so, the Ahlan Simsim TV program contributes to
efforts to support children’s social-emotional learning in
the Levant region, a region affected by poverty, migration,
and displacement in recent years. While questions
remain regarding the additional strategies needed for
supporting the full spectrum of children’s emotional
development needs in this region, this intervention and
evaluation represent a strong first step for demonstrating
how children’s media interventions can effectively target
specific social-emotional skills in this context.
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