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Containing 15 newly written chapters drawing on representations of disability in popular culture from film, television, social media, and print media in both the Global North and the Global South, including the United States, Ukraine, Japan, India, and Italy, this volume shows that although disability and neurodiversity have long been framed using a limited range of stereotypical tropes such as victims, supercrips, or suffering patients, and have functioned as what scholars refer to as narrative prosthesis, storylines and characters involving prominent disability themes and representations are making their way into an increasing number of mainstream media productions and publications. The question remains whether the increased quantity is correlated with increased quality of representation and inclusion for people with disabilities.

This insightful volume will be of interest to all scholars and students of disability studies, cultural studies, media and film studies, gender studies, and sociology more broadly.
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ii
Interdisciplinary Disability Studies

Series editor: Karen Soldatić, CERC—Health Equity and Community Wellbeing, Toronto Metropolitan University

Disability studies has made great strides in exploring power and the body. This series extends the interdisciplinary dialogue between disability studies and other fields by asking how disability studies can influence a particular field. It will show how a deep engagement with disability studies changes our understanding of the following fields: sociology, literary studies, gender studies, bioethics, social work, law, education, or history. This ground-breaking series identifies both the practical and theoretical implications of such an interdisciplinary dialogue and challenges people in disability studies as well as other disciplinary fields to critically reflect on their professional praxis in terms of theory, practice, and methods.
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Editor’s preface

Michael S. Jeffress

This volume is a follow-up to my 2022 edited collection Disability Representation in Film, TV, and Print Media. I am encouraged that the scholarly interest in how disability is framed and represented in media continues to grow and grateful that my commissioning editor at Routledge, Claire Jarvis, asked me to do another volume on the topic.

On a recent flight, I was unable to get my laptop connected to the Wi-Fi in order to work, so I begrudgingly logged on to the in-flight entertainment menu to see what was available. To my pleasant surprise, I randomly clicked on a film to watch the trailer and discovered the film included two leading characters who were disabled. The character of the leading role was a physically disabled man who uses a wheelchair, and the character of the prominent supporting role was a double amputee, who wears prosthetic arms. After watching the film, I could not wait to land and get back on Wi-Fi to learn more about it. It turns out that Alexander Yellen casted authentic actors with disabilities and even hired people with disabilities for the crew when set out to direct the independent film Daruma (“Daruma,” 2023).

Although I viewed the film on my smartphone propped up on the plane’s seatback tray for entertainment purposes only and in a state of being exhausted from a long day of traveling, my initial reaction was that the film was a breath of fresh air for those of us who work in the area of critical disability studies. Daruma’s plot was not concerned with melodramatic narratives of how the characters acquired their disabilities. The script could just as easily have been written with characters who did not have disabilities, and the story arc would be unaltered. The film was not about overcoming disability. It did not rely on disability as a narrative prosthesis (Mitchell & Snyder, 2000). It did not attempt to hold the spectator’s gaze through “inspiration porn” (Young, 2012) or perpetuate the troublesome supercrip trope (Clare, 2015).

Another initial reaction I had was a strong desire to do a proper academic analysis of the film and add it as a chapter to this volume. Unfortunately, as these projects are prone to do, this volume was already past due, having been delayed for various reasons since I issued the call for papers in February 2024. Therefore, instead of working on that, I am writing a preface to introduce to you the 15 chapters contained herein that deserve wide circulation.

xxThe bulk of this edited collection is organized into the first section of eight chapters focusing on disability representation in film and television. Leading this section is Willow Sauermilch’s timely and comprehensive archival study of Sesame Street. Chapters like hers make me wish I did not need to enforce word limits on chapters, but she has masterfully engaged voluminous archival records to provide an accessible review of the Children’s Television Workshop’s groundbreaking and persistent efforts to feature characters with disabilities. Four other chapters in this section offer insight into historical perspectives and patterns. Ashley Kennard does this for representations of Autism in US film and television since the 1988 blockbuster Rain Man. Nisha Sridharan and Juan Mundel survey television’s biggest night of commercials across five years to see how advertisers incorporate disability into Super Bowl ads between 2020 and 2024. Finally, Tahleen A. Lattimer examines depictions of deafness in narrative films in the decade prior to 2025. Lisa Chewning bookends the section with a survey of disability in films recognized in the category of “Best Picture” since 2000.

The remaining three chapters in the first section include two chapters exploring sci-fi/fantasy serials with Niya Pickett Miller’s examination of Black Lightning and the analysis of Daniel Preston and Craig Meyer on Star Trek: Strange New Worlds. Sandra Romo focuses on representation of disability in the dating lives of autistic individuals in the Netflix documentary series Love on the Spectrum.

The second and third sections of the volume contain three and four chapters, respectively. The former includes studies related to disability online and situated in social media. Section II begins with Benjamin Brojakowski, Anna Sinclair, and Giovanna Scott presenting their study of a comedy special posted on YouTube. Disability is often in the brunt of ableist jokes, so what happens when the comedian who cracks jokes that could be perceived this way is, himself, disabled? Their analysis of Joe Eurell’s Naturally Lazy considers this question. The other two chapters of Section II use social media posts to interrogate critical disability studies perspectives. Kathleen McGoldrick, Sharon Cuff, and Deborah Zelizer consider the content of social media posts made by parents of autistic children, while Terra J. Ryan and Emily Stones filter through comments added to the posts of social media influencers who are in interabled relationships.

Section Iii offers contributions that take us outside the United States. Opening this section is Olga Tchepikova-Treon’s chapter on a critically acclaimed Ukrainian film, The Tribe, featuring a cast of predominantly Deaf characters. Next, Fabiana Battisti shines a light on the importance of not simply representation in media but more foundationally of accessibility to various forms of media. She accomplishes this through a case study of a grassroots volunteer organization in Italy working to empower people with disabilities through accessible means of knowledge cocreation, training, and resources. Shikha Sourav and Swati Sourav provide detailed analysis of an ongoing marketing campaign in India aiming to be disability inclusive, and the section closes with a review by Kai Seino and Kiyoko Uchiyama of reader reviews of contemporary Japanese novels that feature disability.

I am hopeful that the 15 chapters of this volume will not only provide helpful data for students who may be assigned to read one or more of them in a class or xxioffer some much needed relevant quotes to include in a class assignment but also that the topics these chapters cover, the quality of the research they contain, and the questions they raise will spark curiosity, fuel passions, and inspire future meaningful studies to improve understanding and promote accessibility, inclusion, and social justice.
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Section I Disability in media Television and film perspectives
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3
1 A street for everyone Sesame Street’s pioneering commitment to educating children with disabilities through inclusive television programming and educational advocacy

Willow S. Sauermilch

DOI: 10.4324/9781003746409-2


When Sesame Street premiered in 1969, children with Down syndrome or other disabilities were rarely seen on television (Haller, 2019). At the time, doctors routinely counseled parents to institutionalize children with Down syndrome, believing they would not walk, talk, learn, or lead fulfilling lives (Davis, 2009). Children with disabilities were often disenfranchised and ostracized due to limited accessibility, inadequate support systems, and a lack of civil rights (Heumann & Joiner, 2020). Sesame Street writer Emily Perl Kingsley was among those who challenged these norms. In February 1978, her son Jason read the word love with Cookie Monster (Bailey et al., 1978), marking Jason’s debut as Sesame Street’s first child actor with Down syndrome (Kennedy, 2019). In the process, Sesame Street revolutionized how youth with disabilities were included and represented on children’s television programming and in their neighborhoods.


A street unlike any other

Although educators recognized television’s educational potential as early as the 1930s, its power was not fully harnessed until Sesame Street premiered in 1969 (Novak, 2012). On the heels of the U.S. civil rights movement, the Children’s Television Workshop (Ctw) launched one of the most ambitious experiments in media history—using television to teach school readiness skills to preschoolers (Bronfenbrenner, 1970). The idea of “exploit[ing]” television to educate children was a first (Palmer, 1970, March, p. 1). Led by Joan Ganz Cooney and Lloyd Morrisett, the Ctw created age-appropriate, research-based programming that was both entertaining and educational, with a focus on children with limited early educational opportunities.

With financial support from the Johnson administration’s War on Poverty, Sesame Street aired 130 one-hour episodes in its first season, teaching three- to five-year-olds language, literacy, numeracy, reasoning, and social-emotional skills (Davis, 2009). Since then, for over half a century, Sesame Street has evolved to support early academics, healthy living, emotional well-being, and respect and understanding of others (Sesame Workshop, 2018, April). As the world’s largest 4informal educator of young children through international co-productions such as Ahlan Simsim in the Middle East and North Africa, Sesamstrasse in Germany, and Sisimpur in Bangladesh, Sesame Workshop reaches over 156 million children across 150+ countries (Kwauk et al., 2016).

In the United States, more than 86 million adults watched Sesame Street as children, and more than 15 million children tune in monthly (Wallace, 2019; Sesame Workshop, n.d.). It is the longest-running, most heavily studied children’s show, and its impact is unmatched (Davis, 2009). Compared to non-viewers, studies have shown that child learning outcomes related to literacy, numeracy, and prosocial attitudes toward social or political out-groups (including those with disabilities) increase by 12 percentile points among children who watch international Sesame Workshop productions (Mares & Pan, 2013).



Theoretical framework

Media representations of disability can shape public understanding and attitudes—and children are no exception. Although prior research shows that four-year-olds can recognize physical disabilities and understand disability-related environmental barriers, influencing their level of acceptance of individuals with disabilities, children have difficulty generalizing inclusive media-based messages to their daily life (Favazza & Odom, 1997; Mares & Acosta, 2008; Okagaki et al., 1998). The mechanism by which children learn new information and adopt prosocial attitudes can be explained by Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Sct; 2009), which posits that children learn through social observation and the behavioral imitation of others, including those on television. For example, Muppets and characters with disabilities can help children learn in non-threatening and non-judgmental ways, influencing their attitudes and behavior similar to real-life experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Mares & Pan, 2013).

Furthermore, Sct suggests that when it comes to children’s consumption of prosocial programming, their learning is enhanced by the involvement of a more competent co-viewer, such as a caregiver or peer (Rasmussen et al., 2016). Sesame Street encourages co-viewing by incorporating humor, parodies, celebrities, and supplemental materials, leading more than 80% of parents to watch with their children, enhancing their shared understanding and acceptance of individuals with disabilities (Anthony et al., 2020; CTW, 1980a). Although youth with disabilities report higher levels of recreational and educational media use than their general education peers, their needs and preferences are largely overlooked, and media portrayals of disability frequently lack authenticity and meaningful representation (Cumberbatch & Negrine, 2022; Prendella & Alper, 2022; Sauermilch et al., 2025).

In a society where children with disabilities continue to be marginalized, and the need for authentic disability portrayals persists, this chapter explores the advocacy underlying the inclusion of individuals with disabilities on Sesame Street and the development of programming for audiences with disabilities in the United States from 1966 to 1981. It highlights how the Ctw has educated the public, empowered individuals with disabilities and supported their educational rights, served as a hub 5for disability information, and responded to public feedback. Utilizing an archival research methodology, this historical analysis examines Workshop memos, reports, research studies, letters, and educational materials from the Ctw Archives at the University of Maryland’s Special Collections and University Archives.

Given the historical context and evolving terminology, the author uses current disability language when possible. The U.S. Department of Education classifies educational programs for students with disabilities as special education. Outdated terminology is used to accurately reflect conditions and events of the 1960s and 1970s, with no intent to harm or diminish the lived experiences of individuals with varying abilities. This chapter reveals the Workshop’s deep, enduring commitment to individuals with disabilities that continues to raise the bar of disability representation in children’s media.



We shall overcome

Known as the invisible minority, 14.5 million U.S. children live with a disability (Child and Adolescent Health Measurement Initiative, 2023; Nelson, 1999). Individuals with disabilities face barriers in education, employment, healthcare, and community access, including media representation, where fewer than 8% of popular children’s shows and movies feature a character with a disability (Prendella & Alper, 2022). Bronfenbrenner challenged Sesame Street to be “a neighborhood where… learning is fun” and “living is human” (1970, p. 5). The show evolved into an inclusive community, fostering a deeper sense of belonging through unconditional acceptance (Kolucki, 1978a). Sesame Street welcomed a diverse cast of humans, Muppets, and guests who collectively helped audiences understand and value individual differences while navigating real-life challenges, such as food insecurity and death. With time, authentic portrayals showed that individuals with varying abilities live full, complex lives (Kolucki, 1979a). Emily Perl Kingsley advocated that seeing children with disabilities on Sesame Street validated viewers who saw others like themselves and their families; she added, “[W]e take the strangeness out of it; why should difference be equated with fear?” (Riley, 2005, p. 108).

The attainment of disability civil and educational rights in the 1960s and 1970s shaped how Sesame Street addressed the needs of children with disabilities (Dapper, 1974). Although the U.S. Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited the discrimination of Americans on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, it overlooked the largest historically excluded group in the country—individuals with disabilities (Varadaraj et al., 2021). Persistent advocacy led to the passage of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Public Law [PL] 93-112), prohibiting disability discrimination by federally funded entities. However, it remained unenforceable (Heumann & Joiner, 2020).

Legal victories by families of children with disabilities accelerated the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (PL 94-142). Re-authorized in 1990 as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (PL 101-476), the law guaranteed primary and secondary school students with disabilities (ages 63–21) a free and appropriate public education in their least restrictive environment. That same year, the Americans with Disabilities Act (PL 101-336) extended civil rights protections to individuals with disabilities. Reflecting PL 94-142’s inclusive, mainstreaming approach, Sesame Street promoted disability education through shared experiences among children, earning Ctw federal support, including that of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped (Kolucki & Douglas, 1976; Withrow, 1969).



Starting smarter, growing stronger

To launch one of television’s grandest experiments, the Ctw created an innovative, research-driven operational model needed to create media programming for audiences with disabilities. Unlike production companies, the Ctw prioritized research, establishing itself as a leader in children’s media. In 1968, it convened an advisory committee of children’s media writers, performers, and producers; educators; developmental psychologists; and researchers to craft developmentally appropriate instructional goals guiding research and production (Palmer, 1970, March; 1981). The Workshop also evaluated commercial television techniques to determine how they could effectively teach children (Bronfenbrenner, 1970). Identified instructional goals, developmental milestones, learning strategies, production techniques, and feedback were compiled into a living document streamlining writer-researcher collaboration known as the Writer’s Notebook (Kolucki, 1979c, May).

Sesame Street became known for its fast-paced, colorful, and varied style, blending live action segments with humans, Muppets, animation, songs, sound effects, documentaries, games, and educational commercials (Bronfenbrenner, 1970). Each self-contained segment targeted instructional goals through developmentally appropriate learning techniques, which were scaffolding within episodes to teach target skills through repetition, varying levels of support, and elicit audience excitement and active engagement (Palmer, 1981). This accessible, flexible approach foreshadowed universal design for learning, helping Sesame Street meet viewers at their educational level regardless of how often they watched (Kolucki, 1978a). The Workshop prioritized feedback from “the ultimate experts”—children themselves—who participated in formative research conducted in their homes and classrooms (Palmer, 1970, March, p. 5). The show’s operational model informed real-time adjustments to pre-production content and guided the development of future programming (Kolucki, 1978a). The Workshop hired Educational Testing Service (Ets) to independently evaluate the show’s educational effectiveness, revealing that preschoolers not only learned from watching Sesame Street but that increased viewing led to greater gains (CTW, 1980a).



Planting seeds of change

Sesame Street quickly gained the attention of the disability community, particularly in terms of how it could support children who were deaf and/or had intellectual 7disabilities following the 1960s Rubella epidemic. Parents reported that children who were deaf were watching Sesame Street and learning new skills, while educators used the show to support students with cognitive and/or hearing disabilities (ETS, 1979). For example, the Workshop received inquiries from speech-language pathologists, the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped, and others about adapting Sesame Street for audiences with disabilities (Withrow, 1969). Production suggestions included having speakers face the camera, casting deaf children, and creating programming specifically for viewers with disabilities (Critser, 1979; Gold, 1971). Unbeknownst to the public, the Ctw was already exploring adaptations despite challenges in ensuring maximum educational outcomes for audiences with and without disabilities (Palmer, 1969, June). In 1970, the Workshop began formally studying Sesame Street’s educational impact on children with intellectual disabilities and the curricular and production elements associated with such outcomes (ETS, 1979).

Also in 1970, Sesame Street hired writer Emily Perl Kingsley, who became one of CTW’s most influential disability advocates. While scouting The Little Theatre of the Deaf, Kingsley connected with the Deaf community, learned American Sign Language (Asl), and volunteered at a school for the deaf (Gikow, 2009). In 1974, her son, Jason, was born with Down syndrome. Rather than institutionalizing him, his parents chose a new therapeutic approach known as early intervention, through which he thrived as an active and engaged learner (Davis, 2009). After hearing from a parent whose child with Down syndrome learned the alphabet from Sesame Street, Kingsley began advocating for disability representation on the show, explaining to anyone who would listen that all means all (Davis, 2009). “You’ve got a checklist. You check for racial balance, you check for gender balance, you check for ethnic balance, you check for everything else. Just put [disabilities] on your list. It’s not that big a deal” (Gikow, 2009, p. 181).



How to sign “I love you”

Parents and teachers shared that deaf children loved and benefited from Sesame Street (Bernstein et al., 1976). Emerging research also found that students whose teachers incorporated Sesame Street and extension activities learned significantly more than peers who did not (Sylves, 1972). In response, the Workshop made the show more inclusive by: (1) tailoring segments for deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers, (2) promoting self-pride, and (3) fostering public understanding of deafness and positive attitudes toward the Deaf community (Bernstein et al., 1976). In 1972, the Little Theatre of the Deaf began appearing on Sesame Street, including Linda Bove, who became a cast member and held the longest-running role for a deaf or disabled actor in television history (Stezano, 2017). Kingsley first wrote Linda and other characters with disabilities as fully developed individuals before revising disability-related details (Davis, 2009). Bove authentically represented Deaf culture by being part of the Sesame Street community while remaining true to herself as she taught viewers Asl and introduced tools like the teletypewriter—an assistive telephone technology—which sparked a wave of inquiries from the Deaf community (Gikow, 2009).

8Sesame Street also captured the interest of special education professionals and researchers who recognized its developmental curriculum as an effective learning tool. Studies showed that viewers held positive attitudes toward Linda and the Deaf community, recognized Asl as a communication system, learned simple signs, and found Asl fun and accessible (Guskin et al., 1979). While most young children lacked negative views of deafness, older children developed greater understanding and more positive attitudes by watching, particularly when episodes were paired with co-viewer discussions (Guskin et al., 1979).



Sharing the street

As Sesame Street introduced characters with disabilities, research indicated it was already supporting the educational needs of children with diverse disabilities. By 1974, the Workshop partnered with the Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation to incorporate Play to Grow—their play-based curriculum for children with intellectual disabilities—into the show. The partnership aimed to: (1) create effective educational content for audiences with disabilities, (2) challenge stereotypes by dispelling myths and fostering positive attitudes, and (3) help non-disabled viewers appreciate the talents and limitations of those with disabilities (Hayes, 1977; Palmer, 1974). The Workshop was careful to “tread lines that were admittedly thin: to counter stereotypes without unwittingly teaching them; to offer educational input without confusing; to entertain without distracting” (Schauble, 1976, p. 5).

The Ctw faced a key challenge—limited educational research concerning children with intellectual disabilities. However, the adaptable, repetitive, reinforcing, and individualized nature of both Sesame Street and special education offered a strong foundation (Kolucki, 1977a). Once again, the Ctw assembled an advisory committee of special education teachers, psychologists, producers, and researchers (Hayes, 1977). Pre-production seminars focused on four tasks: (1) identifying viewers most likely to benefit, (2) developing instructional goals, (3) adapting content for diverse learning needs, and (4) understanding how children with intellectual disabilities engage with television (Dapper, 1974).

Developing disability-specific programming required extensive research, writing, production, and field testing (Schauble, 1976). Despite controversy and trepidation, the disability community embraced Ctw, inviting staff into special education classrooms, school-based Play to Grow programs, and Special Olympics events (Hayes, 1977). These partnerships helped the Workshop build confidence and develop innovative teaching strategies (Schauble, 1976). With limited knowledge about developing disability-specific content, the Ctw evaluated Sesame Street’s effectiveness for audiences with disabilities. Research indicated that the language needs of children with intellectual disabilities mirrored those of younger children, meaning existing episodes could partially meet viewer needs (Kirk, 1974). As planning continued, the Ctw launched a utilization program to: (1) assess the effectiveness of current segments taught to children with intellectual disabilities; 9(2) evaluate the show’s use in special education settings; and (3) gauge parent and educator interest in programming, workshops, and teaching materials (Kirk, 1974).



Come and play

Based on Play and Grow, special education segments used motor-based activities to support the cognitive, social-emotional, and adaptive development of children with intellectual disabilities (Bernstein et al., 1976). Working with special education teachers, the Ctw developed instructional goals reflecting classroom skills, including classification, sequencing, auditory discrimination, numeracy, literacy, social pragmatics, and self-care (Kolucki, 1978a, 1979a). Sesame Street prioritized positive, inclusive representations—presenting every child first and foremost as a child, with differences like culture or ability embraced and valued (Kolucki, 1978a). To promote understanding and acceptance, programming featured children with developmental disabilities as capable and engaged, living full lives within the Sesame Street community (CTW, 1980b).

The Writer’s Notebook evolved to support Sesame Street’s expanding audience. Learning activities were field tested in special education classrooms before being included, and new sections guided production staff on supporting viewers with specific disabilities (Bernstein et al., 1976; Dapper, 1974). Additions addressed audience skill levels, instructional strategies, assistive technology tools, activities, and programming techniques, including effective supports like slower pacing, limited visual distractions, close-ups, and split screens; and less effective elements such as abstract language, humor, animation, make-believe, and excessive dialogue (Bernstein et al., 1976; Hayes, 1977; Jordan, 1975, March; Kolucki, 1977a; Sesame Street Research, 1979). Educators noted that many strategies effective for learners with cognitive or learning difficulties were already present in Sesame Street’s standard format (Bernstein et al., 1976). Despite Sesame Street’s attention- holding characters, repetition, and concrete messaging, it still could be too fast-paced, wordy, and abstract for some viewers (Bernstein et al., 1976).



Watch, play, learn

Debuting in its 1975–1976 season, Sesame Street aired 23 special education segments, each being one- to three-minute long, shown during the first 20 minutes of each Wednesday’s episode (Kolucki, 1978a; Schauble, 1976). Over time, segments expanded beyond Wednesdays, and individuals with disabilities became another neighbor (Schauble, 1976). The Ctw aimed to create “a more natural, mainstreamed setting, where we stress uniqueness and individual similarities and differences” (Kolucki, 1977c, May 18, para. 2). For these segments, Sesame Street’s target audience grew to include children aged 6–12 with intellectual, orthopedic, visual, and/or hearing impairments, with 88% of which watching with a parent or teacher (Blackburne, 1975b, October 14). Children found segments entertaining and educational, with Muppets, songs, and counting/alphabet being fan favorites, 10and conversely, long adult conversations were least engaging. The most frequently requested follow-up activities were counting/alphabet activities and Sesame Street songs (Blackburne, 1975b, October 14).

Researchers found that all viewers were attentive to Play to Grow segments, with children with intellectual disabilities exhibiting greater verbal and physical engagement than their non-disabled peers, specifically film, animation, and musical content (Ardi, 1977; Kolucki, 1976a). Given the effectiveness in teaching viewers with disabilities target skills, it was recommended that future programming incorporate more advanced cognitive and motor skills (Ardi, 1977). Non-disabled viewers noticed subtle differences in the abilities of characters with disabilities, but responded positively, expressing interest in befriending them. Overall, segments exceeded expectations, easing fears that Sesame Street’s use in special education might stigmatize the show, prompting the Ctw to expand instructional goals and increase the number of weekly segments (CTW, 1976; Dapper, 1974; Kolucki, 1976b).



The longest street in the world

The Workshop established the Community Education Services (Ces) division to ensure Sesame Street was physically and educationally accessible to audiences who could benefit most (Kolucki, n.d.-a). Operating a national network of regional offices, Ces liaised with national, state, and local child-serving organizations, working with educational and health professionals invested in child development to host workshops and outreach events (CTW, 1980c, 1981). Such workshops introduced participants to Sesame Street programming, instructional goals, outcomes, and resources, helping them facilitate high-quality and engaging learning experiences (CTW, 1980c, 1981). Participants received Ces materials including activity manuals, teacher guides, fact sheets, Sesame Street Magazine, research questionnaires, and more (Blackburne, 1975a, October 9).

The Ctw recognized early on that adult involvement was crucial to Sesame Street’s accessibility and educational effectiveness for viewers with and without disabilities (Ball & Bogatz, 1970; Guskin et al., 1979). In fact, co-viewing and discussions about media content are central components of modern children’s media recommendations (American Academy of Pediatrics Council on Communications and Media, 2016). To this end, Ces empowered parents and educators to use Sesame Street to complement, not replace, their existing efforts as well as facilitate socially engaging, face-to-face interactions in television-free spaces (CTW, 1974; Kolucki, 1976c, December).



K is for Kolucki

In 1976, the Ctw appointed Barbara Kolucki as Associate Director for Program Services and Special Education (Davis, 1976). With a background in special education and prior Ctw experience, Kolucki ensured programming and materials accurately represented and met the needs of individuals with disabilities, including 11the families, educators, and professionals supporting them (Kolucki, n.d.-b, 1977a). She provided ongoing guidance to Ctw staff through consultations, memos, workshops, and contributions to the Writer’s Notebook, shaping disability-related content, research, and special education materials (Kolucki, 1979c).

Kolucki was instrumental in ensuring Sesame Street’s disability content was accurate, authentic, and inclusive. She synthesized and distributed legislation and research; reviewed scripts, activities, and production techniques; helped integrate children with disabilities into storylines; and consulted with Sesame Street Magazine (Kolucki, 1980; Korr, 1978). Her efforts introduced audiences to assistive technologies, like audio balls, communication boards, and hands-free telephones (Kolucki, 1978c, September; 1979a). Kolucki connected Workshop staff with individuals with disabilities, professionals, organizations, and resources within the disability community, including Barbara Aiello, a special education teacher who made puppets with disabilities (Kolucki, 1978b, August). Emily Perl Kingsley captured Kolucki’s contribution writing, “it’s given me tremendous comfort and solace to know that someone of her sensitivity, qualification and dedication is on staff, looking out for Jason … and all the other Jasons” (Kingsley, 1980, para. 4).



Sesame Street is a two-way street

Kolucki played an integral role in Ces, staying in “constant contact with those serving our audience,” and promoting Sesame Street’s special education segments and materials (Kolucki, 1977b, May 12, para. 1). To support children with disabilities and raise awareness of Ctw resources, she trained Ces staff to address disability-specific concerns during outreach efforts including workshops nationwide designed for parents, educators, early childhood programs, interventionists, healthcare providers, and college students (Kolucki, 1976c, December; 1978c). Kolucki was instrumental in ensuring that Sesame Street special education content aligned with special education curricula and was adaptable to meet individual needs and intervention goals (Kolucki, 1977a).

A typical Ces workshop introduced attendees to CTW’s efforts supporting viewers with disabilities, educational outcomes, and individualized ways to use teaching materials (Kolucki, 1977a). Participants viewed Sesame Street’s special education segments and received programming goals, activity guides, and resources for parents and teachers (Blackburne, 1975a, October 9; Kolucki, 1978c, 1979b, April). Staff also customized outreach for specific audiences, like graduate speech-language pathology students learning to use Sesame Street with children with communication disorders (CTW, 1980c).

To improve the Sesame Street experience, Ces regularly solicited feedback from workshop attendees (Blackburne, 1975c, December; Kolucki, 1976c, December). Participants praised the inclusion of children with disabilities and the positive depictions of interactions between children with and without disabilities (Kolucki, 1977a). Educators noted that segments aligned well with special education curricula and were adaptable to the needs of students with intellectual 12disabilities (Kolucki & Douglas, 1976). Participants also offered suggestions for content development, including more diverse representations—blind, deaf, cerebral palsy, and/or other physical disabilities; skill areas such as personal hygiene; more accessible production elements; and richer portrayals of inclusive peer interactions (Kolucki, 1976c, December; 1977a; Kolucki & Douglas, 1976). Additionally, attendees raised concerns about problematic wording, for instance, when the character Bob said, “now you look exactly like me” during a game of follow the leader (Kolucki, 1977b, May 12, para. 5).



Beyond the street

The passage of PL 94-142 in 1975, which mandated educational access for children with disabilities, spurred new efforts to teach diverse learners. However, parents and educators struggled to locate suitable materials and responded enthusiastically to CTW’s initiatives (CTW, n.d.-b; Kolucki & Douglas, 1976). In response, Kolucki spearheaded the development of low-cost supplementary resources to facilitate hands-on learning and adult-child conversations around Sesame Street (CTW, n.d.-c; Kolucki, n.d.-a,). Kolucki’s (1978b) award-winning book, Sharing the Street: Activities for All Children, became the Workshop’s most requested publication for children with disabilities (Blackburne, 1975, October 14; Cooney, 1980; Kolucki, n.d.-b).

Based on Sesame Street’s curriculum, the book offered multi-sensory activities that connected Sesame Street content with classroom learning objectives, supporting children’s physical, sensory, and learning needs (CTW, n.d.-d; Darnell, 1979; Kolucki, 1978c, September). For instance, activities explored music through tactile experiences, as seen with Oscar’s Vibrating Trash Can; taught compensatory strategies, such as visual discrimination skills; and helped general education students better understand their peers with disabilities (CTW, n.d.-b; Darnell, 1979). Additionally, the Workshop distributed Sesame Street Script Highlights—weekly bulletins previewing upcoming episodes, curriculum goals, and carry-over activities (Blackburne, 1975, October 14; CTW, n.d.-d). Kolucki’s efforts received high praise, including from the Down Syndrome Congress, expressing their gratitude “for adding a dimension to education that our children would otherwise not enjoy” (Hackley & Hackley, 1979, para. 1).



Stronger together

As the Ctw emerged as a leader in disability-related media, Kolucki became its ambassador, liaising with government agencies, including the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and California’s Secretary of Health and Welfare; media organizations; and production teams on All My Children and Our Place (Aguilar, 1976; Kolucki, 1979d, October). She presented the Workshop’s work at the Down Syndrome Congress, the National Media Materials Center for Severely Handicapped Persons, and the Council for Exceptional Children, for example, and in 13peer-reviewed research publications (Kolucki, n.d.-b). In turn, the Ctw received national recognition, including the Distinguished Service Award in Media from the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (Johnson, 1974).

Public demand for research-based guidance expanded alongside educational opportunities for students with disabilities. With its inclusive programming and community advocacy, Sesame Street quickly became the public face of special education. Predating the Digital Age, the Workshop—and Kolucki’s office in particular—served as a de facto clearinghouse. Parents, educators, interventionists, health professionals, early intervention and Head Start programs, schools for the deaf, public school districts, developmental and residential living centers, state and federal agencies, libraries, college training programs, professional and disability organizations, and parent groups wrote to the Ctw seeking information (Carroll, 1973). Letters requested materials and research, help locating and developing local programs, and shared programming ideas and concerns (Maneyal, 1981). In response, Kolucki’s office sent personalized replies, distributed materials, shared information, made professional introductions, and connected with workshop attendees (Kolucki, 1979b, April). The magnitude of information dispersed underscored the Workshop’s unwavering commitment to youth with disabilities and the public’s trust in the Ctw.



Open sesame

Some of the Workshop’s most impactful feedback came from parents. Sesame Street’s advocacy showed the world that “these children have feelings and are human too … they would like to be treated like a human being, not a monster or like they have a catching disease” (Gants, 1977, para. 1). One man wrote that after watching Sesame Street, his family “finally understood what it meant to be deaf” and no longer avoided him (Gikow, 2009, p. 79). A mother whose son had Down syndrome conveyed the depth of Sesame Street’s impact, writing:


My first real contact with [disabled individuals] was at his birth... Our generation was not exposed to this all too real and prevalent part of life. My daughter ([non-disabled] 4 yr old), on the other hand, seems accepting and even incurious—a marvelous attitude fostered by your efforts at making handicaps a less unusual, more realistic thing to see.

(Wyand, 1976, pp. 1–2)



Sesame Street indirectly helped parents become advocates and educators. One parent shared that the show gave her the confidence to “decide how to, nicely, make others understand what it’s like to put your clothes on with one hand” (Worrell, n.d., para. 1). Another mother told Joan Ganz Cooney that Sesame Street taught her how to pair her verbal instruction with a written cue to teach her autistic son his name. “He grasped it right away,” she wrote, realizing she could now “teach him so many things he may never have understood” otherwise (Smith, 1977, pp. 1–2).
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Sunny and rainy days

Creating disability-specific programming on Sesame Street was no small feat. The Workshop focused on four key areas: (1) authentic representation, (2) addressing educational needs and rights, (3) improving the lives of individuals with disabilities, and (4) modeling inclusive media production (Kolucki, 1979a). Thus, Sesame Street is widely credited with setting the gold standard of disability representation in children’s television, seen in shows like Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, Pablo, Authur, and The Proud Family: Louder and Prouder (Davis, 2009).

Sesame Street’s endeavor to represent disability authentically, however, was not without challenges. From the start, the Ctw acknowledged that creating educational content for children with disabilities posed unique difficulties, ones that often deter television programs from including disability-related storylines. Reflecting on this, the Workshop noted:


Programming for [children with disabilities] has been one of the most demanding and even sometimes frustrating, endeavors ever undertaken, particularly since there were no precedents to follow. Yet, as we reflect upon the challenge of overcoming our own stereotypes of creating special program segments, the decision of both the production and research staffs is unanimous: programming for [children with disabilities] has been one of the most rewarding and invaluable experiences we have ever had.

(Bernstein et al., 1976, p. 21)



While the Workshop made missteps, it “tried to learn from our successes as well as our mistakes…keep[ing] the experimental aspect of the show in its proper perspective” (CTW, 1975, p. 8).

Programming over the past decade demonstrates Sesame Street’s continued commitment to disability representation (International Rescue Committee & Sesame Workshop, 2025; Ulrike Sturm, 2023, June; Zuidema, 2024). In 2015, after consulting with over 250 autism-related organizations and experts, Sesame Street introduced Julia, the first autistic Muppet (Sesame Workshop, 2018, April). Widely embraced, Julia became one of Sesame Street’s most recognized characters with a disability. However, the Workshop sparked backlash over harmful information in its parent resources, and responses to Julia’s portrayal remain mixed (Luterman, 2019). Some see Julia “portrayed as a normal child” whose differences are accepted and embraced by those around her, aligned with medical and social models of disability (Luterman, 2019, para. 13; Sauermilch et al., 2024). Others critique her goal as overly didactic—”a pedagogical tool, a clinical Muppet, and a conduit for compulsory able-bodiedness” (DeWelles, 2022, p. 172).

More than a half-century after disability civil rights were codified in U.S. federal law, the pursuit of equity remains ongoing with broader sociopolitical forces threaten longstanding gains in the inclusion and education of American youth with disabilities in public media, local schools, and communities. In July 2025, the U.S. Congress rescinded $1.1 billion in federal funding to the Corporation 15for Public Broadcasting (Cpb), a non-partisan entity established by Congress in 1967 to fund public television, radio, and media programs (including Sesame Street’s first season) and stations (CPB, n.d.; Neuman & Langfitt, 2025, August). Although the public has donated over $44 million to off-set funding cuts, public broadcasting operations remain at risk of collapsing, jeopardizing access to high-quality educational programming (CPB, 2025, July; Daniels, 2025, August; Fields, 2025, August). Furthermore, the U.S. Department of Education, citing a shift toward funding that emphasizes “meaningful learning and improving student outcomes, not divisive ideologies and woke propaganda,” terminated federal Ready to Learn grants, which historically have funded evidence-based and accessible Pbs Kids programming (CPB & U.S. Department of Education, n.d.; Johnson, 2025, May, para. 4).

Simultaneously, key disability protections have been undermined through multiple partisan political actions, including suspending enforcement of civil rights laws, such as the right to a free and appropriate education; reducing access to healthcare and community-based services; eliminating funding for health and education research; withholding educational funding; and advancing ableist narratives (Center for American Progress, 2025). In March 2025, a proposal to transfer oversight of special education to the Department of Health and Human Services (Hhs) is raising concerns that disabilities will be further stigmatized and framed through a medical model (Lieberman & Schultz, 2025, March). Seventeen states have also attempted to weaken disability protections by suing Hhs, challenging the constitutionality of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, which protects disability-based discrimination by federally funded institutions (Diament, 2025).



Conclusion

Despite its imperfections, Sesame Street has arguably done more for children with disabilities, on screen and off, than any other children’s television show. Its representation of disability has helped to shape public attitudes and challenge the systemic barriers that limit visibility and access. When communities are inaccessible, individuals with disabilities have reduced access and visibility, prolonging the fight for inclusive education and civil rights (Heumann & Joiner, 2020). By embracing educational civil rights, Sesame Street promotes empathy, inclusion, and equity, helping children and their families navigate a world that often overlooks their humanity. As the world evolves, Sesame Street continues to lead with its child-focused, research-driven approach, continuing one of the most impactful social experiments in media history.
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