
  ELINOR WONDERS WHY
EP #139 “Elinor’s Circus”
OUTLINE – June 18, 2019

Elinor’s Question: How can we keep from falling over?

Logline: When Elinor and her friends put on a ‘circus’, they struggle to master balancing tricks - until they observe how using different body parts can help you balance.

Curriculum Goals:
LS2. Understand that animals have different body parts that are used in different ways to meet their needs. d. Explore how different external features of an animal help it survive in its environment. (Elinor and her friends observe how the squirrel’s tail helps him balance). 
ND3. (RTL Crosscutting concept ‘Structure and Function’):  Understand that structures and materials in the natural world can be used or can inspire the engineering of structures with similar function in the designed world. (Inspired by the squirrel’s tail, Elinor decides to use a long pole to balance in the same way)

SEP1. Asking questions (science) and defining problems (engineering)
b. Ask more complex questions about observable phenomena 
c. Ask and/or identify cause and effect questions that can be answered by an investigation
d. Identify a problem that can be solved by the design a new or improved object or tool (engineering)
(Elinor and her friends ask questions, observe and define their problem (lack of balance) then solve it by using their own bodies (wings, trunk) or by inventing balancing tools).

[J&D Notes:
This is really fun, well-thought-out and tightly written. Thanks for getting it to such a great stage!  Thinking about how we can make it even better, there are two areas that feel a little bit soft at the moment:

· In the current draft, we only talk about putting on a circus for most of the episode. But, there might be young kids out there who don’t really know what that is, much less even been to a circus. As a result, it’s not super crystal clear what the kids are after or what the stakes are until the end. One easy solution is to have a thought bubble at the beginning that shows what a circus is (when Elinor has the idea). But a more fun (and direct) solution might be to start the episode with the kids already setting up the circus. When we start, they are putting up the streamers and some cardboard decorations (and logs for the audience to sit on) on a small area of the forest, and they spend some time excitedly talking about their idea, add a gag moment, and they talk about what each of them will be doing for the show. This might make it clearer to the audience that “ah, the kids are trying to do something special”, and even if you don’t know what a circus is, you feel that the kids are really invested. You could also weave in the costumes earlier, so we can have some fun at the top with Ari revealing a funny costume, and Olive wearing something colorful, etc. Then Philbert shows up and the episode proceeds mostly as written, but it all happens in the vicinity of the makeshift circus. The general note is: It might up the fun overall to make the circus a little bigger (kid) project that the kids have put more time into.

· Also wondering if we can up the emotional stakes a little bit by making Elinor be the only one who hasn’t figured out her balancing act. This happens in the current draft, but only for a short beat. Wondering if we want to draw this out more and make it more central to the story. So at the top of the second act, Ari figures out his act, and Olive figures out her act, but Elinor is still having trouble with hers. She tries and tries, and maybe seems like she’s about to give up when, as usual, her curiosity saves her.  She notices what Philbert is doing, and connects it to what Ari and Olive seem to have figured out, and that helps her solve her problem. There’s definite fun in having the three kids figure it out at the same time as currently written, but if we were looking to fill out the episode with more nuance or stakes, this would be a nice way to do it.

Happy to discuss any of these overall story ideas. 

Some learning notes below: 
· Can we consult with Sara about what is intuitive and what is difficult for kids to understand about balance? On the one hand, it seems intuitive and obvious that you’d stick your arms out to balance. On the other, maybe it’s not an easy lesson and it takes a while for kids to realize this.
· When they try to understand how Philbert balances and they decide that you need “something on both sides”, are they jumping to that conclusion too quickly? Should they figure it out step by step?
· Just want to make sure this episode doesn’t fly over kids heads OR is too obvious to them. We want to strike the right… balance. (haha!)
Some specific notes below.  Thanks!!
]

1. EXT. SCHOOL PLAYGROUND – DAY	Comment by Jorge Cham: See suggestion above to start us at the kid circus instead.
One lazy summer day, ELINOR and OLIVE are using the swings at the playground, when ARI shows up with something special… a hand-me-down UNICYCLE! Olive asks if he knows how to ride it, and Ari says he hasn’t tried yet - but how hard can it be?
As Ari tries to unicycle, (confidently, but not very successfully), Elinor comes up with a great idea; they should ALL do tricks and put on a circus, right here at the playground! Ari and Olive love the idea. Olive says maybe her circus trick can be stilt-walking? Her neighbor has some play stilts she can borrow. But what can Elinor do? Elinor looks around the playground, thinking hard, and her eyes settle on a long, low LOG. Aha - Elinor can be a ‘tight-rope walker’. She’s always wanted to try that. Wow, this is exciting! Olive races off to borrow those stilts. Ari buckles his HELMET, full of excitement for what’s sure to be a very impressive act! (Now, how do I get up on this thing..?)	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: As written, this is just described not seen, so might require a thought bubble.  Maybe she goes to get the stilts to show them?	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: Might be fun to have a thought bubble to show dramatic high-wire act she’s imagining vs log she is really walking on. 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: At top of seq one, it reads that Ari ‘tries to unicycle confidently but not successfully...so he’s already been on it I assume? 
‘WHEEL’ WIPE TO:
2. EXT. SCHOOL PLAYGROUND – MINUTES LATER
Elinor stands at one end of her ‘tightrope’ (log), takes a deep breath, then tries to walk across. (Note: she doesn’t use arms or ears to help herself yet.) After a couple of wobbly steps, she loses her balance and must step off. She tries again – same result. Huff. This is trickier than she thought!	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: Hmm, I feel like using your arms for balance is intuitive. Does it need to be taught?
	Comment by Jorge Cham: Great question for Sara. Even if it’s intuitive, our kids can still learn it?
Ari agrees - he’s perched on the edge of the play structure, which he’s using to get up on his unicycle. He can push off all right, but he can’t get very far, before he tips over! He demonstrates, and sure enough, he soon topples. 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: He can stand on the bottom of the slide to get a bit of height as he tries to get on the unicycle 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: We should have elinor and ari try several times over a montage to allow enough time to pass for Olive to go to her neighbours and return with the stilts 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: He could also flutter his wings to fly a bit as he topples over 
Olive is having the same problem. She steps up on her PLAY STILTS, (the kind with a step, and poles you hold) and leans against the play structure for support. She shows how she can step away from it, but in no time, she starts to fall over and has to step off. Elinor says there’s got to be a way to stay up, because they’ve all seen circus performers do this stuff. “But how can we keep from falling over?”
Just then – “Hi, guys!” They turn to see a BOY SQUIRREL bounding over. The kid introduces himself as PHILBERT, and says he just moved to town. (He’s a sweet, excitable kid who ‘upspeaks’ – makes everything sound like a question.) .) He asks what they’re playing, and they say ‘circus’. Does he want to join them? 	Comment by Jorge Cham: Love that you’ve thought about who this character is and how he talks.  	Comment by Kevin Micallef: If he has this characteristic, Can we play this up? Ex. When they ask if he wants to play and he responds ‘sure?’ With an upswing, they would answer him. 
Philbert says sure! But can he be the audience? He LOVES clapping and cheering! Elinor chuckles. Sure, they need one. But they’re not ready to perform yet. That’s fine with Philbert - it’ll give him time to find the perfect seat for the show. “Like maybe here?” Philbert hops up to stand on a swing seat, not even holding on with his hands. 
Elinor asks her friends to watch her cross the log. She tries again – and again has to step off. What’s she doing wrong? What do real circus performers have, that she doesn’t? “Costumes?” calls Philbert from OS. CUT TO Philbert, who has found a new precarious perch on the ladder of the play structure. “You know how circus people wear sparkly stuff? Or clown costumes?” (When Philbert talks, he gesticulates a lot, leaning this way and that, but he never looks like he’s going to tip over.) 
Ooh, costumes! Olive almost forgot. When she went to borrow stilts, she stopped off at home to raid the costume trunk. TA-DAA! Olive grabs a big bag and hands out some showy accessories. A STRIPEY VEST for Ari, a SPARKLY TUTU for Elinor, and she brought an oversized POLKA-DOT BOW for herself. From the play structure, Philbert calls out his approval. That looks great!	Comment by Kevin Micallef: We need to make sure this is believable and not a case of the character ‘magically ‘ pulling out a large bag. She can say she was so excited to try the stilts she forgot she brought the bag...now where did she put it? And finds it by the play set 
They all FEEL better too. Maybe it’ll give them more confidence, so they’ll be able to do their tricks. They decide to try again, in their new outfits. Olive gets back up on her stilts, but she still doesn’t last more than a couple of steps before she topples. “Was that any better, Philbert?” she asks, turning to where Philbert was sitting. Uh, Philbert? 
“Over here! I found a better spot.” Philbert is now perching on an impossibly slim branch of a nearby tree, which droops low to the ground under his weight. (It’s supple enough to sway like a slackline.) “Hang on…” says Elinor, noticing. “Hang on to what?” says Philbert. He doesn’t need to hang on. Elinor says that’s just it – he’s standing up on that skinny branch, and he isn’t even hanging on. “That’s SO interesting!” How does he do it?
Philbert doesn’t know how, squirrels just DO this. Elinor says maybe Philbert can help them figure out how to ‘stay up’ on things too. “But we need more observations. Is it okay if we watch you?” Philbert says SURE. They take a moment to watch their new friend. Comically a little uncomfortable with the attention, he fidgets and hums. When his body tips left, his big fluffy tail goes right. And vice versa. Elinor points out what his tail is doing  (Olive might even sketch this in her NOTEBOOK.) Maybe that’s what’s making the difference! Philbert asks hopefully if they’re finished watching yet. Elinor says yes – because she figured out what keeps him from falling over; his big long TAIL!	Comment by Jorge Cham: From Daniel: Can we have the kids hypothesize a bit here: Is he holding on super tight with his back feet? Is it because he ate a bunch of nuts?	Comment by Kevin Micallef: We should make this a bigger moment. They study him and his movements and suggest reasons why he can balance, some ridiculous reasons, especially from Ari. 	Comment by Jorge Cham: I like that it’s observational: they see him going one way and see the tail always goes the other way.

From Daniel: Do we need to explain WHY “sticking something out the other way” works?  Do we need to explain how things get pulled to the ground and having something on the other side pulls you the other way? Maybe discuss with Sara what language and concepts are intuitively understood or difficult to grasp at this age.
	Comment by Jorge Cham: It’d be nice to have someone confirm their hypotheses and introduce the vocabulary word “balance.”

Maybe play around a little with what Philbert knows so that after they figure out that it’s his tail moving in the opposite direction, Philbert can fill them in: Oh yeah, now I remember! My mom says it’s called “balance”. Sticking my tail out THAT way keeps me from falling THIS way. (or something like that)

Then Ari points out none of them have a tail, and you continue etc.

Ari points out that none of them have a big tail. Does that mean they won’t be able to stay up? Hmm. Elinor says maybe it doesn’t have to be a tail. When you start to tip, maybe having something else to ‘stick out the other way’ might help you stay up too? Ari looks down at himself. He doesn’t have a big tail, but he has nice big wings. Maybe he could use those? 
Ari picks up his unicycle, and (leaning on Elinor and Olive for balance as he gets up) prepares to try again. Here goes! He lets go of the girls, and pedals. One, two… whoa! He starts to tip right, but “Left wing!” Elinor shouts. Ari pops out his left wing, and he re-balances. Then the opposite happens. And he steadies! Then he topples. But Ari jumps up happy. He got further that time! So it’s not just tails… wings can help too. 
Olive picks up her play stilts, and sighs. Too bad she doesn’t have wings. Even if she did, they’d be busy holding on to her stilt-poles. But Elinor points out that Olive does have a trunk. What if she used that, the way Philbert uses his tail?  Olive hops up on her stilts to try. Tip to the left, trunk goes right, and she stays up. (Philbert mirrors this in the background with his tail, as he perches on his branch rooting for her.) It works! Trunks help too! Olive and Ari agree that when they use their body parts to keep weight on both sides of whatever they’re trying to stay up on, it’s easier. With a little practice – okay, a LOT – they should be able to do this! 
Elinor tells them to go ahead and practice, so her friends get busy. Philbert asks what she’s gonna do, without wings? Or a trunk? Elinor says she does have arms, and long ears. Maybe those’ll work? Elinor hops back up on her log, and tries to balance across. This time, she does the natural thing, holding her arms ready beside her. When she tips right, she raises her left arm, and points her ears left. It helps, but she still feels pretty woh-woh-wobbly! (Oof.) But Philbert says she’s doing WAY better. Elinor smiles. Like Ms. Mole always says, practice makes progress! Elinor gets back up to keep trying.
Meanwhile, Ari and Olive are practicing hard too. Ari is totally focused as he rides around. Olive has decided to add a little flair to her act, with a sweeping curtsey at the end. But when the curtsey gets in Ari’s way – OOF! – he ends up flailing off in Elinor‘s direction on his unicycle, clutching one of Olive’s stilts in his hands! Not wanting to run into Elinor, Ari bails off his unicycle, accidentally tossing the stilt into Elinor’s hands. WHOAAA! For a moment we think Elinor will topple – but she thrusts the pole in the opposite direction – and rights herself. Heyyy… this pole actually helps! (She moves back and forth on the log, holding the pole horizontally as she tries it out.) So, it’s not just body parts… you can also use some other tool to ‘spread your weight out’out’ over what you’re balancing on, to make it easier to stay up. 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: How do they come to understand it’s ‘weight’ ? They would be using the term ‘balance ‘ ...we need to clarify at what point do they start to understand that as they start to lose balance, the weight offsets their Center and they topple 
“Nice going, Elinor!” yells Philbert, jumping for joy on his branch. Suddenly - <CRACK> - his drooping branch snaps, dropping him the last two feet, to the ground. (Oof. He jumps up. I’m okay!) Ari and Olive come over to make sure Philbert is alright and then turn their attention to Elinor’s discovery, but Olive points out that she needs her stilt back for her act. Luckily, Philbert knows a nice long branch she can use. As he sheepishly holds up the broken branch, they all chuckle and we WIPE TO:
3. EXT. PLAYGROUND – DAY 
MINUTES LATER – A beaming Elinor has a construction paper MEGAPHONE in hand and is bellowing to a FEW LOCAL KIDS who have joined Philbert to watch the big show. “Ladieees and Gentlemen! (…men… men) Let the Greatest Show in Animal Town BEGIN!”	Comment by Kevin Micallef: Perhaps it would be nice to have philbert invited to join them. He’s the big act at the end and wows the crowd, when finished, everyone cheers and rushes up to meet him....they’ve all made a new friend.
SONG MOMENT – as Elinor, Ari and Olive launch into a musical circus act which demonstrates the art – and science – of keeping your balance!
Elinor starts by drawing attention to Ari on his unicycle. He holds his arms/wings out for balance as he shows off his unicycling ability. 
If you want to stay up 
and not fall down
You’ve got to find a way 
to spread your weight around

Olive stilt-walks over to feature Philbert, who’s balancing on yet another impossibly narrow branch.

If you have a tail
That’s a helpful trick
You can use your arms
Or a big long stick

Now we feature Elinor, holding the branch for a balance pole. As she crosses her log with good balance and great flair -

You might wibble, and wobble
and feel like a clown
But if you spread way out
Then you won’t fall down.

You might wibble, and wobble
and feel like a clown
But if you spread way out
Then you won’t fall down.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Song is cute 
As the audience bursts in to <APPLAUSE> and cheers and the performers take a well-deserved bow, then they thank their new friend and inspiration Philbert! As we…
IRIS OUT. 
Sara Sweetman Notes:
I think this outline does a really nice job of allowing the characters to discover how balance works.  I like that the vocabulary comes out after the characters make the discovery and have a need for new language.  There are physical science connections to this outline but it is really interesting to think about how animals balance and why they might need too.
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