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ELINOR WONDERS WHY
Ep.148 “A Tree-Mendous Mystery” 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: This is a sweet story. My only concern is that when Ranger Rabbit arrives up to the song, there’s a big portion of the ep with them standing around with little action as RR teaches them about the wildlife tree. Let’s make sure we can visually keep it interesting 
by Michael Foulke

OUTLINE – July 23, 2019

Elinor’s Question: Why did Olive’s favorite tree fall down?
Logline: When Olive’s favorite tree falls over, her friends try to figure out how this could have happened, but the answer may be more complicated than they thought.

Curriculum Goals:
LS4. Understand that all animals and plants have a life cycle, can reproduce, and change and grow over time. (Elinor and her friends trace the life cycle of an apple tree). 
ND4: Appreciate the way that elements in the natural world change, interact and are re-used.(Elinor and her friends observe the ways the apple tree was used in the past (for shade, for climbing, for apples – and the way it is used now that it’s fallen – as a home for forest creatures). 
SEP 1: Asking questions (science) c. Ask and/or identify cause and effect questions that can be answered by an investigation. (Elinor and her friends investigate why the tree fell.)  
SEP 6: Constructing explanations (science) a. Use background knowledge experiences, and data to construct reasonable explanations and theories of natural phenomena (science) (Elinor and her friends conclude that the tree fell because it was old and diseased). 
SEP 7: Engaging in argument from evidence
a. Engage in discussions before, during, and after investigations b. Support thinking and argue ideas with evidence (Elinor and her friends theorize as they examine the evidence around and including the fallen tree). 

[J&D Notes:
· Overall this is cute and very touching, and has a nice emotional arc. Done with lots of love and sensitivity, kudos.
· The main areas to address are:

· There’s a question about the pacing: Right now, Everything seems to happen in the first half, and then the last half of the episode is essentially a science lecture. How can we keep the narrative more even throughout and the story going forward in the second half?

· The melding of loss and curiosity feels a bit weird in this draft. Olive basically loses her oldest friend, and yet that only lasts for one beat. Right away she and her friends launch into a curiosity investigation, which feels odd and ignores Olive’s feelings?

Specific story suggestions:

· Think it would help if the loss of the tree happened more towards the middle of the episode, rather than the first third of the episode, and think it might help if we started the lesson of the tree life cycle from the beginning, so it’s not all crammed at the end. See if you can add something to the first few scenes that keeps the story going forward, but that somehow gets the kids talking or curious about the beginning stages of the life cycle of a tree.  For example, maybe: a) start the episode with the kids walking towards the special tree, and in between Olive talking about going to visit this special tree, Elinor gets curious about something that triggers a quick lesson. Maybe she trips on an acorn, and thinks about how cool it is that trees come from little seeds. Or maybe b) we start the episode at the tree, but add a conversation about how the tree got there in the first place (maybe the tree is special because it’s alone up on a knoll) and Olive has a thought bubble that illustrates how her mom thinks the tree got there (a seed somehow got placed there and the tree grew from that). Give us a sense of the story of the tree up to that point.

· When the kids discover that the tree fell down, I think it would be more natural if their first reaction is to go get Ranger Rabbit. It feels a bit odd to move the focus away from Olive grieving to focus on an investigation. Instead, try this: have the kids be shocked and notice that the tree fell, then have them go get Ranger Rabbit (maybe she’s at the ranger station nearby?). Ranger Rabbit comes back to the tree with them, and she tells them the tree fell over because it was sick. Trees get sick? The kids tell her they didn’t know the tree was sick, but Elinor says she did notice that the bark was different, and that the leaves were a different color, and Ari chimes in that maybe that’s why the branch broke. Ranger Rabbit confirms and tells them it’s called root rot. The idea is to have the kids figure things out on their own but to do it in a context that doesn’t take away from how Olive is feeling. Then you can have the beat where Olive expresses how sad she is, and that’s when Ranger Rabbit launches the lesson of the life cycle, except that now the first part of it can just be a quick recap (since we talked about it at the beginning of the episode) and the new part of the lesson is the part about the wildlife tree stage, and how that’s so important for the forest. This way there’s a feeling of ‘oh, there’s more to the story” or “oh, there’s twist to the story of the tree” that gives the plot a little bit of new energy.

· If you are short on time or pages, maybe after the song and after Olive accepts that the tree is going into a new stage, you can show them leaving, and then do a fast-forward montage or fade to black and come back some time (weeks? Months?) later, and show the kids playing in the new wildlife tree and noticing how it’s become a home to animals and other plants. This might help drive the lesson even more, and help us end on a positive note that’s not hypothetical.

Specific notes below. Thanks!
]


1. EXT. THE FOREST - DAY

On a sunny Spring day, Elinor, Olive and Ari are playing a game of tag in the forest underneath Olive’s favorite big, beautiful apple tree. After the game, the kids all sit under the tree and thank Olive for bringing them because it’s a great place to play! Olive agrees and tells her friends that she’s been coming to this tree to play and climb and draw pictures in her notebook since she was very little.. She and this tree have shared many good times together, so in some ways, this tree is one of her oldest friends! 	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: How far into the forest is this tree? Is it too far for the kids to be on their own?	Comment by Jorge Cham: Maybe they are near the Ranger Station and that’s part of the beginning? Just a suggestion.	Comment by Jorge Cham: The apples feel like a confounding factor to me.  Is it possible to make this a tree without fruit? It seems a bit confusing to me that they talk about the tree having yummy fruit even though the tree is dying.	Comment by Kevin Micallef: Is it not odd that they’ve never been here before if olive has been coming since a very young age - being best of friends and always exploring. Maybe instead she can say her mom has been bringing her here since she was a little girl instead of it reading like she’d be coming alone all this time and not inviting them	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: Could have some cute thought bubbles of young Olive.	Comment by Jorge Cham: See top note about possibly adding a story beat to the beginning that starts the lesson of the tree life cycle. Maybe add it here or at the end of the next paragraph.

As Ari leans back against the tree, he notices that the bark where he is sitting is wet and dark and kinda slimy, so he has to move over. Olive looks curiously because she’s never noticed that before, but then explains that that’s the great thing about her tree, you never know what you’re going to find there! There’s always something new and different with this tree lately, just like how the leaves used to be a nice, bright green and now they’re a pretty yellow color. In fact, it’s the only apple tree in the whole forest with yellow leaves, so it must be special. As if the pretty yellow leaves weren’t enough, Ari adds that her tree also has lots of yummy apples. As they take a bite of a delicious red apple, Olive agrees, although she notes that the tree doesn’t have quite as many apples as it used to, but they are still tasty.	Comment by Jorge Cham: It feels a bit too much (a little macabre?) to have Olive be so effusive about things that will turn out to be signs that the tree was dying. Suggest toning it down a bit, and just have her say she’s never noticed it before.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Same here. We’re talking about signs the tree is dying. Maybe it’s Elinor who can notice the leaves are different color.	Comment by Jorge Cham: I wonder if it will feel a little confusing that the apples are so yummy even though the tree is dying? Do we need the apples? Can we make it a non-fruit tree?

As the kids finish their apples, Elinor starts to chase Ari again and, just as she’s about to catch him, he does the only thing he can to get away: he flaps his wings and flies straight up so he can hang from a big branch on the tree! As he cries that Elinor will never catch him up there, the branch snaps and falls to the ground, along with a whole bunch of apples, making Olive and Elinor run for cover. At the same time, Ari has to flap his wings to land softly on the ground... where Elinor jumps out from behind the tree with a tag. 	Comment by Kevin Micallef: I would remove having a bunch of apples falling. First, they said there weren’t many apples on the tree so to have a bunch on one branch is contradicting. Plus it doesn’t seem right they wouldn’t be concerned that now a bunch of apples are on the ground. And appear to leave them. 

Ari laughs, you got me!  But before they can continue the game Elinor says it’s getting late and they’d better head home. 

As they make their way through the forest, Olive is worried about the fallen branch, but Elinor assures her that lots of trees have broken branches and are still going strong, plus one broken branch couldn’t hurt a big, strong tree like that, right? Just in case, though, they all agree that maybe they shouldn’t hang off any more branches, for the their sake and for tree’s. After all, they don’t all have wings like Ari.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Also here. Maybe tone it down? Feels like we are setting them up too much?	Comment by Natalie Engel: Probably not worth mentioning this – the kids don’t know yet that the tree’s health is in decline.

2. EXT. ANIMAL TOWN NIGHT TO MORNING

We see the sun set over Animal Town, then rise again – another beautiful day! 

3. EXT. THE FOREST – THE NEXT DAY

The next day, Elinor and her friends go out to the forest to play again and when they arrive back at the tree, Olive is upset to see that, oh no! Her favorite tree has fallen over! How could this be?	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: Is the tree dead? Do the kids understand this? Does the audience?

Elinor and Ari want to make their friend feel better and are also intrigued by this mystery, so they decide to investigate, “Why did Olive’s favorite tree fall down?” The need MORE observations.	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: This is complicated because E+A’s curiosity doesn’t necessarily mesh well with O’s feelings about the tree.  Are we treating the investigation as a way of distracting O, or letting O process the tree’s fate, or are they not understanding how she is feeling?	Comment by Jorge Cham: Agree. See top note: it feels more natural for the kids to go get Ranger Rabbit.

During the course of inspecting the tree, the kids remember the things that happened yesterday, the bark being all slimy and wet, Ari breaking the big branch very easily and the leaves turning yellow, not to mention how there weren’t as many apples as usual. Ari notices that none of the other trees around have wet bark or yellow leaves, so maybe that’s why it fell? Elinor then observes that the middle of other trees, like the stump of the one Ari is sitting on (which is the stump of a healthy, cut down tree) are very hard wood and the wood on the inside of Olive’s tree is darker and softer and kinda falls apart when you touch it. Elinor wonders, “Is that why the tree fell?” 	Comment by Anne E. Lund: Will be good to take a look at each of these one at a time comparing to other trees for each one. Maybe Olive can help keep track with her notebook?	Comment by Jorge Cham: These are all ok observations, but see suggested treatment in top note.	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: This is a good clue, but complicated to understand that (a) the other tree was healthy, (b) it was cut down (why?) and so (c) it serves as a good proxy for a healthy tree.

As the kids reach a stand still in their investigation, Ranger Rabbit joins them in the forest – It’s her job to take of the trees and she heard that one fell yesterday. The kids ask Ranger Rabbit if she knows why Olive’s tree fell over.  Hmmm, she’s not quite sure.	Comment by Jorge Cham: See top note for different treatment. I think you mostly want Elinor and Ari talking about the tree with Ranger Rabbit, and Olive in the background still processing her feelings.	Comment by Kevin Micallef: Correction ‘ take care of the trees’

To help Ranger Rabbit figure it out, the kids update her on the theories so far to see if the kids are onto something. Olive thinks it was the mysterious new yellow leaves that caused the tree to fall down. Elinor thinks the dark, soft wood caused it. Finally, Ari thinks the wet, slimy bark caused it. 	Comment by Natalie Engel: A note from our intern:
I wonder if there could be an explanation from Ranger Rabbit regarding the tree’s leaves turning yellow – to make the distinction that sometimes a tree’s leaves will turn yellow during the fall, and other times it can be a sign of root rot?  In other words, a tree’s leaves turning yellow doesn’t always indicate that the tree is sick.  I guess the same could go for wet/slimy bark. 


Ranger Rabbit looks over the tree and explains that they’re all right because those are all symptoms of something called root rot, which is a fungus, sort of like a tree sickness, that caused Olive’s tree to fall down. The root rot made this big, strong tree a lot weaker than it used to be, which is why it fell over. Elinor can’t believe it, saying, “Wait, so trees can get sick?” Ranger Rabbit says that they can and, unfortunately, this old apple tree did. 	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: This level of detail may be confusing since, “fungus = mushrooms” for a lot of kids.

A hopeful Olive asks Ranger Rabbit if the tree can get better, but Ranger Rabbit explains that this old tree has gone through its entire life cycle. Just like any living thing, trees have a life cycle that goes from young to old. Ranger Rabbit encourages the kids to find examples of a tree’s life cycle, which are all around them in the forest.. 	Comment by Anne E. Lund: This seems a bit complicated for kids to understand and do.  They would need to have examples of stages in a life cycle to do this successfully.  I think seeing a visual of the full cycle in the nature book that they can follow along would be really helpful.  Also great use of a flow diagram!	Comment by Jorge Cham: Having the kids walk around finding things feels a little insensitive to Olive’s feeling. I feel Olive wouldn’t be up for a scavenger hunt type of exercises.

The kids know (or figure with Ranger Rabbit’s help) that the  tree’s life cycle starts with a seed.  Hmmm, after looking around Elinor finds seeds inside the apples on the ground that fell off of Olive’s favorite tree. As the kids notice the seeds inside of the apples, Ranger Rabbit goes on to explain that once those seeds go into the ground and start growing, little sprouts poke out of the ground. The kids looks around and see several little sprouts all around Olive’s tree. Elinor makes the observation that those must have come from apple seeds that fell off the tree, and they notice that the leaves match.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Hopefully, this part of the lesson was already covered in large part by the addition to the beginning (see top notes), so here Ranger Rabbit can just recap.	Comment by Anne E. Lund: Or maybe Olive’s nature book?  I do think they will need support in making these observations.

The kids are really getting into this, especially Olive, and ask what’s next? Ranger Rabbit explains that the next step in a tree’s life cycle is called a sapling, which is a fancy word for a small tree. Ari finds a sapling nearby, which is about as tall as he is. Ari then makes the analogy that a sapling is sort of like a little kid tree, but just like he is a little kid bat! Ranger Rabbit tells Ari that he is right, a sapling is a young tree and just like one day, Ari will be a full grown bat, the next step for a tree’s life cycle is to become a mature, full grown tree, which is what Olive’s favorite tree was, until today. However, it’s now moved on to the final stage in a tree’s life cycle. 	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: cute	Comment by Natalie Engel: In a lot of ways, I like this metaphor.  But it seems a little sad to carry this comparison further: the trees start out young, like Ari; then they become mature, full grown trees, like a grown-up.  And then, the tree becomes old like a grandparent…? And falls over? 

As Olive takes a seat on top of her fallen down tree, she asks what’s the final stage? Ranger Rabbit explains that the final stage is called becoming a wildlife tree. Elinor doesn’t understand, what’s a wildlife tree? Aren’t all trees in the wild? Ranger Rabbit explains that a wildlife tree is what park rangers call a fallen over tree because it provides shelter and food for many small creatures in the forest! Even more than that, wildlife trees also really help the forest by providing nutrients to the soil that help new plants grow, so Olive’s tree is going to help lots of new trees start their own life cycles. 	Comment by Anne E. Lund: I love this!	Comment by Jorge Cham: Maybe Ranger Rabbit can walk them over to an existing Wildlife Tree to illustrate?

As Olive gets up from sitting on the trunk, she laments that she will really miss her tree, but Ranger Rabbit explains that just because the tree fell over doesn’t mean that she can’t still visit it or that the tree can’t live on in other ways: a big tree like this will be around for a long time as a home to lots of new and interesting creatures! Right on cue, Ari notices a whole line of ants marching on top of the tree. The ant line leads right into a small hole in the tree where the ants have made themselves a little home and, for good measure, some of the ants are even bringing back little pieces of the leftover apples from the branches as a snack for the whole ant colony! 

This makes Olive happy, but Elinor assures Olive that those ants won’t be the only ones making use of her tree. As usual, Elinor is proven right because Olive then notices a woodpecker land, take a peck out of the wood and dig a bug out of the fallen tree trunk, then fly off. After seeing this, Olive is glad to know that her favorite tree is going to continue to be useful to the creatures of the forest for a long time! As the music rises, Olive leads the kids in a little ditty:

Olive/Elinor/Ari
All trees grow from young to old
No matter the size, they’re good as gold!
Whether they are small or tall beyond measure
Trees are the forest’s greatest treasure!	Comment by Jorge Cham: Maybe instead of “all trees” the song can focus on “a tree” so it feels poignant as if she’s referring to her special tree.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Too adult?	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: this phrasing is too adult

Elinor
It starts with a seed planted in the ground
Then it becomes a sprout, they’re all around!

Ari
Next comes a sapling, about as big as me
But one day, they’ll be a full grown tree!

Olive
Let’s not forget about the wildlife tree
Just as important I hope you’ll see
Because it helps new plants and trees grow
And it’s a home to lots of creatures we know!
	Comment by Jorge Cham: They just learned this lesson, so it feels weird for them to say “let’s not forget”

Instead, make these verses about what happens. Something like, “And then one day, a tree will become a wildlife tree.” And we see the tree stop growing and making leaves and turn into a wildlife tree.
Olive/Elinor/Ari
All trees grow from young to old
No matter the size, they’re good as gold!
Whether they are small or tall beyond measure
Trees are the forest’s greatest treasure!


After the song, as the sun sets in the distance, Elinor, Ari and Ranger Rabbit join Olive at the site of the newly formed wildlife tree for a celebration of Olive’s favorite tree. As everyone is gathered around, Olive pulls out her journal and shows everyone several drawings she made under the tree of all the good times she’s had there, like the first time she climbed a tree, her first delicious apple, and yesterday, playing tag with her friends. 	Comment by Jorge Cham: This feels a little too heavy, like a funeral?  Can you just make it more natural and just have her reflect on the fun times she had.

As everyone admires the picture, Olive finishes off the celebration by  bidding farewell to her tree and thanking it for all the good times they had. She’ll never forget them and tells the tree that she hopes it will enjoy all the new creatures that will call it home. As she walks away, she promises to come back soon and visit the tree again so she can draw some new picture of her new favourite Wildlife Tree.	Comment by Daniel Whiteson: This clashes a bit with the idea that the tree is in its next phase “wildlife tree”; saying goodby suggests that she wont’ see it again.	Comment by Jorge Cham: Agree. Let’s try to keep it a little more positive?	Comment by Anne E. Lund: Since the tree is “living on”, does she really need to say goodbye?	Comment by Jorge Cham: See top note about possibly adding a scene (or maybe a montage?) of the kids playing in the wildlife tree and noticing all the animals that made it its home.

THE END. 

Sara Sweetman Notes:
I'm still concerned about the emotional connections of "getting sick and dying" part of the story.  Dying and life cycles are a part of nature.  I'm wondering if we would be able to support children's thinking and feelings about this in such a short time frame (one 11 minute show).  I'm not sure if PBS has reviewed at this stage but I would suggest this one takes that extra step if not.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Here are my thoughts moving forward. In general 
(1) It is not important to name the 'sickness'.  This seems like extra 'lecturing' from ranger rabbit.  I'd rather kids learn that trees sometimes fall over for lots of different reasons but that this is an important part of keeping the whole forest healthy.  As the tree is getting 'old' or 'sick' I think...rather than the bark getting wet it should just fall off when touched.  Even if this is not 100% accurate to a 4 year old 'falling off bark" is a better indicator that something is not right rather than wet bark.
(2) I'd love to see the story be driven by the characters discoveries rather than on ranger rabbit's questions and explanations.  
(3) It feels like it is a little too much content for one 11 minute experience.  Many viewers have never stepped foot in a forest or explored a fallen tree. I find it helps to define the take away message...is it that trees get sick and die?  is it that when trees fall over they help the forest in different ways?  is it that trees have life cycles?  What ever the main take away message is should guide the majority of the dialog and action.
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