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Elinor’s Question: Why do cranes dance? 

Logline: When Mr. Lion encourages the kids to make up dances to express themselves, Elinor gets some inspiration from some cranes she sees dancing nearby.

LS 3a. Observe ways that animals and plants get what they need to live and grow. [Elinor observes the ways the cranes use dances to communicate how they are feeling.]

ND2. (RTL Crosscutting concept ‘Systems’): Begin to understand that systems developed in our world often work in similar ways to systems found in the natural world. [Elinor learns to dance like cranes do in order to communicate how she feels.]

Arts. (From the Arts Framework): Dance is a way to explore and express behaviors, feelings, ideas/concepts, and stories using movement.

1. EXT. FOREST CLEARING - DAY

It’s a wonderful Spring day in Animal Town, and MR. LION (the town art teacher) is outdoors again with the kids, this time teaching them about Dancing. We open on his face as he strikes a dramatic pose, and then launches into an abstract and sometimes funny and expressive dance routine. The kids, including ELINOR, ARI and OLIVE, smile as they look on. He finishes in a flourish, and the kids ooh, aah and clap. And that, he says, is the joy of dancing! You see kids, he says, Dancing isn’t just a great way to move our bodies and get healthy exercise, it’s also a way to communicate. To talk about ideas and express how you feel. It’s also (he does a little extra fun dance move) a lot of fun! The kids giggle. And now, it’s your turn. For class today, I want you to work with others and come up with your own dance that expresses something you think is special. And at the end, we’ll have a little show where everyone can share their dance.

As the kids break up, Elinor hangs back a bit and talks to Mr. Lion.  She tells Mr. Lion that she doesn’t know what their dance should be about. Don’t worry Elinor, says Mr. Lion, I’m sure you’ll come up with something great. When you find something that you want to dance about, you’ll feel it. And then you’ll want to share it with the whole world.

Elinor reflects on this as she joins Ari and Olive, who have moved to a spot in the clearing near the tree line. Olive asks what their dance should be about. Ari has an idea: we should do a cha-cha dance about my favorite snack: peanut butter and pickles! He does a fun shimmy and groove with gusto where he briefly mimes eating and rubbing his tummy. While doing the final flourish, though, he trips on himself (wh-whoa!) and falls in front of Olive, who catches him in a dance dip move. Ari, still hanging from Olive, grabs a nearby stick with some leaves on it and puts it in his mouth (like a rose) and strikes a pose: ta da! The kids giggle.

Olive thinks it should be a beautiful ballet about her favorite thing: books! She demonstrates a few kid-graceful moves and pirouettes while holding a book, finishing in a plié. Wow, Olive you’re so good. What about you, Elinor, what do you think we should dance about?

Hmm, thinks Elinor, I don’t know. Mr. Lion said it should be about something we think is special, but what? I don’t know, says Ari, but look at Mary and Lizzie, their dance does look pretty special. The kids look over to where the GOAT TWINS are practicing their dance, and it’s pretty good. The goat twins do a perfectly synchronized mirror-image series of hip kid dance moves while a few other kids look on. They finish with flair as they say, “And that was a dance about how fun it is to be twins!” Wow, the goat twins are so good at dancing. Mm, thinks Elinor.

As the kids ponder, something catches Elinor’s attention. Next to her is a small sandhill crane chick, looking up at her. Oh, hello little bird. The bird makes some funny moves, which Elinor thinks is cute. She calls Ari and Olive over, but when she turns around, the bird has meandered over to the edge of the clearing. C’mon, says Elinor, you have to meet this bird. The kids follow the bird into the bushes. As they head out, Ari tells Mr. Lion, “We’ll be right back, Mr. Lion!”

2. EXT. SHALLOW POND - DAY

After a few beats of following, still just a few steps away from the clearing, the kids emerge and discover a nearby shallow pond, where a whole flock of crane birds are hanging out. Whoa, look at all these birds. I don’t think I’ve seen these before. They’re so tall, and look at the bright red feathers on their heads. The kids spot the crane chick they met earlier.

Suddenly, they see something even more amazing: some of the birds start to move in interesting ways! The cranes do dips and jumps and twirls and spins, by themselves and with other cranes. Look at how the birds move! It… it looks like they’re… dancing? They see other crane birds stretch their wings, pump their heads, bow, and leap into the air in graceful and energetic ways. That is SO interesting! I didn’t know birds could dance! The kids get curious: I wonder why they dance? Maybe they’re putting on a show? Or maybe they like the cha-cha too? The kids decide: We need more observations!

The kids move a little closer to watch the birds and observe them dancing. First, they see one bird flap and jump and then run around another bird. Then both birds start to jump one after the other, and then they alternate head bobs. Aww, the kids think, it looks like one of them wanted to dance with the other. Then they see another bird chase other birds away with an angry looking dance. The kids note what they think is happening. Ari tries to demonstrate for Olive what that bird was doing, and Olive copies what the first bird they saw was doing, and as Elinor watches, she has an idea: Maybe the birds are using dancing to talk to each other.

It’s like Mr. Lion said, you can use dance to communicate and express how you feel. They look back at the birds. Maybe that bird is telling the other bird that it likes it. And maybe that other bird is telling the other birds it’s mad. I think you’re right Elinor, says Olive. At that moment, Mr. Lion strolls over. Ah, there you are kids. What are you looking at? The kids excitedly tell Mr. Lion what they saw, and he sees the birds and confirms: ah yes, these are Sandhill Cranes, one of many birds that like to dance. And you’re right, scientists think they dance to communicate: they dance to tell each other when they’re mad, and when they like something. Wow, so cool! Just then, they see the crane bird chick they saw earlier. The chick seems to be trying to imitate the older birds, and is just dancing by itself. Mr. Lion says that some scientists think that sandhill cranes sometimes also just dance for fun to show how happy they are. Go, baby crane bird!

Mr. Lion asks them if they’ve figured out what their dance is going to be about. Ari says they’ve been so busy learning about crane dances that they haven’t come up with a dance for the show. Just then, the kids look at each other and have an idea. Mr. Lion, I think we know what our dance should be about. Yeah! C’mon! With that, the kids run back to the clearing followed by Mr. Lion.

3. EXT. FOREST CLEARING -- DAY

A short time later, it’s time for the dance show. We catch the show as a few of the other kids (SALLY BEAVER, TITO MOUSE) are dancing. Sally and Tito dance a fun happy dance where they point up at the sky and embrace the warm sunlight a few times before plopping down on the ground. Bravo, says Mr. Lion, Bravo! Sally, Tito, that was wonderful! I can tell that you were trying to communicate how happy you are, and how much you like being out in the sun. The kids nod vigorously. Ok, who would like to go next?

Elinor, Ari and Olive raise their hands, and Mr. Lion calls on them. Elinor explains that dancing is a way to communicate and express how you feel. Yeah, says Olive, and it can be a way to talk about something you think is special or something that you’ve learned. So, says Ari, our dance is called: The Crane Dance Dance! We hear a few musical beats as we launch into a ditty. As the kids get ready to dance, they sing one verse:

Birds can dance,
And so can you
Just think about your feelings
That’s all you have to do

The music continues, and the kids do an interpretive dance about the idea that birds can dance.

First, Ari is dancing in place in the center. Then, Olive and Elinor come running in, flapping their arms while doing circles around Ari. As the other kids watch, some of them yell out what they think is happening. Look, it’s birds!

Next, Ari joins Elinor and Olive once around as he looks like he’s following them. Elinor and Olive circle to the middle as Ari looks on, and they take turns jumping and moving like the birds we saw earlier. The audience kids yell out: it looks like they’re dancing! Birds can dance? Awesome! Elinor and Olive are expressive too, dancing in a way that says, “I like you!” and “I like you too!”

The kids wrap up the dance by lining up and singing the last part as they keep shimmying: 

Birds can dance,
And so can you
Just think about your feelings
That’s all you have to do!

Bravo! Says Mr. Lion. That was great! You danced about the crane birds and about how they made you feel. And that made ME feel… happy! I have an idea, let’s ALL dance like the crane birds to show how happy we are! As all the kids join in a happy dance of flapping and jumping and bobbing their heads, we pan up into the sky, catching crane birds dancing in the background as we… 

FADE OUT.

PBS Notes: Our only question is whether or not by combining the song with the dance we may be defeating the purpose. If the dance was supposed to communicate something, the kids could be undermining that by singing and communicating that way too.  Seems like the dance and song should be separated to really drive the point home for preschoolers.
