
 
  



The MAGNIFICENT Circus Mystery 
Study Guide 

 
Congratulations! You’re now an official STORYOLOGIST. This Study Guide is filled with 
fun tips and activities to help you collect, tell, and write stories.  
 
 
Would you believe people spend more of their free time immersed in stories than doing 
anything else? We watch movies and television, play video games, read books, comics and 
cartoons, listen to songs, see performances, and tell each other stories around the dinner table.   
  
Stories help us make sense of the world. They help us connect to other people. They even help 
us learn. Studies show that we remember facts more easily if they’re told through a story.  

 
Stories are also fun! Through 
stories, we can pretend to be 
someone else, live a different life, 
experience something completely 
new, and travel to places we’ve 
never been. We can even do the 
impossible like time travel, or 
meet an old time vaudevillian with 
a magic hat.  
 
“After nourishment, shelter and 
companionship, stories are the 
thing we need most in the world.”  
Philip Pullman 
(author of The Golden Compass) 

 
 
 
What is a Storyologist?  
It’s a job we made up, but that doesn’t mean it’s not real. Storyologists love adventure, 
exploration, mystery, imagination, and, of course, fantastic tales of fact and fiction. 
 
You are the HERO of the Story:  
In a Page Turner Adventure YOU are the HERO of the story because you have to figure out 
mysteries, solve problems, and pay attention to clues.  
 
Those clues helped you PREDICT what might happen at the end of the story. (Did you guess 
that Baldy was Kenny’s grandpa?)  
 
You also had to INFER information. For example, we didn’t tell you that the key Kenny 
needed to open the trunk was the same key he mentioned at the beginning of the story. You 
inferred it based on clues from the beginning of the show. You also figured out that Kenny 
needed to wear Baldy’s hat so he could ride the unicycle, and that the fire book would help us 
with the final magic trick.  



 
 
PAGE TURNER’S NOTEBOOK and FOLDER 
Page Turner always keeps a notebook with her so 
she can collect stories and write down thoughts 
and ideas. When it’s time to write a story, all she 
has to do is flip through the notebook. Page also 
has a special folder where she keeps magazine 
pictures, photos, words, articles, and anything 
else that might inspire a story.  
 
 
Ways to Collect Stories:  
1. READ: Fill your mind with great stories. 
Read books, magazines, comic books, graphic 
novels, news stories…anything. Just read, 
read, read!  
 
2. LISTEN: Some of the best story ideas come from 
listening to conversations. You never know what might spark a story 
idea.  
 
3. PEOPLE WATCH: Find a place where you can quietly observe lots of people. Pick one 
interesting person. Try to imagine a story about them. Who is this person? Where is he or she 
going? What is his or her life like? Etc.  
 
4. ASK QUESTIONS: Ask people to tell you stories about their lives. You’ll be amazed at the 
ideas this can generate.  
 
 
Activity #1: Create a Storyologist Notebook: Find a notebook that you like. It can be big or 
small. Try to carry it with you all the time. Use your notebook to write down snippets of 
conversations, interesting characters, unusual settings, story ideas, etc.  
 
 
Activity #2: Create a Storyologist Envelope or Folder: Go through old magazines, 
catalogues, and brochures. Cut out anything that might give you an idea for a story. Don’t 
worry if it doesn’t give you an idea yet. If you find the image interesting, put it in the folder. It 
might spark an idea later.  
 
 
Activity #3: Steam Trunk Stories: Read the paragraphs below. Do they give you ideas for 
your own stories? Cut them out and stick them in your Storyologist folder.  
 
 
  



 
 
Kenny recently received a mysterious trunk in the mail. 
The trunk belonged to a famous vaudeville performer 
named Baldy the Magnificent. It contains all of Baldy’s 
juggling and magic props, as well as an old book 
detailing his mysterious disappearance in 1927. 
 
The trunk also contains a hat that once belonged to Harry 
Houdini. When Kenny puts on the hat, he transforms into 
Baldy the Magnificent. Kenny is able to juggle, unicycle, 
and do magic tricks just like the old vaudevillian. With 
Baldy’s help, Kenny realizes that he can make his family 
proud and still do what he loves.   
 
 
 
 

 
Was Baldy the Magnificent a real person? Yes! But he didn't live in the 1920s and he wasn’t 
Kenny’s grandpa. Baldy’s real name was Robert Baldwin, but audiences knew him as Baldy 
the Magnificent Humble Clown Extraordinaire. The real Baldy was Kenny's mentor. He 
taught Kenny about performing and encouraged him to apply to Ringling Brothers Clown 
College. 

 
Baldy became Kenny's good friend, and they spent many hours 
together juggling, unicycling and thinking up funny gags and 
inventions. Baldy passed away several years ago. Kenny was 
very sad and he wanted to do something to honor his friend's 
memory, so we decided to write a story based on Baldy's life. 
We used some facts and changed others. We think it's a story 
Baldy would have liked and we’re glad we were able to give 
him a chance to make an audience smile… one last time.  
 
 
  



 
 
Vaudeville is a style of theater that was popular in 
America from the 1880s through the 1920s. 
Vaudeville was also called variety entertainment 
because it featured a variety of different types of 
acts. 
 
During any given performance, an audience 
might see: musicians, comedians, jugglers, 
singers, dancers, acrobats, and animal acts. 
 
There were about thirteen acts per show, each 
lasting about 5-15 minutes. Many famous 
performers began their careers in vaudeville, 
including: Harry Houdini, Ray Bolger (the 
Scarecrow in the Wizard of Oz), Abbot and 
Costello, The Three Stooges, The Marx 
Brothers, and Fanny Brice.  
 
 
 

  
 
Born in 1874, Harry Houdini is considered one of the greatest 
magicians of all time. He was known for performing grand 
illusions and daring escapes. 
 
For one of his most famous tricks, Houdini was suspended by 
his feet and lowered upside-down in a locked glass cabinet 
filled with water, requiring him to hold his breath for more 
than three minutes to escape. 
 
Harry performed this act and many others throughout 
Europe and in vaudeville theaters around the United States. 
At one time, he was the highest paid vaudeville performer 
in the country. Harry Houdini died on October 31, 1926.  

 
 
 
 
 
  



Do you ever feel stuck when it comes time to write a story? Have you collected some great 
ideas in your notebook and folder, but you’re not quite sure how to turn them into a story? 
Don’t worry! This happens to writers all the time.  
 
Most authors don’t just sit down and write a story from beginning to end. They usually start 
by brainstorming and pre-writing.  
 
Thinking about WHO your story is about is often a good place to start.  
 
 
 
ASK YOURSELF THESE QUESTIONS: 
Who is the main character in my story?  
What does this person want? Why?  
What gets in his or her way of achieving that goal?  
How does the character change or grow at the end of the 
story?  
 
 
 
CHARACTERS  
Think about some of your favorite characters from books, movies, or TV shows. Why do 
those character stand out in your mind? It’s probably because the writer took the time to 
“flesh them out.” That means the character is more than just a name on a page. He or she has 
feelings and emotions, likes and dislikes, thoughts and fears.  
 
Before they actually write a story, many authors will write a backstory for their characters. 
They think about who this person is so they come alive in the author’s mind. If the character is 
real to the author, chances are he or she will be much more real and interesting to the reader.  
 
A good way to write a backstory for your character is to start with a character questionnaire. 
Not all of the information will wind up in the story, but filling out a questionnaire will help 
you get to know your character better.  
 
Activity #1: Make a list of your favorite characters from books, movies, TV shows, comic 
books, plays, or video games.  
 
Activity #2: Pick a character from your list and fill in the character questionnaire about that 
character. 
   
Activity #3: Create an original character and fill in the questionnaire.  
 
  



Character Questionnaire: 
 
Character 
name:______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Girl or Boy? ______________________  Age? ____________________________________ 
 
Where does your character live?_________________________________________________ 
 
Describe what your character looks like (Hair color, eye color, height, etc.)  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Is this person nice or mean?_____________________________________________________ 
 
Does this person have a sense of humor?__________________________________________ 
 
How does this person move? (fast, slow, nervously, confidently?)_______________________ 
 
How does he or she talk?_______________________________________________________ 
 
Is this person shy or outgoing?__________________________________________________ 
 
Does this person have a lot of friends?____________________________________________ 
 
Describe the character’s family 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What does this character love to do more than anything? Why? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What does this character hate to do more than anything? Why? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are this character’s deepest fears? Why? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What does this character want more than anything? Why? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What will happen if he or she doesn’t get this thing? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
NOTE: This is just a start. Feel free to add questions that will help you bring your character 
to life.  
 



 
PLOT 
Plot is what happens in a story. Most 
stories are about a character who wants 
something (or has a problem) that he or 
she tries to achieve or solve.  
 
Along the way, the character encounters a 
series of obstacles that causes him or her 
to change or grow in some way at the end 
of the story. 
 
 

Beginning 
The beginning of the story is usually where we meet the character. We find out a little about 
him or her and what he or she wants.  
 
Middle 
This is the meat of the story. This is where the character goes after his or her goal and 
encounters obstacles and conflicts.  
 
The End 
This where the character achieves his goal (or doesn’t achieve it!) but he or she usually 
changes or grows in some way. Look at some of your favorite books, movies, and TV shows. 
How does the character grow or change?  
 
Conflict 
Conflict is part of the PLOT. This is what makes a story interesting! Conflicts are the 
problems and obstacles the character experiences on the way to his or her goal. Think about 
the character you created. What does that character want? Why? What is stopping him or her 
from achieving that goal?   
 
Activity #1: Answer 
questions about the 
Magnificent Circus 
Mystery story: 
 
1. What did Kenny want?  
 
2. What was his problem?  
 
3. What were some obstacles 
he encountered?  
 
4. What was the resolution? 
 
5. Did he learn something or 
change a little at the end? 
 
  



 
 
SETTING  
The setting is where and 
when the story takes place. 
Use description and details 
to make the setting feel real 
to your reader.  
 
Ask yourself:  
Where is this place?  
What is the year?  
What is the season? 
Is it hot? Cold?  
What does it smell like?  
What does it sound like?  
Is it outside? Inside?  
Is it messy or neat?  
 
 
 
Activity #1: Pick a place. (It can be real or imaginary). Try to use all of your senses to 
describe it. What does it look like, smell like, feel like, sound like?  
 
 
EDITING AND REVISING 
Once you do all your brainstorming and pre-writing, it’s time to write your story. This is your 
1st draft. It won’t be perfect. That’s okay! All writers edit and revise…and revise…and 
revise…and revise some more. It took Page Turner two years to write her novel and one year 
to revise it.  
 
 

  



 

Storytelling is the oldest form of entertainment. Before there were movies, TV shows, or even 
books, people sat around campfires and told stories.  
 
Here are some tips for honing your storytelling skills:  
 

1. Try to find a story that you like. It’s best to start with something simple and short. It 
can be a fairytale, a folktale, a true story from your life, a story about a real person, or 
a story you made up.   
 

2. You might have to re-write the story to make it simple and clear. Don’t be afraid to put 
it in your own words. Pretend you’re telling the story to a friend. 

 
3. Memorize the story. Don’t worry if you don’t get every word exactly right. Work on 

getting the sequence of events in order.  
 

4. Imagine that you’re painting a picture in the listener’s mind. Choose words and 
sentences that make the story come to life.  

 
5. Think about the characters in the story. What do their voices sound like? How do they 

stand? How do they move?  
 

6. Pacing. Take you’re time telling the story. Speak clearly and slowly.  
 

7. Use specific movements. Don’t wander or get wiggly. This can be very distracting to 
an audience.  
 

8. Practice. Practice. Practice! Try telling your story in front of a mirror. Videotape 
yourself telling the story. Ask a family member or friend to listen to your story and 
give you feedback. Is the story clear? Are there parts that need to be slowed down? 
Can your audience visualize the characters? 

 
 
 
Other ways to tell stories:  

• Create a video 
• Write a puppet show 
• Develop a script for a play 
• Draw a wordless picture book 
• Record an audio story 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Magic Tricks from the Show: 
Magicians never reveal their secrets, but we will tell 
you the names of the tricks used during THE 
MAGNIFICENT CIRCUS MYSTERY so you can 
look them up in magic books and figure them out 
yourself.  
 
During the show we used: 
Fire Book  
Dove Pan 
Flash Paper  
 
 
Note: 
Don’t try these tricks yourself! 
The fire used in these tricks is real and 
very dangerous.  

 
 
 
Make Your Own Juggling Balls 
Here’s a link to a video of Kenny that teaches you how to make 
your own juggling balls out of balloons and birdseed.  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Xz-
weuvGVE&index=4&list=PLvCasaEX4CmrAHnH0filgMp4nP_
P7xC-L 
 
 
 

 
Vocabulary Word Search: 
Find these words in the Word Search Below! 
 
Imagination  Fairytale  Fiction  
Unicycle   Vaudeville  Plot 
Character  Setting   Conflict 
Beginning  Middle   End 
Storyologist  Baldy   Juggle 



 

 
 
Make Your Own Steamer Trunk 
Here’s a link to a fun craft that uses recycled materials 
to create a mini steamer trunk just like Baldy the 
Magnificent’s.  
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n72lkmogEgg 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Suggested Books and Resources:  
Who Was Harry Houdini? By Tui Sutherland 
 
Harry Houdini for Kids: His Life and Adventures  
with 21 Magic Tricks and Illusions (For Kids series)  by John O’Brien 
 
Juggling for the Complete Klutz by John Cassidy 
 
Song and Dance Man by Karen Ackerman 
 
The Great Pizza Contest by Riley Roam  
 
The National Storytelling Network Resources for Kids: 
http://www.storynet.org/resources/children.html 
 
Page Turner Adventures Website  
www.PageTurnerAdventures.com  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


