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Pearl of Wisdom

Tagline: Wise cracks come from diamonds in the rough . . .

Expanded Logline: As the self-appointed head of her school’s new 2-Steppers Comedy and Counseling Club, 12-year-old Pearl cuts a commanding presence. Under the noses of faculty, staff, parents, and cliques, Pearl assembles her angst-ridden peers into an unofficial group of humorists, who pan for proverbial comedy gold in the hills and valleys of middle school. The 2-Steppers use wit to anticipate and navigate (as in, handle/maneuver/finesse/weather the storm of) every manner of tween annoyance . . . from mundane homework assignments to epic family feuds. There are plenty of missteps, but no worries! These are elemental to the kids’ work-in-progress, public comedy performance. What could go wrong, except . . . everything???

Genre: Animated comedy

Target Demographic: Kids, Ages 9+

Episode Specs: 13 x 15” episodes per season

From the experts . . .
“Comedians become comedians because, somewhere in their childhood, they needed to be funny in order to survive.” - Sarah Silverman

“Comedy is a way to transform your darkest thoughts into a way that gives them a little less power.”  - Aparna Nancherla

“Comedy quashes complaints.” - Pearl

P.O.W. aspires to be a family-friendly cartoon that combines the psychiatrist/patient (Lucy/Charlie Brown) dynamic of PEANUTS, the adolescent angsty spirit of the MORTIFIED GUIDE phenomenon, and the chutzpah of viral kid comics, such as J.J. Pantano, Darci Lynne Farmer, Robby Novak, Walmart Yodel Boy (Mason Ramsey), Backpack Kid (Russell Horning), Charity Joy, and Emma Chamberlain. 

Animated series comparisons: 
PEANUTS (particularly the Lucy/Charlie Brown - psychiatrist/patient - dance, plus the quirky, character-driven, self-aware humor);
STEVEN UNIVERSE (particularly the themes of non-traditional problem-solving, long-term self-discovery, and self-acceptance).

Series premise (set-up): 
During a confusing visit to school guidance counselor Dr. Vox’s office, Pearl misinterprets the good doc’s instruction and palms some of his books. She leaves with three pseudo self-help titles and a history of rebel comics. She also departs with a plan to transform other behaviorally-challenged kids into budding raconteurs via a therapy group . . . thinly disguised as an extracurricular comedy club. Bonus for Pearl: She wants to be a professional comedian someday, and this is her head start! She tries to keep her ambition on the downlow, but it inevitably sneaks out . . . sometimes at inopportune moments. In any case, the ragtag bunch meets daily - with Pearl at the helm - during lunchtime in the school yard, specifically at two forgotten concrete steps from a bygone, tear-down structure.

In an ode to the 2-Step gathering spot of 2 random stairs that campus construction workers failed to clear years ago, Pearl boils her philosophy of funny resilience into 2 steps (as in, rules or instructions), the second of which grows longer with corollaries and footnotes in every episode. She culls her basic principles from Dr. Vox’s self-help and comedy books, homespun wisdom, and her own grandiose imagination. Rajesh - Pearl’s best frenemy - often serves as devil’s advocate, which makes a lot of sense, because he is an aspiring lawyer.

Rounding out the 2-Step founding members are Wilbur and Philiprimm (Phili). Joining the club in future episodes are identical twins Lana and Mia, and Alphonse.

Here are a few more details about the series regulars and the recurring characters:

Pearl (Age 12) - Pearl is a cherubic-faced adolescent girl with a big voice. She is known as the kid who has the best brown-bag lunches and the most pleasant read-aloud voice. In fact, most kids remember her as the kid who came to kindergarten as a full-fledged bibliophile. She consumes books and periodicals of multiple genres: true crime, celeb bio, romance, self-help, comedy, fashion, arts and crafts, interior design, but rarely a district-issued text book.  In other words, she's book smart and street smart, but not school smart.  Of all the 2-Steppers, she has the most notoriety within the general school population; however, she believes that her peers look down on her due to her weight. She likes to push the boundaries of school rules without breaking them too noticeably. She comes from a family in which her parents are divorced; her mom remarried; and she has 4 brothers (2 biological, 2 step brothers).

Rajesh (Age 12) - Rajesh is a proud alum of Junior District Attorney Summer Camp. He is very ambitious and aspires to be a judge someday. For now, he'll settle for judging his peers and challenging his best frenemy Pearl at every turn. He is forever attempting to insert law and order into situations that don't necessarily warrant it, such as recess, freestyle dance, field trips, and summer vacation. He lives with his parents and grandmother in an argumentative household.

Philliprimm (aka Philli; Age 11) - Philli is an easy target for bullies. Underneath her timidity and studiousness is loads of spunk, but she is afraid to show it. She is mostly terrified of authority due in large part to her strict, traditional Japanese mother. She has one younger brother. Her father is of English/British descent, is very easygoing, and has no power or influence over Philli's life. Philli lives mostly to please her mom, teachers, and her elders, in general. This is often at the expense of her own identity. Pearl has adopted her as a pet project: think Thai to Pearl's Cher (CLUELESS) or Marcy to Pearl's Peppermint Patty (PEANUTS).

Wilbur (Age 10) - Wilbur is #4 in a family of 6 kids who run wild in the neighborhood. Somehow, Wilbur managed to survive his childhood thus far, and is the least feral of his siblings. He is very sweet and a mama's boy. His father died when he was about 5 years old, and his mother remarried a much younger man. Kids tease him about his family situation sometimes. As a coping mechanism, and when he is in public, Wilbur often pretends that Stepdad is some other relative: a cousin, a babysitter, a limo driver, a butler, or a dog walker.

Dr. Vox (Age 50ish) - For his whole life, Dr. Vox has lived under his mother's thumb, and until very recently, under her roof. Freshly liberated from theoretical parental prison and in his own condo, he feels the full extent of guilt trips on which she sends him. Sure, he's always been terrified of authority, but his new abundance of alone-time messes with his head. School kids ('clients,' as he refers to them) seem extra intimidating. He now is doubly afraid of his bully boss Principal Osher. Yet, it is Vox's mom's surprise pop-in visits, incessant phone calls, and unsolicited care packages which cause him the most duress. His stomach has rebelled accordingly. And then Pearl enters the picture . . . Will this physician be able to heal himself?

Note that Dr. Vox is depicted in voiceover and sometimes as a visible body from the neck down. The home viewing audience never sees his face. This is a deliberate PEANUTS homage and a manifestation of the way that the 2-Steppers relate to their puzzling, enigmatic, elusive school guidance counselor.

Recurring Characters

Lana (Age 12) - Lana and her identical twin sister Mia attend the same Japanese language school as Philli; they eventually transfer to Weeping Willows Middle School (home of the 2-Steppers), because the comedy club intrigues them. They are borderline mean girls, but not beyond help with the support of the 2-Steppers.

Mia (Age 12) - See Lana. For the estimable future, they’re interchangeable.

Principal Osher (Age 40) - It's hard to believe that Principal Osher was once the whimsical, idealistic young girl called Tina "Summer" Verdana. When she turned twelve years old, her hair turned entirely grey, and some say that her heart turned stone cold. 

Alphonse (Age 12) – He is the male equivalent of Philli and might even be Philli’s soulmate, but actual romance will take a couple of seasons to blossom. Alphonse is a smart, handsome boy who lives to make others smile. However, when he falls short of others' expectations, he'd rather bury his head in the sand than face the music. 

Episode Format: 
Middle school student Pearl and/or one of the 2-Steppers identifies an element of adolescent angst among them. With Pearl and her straight man Rajesh leading the charge, the kids dissect the problem during one of their daily lunchtime comedy workshop/counseling sessions. They bring their humor-steeped solution into the real world . . . where it usually backfires. Despite snafus, the 2-Steppers turn these pre-teen turds into proverbial fertilizer. Because laughter is the best medicine, in-the-moment chuckles help to ease the sting of many slights. Also, humor proves more effective in disarming bullies than strong-arming, especially for kids with scrawny arms. When the funny is far-flung, the kids use a messy situation as fodder for jokes in their eventual end-of-semester performance. For example, here’s a hypothetical stand-up comedy set-up and payoff: What’s the difference between ‘stalking’ and ‘following up?’ I call a cute guy, and he doesn’t call me back. I follow him to class; he doesn’t call me back. I leave a love note on his locker; he doesn’t call me back. I leave a bag of my hair on his porch, and his bodyguard calls me back. Why??? I was just following up!

The kids’ overarching goal is to complete a successful end-of-semester comedy showcase in lieu of detention (or some such disciplinary action) from Dr. Vox, the oblivious and gastrically-challenged school guidance counselor. The kids’ secondary goal is to survive another day as respectable humorists . . . not punchlines.

Inspiration: 
Creator Marlene Sharp has 3 main inspirational sources, which include . . .
1) Her own firsthand encounters with bullies, plus the resulting depression and anxiety;
2) Her own adventures as a stand-up comedian who has reverse-engineered unpleasantries into comedic material for public consumption;
3) Her work with the elderly at the Motion Picture and Television Fund (MPTF) and with young folks on the autism spectrum at The Center for Learning Unlimited (CLU).  Both experiences have demonstrated that bullies, anxiety, and depression do not discriminate based on age.

Sample episodes:
“Sore Sports” – It’s one of the first lunchtime gathering of the 2-Steppers. Cold open on Wilbur amidst a monologue about his softball ineptitude. First and foremost, there’s nothing soft about it; slammed against the wrong head, balls are lethal weapons. His present gripe, however, has less to do with team sportsmanship; in fact, it’s all about parental politics. Wilbur’s mother redesigns and imposes new uniforms on Wilbur’s losing extramural team. In the process, she incites a mom mutiny; there is one particular mom who is miffed more than the rest. Miffed mom makes Wilbur’s life unbearable, and he has no choice but to find the humor in it or die onstage trying . . . Luckily, Pearl’s devotion to reality TV makes her an expert in most kinds of politics, and she accepts Wilbur’s challenge as her own. With the help of the other 2-Steppers she forms a plan for Wilbur to poke fun at this uneven match and use the best bits for his budding, end-of-semester routine.

“Beware the Hoof” (Script Available) – After enduring ridicule about her dance moves, Phili agonizes about her upcoming solo in an international dance festival. Pearl, Rajesh, and Wilbur do their best to coach her through the event with comedy. The unusual  2-Stepper tutelage yields astonishing results. Ultimately, the 2-Steppers gain two new members.

“Ballad of the Election” – Wannabe lawyer Rajesh wants to run for a student council office, but he is terrified to do so. More than defeat, Rajesh is afraid of conflict. If he advances in the elections, then he will be required to debate his opponent. The 2-Steppers encourage him to overcome his fear via a series of non-threatening, highly improvisational trial runs during their lunchtime gatherings. In the process, they discover that Rajesh has a secret talent for rhyme. Pearl then embarks on her own campaign to officially change the debate format to an epic rap battle.

“Baby(sitting) Blues” – Twins Lana and Mia snag their first babysitting job, but it might be their last. About a week before the big night, Lana and Mia bump into the baby in question (actually, it’s the kindergartener who lives next door). They impulsively employ their skill in insult comedy to keep him from crossing the street unescorted. When the little tyke’s mother hears about the incident, she fixates on the insults as opposed to the comedy (or the life-saving intervention). In order to save their babysitting opportunity, the twins enlist their fellow 2-Steppers to help them tone down their technique.
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