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STORY SUMMARY  

In 1917, six -year-old Elinor Smith took her first ride in an airplane. Her dedication 

and passion for flight led her to earn a pilotõs license at the age of 17, making her 

Americaõs youngest pilot ever, male or female. This is the true story of how Elinor 

broke records and soared into  a nationõs heart. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR   

 TAMI LEWIS BROWN  holds an MFA in Writing for 

Children from Vermont College. She has been a lawyer, and 

more recently, writer -in -residence and librarian at The 

Sheridan School in Washingto n, D.C. Elinor Smithõs story, 

which later became Soar, Elinor! inspir ed Tami to become a 

pilot and a lawyer. òEveryone in my family flew. Each time 

someone told me, ôItõs a manõs world,õ I thought of Elinorõs 

unquenchable drive to be herself and live her d reams. Where 

others built barriers, Elinor saw nothing but wide open 

horizons.ó  

 

As part of her research to write Soar, Elinor!, Tami and her ten -year-old son flew 

loops and spins in an antique Waco ZPF -7, similar to the plane Elinor flew.  

 

Tami Lewis Brown grew up in Kentucky and attended Smith C ollege in 

Northampton, Massachusetts. Now she lives in one of the oldest houses in 

Washington, D.C. Visit  www.tamilewisbrown.com  to learn more about Tami and 

her work.   

ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR  

 

FRAN ÇOIS ROCA  has illustrated over 30 books for 

children, including The Yellow Train , by Fred Bernard; 

Katherine Pattersonõs The Light of the World: The Life 

of Jesus for Children ; Twenty -One Elephants  and Still 

Standing , by April Jones Prince ; and Muhammad Ali: 

Champion of the World , by Jonah Winter. He lives in 

Paris, France.  

http://www.tamilewisbrown.com/
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PRE-READING  

Have You Ever? 
Ask students if they have ever done something  they were not supposed to do.  What 

were their reasons  for doing it? What was the outcome? If given the chance, would 

they do this thing again?   
 

Encourage students to come up with situations that could potentially yield both 

positive and negative outcomes . Possible scenarios might include defending 

someone who is being teased, helping a friend cheat on a test, or trying out for a 

new sport. Explain what it means to òweigh the risks,ó and let students discuss how 

they would make a decision in each situation.  
 

ǒ Understand the relationship between choices and consequences. 

 

Get a Clue! 
Share the photo ( on the following page ) with your students. Without giving  away 

any information , ask students to  study the photo and make predictions about what 

they may hear in the story. Using a chart like the one below, record the details from 

the photo and studentsõ own background knowledge that they used  to infer  the 

storyõs topic.  

Prediction:  Picture Clues:  Background 

Knowledge:  

Was the 

prediction 

accurate?  

I think the book 
will be about 
Amelia Earhart.  

A lady is standing 
next to a plane.  

I read that  Amelia 
Earhart was a 
famous pilot.  

Noñthis is Elinor 
Smith!  

I think this story 
takes place a long 
time ago.  

The wo man in the 
photo is wearing 
old -fashioned 
clothes.  

When I went on 
an airplane, the 
pilots were not 
wearing  this kind 
of uniform.  

Yes! Elinorõs 
famous flight was 
on October 21, 
1928. 

ǒ Use prior knowledge to interpret pictures. 

ǒ Use pictures to make predictions about content in stories and informational text. 

ǒ Make, confirm, or revise predictions. 
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 VOCABULARY  

Your students may be unfamiliar with t he following terms : 

soar flimsy  rickety  
vaudeville 

showman 
gunned deter  

solo knickers  hesitated  claimed  flapper  swaggering  

grumbling  pillars  illegal  route  calculated  tide tables  

nimble  
bridge 

footings  
skimming  slalom course 

scanning for 

hazards  
huddled  

sturdy  tapestry  newsreel  dangled lapped nudge 

 

Encourage students to use picture and c ontext clues to infer meaning. Choose 

excerpts from the story (such as the ones below) and let students highligh t  new 

terms and underlin e clues that help decode mean ing (see examples below):  

 

1. She practiced takeoffs and landings. Pilots call them touch and goes. She landed  

her plane, tapped the ground for a moment , then slammed the throttle to the wall 

and climbed back into the sky . 
 

2. Flying under bridges was also illegal . The government could  take her license 

away, and flying was her life.  
 

3. Just ahead, the Manhattan Bridge hovered before her. It seemed to float above 

the water  from a grid of thick cables.  
 

ǒ Use context to clarify meaning of unfamiliar words. 

ǒ Use pictures to expand vocabulary when reading.  

engineõs  exhaust 

wingspan  

Context clues can also help 

decipher aeronautical terms 

found in the story.  

biplane  cockpit  

throttle  taxied  

banking turns  

stall  

vertical bank  

rudder bar  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. What first sparked Elinorõs love of flying? (knowledge) 

2. What stood in the way of Elinorõs dream? What helped her to achieve her dream? 

(comprehension) 

3. Look at the photo of Elinorõs pilotõs license (next page). Look for the red arrow 

next to Orville W rightõs signature. Research to find out about Orville Wright. Why 

would he have issued Elinor Smithõs license? (application ) 

4.  What did Elinor wear on her flight under the bridges of New York City? Why did 

she choose these items? What does this say about  her confidence that day? 

(analysis ) 

5. Make a list of the pros and cons of Elinorõs famous flight. Are there more pros or 

more cons? Do you think Elinor made a similar list (either on paper or in her mind)? 

Did Elinor make the right decision to go through  with the flight? Why or why not? 

(synthesis) 

6. According to www.dictionary.com , there are two meanings of the word flapper  

that could be applied to Elinor:  

 

1. a young woman, esp. one who, during the 1920s,  

behaved and dressed in a boldly unconventional manner.  

 

2. a young bird just learning to fly.  

 

Why did some newspapers call Elinor the òflying flapperó?  Do you think she would 

have liked that nickname? Was it appropriate? Why or why not? (evaluation ) 

 

 

http://www.dictionary.com/
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STUDENT ACTIVITIES  

Born to Soar 
The first page of  Soar, Elinor ! reads: 
 

In 1917, some girls dressed their dolls. 

They played house and hopscotch, 

jump rope and jacks. 

But one little girl wanted more. 

Elinor Smith was born to soar. 

 

Using the above as an example, let students express their dreams for the future by 

writing  similar poems about themselves.  

 

ǒ Read poems with fluency and expression. 

ǒ Write effective poems. 
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Read All about it! 
Have students imagine that they were in New York City on October 21, 1928 as 

Elinor flew  under the Manhattan  Bridge.  Students can either use paper and pencil 

or a word processing newsletter template  to write an eyewitness newspaper story 

about the event.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Steps:  

1. Come up with a newspaper name and a catchy headline.  

2. Make up a volume nu mber for your newspaper and date it October 21, 1928.  

3. Jot down the  facts that you will  include  in the article (place names, famous 

people, Elinorõs route, etc.).  

4. Write the article. Remember to include who, what, when, where, why and how.  

5. For  paper and pencil version s of the project , copy the photo above to use in the  

article s. For  word processing newsletter template s, use Snagit or another screen 

capture program to insert the photo. Create a caption to go with the photo.  

 

Let students share their articles. Although they  wrote about the same event, the 

articles will not be the same. Help  students analyze the differences in their articles. 

How did studen ts decide what information to include and what to leave out?  
 

ǒ Ask and answer who, what, when, where, why, and how questions about what is read. 

ǒ Use prewriting and planning strategies to organize information before writing. 

ǒ Organize, evaluate, and condense information for use in writing. 
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Flight L og 
Most pilots keep a flight log. After each flight, they record things like weather 

conditions, distance traveled, sights, and how they felt during the flight. Have 

students write their own flight log entries  for each of Elinorõs flights in the story, 

beginning with her first flight at age six. Guide them in using  the bookõs 

illustrations to infer weather conditions and the sights seen by Elinor from the air.  
 

ǒ Name characters and tell about the setting of a story. 

ǒ Identify characters, setting, and important events. 

ǒ Draw conclusions about character and plot. 

 

Mapping the Big Apple 
Elinor Smith flew under all four bridges in New York City : the Queensboro, the 

Williamsburg, the  Manhattan, and the Brooklyn Bridge.  Find these bridges using  

Google Earth (go to http://earth.google.com/  to download Google Earth 5 for free).  
 

Search for the four bridges and zoom out until you have a view of all o f them. Use 

the ruler icon at the top to measure* the distance between two of the bridges. Now 

estimate the distances between the other distances. Which two bridges are closest 

together? What is the total distance from the Queensboro to the Brooklyn Bridge ?  
 

*Note: The ruler option only allows measurement in a straight line. Students can 

measure in smaller increments to follow the path  that Elinor would have taken . 

Students can  record each measurement and add them to calculate  total distances . 
 

ǒ Use content-specific tools, software, and simulations.  

ǒ Use technology to locate, evaluate, and collect information from a variety of sources. 

ǒ Describe the path of shortest distance between two points on a flat surface. 

ǒ Analyze and interpret maps that include major physical features. 

 

 

Prepare for Take-Off!  
Once youõve found the four bridges on Google Earth, go to the toolbar and click 

òTools,ó then select òEnter Flight Simulator.ó From there, you will have two choices 

of airplanes ña jet or a  propeller plane. Click the òHelpó button to learn how the 

flight simulator works. Begin at the Queensboro Bridge and òflyó over the other 

bridges until you get to the Brooklyn Bridge.   

 

After  the flight, students can write about the ir  experience in their òflight journals.ó  

ǒ Talk about experiences using expanded vocabulary, descriptive words, and paraphrasing. 

ǒ Write to communicate ideas using descriptive details.   

http://earth.google.com/
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Spicing Up Writing  
Author Tami Brown uses sensory writing to bring Elinorõs story to life. Share the 

following examples and ask students to identify which of the five senses each 

passage elicits:  
 

òFlimsy as a box kite, the Farman pusher biplane coughed and rumbled across 

the field.ó 
 

òClouds broke and shafts of sunlight bathed the fields in yellow and green.ó 
 

òTo Elinor, the engineõs exhaust was a spicy perfume.ó 
 

òThe water glimmered silver and white. Over her shoulder she saw the trees and 

green fields of Central Park. Sunlight and shadows played among 

Manhattanõs tall buildings.ó  
 

Let st udents sit outside and record what they see, hear, smell, feel and taste. Have 

them write a descriptive paragraph of their experience  and share it with others. 

How did their descriptive details compare with those written by their classmates?  
 

On another da y, share examples of simile used in the story, such as the following:  
 

òStarting here, from the south, would be like threading the eye of a needle, even 

in the little Waco.ó 
 

òFlimsy as a box kiteéó 
 

òShe practiced é weaving between ship masts like a skier attacking a slalom 

course.ó 
 

Have students revisit their descriptions from the previous activity, and brainstorm 

a list of similes they could use. Let them choose their favorites to add to their 

paragraphs. Discuss the affect that sensory description and simile have on their 

writing.  
 

ǒ Identify simile.  

ǒ Identify sensory words.  

ǒ Write effective narratives, poems, and explanations utilizing elements of style, including word choice. 
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A Caption is Worth a Thousand Words 
Flying under bridges wasnõt Elinorõs only aviation feat. She also broke endurance 

records! Brainstorm a list of non -fiction text features with students (including title, 

photographs, captions, headings, etc.). Show students the following photo and a sk 

them to guess who is in the picture and what is happening . Have them write a 

caption that they think might go with the photo.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


