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SYSTEMS THINKING RESOURCES — GRADE 3 

The Lorax 

2012  |  Directed by Chris Renaud  |  Runtime: 86 minutes  |  Rated: PG 

 

Systems Thinking Concept:  Feedback Loops 

Primary DGO:  DGO 1 — Build Self-Responsibility 

Supporting DGOs:  DGO 6 (Begin to Contribute to Society)  ·  DGO 3 (Move Away from 
Victim Mindset) 
Where to Watch:  Netflix  ·  Amazon Prime Video  ·  Apple TV 

 

Content Heads-Up 
The Lorax is rated PG and runs 86 minutes. It is a bright, energetic, and musically exuberant 

animated film based on Dr. Seuss's 1971 picture book, and it is entirely appropriate for Grade 3 

students. Most 8-9 year olds will find it enjoyable and will be able to engage with its ideas at a 

genuinely substantive level. 

Environmental themes: the film depicts the complete destruction of a thriving natural 

environment for commercial gain. The once-beautiful Truffula Valley becomes a grey, barren 

wasteland, and the animals who lived there are displaced. These sequences are not presented 

graphically — the transformation is shown in the colourful, stylised Seussian aesthetic — but the 

emotional impact is real. Your child will feel the loss. That feeling is the feedback loop lesson 

working: they are experiencing, viscerally, what happens when a destructive feedback loop runs 

to completion. 

The Once-ler: the film's version of the Once-ler is younger, more sympathetic, and more 

understandable than Seuss's original might suggest. He is not a pure villain — he is a person 

with a genuine idea and genuine ambition who ignores the feedback signals his environment is 

giving him until it is too late. This makes him a more instructive character than a simple villain: 

he is a recognisable person making a recognisable mistake, not a caricature of greed. 

O'Hare and corporate control: the film adds a villain not present in the original book — Mr. 

O'Hare, who profits from selling bottled air to a population that no longer has trees to produce 

clean air. O'Hare represents a second, more deliberate feedback loop: the exploitation of the first 

loop's destruction for profit. Some children may find O'Hare frightening in a cartoonish way; the 

film treats him with the exaggerated quality of a Seuss antagonist rather than with genuine 

menace. 

Songs: the film is a musical, and its songs are energetic and well-crafted. Some older children 

who have moved past animated musicals may initially resist this. The songs also carry 

significant lesson content — particularly the Once-ler's songs about the growth of his business — 

so they are worth watching rather than skipping. 
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Why This Film for Feedback Loops 
Your child's Systems Thinking lesson on feedback loops taught them that a feedback loop occurs 

when the output of a system feeds back into the system as a new input, creating a cycle. There 

are two kinds. A reinforcing feedback loop amplifies whatever is already happening: more of 

something produces more of the same thing, which produces even more — like a snowball 

rolling downhill and getting bigger as it rolls. A balancing feedback loop works in the opposite 

direction: when something increases, the loop pushes back to reduce it, trying to keep the 

system stable — like a thermostat that turns off the heat when the temperature reaches the 

target. Both kinds are essential for understanding how systems change over time. 

The Lorax is built around feedback loops operating at every level simultaneously, which makes it 

unusually rich for the lesson. The film does not just illustrate one feedback loop — it shows how 

multiple loops interact, how a single action can trigger cascading loop effects across a whole 

system, and how breaking one loop can either initiate collapse or begin restoration. By the end 

of the film, your child will have watched feedback loops destroy an ecosystem, sustain that 

destruction, exploit that destruction for profit, and then — with a single seed — begin to reverse 

it. 

The Truffula ecosystem is a balanced system at the film's beginning. The trees produce tufts that 

the Bar-ba-loots eat. The Bar-ba-loots spread seeds as they move through the forest. The seeds 

grow into new trees. The new trees produce more tufts. The pond supports the Swomee-Swans 

and the Humming-Fish. Everything is connected in a web of reinforcing and balancing loops 

that keeps the system stable and abundant. This is the system's steady state — the baseline that 

the Once-ler's arrival will disrupt. 

The Once-ler's first Thneed changes the system in a specific way: it introduces a new input 

(demand for Truffula tufts) that the existing balancing loops were not designed to handle. One 

tree cut down to make one Thneed is within the system's ability to recover. But when the Thneed 

sells — when the reinforcing loop of commercial success activates — the scale of extraction 

grows faster than the ecosystem's recovery loop can compensate. More Thneeds sold means 

more factory capacity built, which means more trees cut, which means less forest, which means 

fewer Bar-ba-loots to spread seeds, which means even fewer new trees. The reinforcing loop of 

commercial growth is running faster than the balancing loop of ecological recovery. The system 

tips. 

The Lorax speaks for the trees. His role in the system is as a balancing feedback mechanism — 

he is the signal that the system is being pushed beyond its recovery capacity. When he says 'I 

speak for the trees, for the trees have no tongues,' he is not making a moral argument. He is 

providing feedback: the system is telling you something and you are not listening. The Once-ler's 

choice — to continue expanding despite the Lorax's signals — is the choice to ignore feedback. 

And the consequence of ignoring feedback in a system pushed past its recovery capacity is the 

complete collapse of the loop. The last Truffula tree falls. The system loses the element that all 

its loops depended on. The Lorax lifts himself into the sky and is gone. 

O'Hare's air business is the film's second feedback loop, and it is the most important one for 

understanding how feedback loops can be deliberately maintained for exploitation. O'Hare 

profits because there are no trees. If the trees return, the air cleans itself and O'Hare loses his 

market. So O'Hare has a specific incentive to prevent the trees from returning — and he uses his 

control of Thneedville to do so. He has created a reinforcing feedback loop that sustains itself by 

perpetuating the original damage: more pollution means more demand for bottled air, which 

means more profit, which means more resources to suppress any attempt at environmental 

restoration, which means the pollution continues. This loop is not accidental. It is deliberately 
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engineered. The lesson this teaches about feedback loops is direct: loops can be designed, 

maintained, and exploited by people who benefit from the loop's continuation. 

Ted's arc is the lesson's restoration story. One seed, planted in the right place at the right time, 

can initiate a positive feedback loop: one tree produces seeds, the seeds produce more trees, the 

more trees produce cleaner air, the cleaner air produces a community that can breathe freely, a 

community that can breathe freely will want more trees and will protect the ones it has. Ted 

does not need to plant every tree. He needs to plant one, and let the loop do the rest. This is one 

of the most powerful concepts in systems thinking: because loops amplify, a small intervention 

at the right point can produce effects far larger than the intervention itself. The lesson calls this 

a leverage point — the place in a system where a small change produces a large effect. 

DGO 1 — Build Self-Responsibility — is the primary DGO because the feedback loop lesson is 

fundamentally about acknowledging that your actions feed back into the system you are part of. 

The Once-ler's failure is the failure to take responsibility for this: he sees the Lorax's signals, he 

sees the trees disappearing, he sees the animals leaving — and he chooses to tell himself that 

someone else will fix it while he continues the loop. Ted's triumph is taking responsibility for the 

system's repair even though he did not cause the damage and nobody has asked him to fix it. 

Both arcs are DGO 1: the Once-ler as its failure, Ted as its expression. 

DGO 6 — Begin to Contribute to Society — runs through Ted's decision to plant the seed and 

through the community's response to it. The feedback loop lesson's most important practical 

implication is that contribution — genuine, active contribution to the system you are part of — 

initiates positive loops. Ted's single contribution does not fix everything immediately. It starts a 

loop. The community's response to his contribution adds momentum to the loop. The trees' 

growth adds further momentum. One act of genuine contribution, in the right place at the right 

time, amplifies through the system's feedback loops into something much larger than the 

original act. This is DGO 6 made concrete: your contribution matters not just for its direct effect 

but for the loop it initiates. 

DGO 3 — Move Away from Victim Mindset — is embedded in Thneedville's collective passivity. 

The entire town has accepted O'Hare's manufactured reality: the plastic trees are normal, the 

bottled air is normal, the grey sky is simply what the sky looks like. They are not victims of a 

dramatic disaster — they are in a slow, comfortable victim frame in which the current state of 

things is simply the way things are and nothing they could do would change it. Ted's decision to 

find a real tree — not because anyone told him to but because he genuinely wants to show 

Audrey something real — is the move away from victim mindset that breaks both loops 

simultaneously: it breaks O'Hare's commercial loop and begins the restoration loop. 

 

Five Feedback Loops in the Film: What Is Feeding Back Into What 
The Lorax contains more feedback loops than any other film in the Grade 3 curriculum. This 

table maps five distinct loops through their trigger, their chain of effects, their loop type, and 

their outcome — showing how each loop connects to the others and how the entire system's fate 

is determined by which loops are running and which have been broken. 

 

The 
Loop 

The 
Trigger 

First 
Effect 

Second 
Effect 

Third 
Effect 

Loop 
Type 

The 
Outcome 
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The 

healt

hy 

ecosy

stem 

loop 

Trees 

produce 

tufts. 

Bar-ba-loo

ts eat the 

tufts and 

move 

through 

the forest. 

As the 

Bar-ba-loot

s move, 

they spread 

Truffula 

seeds 

throughout 

the valley. 

The seeds 

grow into 

new trees, 

replenishin

g the forest 

and 

increasing 

the tuft 

supply. 

More 

tufts feed 

more 

Bar-ba-lo

ots, which 

spread 

more 

seeds. 

The loop 

sustains 

abundanc

e. 

Reinfor

cing 

(positiv

e) — 

growth 

sustaini

ng 

growth 

The 

valley is 

in a 

stable, 

abunda

nt 

steady 

state. 

Every 

element 

produce

s more 

of what 

feeds 

the 

other 

element

s. This 

loop can 

sustain 

itself 

indefini

tely as 

long as 

no 

element 

is 

remove

d faster 

than it 

can be 

replenis

hed. 

The 

Once-

ler's 

destr

uctio

n 

loop 

One 

Thneed 

sells. The 

business 

grows. 

More 

Truffula 

trees are 

cut to meet 

demand. 

Fewer trees 

means less 

habitat for 

Bar-ba-loot

s. They 

begin to 

leave the 

valley. 

Fewer 

animals 

spread 

fewer 

seeds. 

Fewer 

seeds 

means 

fewer new 

trees. The 

forest 

shrinks 

faster than 

it can 

recover. 

A smaller 

forest 

means 

fewer 

tufts, 

fewer 

sales, and 

pressure 

to cut 

remaining 

trees even 

faster to 

maintain 

profits — 

which 

accelerate

s the 

collapse. 

Reinfor

cing 

(negati

ve) — 

collaps

e 

acceler

ating 

collaps

e 

The 

destruct

ion is 

self-am

plifying. 

Each 

step 

makes 

the next 

step 

worse. 

The 

loop has 

no 

natural 

stoppin

g point 

except 

the 

complet

e 

exhaust

ion of 

its 
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resourc

e — the 

last 

Truffula 

tree. 

The 

Lora

x's 

balan

cing 

signa

l 

The 

Once-ler 

cuts the 

first tree. 

The Lorax 

appears 

and speaks 

for the 

trees. 

The Lorax 

provides 

feedback: 

the system 

is being 

damaged. 

He is a 

warning 

signal built 

into the 

ecosystem. 

The 

Once-ler 

acknowled

ges the 

warning 

but does 

not act on 

it — he 

continues 

cutting. 

The 

feedback 

signal is 

received 

but 

ignored. 

The 

Lorax's 

repeated 

warnings 

escalate 

as the 

damage 

escalates, 

but 

without 

an actor 

willing to 

change 

behaviour 

in 

response 

to the 

signal, the 

balancing 

loop 

cannot 

function. 

Balanci

ng 

(broken

) — the 

feedbac

k signal 

is 

present 

but not 

acted 

upon 

A 

balanci

ng 

feedbac

k loop 

require

s two 

things: 

a signal 

and a 

respons

e. The 

Lorax 

provide

s the 

signal 

faithfull

y 

through

out the 

film. 

The 

Once-le

r 

consiste

ntly 

fails to 

provide 

the 

respons

e. A 

feedbac

k loop 

whose 

signal is 

ignored 

cannot 

stabilise 

the 

system. 

The 

lesson: 

feedbac

k is only 

useful if 

someon

e is 

listenin

g. 

O'Ha

re's 

Environme

ntal 

The more 

trees that 

More 

demand 

The 

suppressi

Reinfor

cing 

This is a 

feedbac
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explo

itatio

n 

loop 

destruction 

creates 

polluted 

air. O'Hare 

builds a 

business 

selling 

bottled 

clean air to 

Thneedvill

e. 

are gone, 

the worse 

the air. The 

worse the 

air, the 

more 

demand for 

bottled air. 

means 

more profit 

for O'Hare. 

More profit 

means 

more 

resources 

to maintain 

control of 

Thneedvill

e and 

suppress 

any 

attempt to 

restore 

trees. 

on of tree 

restoratio

n ensures 

the air 

stays 

polluted, 

which 

ensures 

demand 

for 

bottled air 

continues 

— and 

O'Hare 

continues 

profiting 

from the 

original 

destructio

n. 

(exploit

ative) 

— one 

actor 

deliber

ately 

mainta

ining 

the 

loop for 

profit 

k loop 

that was 

delibera

tely 

designe

d and is 

actively 

maintai

ned. 

O'Hare 

is not a 

bystand

er 

profitin

g from 

an 

accident 

— he is 

managi

ng the 

loop to 

ensure 

it 

continu

es 

running

. 

Underst

anding 

that 

feedbac

k loops 

can be 

enginee

red and 

maintai

ned by 

specific 

actors 

for 

specific 

interest

s is one 

of the 

most 

importa

nt 

insights 

the 

lesson 

provide

s. 

Ted's 

resto

ratio

n 

loop 

Ted plants 

the last 

Truffula 

seed in the 

centre of 

The 

community 

sees the 

tree 

growing. 

The tree 

produces 

seeds. The 

seeds 

spread. 

More 

trees 

mean 

cleaner 

air, more 

Reinfor

cing 

(positiv

e) — 

restora

One 

seed, 

planted 

at the 

system'
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Thneedvill

e. 

People who 

had 

forgotten 

what a real 

tree looked 

like begin 

to connect 

to what has 

been lost. 

The 

community 

rallies to 

protect the 

tree. 

New trees 

grow. The 

air begins 

to clean. 

The 

animals 

begin to 

return. 

animals, 

more 

seeds, 

and a 

communit

y 

increasing

ly 

invested 

in the 

restoratio

n — which 

produces 

more 

protection 

for the 

growing 

forest. 

tion 

amplify

ing 

restora

tion 

s 

leverage 

point, 

initiates 

a 

positive 

reinforc

ing loop 

that can 

rebuild 

the 

entire 

ecosyste

m. Ted 

does 

not 

need to 

plant 

every 

tree. He 

needs to 

start the 

loop 

and 

ensure 

it is 

protecte

d long 

enough 

to build 

its own 

moment

um. 

This is 

the 

lesson's 

most 

hopeful 

and 

most 

practica

l 

insight: 

small 

actions 

at 

leverage 

points 

can 

initiate 

loops 

that are 

far 

larger 

than the 

original 

action. 
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The Lorax's most important line — and what it means for feedback loops. 
'UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It's not.' This 

is the systems thinking version of the feedback loop lesson's core principle. A balancing 

feedback loop requires a signal and a response. The Lorax provides the signal — he speaks for 

what the system is telling anyone willing to listen. But the signal alone cannot stabilise the 

system. It needs someone who receives the signal, cares about what it is telling them, and 

changes their behaviour in response. The Lorax can speak. He cannot act. Only someone who is 

part of the system — who lives inside it and is responsible for what happens within it — can 

close the feedback loop by responding to the signal. Ted is that person. His caring is not just a 

feeling; it is the missing half of a balancing feedback loop that the Lorax has been trying to 

complete for decades. 

 

Feedback Loops in Your Child's Real World: Five Loops They Already 
Live In 
Feedback loops are not just in ecosystems and films. They run continuously in every part of your 

child's life — in how they learn, how their relationships work, how their habits form and change. 

The following table maps five everyday loops through their structure, what happens when the 

feedback signal is ignored, and what the positive version looks like. 

 

The 
Situati
on 

The Action The Feedback 
Signal 

If the Signal 
Is Ignored 

The Positive 
Version 

Like in 
The 
Lorax 

Practi

sing a 

skill 

Your child 

practises 

something — 

an instrument, 

a sport, 

drawing, 

reading — 

regularly and 

with genuine 

attention to 

what is 

working and 

what is not. 

Improvement is 

the feedback 

signal: getting 

better, finding 

things easier, 

receiving 

positive 

responses from 

teachers or 

coaches. The 

system is telling 

you that the 

investment is 

producing 

results. 

If 

improvement 

is ignored — 

if the child 

does not 

notice that 

they are 

getting 

better, does 

not connect 

the practice 

to the 

progress — 

the 

motivation to 

continue can 

fade even 

when the 

loop is 

actually 

working well. 

Noticing 

improvement 

explicitly — 

keeping a 

practice 

journal, 

tracking 

progress, 

celebrating 

milestones — 

makes the 

positive 

feedback loop 

visible and 

reinforces the 

motivation to 

continue 

investing. The 

loop runs faster 

because the 

signal is 

received 

clearly. 

The 

healthy 

Truffula 

ecosyste

m ran 

its loop 

continu

ously 

and 

sustaina

bly. 

When 

the 

signal 

(Bar-ba-

loot 

populati

on 

healthy, 

forest 

growing

) was 

present 

and 

visible, 

the 

system 
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maintai

ned 

itself. 

When 

the 

signals 

of 

damage 

were 

ignored, 

the loop 

tipped. 

Maint

aining 

a 

friend

ship 

Your child 

invests in a 

friendship 

through shared 

time, 

communication

, and genuine 

attention to 

what the other 

person cares 

about. 

The friendship 

deepens — the 

other person is 

more open, 

more present, 

more engaged. 

This is the 

feedback signal 

that the 

investment is 

being received. 

The 

relationship 

loop is running 

well. 

If the 

friendship is 

taken for 

granted — if 

the 

investment 

stops because 

the 

friendship 

seems stable 

— the 

feedback 

signals of the 

other 

person's 

decreased 

engagement 

may not be 

noticed until 

the 

relationship 

has 

significantly 

deteriorated. 

Paying 

attention to the 

feedback 

signals in a 

friendship — 

noticing when a 

friend seems 

less engaged, 

asking about it, 

responding to it 

— maintains 

the balancing 

loop that keeps 

relationships 

healthy. Small 

adjustments 

made in 

response to 

signals prevent 

the need for 

large repairs 

later. 

The 

Lorax 

was the 

feedbac

k signal 

for the 

ecosyste

m's 

friendsh

ip with 

the 

Once-ler

. He 

noticed, 

he 

spoke, 

he asked 

for a 

respons

e. The 

relation

ship 

between 

the 

Once-ler 

and his 

environ

ment 

deterior

ated 

because 

the 

signal 

was 

consiste

ntly 

ignored. 

Manag

ing 

energy 

throug

h the 

school 

day 

Your child uses 

energy through 

the morning — 

concentration 

in class, 

physical 

activity at 

Tiredness, 

difficulty 

concentrating, 

irritability, and 

decreased 

coordination 

are all feedback 

If the 

feedback 

signals are 

ignored — if 

the child 

continues 

high-demand 

Responding to 

energy 

feedback 

signals — 

resting when 

tired, eating 

when hungry, 

The 

Truffula 

ecosyste

m had 

natural 

balancin

g signals 
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break, social 

engagement at 

lunch — 

drawing down 

their energy 

stock 

throughout the 

day. 

signals: the 

system is telling 

you that energy 

stock is running 

low and needs 

replenishment. 

activity 

without rest 

or food — the 

system 

compensates 

by reducing 

its 

performance. 

Concentratio

n drops, 

mood 

worsens, 

physical 

capability 

decreases. 

The loop 

pushes back. 

recognising 

when 

concentration 

is deteriorating 

and taking a 

break — 

maintains the 

balancing loop 

that keeps 

energy 

available for 

the activities 

that matter 

most. 

built in 

— the 

Bar-ba-l

oots 

leaving 

was a 

signal 

that the 

tuft 

supply 

was 

insuffici

ent. The 

system 

was 

trying to 

tell the 

Once-ler 

to slow 

down. 

He 

ignored 

it. 

Habits 

— 

good 

and 

bad 

A small action 

is repeated 

consistently — 

a helpful habit 

(reading before 

bed) or an 

unhelpful one 

(avoiding 

homework until 

the last 

minute). 

The habit 

produces an 

effect that feeds 

back into the 

motivation to 

continue: 

reading before 

bed produces a 

sense of calm 

and improved 

sleep, which 

makes the next 

evening's 

reading feel 

attractive. 

Avoiding 

homework 

produces 

short-term 

relief, which 

makes the 

avoidance feel 

rewarding, 

which makes it 

more likely 

tomorrow. 

If the 

feedback 

signals are 

not examined 

— if the 

connection 

between the 

action and its 

effect is not 

noticed — the 

loop 

continues 

running 

invisibly, 

reinforcing 

the behaviour 

regardless of 

whether the 

behaviour is 

genuinely 

serving the 

person. 

Deliberately 

examining 

habit loops — 

asking 'what 

does this habit 

produce, and 

does what it 

produces serve 

me?' — makes 

the loop visible 

and creates the 

possibility of 

changing it. 

This is the 

algorithm and 

feedback loop 

lessons 

meeting: 

observation is 

what gives you 

the ability to 

act on 

feedback. 

The 

Once-ler

's 

producti

on habit 

ran its 

loop 

invisibly 

until the 

last tree 

fell. 

Nobody 

examine

d the 

loop 

honestly 

until it 

was too 

late. Ted 

examine

d the 

loop — 

saw 

what 

had 

been 

lost and 

what 

could be 

recovere

d — and 

that 

examina

tion was 
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the 

precond

ition for 

everythi

ng that 

followed

. 

Contri

buting 

to 

family 

and 

comm

unity 

Your child 

contributes to 

the household 

— helps with a 

task, shows 

care for a 

sibling, takes 

responsibility 

for something 

they could 

ignore. 

The 

contribution 

produces a 

feedback signal: 

the household 

functions 

better, the 

sibling is more 

settled, the task 

is done and the 

stress of its 

undone-ness is 

gone. The 

system signals 

that the 

contribution 

made a 

difference. 

If 

contributions 

are not made 

— if the 

family system 

is treated as 

something 

that provides 

for the child 

without the 

child 

providing 

back — the 

system's 

signals of 

strain 

(parental 

stress, sibling 

upset, 

household 

disorder) 

accumulate 

without a 

responsive 

actor to 

address 

them. 

Noticing where 

the family 

system is under 

strain and 

contributing 

specifically to 

that point — 

without being 

asked, without 

the 

contribution 

being noticed, 

because the 

signal is real 

and a response 

is what it needs 

— is DGO 6 in 

its most direct 

form. One 

contribution 

starts the loop; 

the loop, 

running well, 

produces a 

household that 

runs better for 

everyone. 

Ted 

planted 

the seed 

not 

because 

anyone 

had told 

him to, 

not 

because 

he was 

being 

watched

, and not 

because 

it was 

easy. He 

planted 

it 

because 

he had 

seen the 

signal — 

the 

world 

used to 

be 

different

, and it 

could be 

different 

again — 

and he 

chose to 

respond 

to it. 

 

 

What to Watch For 
The Lorax moves fast and is filled with colour, song, and Seussian energy. The feedback loop 

lesson is embedded in the film's structure rather than stated explicitly. These notes will help you 

watch for the loops operating rather than just experiencing the story — so you can return to the 

key moments in the discussion questions afterward. 
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The valley before the Once-ler arrives. 
Watch the opening sequence of the Truffula Valley carefully. The colours are extraordinary — 

pinks and oranges and impossible fluffiness. But beyond the visual beauty, notice what is 

happening between the elements: the trees, the animals, the water, the air are all in continuous 

relationship with each other. Every creature is connected to every other creature through the 

resource loops that sustain them all. This is a system in the stable state that feedback loops can 

produce when they are running well. The system does not need to be managed — it manages 

itself, through the loops that connect its parts. Notice how full and interconnected it is, so you 

can feel the emptiness of what it becomes. 

The Once-ler's first Thneed and the first tree. 
Watch the sequence where the Once-ler chops the first Truffula tree carefully. There is a 

moment just before the tree falls where the valley is still intact and the loop is still running. Then 

the tree falls and the Lorax appears. Notice that the first tree seems like a small thing — one tree, 

in a whole forest. The loop has not been broken yet. The system can recover from one tree. What 

it cannot recover from is the reinforcing loop that follows: the Thneed sells, the factory is built, 

and suddenly the extraction rate exceeds the recovery rate. The problem is not the first tree. The 

problem is the loop that the first tree starts. 

The Bar-ba-loots leaving. 
When the Bar-ba-loots leave the valley because there is no longer enough food for them, this is 

the most important feedback signal in the film — and the Once-ler ignores it. The Bar-ba-loots 

are not just animals leaving; they are the seed-spreading mechanism of the entire ecosystem. 

Without them, there are no new trees. Without new trees, the forest cannot recover from the 

cutting. Watch for the moment the Lorax tells the Once-ler that the Bar-ba-loots are leaving and 

why, and watch how the Once-ler responds. He is sad. He genuinely regrets it. But he does not 

change his behaviour. He separates the feeling from the action — he feels the feedback but does 

not respond to it. That separation is what breaks the balancing loop. 

The last Truffula tree. 
The moment the last Truffula tree falls is the lesson's most emotionally concentrated image. The 

loop has run to completion. The resource that every other loop depended on is gone. The Lorax 

— the balancing feedback mechanism — lifts himself into the sky and is gone. Only one stone 

remains, with a single word carved into it: UNLESS. This is not a moral message. It is a systems 

message: unless a loop can be restarted, the system cannot recover. Unless someone finds the 

seed, the tree, the first link in the chain — the positive loop has no starting point. The stone is 

not hope. It is a reminder that the loop requires an actor to begin it. 

Thneedville — and what O'Hare's loop looks like from inside. 
Watch the opening Thneedville sequences as the image of what it looks like to live inside a loop 

you do not know is running. The townspeople are cheerful, comfortable, and entirely unaware 

that their comfortable lives are built on and maintained by a deliberate feedback loop of 

environmental destruction and commercial exploitation. Their plastic trees, their bottled air, 

their grey sky — all of this is normal to them because the loop has been running for their entire 

lives. The lesson here is one of the most important in the film: people can live inside destructive 

feedback loops for generations without recognising them, especially if the loop is designed to be 

invisible. 
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Ted planting the seed. 
Watch the moment Ted plants the seed as the lesson's leverage point in action. He is not 

planting a forest. He is planting the first link in a loop that, if protected long enough to build 

momentum, will plant the forest for him. Notice what happens immediately after the seed is 

planted: O'Hare's response is to mobilise everything he has to stop the loop before it can 

establish itself. He understands feedback loops — his entire business is one — and he knows that 

if the restoration loop gains enough momentum, his exploitation loop ends. The race to protect 

the seed is a race between two competing feedback loops: which one gains enough momentum 

to sustain itself and which one is extinguished. 

The restoration — and what a positive loop looks like. 
Watch the film's final sequences as the image of a positive feedback loop beginning to run. One 

tree. Then seeds. Then more trees. Then the animals returning. Then cleaner air. Then a 

community beginning to remember what the world used to look like and choosing to be part of 

its restoration. None of this is instantaneous — the loop takes time to build momentum. But 

once it has enough momentum, it does not need Ted to sustain it. The loop sustains itself. This is 

the most important thing a feedback loop lesson can teach: loops do not need continuous 

individual effort to keep running. They need the right conditions to begin, and then they amplify 

themselves. Ted's job was to plant the seed and protect it long enough for the loop to take over. 

That is what contribution at a leverage point means. 

 

 

Family Discussion Questions 
These questions are designed for 8-9 year olds. The Lorax generates some of the richest 

discussion in the Grade 3 curriculum because its feedback loops connect directly to real-world 

environmental and social issues that children this age are already aware of. The most productive 

discussions follow the loops rather than the moral lessons — ask where the feedback goes, not 

just whether the characters were good or bad. 

 

1.  The Once-ler did not set out to destroy the valley. He just wanted to 
make Thneeds. At what point do you think he should have stopped — 
and why didn't he? 

BUILDS: SYSTEMS THINKING — FEEDBACK AND RESPONSIBILITY 

This is the film's central question and the one that most directly engages DGO 1. The Once-ler 

is not malicious — he is ambitious, optimistic, and genuinely believes he can keep the system 

running while growing his business indefinitely. His failure is a failure of feedback loop 

literacy: he cannot see that the system's recovery loop is running slower than his extraction 

loop, and he chooses not to look too hard at the signals that would tell him. The lesson is not 

that ambition is wrong — it is that ambition without attention to the feedback the system is 

providing can destroy the thing the ambition depends on. The Lorax's signals were the system 
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trying to give the Once-ler the information he needed to survive as a businessman. He ignored 

them and lost everything. 

"If you were the Once-ler's advisor — someone he trusted and listened to — what would you 

have told him at the moment he first heard the Bar-ba-loots were leaving? What information 

would you have given him that he was ignoring?" 

 

2.  The Lorax spoke for the trees, but the Once-ler did not listen. What 
good is a warning system if nobody acts on the warning? 

BUILDS: CRITICAL EVALUATION OF FEEDBACK SYSTEMS 

This question connects directly to the feedback loop lesson's most important practical point: a 

feedback signal is only half a balancing loop. The other half is the response. The Lorax 

provided the signal faithfully, accurately, and repeatedly. The Once-ler received the signal and 

chose not to change his behaviour. The loop could not balance the system because only one 

half was functioning. This is why feedback literacy — the ability to recognise feedback signals 

and respond to them — is as important as the systems that generate the signals. Warning 

systems in cars, alarms in buildings, the Lorax in the valley: they all share the same 

dependency on an actor who will receive the signal and respond. 

"Can you think of a feedback signal that someone gives you — a parent, a teacher, a friend — 

that you sometimes receive but do not act on? What makes it hard to respond to that signal? 

And what would it take to make the signal more likely to produce a response?" 

 

3.  O'Hare profits from the destruction of the trees. He did not destroy 
them, but he built a business that depends on them staying gone. Is he 
more responsible or less responsible than the Once-ler? 

BUILDS: ETHICAL REASONING — SYSTEMS AND RESPONSIBILITY 

This is a genuinely difficult ethical question that Grade 3 students can engage with seriously. 

The Once-ler destroyed the ecosystem through his own actions, albeit without fully intending 

to destroy it completely. O'Hare did not destroy it, but he actively prevents its restoration in 

order to protect his business — which means his business is sustained by perpetuating the 

damage. Different children will reach different conclusions about which is more culpable. The 

productive direction is not toward a verdict but toward understanding how feedback loops 

distribute responsibility: when a destructive loop runs, multiple actors can be maintaining it 

without any single one having created it. 

"If the trees came back and O'Hare's business collapsed, would that be fair? He did not cut 

down the trees. But would the world be more just with or without his business? How do you 

think about fairness when someone profits from something that someone else broke?" 
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4.  Ted planted one seed. The whole valley came back. How can one 
small action make such a big difference? 

BUILDS: SYSTEMS THINKING — LEVERAGE POINTS 

This question introduces the concept of a leverage point — the place in a system where a small 

change can produce a disproportionately large effect. Ted's seed is not special in itself. What 

makes it powerful is where it is placed (the starting point of a dormant positive loop) and when 

it is placed (before the loop has been completely broken). The seed does not restore the valley 

directly — it starts the loop that restores the valley. The loop amplifies the seed's effect through 

every subsequent cycle: one tree produces seeds, those seeds produce more trees, those trees 

produce cleaner air, and so on. The lesson for your child is that identifying leverage points — 

places where your action can start or strengthen a positive loop — is one of the most valuable 

skills in systems thinking. 

"Can you think of a small thing you have done — or could do — that might start a positive 

loop in your family, your class, or your community? Not something that fixes everything 

directly, but something that, if it started running, might produce effects much bigger than the 

original action?" 

 

5.  The people in Thneedville thought plastic trees and bottled air were 
completely normal. They had grown up with them. Does growing up 
with something make it okay? 

BUILDS: CRITICAL THINKING — NORMALISED LOOPS 

This question addresses the lesson's most uncomfortable implication: feedback loops that run 

for long enough become invisible to the people inside them. The Thneedville townspeople are 

not stupid or evil — they have simply grown up inside a loop that was established before they 

were born and that is actively maintained by an actor who profits from its continuation. The 

'normal' of their world is manufactured. This is a specific and important insight about how 

destructive loops sustain themselves: they do not need to convince each new generation that 

they are good, only that they are normal. The question for your child is not just historical. It is 

an invitation to examine what in their own environment they accept as normal without asking 

whether it should be. 

"Is there something in the world that you think people accept as normal even though you 

think it would be better if it were different? What would it take to start the loop that changes 

that normal?" 

 

6.  The Once-ler kept cutting even though he could see the trees 
getting fewer. Why do you think it is so hard for people to stop doing 
something harmful once they have started? 

BUILDS: UNDERSTANDING HUMAN BEHAVIOUR IN SYSTEMS 

This question asks your child to think about why the feedback loop lesson is necessary — why 

understanding loops matters. The Once-ler's difficulty stopping is not unique to him and not 

unique to the film. The reinforcing loop of business growth — more sales means more 
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production means more capacity means pressure to produce even more to cover the increased 

costs — creates a momentum that is genuinely difficult to interrupt, especially once other 

people (his family, his workforce) have become dependent on the loop's continuation. The 

lesson is not that momentum is evil. It is that loops have inertia — stopping them once they are 

running requires more force than preventing them from starting in the first place. The best 

moment to intervene in a destructive loop is early, when the inertia is still small. 

"Is there a habit you have — something you do regularly — that you sometimes wish you 

could stop, but it is hard to stop because you have been doing it for a while? What does that 

feel like? And what would make it easier to interrupt the loop?" 

 

7.  Was there a part of the movie that made you feel hopeful? And was 
there a part that made you feel worried? What was different about 
those two feelings? 

BUILDS: SELF-AWARENESS AND EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 

The Lorax is unusual in that it generates both genuine worry and genuine hope within the 

same 86 minutes. The worried feeling and the hopeful feeling are both appropriate responses 

to the loops the film depicts — the worried feeling comes from watching a destructive loop run 

to completion, and the hopeful feeling comes from watching a restoration loop begin. Helping 

your child distinguish between these two feelings and connect them to the specific events that 

produced them is a form of feedback literacy: your emotional response is itself feedback from 

the system — your brain is registering what is happening to the system and responding 

accordingly. 

"If you could choose one moment from the film to live inside — one moment to be present for 

— which would you choose, and why? And what does your choice tell you about what you 

value most in a system?" 

 

8.  The Lorax says: 'UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, 
nothing is going to get better. It's not.' What does it mean to care a 
whole awful lot? Is caring the same thing as doing something? 

BUILDS: DGO 6 — CONTRIBUTION AND AGENCY 

This question distinguishes between feeling and acting — between caring as an emotion and 

caring as a behaviour that initiates a loop. The Lorax's warning to the Once-ler is evidence that 

the Once-ler felt bad about what he was doing. He cared, in the emotional sense. But feeling 

bad did not change his behaviour. Ted cared differently: he cared in the sense that his caring 

produced action, which produced the seed, which produced the loop. The lesson is not that 

feelings do not matter. It is that feelings need to complete the loop — observation, signal, 

response — to have an effect on the system. Caring that does not produce a response to the 

feedback signal is the emotional equivalent of the Lorax shouting into the wind. 

"Is there something happening in your world — in your school, your neighbourhood, your 

community — that you care about but have not yet done anything about? What would be the 

smallest possible action that would start a positive loop toward making it better?" 
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9.  If the Once-ler could go back to the moment just before he chopped 
down the first tree and talk to himself, what do you think he would 
say? 

BUILDS: REFLECTION, SYSTEMS THINKING, AND GROWTH 

This question asks your child to stand at the starting point of a feedback loop and think about 

what the full loop's eventual output implies about the wisdom of the input. The Once-ler at the 

beginning of the loop cannot see where it ends. The Once-ler who watched the last tree fall — 

who lived in the empty valley for decades — has seen the whole loop run and knows exactly 

where the first cut led. Most children will produce advice about slowing down, about listening 

to the Lorax sooner, about limiting production to what the forest can sustain. These are all 

correct answers to the question of how to intervene in a destructive reinforcing loop early, 

before the inertia makes it impossible to stop. 

"If you were the young Once-ler and an older, wiser Once-ler appeared and told you exactly 

what was going to happen if you cut that first tree, do you think you would have believed 

him? What would it take for someone to believe a warning about where a loop is going before 

they can see it themselves?" 

 

10.  The valley recovered after Ted planted the seed. But it will take a 
long time to look like it did before. Is that okay? Does the fact that it 
takes a long time make it less worth doing? 

BUILDS: LONG-TERM THINKING AND FEEDBACK LOOPS 

This question addresses the temporal dimension of feedback loops that the lesson introduces. 

Destructive loops often run faster than restoration loops: a forest that took centuries to 

establish can be destroyed in years, and the restoration loop will take a proportionally long 

time to rebuild what was lost. This asymmetry is real and is one of the most important things 

to understand about feedback loops and environmental systems. The question for your child is 

whether the length of the restoration loop changes the value of initiating it. Most children will 

correctly sense that the answer is no: a loop that takes fifty years to restore a forest is worth 

starting even if the person who starts it will not see the completed restoration, because the 

loop, once running, will produce its output regardless of whether its initiator is there to 

witness it. 

"If you started a positive feedback loop today — planted a seed in a garden, started a new 

kind conversation in your class, introduced a new habit at home — and you knew you would 

not see the full result for ten years, would you still do it? What would make it worth doing 

even without seeing the complete result?" 

 

 

Bonus: Map Your Own Feedback Loop 
After the film, try this activity from the Feedback Loops lesson. Choose a loop that is already 

running in your child's life — a habit loop, a learning loop, a relationship loop — and map it out 

together so the feedback structure becomes visible. 
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1.​ Choose a loop that is already running.  Pick something specific: a habit your child 

has (practising an instrument, a bedtime routine, a way of handling homework), or a 

pattern in a relationship (how they and a sibling or friend manage conflict), or a learning 

pattern (how they approach something difficult at school). The loop needs to be real and 

currently active. 

2.​ Trace the loop step by step.  Draw a circle on paper. On the circle, place the key 

elements of the loop — the action, the effect, the feedback signal, and the response to the 

signal. Draw arrows connecting them in the order they occur. Use the Truffula model: 

action → effect on system → feedback signal → response (or lack of response) → back to 

action. 

3.​ Identify: is this a reinforcing or a balancing loop?  A reinforcing loop amplifies 

whatever is happening — more practice produces better results, which produces more 

motivation, which produces more practice. A balancing loop corrects when something 

goes too far — tiredness produces rest, rest produces recovered energy, recovered energy 

allows activity, activity eventually produces tiredness again. Ask your child: which 

direction is this loop running? Is it making things better, making things worse, or 

keeping things stable? 

4.​ Find the leverage point.  If the loop is one you want to strengthen, find the point 

where a small additional input would produce the largest amplification. If the loop is one 

you want to interrupt, find the point where the chain is thinnest — where the smallest 

intervention would break the cycle. This is what Ted found: the seed was the leverage 

point of the entire restoration loop. What is the leverage point of your child's loop? 

 

The Once-ler never mapped his loop. He did not know what he was running. Ted saw the 

outcome of a loop he had not started and found the leverage point that could begin a new one. 

The ability to see loops, name them, trace them, and identify where to intervene is one of the 

most powerful tools in systems thinking — and it starts with the simple act of drawing a circle on 

a piece of paper and asking: what feeds back into what? 

 

 

Parents' Note 
The Lorax is rated PG and runs 86 minutes. It is a thoroughly enjoyable, bright, and musically 

energetic film that Grade 3 students will find comfortable and engaging. Its environmental 

message and its feedback loop content are both handled with the specific Seussian blend of the 

absurd and the serious that makes the underlying ideas accessible without being didactic. 

The book and the film.  The original Dr. Seuss book — published in 1971 — is shorter, 

starker, and ends without the resolution the film provides. The book ends with the stone, 

UNLESS, and the last Truffula seed in the boy's hands. The question of whether the loop will be 

restarted is left genuinely open. The film resolves the story through Ted's action and the 

community's restoration. If your child has read the book, it is worth discussing the difference: 

the book is a warning, the film is also a lesson in how warnings translate into action. Both are 

valuable, and together they are richer than either alone. 
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DGO 1 and the Once-ler conversation.  The most productive DGO 1 conversation after the 

film is about the specific moment the Once-ler had a genuine opportunity to change his 

behaviour — when the Bar-ba-loots left, when the Lorax gave his most direct warning — and 

chose not to. This is not a simple moral failure; it is a systems failure. He had the feedback 

signal. He felt it. He did not change his behaviour. The question for your child is: what would it 

have taken for the Once-ler to take responsibility for the loop he was running? And the mirror 

question: is there a loop in your own life where you are receiving signals and not yet responding 

to them? 

DGO 6 and the community response.  The film's most important DGO 6 moment is not 

Ted planting the seed alone — it is the community rallying to protect it. One contribution starts 

the loop. Other contributions amplify it. The community's willingness to stand between O'Hare's 

machines and the growing tree is the feedback loop's most visible social expression: one act of 

contribution inspires others, which inspires others still, which builds enough collective 

momentum to overwhelm the exploitation loop. This is DGO 6 as a feedback loop — each 

contribution produces more contribution — and it is worth naming explicitly with your child 

after the film. 

The real-world connections.  The Lorax's feedback loops are direct analogies for real-world 

environmental processes that Grade 3 students are increasingly aware of: deforestation and its 

effect on rainfall, CO2 and the climate feedback loop, ocean acidification and its effect on marine 

ecosystems. Parents who want to extend the lesson into real-world science will find that every 

example in the film has a genuine parallel. The film's exaggerated Seussian aesthetic makes the 

loops easier to see, but the loops themselves are real. The level of specificity you go into depends 

on your child's readiness and your own knowledge, but acknowledging that these things are real 

— not just animated stories — is worth doing. 

The leverage point as a gift.  The concept of a leverage point — a small action that initiates a 

large loop — is one of the most empowering ideas in systems thinking, and it is especially 

valuable for Grade 3 students who may feel that the large problems they are beginning to be 

aware of are beyond their ability to affect. The Lorax's lesson is not that every child needs to save 

a forest. It is that every child has access to leverage points in the systems they are already part of 

— their family, their class, their community — and that a small, well-placed contribution can 

start a loop that produces effects far larger than the original action. Ted is not special. He simply 

saw the leverage point and acted on it. That capacity is available to anyone who is willing to look 

for it. 
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