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Beverly Cleary literature activities: Dear Mr. Henshaw and Susan Onion are essential
components of understanding and appreciating the works of one of America's beloved
children's authors. Beverly Cleary's writing has captivated young readers for generations,
and her characters often navigate the complexities of childhood with humor and resilience.
"Dear Mr. Henshaw," one of her most acclaimed novels, tells the story of a young boy's
correspondence with an author, while "Susan Onion" presents themes of friendship and
self-discovery. This article will explore literature activities related to these works, engaging
students and readers in creative and critical thinking exercises.

Understanding the Themes of Beverly Cleary’s
Works

Before diving into specific activities, it's essential to understand the core themes present in
"Dear Mr. Henshaw" and the character of Susan Onion. Here are some prominent themes to
consider:

- Isolation and Loneliness: Both titles explore feelings of isolation, whether through the
protagonist's struggles with family dynamics in "Dear Mr. Henshaw" or the search for
belonging in "Susan Onion."
- Growth and Self-Discovery: Characters embark on journeys of personal growth, learning
about themselves through their experiences and interactions.
- The Importance of Communication: Letters in "Dear Mr. Henshaw" highlight the power of
words and the connection they foster between individuals.

Literature Activity Ideas

Engaging students in literature activities can deepen their understanding of these themes
and the overall narrative structure of Cleary's works. Here are several activities that can be
implemented in classrooms or reading groups:

1. Letter Writing Activity

Objective: To understand character emotions and perspectives through letter writing.

Instructions:
- After reading "Dear Mr. Henshaw," ask students to choose a character (e.g., Leigh, Mr.
Henshaw, or Leigh's parents) and write a letter from that character's perspective.
- Encourage students to explore the character's feelings about their situation, relationships,
and any advice they would seek or offer.
- As an extension, students can also write a letter to Leigh, sharing their thoughts and



advice as if they were Mr. Henshaw.

Materials Needed:
- Paper or digital writing tools
- Sample letters from the book for reference

2. Character Analysis Poster

Objective: To analyze and present character traits and development.

Instructions:
- Divide students into small groups and assign each group a character from either "Dear Mr.
Henshaw" or "Susan Onion."
- Each group will create a poster that includes:
- A character sketch (drawing or collage)
- Key traits and a brief character description
- Important quotes from the text that illustrate these traits
- How the character changes throughout the story

Materials Needed:
- Poster boards
- Markers, magazines for collage, and other art supplies
- Access to the text for quotes

3. Thematic Discussions

Objective: To foster critical thinking and discussion about the themes presented in the
books.

Instructions:
- Organize a class discussion around the main themes identified earlier. Use the following
questions to guide the conversation:
- How do the feelings of isolation affect the characters in both books?
- In what ways do the characters grow and change?
- Why is communication essential in "Dear Mr. Henshaw," and how does it differ in "Susan
Onion"?

Materials Needed:
- A whiteboard or flip chart to record key points from the discussion
- A list of guiding questions for reference

4. Creative Writing Prompt

Objective: To encourage creativity and personal expression through writing.

Instructions:
- Prompt students to write a short story or a diary entry from the perspective of a character
in either book. This could be a day in their life or a pivotal moment in their journey.



- Encourage students to incorporate the character's voice, emotions, and challenges.

Materials Needed:
- Writing journals or paper
- Pens or pencils

5. Role-Playing Scenarios

Objective: To help students empathize with characters and understand their motivations.

Instructions:
- Create role-playing scenarios based on key scenes from "Dear Mr. Henshaw" or
interactions involving Susan Onion.
- Assign roles to students and allow them to act out the scenes, encouraging them to think
critically about the characters' motivations and emotions.
- After each role-play, discuss the choices made by the characters and how different actions
could lead to different outcomes.

Materials Needed:
- Space for acting out scenes
- Copies of the book for reference

Connecting with "Susan Onion"

While "Dear Mr. Henshaw" is a well-known title, Susan Onion's character offers additional
avenues for exploration. Activities focusing specifically on her story can enhance
understanding of friendship and identity.

1. Friendship Circle

Objective: To explore the dynamics of friendship and support.

Instructions:
- Have students form a circle and discuss what qualities make a good friend. Use Susan
Onion's relationships as a case study.
- Each student can share a personal story about a friendship that mirrors something from
the book.

Materials Needed:
- A talking stick or object to pass around for speaking turns

2. Art Response Activity

Objective: To express understanding of themes through art.

Instructions:



- Ask students to create a visual representation of a key scene or theme related to Susan
Onion. This could be a painting, drawing, or digital art piece.
- Organize an art gallery walk where students can display and discuss their work with peers.

Materials Needed:
- Art supplies (paints, markers, paper)
- Display boards or walls for the gallery

Assessment and Reflection

Evaluating the effectiveness of literature activities can be done through various methods.
Here are some assessment strategies:

- Participation: Observe student engagement during discussions and activities.
- Written Work: Review letters, stories, and character analysis posters for understanding of
themes and character development.
- Peer Feedback: Encourage students to give constructive feedback on each other's work,
fostering a collaborative learning environment.

Reflection is also crucial for both students and teachers. Consider having students write a
brief reflection on what they learned from the activities and how their understanding of
Beverly Cleary’s works has evolved.

In conclusion, engaging with Beverly Cleary literature activities: Dear Mr. Henshaw and
Susan Onion not only enriches students' reading experiences but also fosters critical
thinking, creativity, and empathy. By exploring the themes and characters through various
activities, readers can gain a deeper appreciation for Cleary’s contributions to children's
literature and the timeless challenges of growing up.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in Beverly Cleary's 'Dear Mr.
Henshaw'?
The novel explores themes of loneliness, the struggle for identity, and the importance of
communication. It addresses the challenges faced by children, including family issues and
the desire for connection.

How can educators incorporate 'Dear Mr. Henshaw' into
literature activities?
Educators can create activities that include character analysis, letter writing exercises, and
discussions on the themes of the book. Students can also engage in creative projects where
they write their own letters to an author they admire.



What makes 'Dear Mr. Henshaw' a significant work in
children's literature?
'Dear Mr. Henshaw' is significant for its realistic portrayal of a child's emotional struggles
and its use of letters as a narrative device, allowing readers to connect deeply with the
protagonist's thoughts and feelings.

What role does Susan Onion play in 'Dear Mr.
Henshaw'?
Susan Onion is a classmate of the protagonist, Leigh Botts, and serves as a representation
of the social dynamics in school. Her interactions with Leigh help highlight his feelings of
isolation and his journey toward self-acceptance.

What activities can parents do at home to enhance
their child's understanding of 'Dear Mr. Henshaw'?
Parents can encourage their children to keep a journal, similar to Leigh's letters, where they
express their own thoughts and feelings. They can also discuss the book's themes and have
conversations about the importance of friendship and support.
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