Dear Mr Henshaw
Written by Beverly Cleary
STORY SUMMARY
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Eleven-year-old Leigh Botts lives with his mother in Pacific Grove, California, U.S.A.
following his parents’ divorce. Leigh is learning to cope with the recent divorce, his new
home, his new neighbourhood and his new school. He is also adjusting to life without
his dog.
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His teacher gives the class an assignment of writing to an author. Leigh reluctantly
writes to the author of Ways to Amuse a Dog, Mr Boyd Henshaw. Mr Henshaw answers
Leigh’s letter, and Leigh fulfills the assignment; however, Mr Henshaw asks Leigh some
questions of his own. This becomes the beginning of a correspondence friendship
between Leigh and Mr Henshaw. Mr Henshaw encourages Leigh to keep a journal. He
also gives him writing tips and offers other tokens of friendship.
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Very slowly and painfully Leigh adjusts to his new life. He describes himself as the
“mediumest boy in class” to Mr Henshaw. When he invents an alarm system for his
lunchbox, he finally feels special.
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Through writing, Leigh starts to express his feelings. Finally, he discusses these feelings with both his mother and father.
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Encouraged by his teachers, Leigh enters a writing contest. Working through the
problems of what to write and how to develop his story takes Leigh’s mind off his other
problems. As it turns out, he gets an “Honourable Mention” for his entry and gets recognition from a professional author. He comes to terms with his parents’ divorce, his
father’s way of life and not having his dog.
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Meet the Author
Beverly Cleary
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Beverly Cleary’s love of books
and talent as a writer surfaced
when she was just a girl. Born
on 12 April, 1916 Beverly lived
on the family farm in a small
town. “I lived on a farm and
could be wild and free,” she
remembered. Her mother started the first library there, and
Beverly spent many Saturdays
in the library helping out and
enjoying the books.
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The author and her family
moved when she was about six
years old. At first, her adjustment to school and city life was
difficult; however, by year
three, Beverly began to feel as
though she belonged. Her first
article was published at that
time. It was a review of The
Story of Doctor Doolittle, and it appeared in a local newspaper. Her year six teacher was
convinced that Beverly possessed special talent in writing and predicted that when she
grew up she would become an author.
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After high school, Beverly went to university for a B.A. degree. She then decided to
become a librarian and continued her education, earning a degree in Library Science.
The author began her career as a librarian. When she married Clarence Cleary in 1940,
Beverly continued her library work at the Oakland Army Hospital.
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Beverly’s experience as a librarian motivated her to create her own books for children.
She decided to write about ordinary children and their everyday problems and adventures. Her first published book was Henry Huggins. “I get my ideas from experience,
imagination and the world around me,” stated Cleary. In Henry Huggins, the author used
her observation of two children carrying a wet dog onto a trolley. Dear Mr Henshaw
received the Newbery Award in 1984. Leigh Botts, the troubled main character, relates
his story through diary entries and letters to his favourite author.
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Other popular books by Beverly Cleary include the Ramona series, Ribsy, Ellen Tibbits,
Runaway Ralph and Strider. Some of her books are being made into movies for television.
Cleary still uses a composition book to record her ideas and experiences. The author has
two grown children, Malcolm and Marianne, who are twins. In her free time, she enjoys
long walks and creating original handicrafts.
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Vocabulary
20 November to 26 November

1.

according

A. large tied bundles

____

2.

apply

B. providing a food service

____

3.

bales

C. group of people living in a district or town

____

4.

bandanna

D. a house that accomodates two families

____

5.

catering

E. container used to haul things

____

6.

community

F.

____

7.

cramp

G. transport

____

8.

duplex

H. whatever food is on hand

____

9.

gifted

I.

industrial plant for purifying sugar, metal, oil, etc.

____

10. gondola

J.

a truck; equipment for a special purpose

____

11. haul

K. in agreement with something; as determined by

____

12. patrol

L. sudden severe pain in muscles

____

13. potluck

____

14. refinery

____

15. rig

____

16. strudel

____
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having natural ability
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____
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Match the vocabulary words on the left to the definitions on the right. Place the correct letter on each line.
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M. large, brightly covered handkerchief

O. a pastry made with fruit or cheese

P. to watch or guard
Q. to put on, upon, or to
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17. vocational

N. concerned with the training in a skill or trade
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Creative Activity
Design a Cover
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Pretend that you have written a story. Design a cover for your story book. You may want
to look at the covers of some of your favourite books to see how the cover picture tells
what the story is about. Remember, your book cover must be original.

Dear Mr Henshaw
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Glossary of Literary Terms
Alliteration: Repetition of initial (beginning) sounds in 2 or more consecutive or neighbouring words.
Analogy: A comparison based upon the resemblance in some particular ways between
things that are otherwise unlike.
Anecdote: A short account of an interesting, amusing or biographical occurrence.
Anticlimax: An event that is less important than what occurred before it.
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Archaic language: Language that was once common in a particular historic period but
which is no longer commonly used.
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Cause and effect: The relationship in which one condition brings about another condition
as a direct result. The result, or consequence, is called the effect.

Character development: The ways in which the author shows how a character changes as
the story proceeds.
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Classify: To arrange according to a category or trait.
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Characterisation: The method used by the author to give readers information about a
character; a description or representation of a person’s qualities or peculiarities.
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Climax: The moment when the action in a story reaches its greatest conflict.
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Compare and contrast: To examine the likenesses and differences of two people, ideas or
things. (Contrast emphasises differences. Compare may focus on likenesses alone or on likenesses and differences.)
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Conflict: The main source of drama and tension in a literary work; the discord between
persons or forces that brings about dramatic action.
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Connotation: Something suggested or implied, not actually stated.
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Description: An account that gives the reader a mental image or picture of something.
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Dialect: A form of language used in a certain geographic region; it is distinguished from
the standard form of the language by pronunciation, grammar and/or vocabulary.
Dialogue: The parts of a literary work that represent conversation.
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Fact: A piece of information that can be proven or verified.
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Figurative language: Description of one thing in terms usually used for something else.
Simile and metaphor are examples of figurative language.
Flashback: The insertion of an earlier event into the normal chronological sequence of a
narrative.
Foreshadowing: The use of clues to give readers a hint of events that will occur later on.
Historical fiction: Fiction represented in a setting true to the history of the time in which
the story takes place.
Imagery: Language that appeals to the senses; the use of figures of speech or vivid descriptions to produce mental images.
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