
the hundred dresses by eleanor estes
the hundred dresses by eleanor estes is a classic children’s novel that has captivated readers for
decades with its poignant exploration of friendship, bullying, and empathy. Written by Eleanor Estes,
this timeless story centers around a young girl named Wanda Petronski, who is teased by her
classmates for wearing the same faded blue dress every day, despite claiming to own one hundred
dresses at home. The novel delicately addresses themes of kindness, regret, and social awareness,
making it a valuable educational tool. In this article, a comprehensive analysis of the book will be
presented, including its plot summary, character development, themes, and its enduring impact on
children’s literature. Additionally, insights into Eleanor Estes as an author and the novel’s reception
will be discussed to provide a complete understanding of this literary work.
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Plot Summary of The Hundred Dresses
The hundred dresses by eleanor estes tells the story of Wanda Petronski, a Polish-American girl who
attends a small school in Connecticut. Wanda is the subject of ridicule because she claims to own
one hundred dresses, though she wears the same dull blue dress every day. The other children,
including the protagonist Maddie, tease her relentlessly, doubting her claim and mocking her
appearance. The story unfolds as Maddie reflects on her behavior and eventually feels remorse for
her part in bullying Wanda. The narrative climaxes when Maddie and her friend Peggy visit Wanda’s
home and discover the true extent of her talent and her large collection of hand-drawn dresses. This
revelation prompts a change in the children’s attitudes and conveys powerful lessons about empathy
and kindness.

Setting and Context
The novel is set in a small town in Connecticut during the early 20th century. The school
environment and neighborhood community provide a realistic backdrop that highlights the social
dynamics among children, including prejudice and social exclusion. The setting emphasizes the
economic and cultural differences that influence the characters’ interactions.



Plot Structure
The story follows a straightforward linear plot, beginning with the introduction of the central
conflict—Wanda’s teasing—and progressing through moments of tension, reflection, and resolution.
This structure supports the clear delivery of the novel’s moral lessons.

Main Characters and Their Roles
The hundred dresses by eleanor estes features a small but impactful cast of characters whose
interactions drive the narrative and embody its themes. Understanding these characters is essential
to grasping the story’s emotional depth and moral implications.

Wanda Petronski
Wanda is a shy and impoverished girl who becomes the target of bullying due to her ethnicity and
modest clothing. Despite being ridiculed, she maintains her dignity and creativity, demonstrated by
her impressive collection of one hundred drawn dresses. Wanda represents resilience and the
consequences of social exclusion.

Maddie
Maddie is one of Wanda’s classmates and the narrator of the story. Initially, Maddie participates in
the teasing but eventually experiences guilt and empathy. Her character development illustrates the
capacity for change and the importance of self-reflection.

Peggy
Peggy is Maddie’s friend and fellow classmate. She shares in the teasing of Wanda but also plays a
role in the eventual recognition of Wanda’s talents. Peggy’s character adds dimension to the peer
group dynamics.

Supporting Characters
Other classmates and Wanda’s family provide context for the social environment and cultural
background. Wanda’s father, in particular, embodies the immigrant experience and the hardships
faced by the family.

Themes and Messages in The Hundred Dresses
The hundred dresses by eleanor estes is rich in themes that explore social and emotional issues
relevant to children and adults alike. These themes contribute to the novel’s lasting significance in
children’s literature.



Bullying and Peer Pressure
The novel addresses the harmful effects of bullying and the role of peer pressure in perpetuating
cruelty. It highlights how children can be influenced by group dynamics and the importance of
standing against injustice.

Empathy and Understanding
One of the central messages is the development of empathy. Maddie’s journey from participation in
teasing to remorse and understanding demonstrates how empathy can lead to positive change in
behavior.

Social Class and Prejudice
The story touches on issues of economic disparity and ethnic prejudice. Wanda’s family background
and modest lifestyle contrast with those of her classmates, underscoring the impact of social
divisions on children’s interactions.

Creativity and Imagination
Wanda’s talent for drawing one hundred unique dresses symbolizes the power of imagination and
artistic expression. This theme encourages appreciation for diverse talents beyond superficial
judgments.

List of Key Themes

Bullying and its consequences

The power of empathy and forgiveness

Social and cultural prejudice

Economic hardship and resilience

Creativity as a form of self-expression

Author Background: Eleanor Estes
Eleanor Estes was an American author and librarian renowned for her contributions to children’s
literature. Her writing is characterized by sensitivity to children’s experiences and social issues,
with a focus on moral development and emotional intelligence.



Early Life and Career
Born in 1906, Estes began her career as a children's librarian, which greatly influenced her
storytelling style. Her experience working with children informed her understanding of their fears,
hopes, and social challenges, elements that are vividly present in her books.

Literary Achievements
Estes received several accolades for her work, including Newbery Honors. The hundred dresses by
eleanor estes remains one of her most celebrated works, praised for its realistic portrayal of
childhood and ethical themes.

Impact and Reception of The Hundred Dresses
Since its publication in 1944, the hundred dresses by eleanor estes has been widely acclaimed for its
honest depiction of childhood cruelty and compassion. It continues to be a staple in children’s
literature and educational curricula.

Critical Reception
Critics have lauded the novel for its delicate handling of difficult social topics and its ability to
engage young readers emotionally and intellectually. The book’s enduring popularity attests to its
effectiveness in communicating universal values.

Influence on Children’s Literature
The novel has influenced numerous works that address bullying and social justice in children’s
stories. Its approach to character development and moral lessons serves as a model for authors
seeking to teach empathy through narrative.

Educational Value and Usage in Schools
The hundred dresses by eleanor estes is frequently used in educational settings to address issues of
bullying, diversity, and kindness. Its accessible language and relatable characters make it an
effective teaching tool.

Classroom Applications
Teachers use the novel to facilitate discussions about social behavior, respect, and inclusion.
Activities often include role-playing, writing assignments, and art projects inspired by Wanda’s
drawings.



Benefits for Students
Reading the hundred dresses helps students develop empathy, recognize the impact of their actions
on others, and appreciate cultural diversity. It encourages critical thinking about social dynamics
and personal responsibility.

Example Educational Activities

Group discussions on bullying and peer pressure

Creative writing prompts about empathy and friendship

Art projects designing dresses inspired by the story

Role-play scenarios to practice kindness and inclusion

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Hundred Dresses' by Eleanor
Estes?
The main theme of 'The Hundred Dresses' is the impact of bullying and the importance of empathy
and kindness.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Hundred Dresses' and what
challenges does she face?
The protagonist is Wanda Petronski, a poor Polish girl who is teased by her classmates for wearing
the same faded dress every day.

Why do Wanda's classmates tease her in the story?
Wanda's classmates tease her because she wears the same old dress every day and because she is
different, coming from a poor immigrant family.

How do the characters Maddie and Peggy change throughout
the story?
Maddie and Peggy feel guilty for teasing Wanda and learn to be more compassionate and
understanding by the end of the story.



What role do Wanda's hundred dresses play in the narrative?
Wanda claims to have a hundred beautiful dresses at home, which symbolizes her creativity and
dignity despite her poverty, and later reveals her talent through her drawings.

What lesson does 'The Hundred Dresses' teach young readers?
The story teaches young readers about the effects of bullying, the value of kindness, and standing up
for others.

How does Eleanor Estes use setting to enhance the story?
The story is set in a small school where social dynamics and childhood interactions highlight themes
of exclusion and acceptance.

What is the significance of the ending in 'The Hundred
Dresses'?
The ending, where Maddie discovers Wanda's drawings of the dresses, shows recognition of Wanda's
talents and the remorse of her classmates, emphasizing forgiveness and understanding.

Is 'The Hundred Dresses' based on a true story or inspired by
real events?
While not a true story, 'The Hundred Dresses' is inspired by Eleanor Estes' observations of school
life and the issues of bullying and social exclusion children face.

Additional Resources
1. Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson
This novel explores themes of friendship, imagination, and loss. Jess and Leslie create a magical
kingdom called Terabithia, where they escape from their difficult realities. The story highlights the
importance of empathy and understanding, much like *The Hundred Dresses*.

2. Wonder by R.J. Palacio
*Wonder* follows Auggie Pullman, a boy with a facial difference, as he navigates school and social
acceptance. The book emphasizes kindness, acceptance, and the impact of bullying, resonating with
the themes in *The Hundred Dresses*.

3. Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo
This heartwarming story features a young girl named Opal who adopts a stray dog, Winn-Dixie.
Through her new friendship and community connections, Opal learns about compassion and
forgiveness, echoing the emotional lessons found in *The Hundred Dresses*.

4. Out of My Mind by Sharon M. Draper
This book centers on Melody, a girl with cerebral palsy who cannot speak but possesses a brilliant
mind. It addresses issues of inclusion, empathy, and overcoming challenges, paralleling the social
themes in *The Hundred Dresses*.



5. Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli
*Stargirl* tells the story of an eccentric new student who challenges conformity and teaches others
about individuality and kindness. The novel explores the effects of bullying and peer pressure, topics
also present in *The Hundred Dresses*.

6. Rules by Cynthia Lord
This story is about a girl named Catherine who has a brother with autism. As she navigates her
feelings and friendships, the book touches on acceptance, empathy, and understanding differences,
similar to the messages in *The Hundred Dresses*.

7. Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson
A poignant picture book that deals with the consequences of unkindness and missed opportunities
for friendship. It encourages readers to practice kindness and reflect on their actions, much like the
moral lessons in *The Hundred Dresses*.

8. The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis
This historical novel follows an African American family during a turbulent time in American history.
It addresses themes of racism, family, and courage, offering a deeper understanding of social justice
issues related to bullying and exclusion.

9. Flora & Ulysses by Kate DiCamillo
A funny and heartfelt story about a girl and a superhero squirrel. The book explores themes of
friendship, resilience, and kindness, aligning with the spirit of compassion found in *The Hundred
Dresses*.
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