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DISCOVERING THE
MAGIC OF A
BECAUSE OF WINN
DIXIE LITERATURE
UNIT

Kate DiCamillo’s
beloved novel,
Because of Winn-Dixie,
has captivated young
readers for decades
with its heartfelt story
of friendship,
forgiveness, and
finding family in
unexpected places. For
educators, this book
offers a rich tapestry of
themes, characters,
and literary devices
that make it an ideal

anchor for a
comprehensive

literature unit. A well-
designed Because of

Winn Dixie
Literature Unit does
more than test

comprehension; it
invites students to
explore deep emotions,
analyze character
growth, and connect
personally with the
narrative. Whether you
are a seasoned teacher
or a homeschooling
parent, building a unit
around this touching
story can transform
how students engage
with reading and
writing.
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healing WHYeCHOOSE
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Before diving into
lesson plans and
activities, it s
important to

understand why this
particular book works
so well in the
classroom. The novel
follows ten-year-old
India Opal Buloni as
she moves to a new
town in Florida with her
father, a preacher still
grieving the loss of his

wife. Lonely and
searching for
connection, Opal

adopts a stray dog she
names Winn-Dixie, and
together they befriend
an eclectic group of
townspeople, each
carrying their own
burdens. The story
explores themes of
loneliness, forgiveness,
community, and the

teaching
perspective, the novel
is accessible yet
layered. The
vocabulary is
approachable for upper
elementary and middle
school students, while
the emotional depth
offers ample
opportunity for critical
thinking and
discussion. A Because
of Winn Dixie
Literature Unit can
easily span several
weeks and integrate

reading, writing,
vocabulary, social-
emotional learning,

and even art or music.
The book's strong
sense of place and its
cast of memorable
characters also lend
themselves well to
creative projects and
collaborative activities.
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Key

Themes
That

Drive
Instructio

e Loneliness and
Belonging:
Almost every
character in the
book feels
isolated in some
way. Opal misses
her mother, the
preacher is
consumed by
grief, Miss
Franny Block is
alone in the
library, and Otis
feels
misunderstood.
The literature

unit can explore
how each
character finds
belonging
through kindness
and connection.
Forgiveness
and Letting Go:
Opal must
forgive her
mother for
leaving, and the
preacher must
let go of his pain.
These themes
allow for rich
discussions
about emotional
growth and
healing.
Community and
Friendship: The
story shows that
friends can be
found in the
most unlikely
places, and that
a community can
form when
people share
their stories with
each other.



e The Power of
Storytelling:
Opal learns that
telling stories
helps her
understand
others and
herself. This
theme can be
directly tied to
writing activities
within the unit.

BUILDING A
COMPREHENSIVE
BECAUSE OF WINN
DIXIE LITERATURE
UNIT

An effective literature
unit includes several
key components: pre-
reading activities,
vocabulary instruction,
comprehension checks,
discussion questions,
writing prompts, and
culminating projects.
Below is a suggested
framework that you
can adapt to fit your
students’ grade level

and learning needs.

Pre-
Reading
Activities
to Spark
Curiosity

Before opening the
book, help students
build background
knowledge and
generate excitement.
One powerful strategy
is to have students
examine the cover and
discuss predictions.
Ask questions such as:
What do you think this
story might be about?
What clues does the
cover give you about
the setting or the
characters? You can
also introduce the
concept of a "summer
story" set in the South,
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and provide a brief
overview of Florida’'s
landscape and culture.

A favorite pre-reading
activity involves
creating a "character
anticipation guide." List
statements like: A dog
can help a person
make friends or It is
hard to forgive
someone who has hurt
you. Students mark
whether they agree or
disagree, and then
revisit their answers
after reading. This
primes them for the
themes they will
encounter.

Vocabular

y
Developm

ent
Througho
ut the
Unit

DiCamillo uses precise,
evocative language
that is perfect for
vocabulary study. Key
words from the novel
include melancholy,
peculiar, sermon,
congregation,

appreciate, and
remorse. Instead of
rote memorization, try
having students create
vocabulary journals
where they write the
word, its definition, a
sentence from the
book, and their own
original sentence. You
can also incorporate
word walls, matching
games, or "word of the
day" activities. A



strong vocabulary
component deepens
comprehension and
enriches students' own
writing.

Reading
Compreh
ension
and
Discussio
n
Questions

One of the greatest
strengths of a
Because of Winn
Dixie Literature Unit
is the opportunity for
meaningful

conversation. Rather
than simple recall
gquestions, craft

guestions that require

inference, analysis,
and personal
connection. For
example:

e Why does Opal
feel so lonely at
the beginning of
the book? How
does Winn-Dixie
change that?

e The preacher
tells Opal ten
things about her
mother. Why do
you think it is so
difficult for him
to talk about
her?

e Miss Franny
Block says, "You
cannot hold a
grudge against
someone who
tells you a sad
story." What
does she mean
by that? Do you
agree?

e How does Otis
change over the
course of the
story? What
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helps him open
up to others?

e What role does
the Littmus
Lozenge candy
play in the story?
How does it
connect to the
theme of
sweetness and
SOrrow?

These questions
encourage students to
think deeply and
support their answers
with evidence from the
text. Small group
discussions or "think-
pair-share" activities
can help every voice
be heard.

WRITING
ACTIVITIES THAT
INSPIRE

Writing is a natural
extension of reading,
and this novel offers
countless prompts.
Students can write
from the perspective of

a character, craft their
own "ten things" list
about someone they
love, or compose a
new scene for the
story. Below are some
writing ideas that fit
seamlessly into the
unit.

Personal
Narrative:
Ten
Things
About
Someone
Special

In the novel, Opal asks
her father to tell her
ten things about her
mother. This is a
powerful activity for
students to adapt.



Have them write about
a family member,
friend, or even a pet,
listing ten meaningful
details. This exercise
encourages reflection
and appreciation, and
it connects directly to
the text.

Character
Diary
Entries

Ask students to choose
a character and write a
diary entry from a key
moment in the story.
For example, Opal’s
feelings after her first
day in Naomi, or the
preacher’s thoughts
after telling Opal about
her mother. This builds
empathy and deepens
understanding of
character motivation.

Persuasiv
e Writing:
Should
They
Keep
Winn-
Dixie?

Early in the book, the
preacher is unsure
about keeping the dog.
Students can write a
persuasive paragraph
from Opal’'s point of
view, arguing why
Winn-Dixie should stay.
This teaches opinion

writing while staying
grounded in the text.

CREATIVE AND
CROSS-
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CURRICUILARe students draw or

ACTIVITIES
A literature wunit
becomes truly

memorable when it
incorporates creative
and cross-curricular
elements. The
Because of Winn
Dixie Literature Unit
is especially well-suited
for these because the
novel itself is rich with
sensory details, music,
and community.

Art
Projects

Students can create a
"Winn-Dixie character
map" showing how
each character is
connected to Opal and
to each other. Another
idea is to design a new
cover for the book,
illustrating a scene that
captures the story's
heart. You could also

paint their
interpretation of the
small Florida town
where the story takes
place.

Music
Integratio
n

Music plays a role in
the novel, particularly
through Otis and his
guitar. You can
introduce students to
the folk or blues music
that might have been
heard in a small
Southern town.
Students could choose
a song that reminds
them of a character or
a moment in the book
and explain their
choice in writing.



Social-

Consider a mix of
formative and
summative

E”]Otl@ﬁ@slments that

Learning

The novel is rich with
opportunities for SEL
lessons. Discuss how
Opal manages her
feelings of sadness and
loneliness, and how
she builds resilience
through friendships.
Students can reflect on
their own strategies for
coping with difficult
emotions. Role-playing
exercises can help
them practice empathy
and active listening,
skills that are modeled
throughout the story.

ASSESSING
STUDENT
UNDERSTANDING

Assessment in a
literature unit should

capture different
aspects of learning.

Formativ
e
Assessme
nts

e Reading
response
journals:
Students write
brief reflections
after each
chapter or
section.

o Exit tickets:
Quick questions
at the end of a
lesson, such as
"What is one new
thing you learned

. about Opal
o beyond a final test.
g y today?"
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e Class
participation:
Track
contributions to
discussions and
group work.

Summati
ve
Assessme
nts

e Final
comprehension
test: Include
multiple-choice,
short answer,
and an essay
question that
requires textual
evidence.

e Culminating
project:
Students can
create a "Winn-
Dixie memory
book" from

Opal’s
perspective,
including letters,
drawings, and
reflections on the
people she met.
Or they can
present an oral
reporton a
character they
found
particularly
meaningful.

e Group
presentation:
In small groups,
students can act
out a key scene
or create a
poster analyzing
a major theme.

DIFFERENTIATING
INSTRUCTION IN
YOUR LITERATURE
UNIT

Every classroom
includes readers with
varying abilities, and a
flexible Because of
Winn Dixie
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Literature Unit can
accommodate diverse
learners. For struggling
readers, consider using
an audiobook version
or pairing them with a
reading buddy. Provide
graphic organizers for
character analysis and
plot mapping. For
advanced readers,
challenge them with
deeper thematic
questions or ask them
to compare the novel
with another book by
Kate DiCamillo, such as

The Tale of
Despereaux.
English language

learners benefit from
visual vocabulary aids,
sentence starters for
discussions, and
opportunities to act out
scenes. The universal
themes of friendship
and belonging
transcend language
barriers, making the
novel accessible to a
wide range of students.

EXTENDING THE
UNIT BEYOND THE
BOOK

For teachers who want
to extend the learning,
consider showing the
film  adaptation  of
Because of Winn-Dixie
after students have
finished the book. This
allows for a rich
compare-and-contrast
activity. Students can
discuss which version
they prefer and why,
using evidence from
both the text and the
film. You can also
explore the historical
and cultural context of
the story, including the
role of the church in
small Southern towns
and the tradition of
storytelling.

Another extension is to
read aloud other books
by Kate DiCamillo and
discuss her style,
recurring themes, and
character
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development. This can
turn a single literature
unit into a broader
author study that
deepens students’
appreciation for
literature.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING IMPACT
OF A THOUGHTFUL
LITERATURE UNIT

A Because of Winn
Dixie Literature Unit
is far more than a set
of lesson plans. It is an
invitation for students
to explore their own
emotions, practice
empathy, and discover
the power of
community and
forgiveness. The
novel’s gentle humor
and profound heart
resonate with readers
of all ages, making it a
perfect choice for
fostering a love of
reading and deep,
meaningful discussion.
With careful planning
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and a focus on both
skills and heart, this
literature unit can
leave a lasting
impression on your
students—reminding
them that, like Opal,
they can find friendship
and hope even in the
most unexpected
places. By
incorporating

thoughtful pre-reading

activities, rich
discussions, creative
projects, and
meaningful

assessments, you
create a learning

experience that honors
the spirit of the book
while meeting
educational goals. In
the end, students will
not only remember the
story of a girl and her
dog; they will carry
forward the lessons of
kindness, resilience,
and the beauty of
sharing our stories with
one another.



