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paterson
the great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson is a celebrated children’s novel that
explores themes of identity, family, and belonging through the eyes of a strong-willed
foster child. This critically acclaimed book, authored by Katherine Paterson, delves into
the emotional journey of Gilly Hopkins, a rebellious and complex protagonist who
navigates the challenges of foster care while searching for love and stability. The story
captures the struggles and growth of a young girl who learns to trust and open her heart
despite her difficult past. As a work that combines humor, drama, and heartfelt moments,
the novel has earned its place as a significant contribution to children’s literature. This
article provides an in-depth look at the plot, characters, themes, and literary significance
of the great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson, offering insights into why it remains
relevant and impactful for readers of all ages.
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Plot Overview of The Great Gilly Hopkins
The great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson tells the story of Gilly Hopkins, a tough and
outspoken eleven-year-old girl living in the foster care system. Determined to reunite with
her biological mother, Gilly often acts out and resists the efforts of her foster family to
provide her with a stable home. The novel traces her experiences as she moves into the
home of Maime Trotter, a kind-hearted but strict foster mother who challenges Gilly’s
rebellious nature. Through a series of emotional ups and downs, Gilly confronts her fears,
prejudices, and loneliness while gradually learning the meaning of family and trust.

The narrative unfolds over the course of a school year, highlighting important events that
shape Gilly’s transformation. Key moments include her interactions with other children,
her attempts to manipulate those around her, and the eventual softening of her heart as
she develops a bond with Maime and others in her life. The story balances moments of
humor and tension, showcasing Gilly’s resilience and vulnerability.



Main Characters in The Great Gilly Hopkins
The characters in the great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson are richly developed, each
contributing to the story’s emotional depth and complexity. Understanding these
characters is essential to appreciating the novel’s impact and message.

Gilly Hopkins
Gilly is the protagonist, a fiercely independent and defiant girl who struggles with feelings
of abandonment and rejection. Her sharp wit and tough exterior mask a deep insecurity
and longing for acceptance. Throughout the novel, Gilly’s character evolves as she learns
to confront her emotions and build meaningful relationships.

Maime Trotter
Maime is Gilly’s foster mother, whose patience and warmth play a crucial role in Gilly’s
growth. Though initially met with resistance by Gilly, Maime’s consistent care and
understanding demonstrate the power of unconditional love in healing emotional wounds.

William Ernest
William Ernest is a sensitive boy who lives with Maime and quickly forms a friendship with
Gilly. His gentle nature contrasts with Gilly’s toughness, offering her a glimpse of kindness
and companionship.

Gilly’s Biological Mother
Gilly’s mother is a distant figure whose absence profoundly affects Gilly’s sense of identity
and belonging. The novel explores Gilly’s complex emotions surrounding her mother and
the impact of their fractured relationship.

Gilly Hopkins – rebellious and complex protagonist

Maime Trotter – caring foster mother

William Ernest – gentle foster sibling

Gilly’s biological mother – absent but influential figure



Themes and Motifs Explored in the Novel
The great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson addresses several universal themes that
resonate with readers and provide meaningful insights into the human experience,
particularly from a child’s perspective.

Family and Belonging
One of the central themes is the search for family and a sense of belonging. Gilly’s journey
highlights how family is not solely defined by blood relations but can be formed through
love, trust, and shared experiences. The novel emphasizes the importance of chosen
families and the healing power they possess.

Identity and Self-Acceptance
The narrative explores Gilly’s struggle with her identity and her efforts to accept herself
despite her imperfections and past hardships. Her evolving self-awareness is a key aspect
of the story, illustrating the challenges and rewards of personal growth.

Resilience and Change
The great gilly hopkins depicts resilience as Gilly confronts adversity and learns to adapt
to new circumstances. The motif of change is prevalent throughout, symbolizing the
possibility of transformation even in difficult situations.

Trust and Forgiveness
Trust is a fragile but vital component in Gilly’s relationships. The novel portrays the
gradual development of trust and the role of forgiveness in repairing broken bonds,
offering a hopeful message about human connection.

Family and belonging beyond biological ties

Identity formation and self-acceptance

Resilience in the face of adversity

The importance of trust and forgiveness



Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
Katherine Paterson employs a distinctive literary style in the great gilly hopkins by
katherine paterson that enhances the emotional depth and accessibility of the novel. The
use of first-person narrative allows readers to experience Gilly’s thoughts and feelings
intimately, fostering empathy and understanding.

First-Person Perspective
The story is told from Gilly’s point of view, which provides direct insight into her rebellious
mindset and gradual emotional transformation. This perspective creates a strong
connection between the reader and the protagonist, making Gilly’s journey compelling and
relatable.

Realistic Dialogue and Characterization
The dialogue throughout the novel is natural and reflective of the characters’ personalities
and backgrounds. Paterson’s skillful characterization brings each individual to life, making
their interactions authentic and impactful.

Humor and Emotional Balance
The great gilly hopkins balances serious themes with humor, often through Gilly’s witty
remarks and candid observations. This blend of levity and seriousness makes the novel
engaging and helps convey complex emotions in an accessible manner.

Reception and Awards
The great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson has been widely praised by critics and
readers alike for its honest portrayal of foster care and childhood struggles. Since its
publication, the novel has received numerous accolades and has been included in
educational curricula across the United States.

Critical Acclaim
Critics have lauded the novel for its nuanced characters, compelling storytelling, and
meaningful themes. It is often highlighted as a significant work in children’s literature that
addresses difficult topics with sensitivity and insight.

Awards and Honors
The novel has earned several prestigious awards, including the National Book Award for
Young People’s Literature. These honors recognize Katherine Paterson’s contribution to



literature and the novel’s enduring impact on readers.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact
In addition to literary recognition, the great gilly hopkins has been adapted into stage
plays and films, further cementing its status as a beloved story. Its cultural impact extends
to raising awareness about foster care and the challenges faced by children in the system.

Significance in Children’s Literature
The great gilly hopkins by katherine paterson holds a significant place in children’s
literature due to its realistic depiction of complex emotional and social issues. It serves as
an important resource for young readers to understand themes of family, resilience, and
self-discovery.

Educational Value
The novel is frequently used in classrooms to facilitate discussions about empathy,
diversity, and the foster care system. Its approachable style and relatable protagonist
make it an effective tool for teaching critical social and emotional lessons.

Influence on Readers
Many readers find inspiration in Gilly’s story of overcoming adversity and learning to love.
The novel encourages young audiences to embrace change, seek connections, and develop
compassion for themselves and others.

Legacy of Katherine Paterson
Katherine Paterson’s work, including the great gilly hopkins, has left a lasting legacy in
the realm of children’s literature. Her ability to address challenging topics with honesty
and sensitivity continues to influence authors and educators worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' by
Katherine Paterson?
The main theme of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' is the search for belonging and family, as the
protagonist Gilly struggles with her identity and her place in the foster care system.



Who is the protagonist in 'The Great Gilly Hopkins'?
The protagonist of the novel is Galadriel 'Gilly' Hopkins, a tough and outspoken foster
child.

How does Gilly Hopkins' character develop throughout
the novel?
Gilly starts as a rebellious and guarded girl but gradually learns to trust and open up to
those around her, realizing the importance of love and acceptance.

What role does the character Trotter play in the story?
Trotter is Gilly's loyal and caring dog, providing her with comfort and companionship
during difficult times.

How does Katherine Paterson address the foster care
system in the book?
Paterson portrays the foster care system with realism, highlighting both its challenges and
the potential for finding nurturing families within it.

What is the significance of Gilly's relationship with her
foster mother, Maime Trotter?
Gilly's relationship with Maime Trotter evolves from distrust to deep affection, symbolizing
Gilly's growth and her understanding of what family means.

Why is 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' considered a classic in
children's literature?
'The Great Gilly Hopkins' is considered a classic because of its honest portrayal of complex
emotions, relatable characters, and its exploration of themes like identity, family, and
resilience.

What challenges does Gilly face in the novel?
Gilly faces challenges such as adapting to different foster homes, dealing with feelings of
abandonment, and learning to cope with her anger and loneliness.

How does the ending of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' reflect
the novel's message?
The ending shows Gilly embracing her new family and finding hope, reflecting the novel's
message about the power of love, acceptance, and personal growth.



Additional Resources
1. Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson
This heartfelt novel tells the story of Jesse Aarons and Leslie Burke, two friends who
create a magical kingdom called Terabithia in the woods. Through their friendship, Jesse
learns about courage, loss, and the power of imagination. The book sensitively addresses
themes of childhood, friendship, and coping with grief.

2. The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis
This historical novel follows the Watson family as they travel from Flint, Michigan, to
Birmingham, Alabama, during a turbulent time in civil rights history. The story blends
humor and tragedy, showing the impact of racial tensions on a close-knit family. It’s a
moving coming-of-age tale with strong themes of family and social justice.

3. Out of My Mind by Sharon M. Draper
Melody, an eleven-year-old girl with cerebral palsy, has a brilliant mind but cannot speak
or walk. This novel explores her struggle to communicate and be understood in a world
that often underestimates her. It’s an inspiring story about perseverance, inclusion, and
the power of self-expression.

4. Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo
When Opal adopts a stray dog she names Winn-Dixie, her life in a small Florida town
begins to change. The story explores themes of loneliness, friendship, and forgiveness as
Opal makes new friends and heals old wounds. It’s a warm, uplifting book about the bonds
between people and animals.

5. Tuck Everlasting by Natalie Babbitt
This classic novel centers on Winnie Foster, who discovers the Tuck family’s
secret—immortality. Faced with the choice between eternal life and a normal existence,
Winnie must decide what truly matters. The story raises profound questions about life,
death, and the natural cycle of existence.

6. The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate
Inspired by a true story, this book is narrated by Ivan, a gorilla living in a shopping mall.
Through his perspective, the novel explores themes of friendship, captivity, and hope for
freedom. It’s a touching and poetic story about finding one’s voice and the meaning of
home.

7. Flora & Ulysses: The Illuminated Adventures by Kate DiCamillo
This whimsical tale follows Flora, a comic-book-loving girl, and Ulysses, a squirrel with
superhero powers. Together, they embark on adventures filled with humor and heart. The
book celebrates imagination, resilience, and the unexpected ways we can find strength.

8. Holes by Louis Sachar
Stanley Yelnats is sent to a juvenile detention camp where he and other boys are forced to
dig holes every day. The novel weaves together past and present stories to reveal secrets
about Stanley’s family and the camp’s true purpose. It’s a clever, suspenseful story about
friendship, justice, and destiny.

9. Rules by Cynthia Lord
Twelve-year-old Catherine tries to live a “normal” life while caring for her brother David,



who has autism. The story explores the challenges and rewards of understanding and
acceptance within a family. It’s a touching narrative about compassion, patience, and the
desire to belong.
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