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Introduction: Discovering Great Joy by Kate DiCamillo

Kate DiCamillo, the celebrated author of Because of Winn-Dixie and The Tale of Despereaux, returned to the world 

of children's literature with a poignant new novel that has captured the hearts of readers worldwide. Great Joy by 

Kate DiCamillois a story that blends humor, heartbreak, and resilience into a compelling narrative about a young

boy navigating the aftermath of a family tragedy. In this article, we will explore the book’s plot, characters, themes,

and its place within DiCamillo’s impressive oeuvre, while also offering a thorough review that will help you decide

whether it’s the right read for you or your child.

About the Author: Kate DiCamillo

Kate DiCamillo was born in 1966 in Omaha, Nebraska. After earning a B.A. in English from the University of 

Nebraska–Lincoln, she pursued a Master of Fine Arts in creative writing at the University of Iowa. DiCamillo’s 

literary career began with short stories, but she quickly rose to prominence with her debut novel, Because of Winn-

Dixie, which earned the Newbery Medal in 1999. Since then, she has written more than a dozen books, many of

which have been honored with prestigious awards such as the Newbery and Caldecott Medals. Her work is known

for its lyrical prose, memorable characters, and an uncanny ability to tackle serious subjects with gentle humor.

Book Overview: Great Joy

Great Joy by Kate DiCamillowas published in 2019 by HarperCollins. The novel is set in a small Midwestern town

and follows a twelve �year �old boy named Jax as he grapples with the loss of his father and the looming

responsibilities that come with caring for his younger brother. The book is categorized as contemporary children’s

fiction, but its themes resonate with readers of all ages.

Plot Summary

The story opens with Jax’s father, a local mechanic, being sentenced to a lengthy prison term. Jax’s older brother,

who has recently achieved fame as a country music star, returns to their hometown to reconnect with the family.

The arrival of the older brother creates a ripple effect in the community, forcing Jax to step into a new role as the de

facto caretaker of his younger sister while also dealing with the emotional void left by his father’s absence.

Throughout the novel, Jax struggles with feelings of guilt and abandonment. He is torn between his desire to

maintain the semblance of normalcy in his life and his growing awareness that his family’s dynamics have

irrevocably changed. The narrative follows Jax as he navigates school, friendships, and the expectations of the

town’s residents, all while trying to find his own voice.

One of the novel’s most compelling moments occurs when Jax discovers a hidden box of letters from his father,

revealing stories of his father’s past, his hopes, and the reasons he loved his family. These letters become a

catalyst for Jax’s personal growth, helping him to reconcile his feelings of grief with a newfound sense of purpose.

In the climactic scenes, Jax confronts the older brother about the responsibilities he has inherited and the

expectations of their family. The conversation is raw, honest, and ultimately leads to a mutual understanding that

each sibling must find his own path while supporting one another. The story concludes with Jax stepping onto a



stage in the town’s community center, delivering a heartfelt speech about family, love, and resilience—a moment

that encapsulates the book’s central message of finding joy in the midst of hardship.

Key Characters

•  Jax – The protagonist, a 12 �year �old who must balance school, family duties, and his own emotional healing.

•  Jax’s older brother (Jax Jr.) – A rising country star who returns to his hometown and brings fame and 

expectations.

•  Jax’s mother, Mae – A hardworking single mother who struggles to keep the household afloat.

•  Hannah – Jax’s best friend, who provides a sounding board and a source of light-hearted humor.

•  Mr. Henderson – The school principal who encourages Jax to pursue his talents.

Core Themes Explored in Great Joy

DiCamillo masterfully weaves several enduring themes into the narrative, creating a layered reading experience.

Grief and Loss

The death of a parent, whether physical or emotional, is a central motif. Jax’s father’s incarceration forces Jax to

confront the absence of a parental figure, and his subsequent search for closure is a relatable journey for many

readers dealing with loss.

Family Responsibility

When Jax’s father is gone, the weight of caretaking falls onto Jax’s shoulders. The novel examines how

responsibilities can shape a child’s identity and the ways in which family members adapt to new roles.

Resilience and Hope

Despite the challenges, Jax finds moments of joy and laughter. The title itself, Great Joy by Kate DiCamillo,

signals that joy can be discovered even in the darkest moments. The story encourages readers to keep moving

forward, no matter how heavy the burden.

Identity and Self �Discovery

Through his interactions with the older brother and the town’s people, Jax learns that identity is fluid. He realizes

that he can define himself beyond the expectations imposed by others.

Literary Style and Narrative Voice

DiCamillo’s writing style in Great Joyis accessible yet sophisticated, striking a delicate balance between childlike

wonder and adult introspection. The third �person limited perspective allows readers to intimately experience Jax’s

emotions while still maintaining an objective view of the broader community. The prose is characterized by vivid

descriptions, sharp dialogue, and a touch of humor that offsets the heaviness of the subject matter.

One of the novel’s strengths is its use of symbolism. The hidden letters, for instance, serve as a metaphor for the

past that must be acknowledged to move forward. The community center stage, where Jax eventually delivers his

speech, symbolizes a communal space for healing and expression.

Critical Reception and Awards

Upon its release, Great Joy by Kate DiCamillo received widespread acclaim from both critics and readers. The 

novel earned a spot on the New York Times  Best Sellers list and was shortlisted for the Coretta Scott King Award

for its portrayal of a strong, complex African �American protagonist. Many reviewers praised DiCamillo’s ability to



tackle difficult subjects with grace and authenticity.

Reviewers highlighted the novel’s realistic depiction of small-town life and its nuanced portrayal of family dynamics.

The book’s emotional depth was also noted for providing a safe space for younger readers to process grief and

responsibility.

Reading Experience: Who Should Read Great Joy?

While Great Joy is categorized as a children’s novel, its themes transcend age boundaries. The book is ideal for:

1.  Young readers aged 10–14 who are beginning to explore complex emotions.

2.  Parents seeking a meaningful conversation starter about grief and resilience.

3.  Educators looking for a text that encourages empathy and emotional intelligence.

4.  Adults who appreciate literary fiction with a strong moral core.

Parents may find the book’s honesty about loss and responsibility a useful tool for discussing these topics with their

children. Teachers can incorporate the novel into lesson plans about character development, narrative structure,

and theme analysis.

Comparisons to DiCamillo’s Other Works

Readers familiar with DiCamillo’s earlier titles will notice thematic continuities. For example, Because of Winn-Dixie 

also explores the healing power of companionship, while The Tale of Despereaux delves into courage and 

redemption. However, Great Joyis distinct in its focus on real �world challenges and the intricacies of family

responsibility. The novel’s tone is more grounded, reflecting DiCamillo’s growth as an author who tackles adult

themes through a child’s perspective.

Why Great Joy Is Worth Adding to Your Reading List

There are several compelling reasons to read Great Joy by Kate DiCamillo:

•  Emotional Resonance – The novel offers a raw, authentic portrayal of grief that can help readers process their 

own emotions.

•  Character Growth – Jax’s journey from confusion to empowerment is a testament to the human capacity for 

resilience.

•  Accessible Language – DiCamillo’s clear prose makes complex themes approachable for younger readers.

•  Inspirational Message – The book reminds us that joy can be found even in the most challenging 

circumstances.

•  Literary Quality – The narrative structure and vivid imagery showcase DiCamillo’s skill as a storyteller.

Conclusion: A Heart �Warming Journey

Kate DiCamillo’s Great Joy by Kate DiCamillois more than just a children’s novel; it is a thoughtful exploration of

grief, responsibility, and the enduring power of hope. By following Jax’s path from uncertainty to self �discovery,

readers are invited to reflect on their own experiences with loss and resilience. Whether you’re a parent, teacher, or

simply a lover of beautifully written stories, this book offers an unforgettable reading experience that will stay with

you long after the final page is turned.
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