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INTRODUCTION:
EMBRACING
UNIQUENESS WITH
“SPAGHETTI IN A
HOT DOG BUN”

At  first  glance,  the
phrase “Spaghetti In A
Hot  Dog  Bun”  might
conjure up an image of
a peculiar, messy, and
perhaps  unappetizing
lunch combination. For
those who have never
e n c o u n t e r e d  t h e
phrase  in  a  literary
context,  it  sounds like
a  qu i r ky  cu l i na ry
exper iment  gone
wrong.  However,  for
educators,  parents,
and children who have

had  the  pleasure  of
reading the celebrated
children’s picture book
by  Maria  Dismondy,
this  phrase  carries  a
far  deeper  and  more
inspiring meaning.
Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
Dog Bun is more than
a story—it is a powerful
lesson in courage, self-
acceptance,  and  the
importance of  treating
others  with  kindness.
The  book  uses  the
metaphor of a girl who
likes  her  food  in  an
unconventional way to
teach children that it is
okay to be different.  In
a  wor ld  that  of ten
p r e s s u r e s  y o u n g
people to conform, this
s to ry  s tands  as  a
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beacon  of  empathy
and  individuality.  In
this  article,  we  will
explore  the  origins  of
the  book,  unpack  its
c e n t r a l  t h e m e s ,
examine how it can be
used  in  educational
settings,  and  discuss
w h y  i t s  m e s s a g e
remains so vital today.

THE STORY
BEHIND THE TITLE:
WHAT DOES
“SPAGHETTI IN A
HOT DOG BUN”
MEAN?

To  understand  the
heart  of  the book,  we
must  first  discuss  the
title  itself.  The  main
character, Lucy, enjoys
eating her spaghetti in
a hot dog bun—a habit
that  makes  her  stand
out  from  her  peers.
She is happy with her
u n i q u e  m e a l
preference,  but  she
soon  faces  ridicule

from  a  schoolmate
named  Ralph,  who
teases  her  for  being
different. Lucy’s coping
j o u r n e y  a n d  h e r
e v e n t u a l  a c t  o f
kindness toward Ralph
form the narrative arc.
The  title  is  therefore
not a recipe or a food
commentary;  it  is  a
v i v i d  s y m b o l  o f
i n d i v i d u a l i t y .
“Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
Dog  Bun”  represents
anything that makes a
person feel  different or
special—whether  it  is
an  unusual  lunch,  a
u n i q u e  h o b b y ,  a
particular accent, or a
different  way  of
thinking.  The  book
empowers  children  to
e m b r a c e  t h e s e
differences and to have
the courage to be who
they truly are.
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Author
and
Inspiratio

n
Maria Dismondy  is a
well-known  author  of
children’s  literature
that  focuses  on social
emotional  learning
(SEL) .  Her  books ,
including The Juice Box
Bully  and  Chocolate
M i l k ,  P o r  F a v o r ,
emphasize  empathy,
d i v e r s i t y ,  a n d
resilience.  Spaghetti
In A Hot Dog Bun is
o n e  o f  h e r  m o s t
beloved  works,  partly
because it is based on
a  r e a l  c h i l d h o o d
experience.  Dismondy
herself was teased for
bringing  different
lunches to school, and
she  channeled  that

memory  into  a  story
that  helps  children
navigate  bullying  and
self-doubt.

CORE THEMES OF
“SPAGHETTI IN A
HOT DOG BUN”

The  richness  of  this
b o o k  l i e s  i n  t h e
mult ip le  layers  of
thematic content.  It  is
not  a  one-note  “be
yourself” story; it  also
addresses  how  to
respond to unkindness
w i t h  g r a c e  a n d
strength.

Courage
to Be
Yourself
The central message is
t h a t  h a v i n g  t h e
courage to be yourself
is more important than
fitting in. Lucy does not
change her lunch even
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when Ralph mocks her.
She  remains  confident
in  her  own  choices,
which  is  a  model  for
ch i ldren  who  face
similar  peer  pressure.
The  book  reinforces
that our differences are
not  flaws  but  part  of
our  identity.

Kindness
and
Empathy
A  remarkable  twist  in
the story  is  that  Lucy
does  not  retal iate
against  Ralph.  When
Ralph forgets his lunch
one  day,  Lucy  shares
her “spaghetti in a hot
dog  bun”  with  him.
This  act  shows  that
even  those  who  bully
us may be dealing with
their  own  struggles.
The book teaches that
r e s p o n d i n g  w i t h

kindness  can  break
cycles of unkindness, a
profound  lesson  for
young  readers.

Standing
Up to
Bullying
Lucy’s  grandfather
plays a key role in the
story by offering gentle
wisdom  about  being
brave  and  t rue  to
oneself. The book does
n o t  s u g g e s t  t h a t
c h i l d r e n  s h o u l d
pass i ve l y  accep t
bullying;  instead,  it
encourages  them  to
find inner strength and
to  seek  support  from
trusted  adults.  The
focus  is  on  building
character  rather  than
p r o m o t i n g
confrontation.
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Intergene
rational

Wisdom
T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between Lucy and her
grandfather is  another
important  theme.
Grandparents  often
provide  a  safe  space
for children to express
the i r  f ee l i ngs .  I n
Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
D o g  B u n ,  t h e
grandfather’s  words
become the emotional
anchor that helps Lucy
navigate  her  social
challenges.

WHY THIS BOOK
RESONATES WITH
READERS TODAY

In an era where social
med ia ,  academic
pressure,  and  diverse
family  structures  are
part  of  everyday  life,

children  encounter
more  opportunities  to
feel  “different”  than
e v e r  b e f o r e .  T h e
simplicity  of  Lucy’s
lunch contrast carries a
m e s s a g e  t h a t
transcends  cultural
b a c k g r o u n d s .
Moreover,  the  book
celebrates  diversity  of
t h o u g h t  a n d
preference  without
being  preachy.
Teachers  often  use
Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
D o g  B u n  i n
classrooms  to  initiate
discussions  about
respect,  inclusion,  and
bullying  prevention.
The  story  provides  a
common  vocabulary
for  children  to  talk
about  their  feelings.
Parents find it  a gentle
way to introduce these
difficult  topics  at  home
w i t h o u t  f e a r -
mongering.
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USING “SPAGHETTI
IN A HOT DOG
BUN” IN
EDUCATION AND

PARENTING

Classroo
m
Activities
M a n y  e d u c a t o r s
incorporate  the  book
i n t o  t h e i r  s o c i a l
emotional  learning
cur r icu lum.  A f ter
reading  the  story,
teachers  can  lead
d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h
questions  l ike:

What is
something that
makes you
unique, like
Lucy’s spaghetti
in a hot dog bun?
How did Lucy
feel when Ralph
teased her? What

would you do in
her situation?
Why do you think
Lucy shared her
lunch with Ralph
at the end?

Other activities include
having  students  draw
or  write  about  their
own “spaghetti in a hot
d o g  b u n ”
moments—times  when
they  felt  different  but
s t a y e d  t r u e  t o
themselves.  Some
classrooms even host a
“Unique  Lunch  Day”
where children bring a
food  combination  that
others  might  find
unusual,  celebrating
those  differences
together.

Home
Read-
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Aloud
Tips
For parents reading the
book  at  home,  i t ’s
helpful  to  pause  after
key moments and ask
open-ended  questions.
The story lends itself to
role-playing:  a  child
can  act  out  Lucy’s
brave  response  or
practice  what  they
would say to someone
l i k e  R a l p h .  T h e
grandfather  character
also provides a model
for  how  adults  can
offer  comfort  without
solving the problem for
the child.

Connecti
ng to

Real-
World
Bullying
Preventio
n
S c h o o l s  t h a t
i m p l e m e n t  a n t i -
bul lying  programs
often  pair  the  book
with  activities  about
bystander intervention.
Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
Dog  Bun  shows  that
even the “bully” has a
vulnerable  side,  which
can  he lp  ch i ld ren
deve lop  empathy
rather  than  fear  or
anger  toward  bullies.
This  nuanced  view  is
k e y  t o  l o n g - t e r m
behavioral  change.

LITERARY STYLE
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AND
ILLUSTRATIONS

The book is written in a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ,
conversational  style
t h a t  a p p e a l s  t o
children  aged  4  to  8.
The  illustrations  by
K i m b e r l y  S h a w -
Peterson  are  colorful
a n d  e x p r e s s i v e ,
cap tu r i ng  Lucy ’ s
emotions—  from  the
joyful  confidence  of
eating  her  favorite
meal to the sadness of
being  excluded.  The
images  support  the
text  in  showing  the
contrast  between
Lucy’s  world  (full  of
love  and  individuality)
and Ralph’s negativity.
It is important to note
that the book does not
depict  any  graphic
bullying  or  violence.
The teasing is mild and
realistic,  which  makes
i t  appropr ia te  for
sensitive  readers.  The

solution  is  wholesome
w i t h o u t  b e i n g
unrealistic.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
BOOKS ON
INDIVIDUALITY

While  there  are  many
children’s books about
being yourself, such as
T h e  D o t  b y  P e t e r
R e y n o l d s  o r  I  A m
E n o u g h  b y  G r a c e
Byers, Spaghetti In A
Hot Dog Bun uniquely
combines  themes  of
self-acceptance  with
active kindness toward
a  tormentor.  It  does
not simply tell children
to  ignore  bullies;  it
asks them to consider
the  bully’s  humanity.
T h i s  i s  a  m o r e
sophisticated  lesson
that can spark deeper
conversations  about
f o r g i v e n e s s  a n d
compassion.
Additionally, the use of
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food  as  a  metaphor
makes  the  concept
t a n g i b l e  a n d
memorable  for  young
chi ldren.  Food  is  a
universal  experience,
and lunchtime is often
a  social ly  charged
moment  in  schools.
The  book  addresses
this  aspect  of  school
culture  in  a  way  that
few others do.

EXPANDING THE
METAPHOR:
BEYOND THE BOOK

The  phrase  “spaghetti
in a hot dog bun” has
taken  on  a  life  of  its
o w n  i n  s o m e
communit ies.  I t  is
sometimes  used  in
parenting  blogs  and
motivational  talks  to
r e p r e s e n t  a n y
unconventional  choice
that a child makes. The
metaphor  is  flexible:  a
child  who  loves  ballet
but also plays soccer, a
teenager who wants to

study  art  instead  of
business,  or  even  an
adult who mixes styles
in  fashion—anything
that  defies  easy
categorization.
In this sense, the book
has become a cultural
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
c e l e b r a t i n g
individuality.  The term
h a s  a p p e a r e d  i n
articles  about  raising
confident  children,  and
it has been referenced
in  diversity  training
m a t e r i a l s  f o r
elementary  educators.
Its  simplicity  allows  it
to  be  applied  across
many contexts.

Literal
Interpreta
tions: A
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Fun
Recipe
While not the focus of
t h e  b o o k ,  s o m e
families have taken the
t i t le  l i te ra l ly  and
created  a  fun  snack:
spaghetti  (or  pasta)
inserted into a hot dog
bun, topped with sauce
and  cheese.  This  can
be  a  playful  way  to
connect  the  story  to
mealtime.  Children
who  enjoy  the  book
may  find  it  exciting  to
e a t  t h e i r  o w n
“spaghetti in a hot dog
bun”  while  discussing
Lucy’s courage. It turns
t h e  l e s s o n  i n t o  a
m u l t i s e n s o r y
experience.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
AWARDS

Spaghetti  In  A  Hot
Dog Bun has received

widespread praise from
parents,  educators,
and  librarians.  It  is  a
multi-award-winning
title,  including  the
Mom’s  Choice  Award
and  the  Gold  Medal
from  the  Readers’
Favorite  International
Book  Awards.  Many
p o s i t i v e  r e v i e w s
highlight that the book
works equally well for a
single  child  and  for  a
classroom  group.  Its
simple  language  and
profound  message
m a k e  i t  a  g o - t o
resource for any adult
who  wants  to  nurture
emotional  intelligence
in  children.
One  common  critique
is  that  the  resolution
feels too easy: Ralph’s
transformation  after
one shared lunch might
seem abrupt. However,
for  the  target  age
group,  th is  gent le
r e s o l u t i o n  i s
appropriate.  The  book
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opens  the  door  for
discussion, and it does
not  pretend  that  all
bullying  ends  with  a
sandwich.  Instead,  it
offers  a  hopeful
p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t
kindness  can  plant  a
seed of change.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING IMPACT
OF “SPAGHETTI IN
A HOT DOG BUN”

In  a  crowded  field  of
children’s  literature
about social emotional
learning, Spaghetti In
A Hot Dog Bun stands
out  because  it  meets
children  where  they
are: in the lunchroom,
i n  m o m e n t s  o f
embarrassment, and in
t h e  s e a r c h  f o r
acceptance. It does not

offer  a  formula;  it
offers a story that feels
true. The title itself is a
clear  metaphor  that
stays with readers long
after  the  last  page  is
turned.
Whether  you  are  a
parent  looking  for  a
bedtime  story  that
teaches  courage,  a
teacher  seeking  a
read-aloud  for  anti-
bullying  week,  or  a
caregiver  hoping  to
instill  self-worth  in  a
c h i l d  w h o  f e e l s
different,  this  book
delivers. Its lessons are
timeless: be brave, be
kind,  and  remember
that a little spaghetti in
a hot dog bun can be a
delicious symbol of all
the wonderful ways we
are all unique.


