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The Bad Case Of
Stripes

Introduction: More Than Just a
Colorful Story

Imagine  waking  up  one  morning  and
discovering  that  your  skin  is  covered  in
bright,  bold  stripes.  For  most  of  us,  that
would  be  a  terrifying  nightmare.  But  for
Camilla  Cream,  the  heroine  of  David
Shannon's  beloved  picture  book  The  Bad
Case of Stripes,  it  is  the beginning of  a
hilarious,  bizarre,  and  deeply  meaningful
adventure. Since its publication in 1998, this
classic children's story has captivated young
readers  and  adults  alike  with  its  vibrant
illustrations  and  powerful  message  about
self-acceptance.  The  book's  central
premise—that  hiding  our  true  selves  can
make  us  literally  "break  out"  in  strange
ways—has  turned  it  into  a  staple  in
classrooms, libraries, and homes around the
world. In this comprehensive article, we will
exp lore  the  p lot ,  themes,  l i terary
significance,  and  lasting  impact  of  The Bad
Case  of  Stripes,  and  discover  why  it
remains as relevant today as it was over two



decades ago.

Overview of "The Bad Case of
Stripes"

At its heart, The Bad Case of Stripes is a
straightforward yet wildly imaginative story.
The protagonist is Camilla Cream, a young
girl who loves lima beans but refuses to eat
them  because  all  her  friends  hate  them.
Camilla  is  so  desperate  to  fit  in  that  she
worries constantly about what others think of
her. One morning before school, she looks in
the mirror and sees that her skin has broken
out  in  colorful  stripes.  Panicked,  she  tries
every trick she knows to hide her condition,
from  wearing  a  sweatshirt  to  applying
creams,  but  nothing  works.

When Camilla  arrives  at  school,  the  other
children  tease  her,  and  her  condition
worsens.  The  stripes  shift  and  change—first
to stars and stripes, then to polka dots, then
to  a  checkerboard  pattern—depending  on
what her classmates say. The story escalates
as she is sent home, visited by doctors and
specialists, and even turns into a giant pill, a
blob, and a room-sized copy of herself. The
crisis  reaches its  peak when the school  is
evacuated. Help finally arrives in the form of
a kind old woman who offers Camilla a bowl
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of  lima  beans.  When  Camilla  finally  admits
her  true  feelings—that  she  loves  lima
beans—she returns to her normal self. The
book ends with Camilla  happily  eating her
favorite  food  and,  more  importantly,
confidently  being  herself.

Key Themes and Lessons in
"The Bad Case of Stripes"

The genius of The Bad Case of Stripes lies
in  its  ability  to  tackle  complex  emotional
themes  through  a  simple,  fantastical
narrative.  The  story  is  a  rich  tapestry  of
lessons  that  resonate  with  readers  of  all
ages.

The Importance of Being Yourself

The most obvious and powerful theme is the
importance of authenticity. Camilla's physical
transformation  is  a  direct  result  of  her
unwi l l ingness  to  express  her  t rue
preferences.  She  hides  her  love  for  lima
beans, which symbolizes hiding a part of her
identity to gain social approval. Her stripes
are  not  a  punishment  but  a  physical
manifestation  of  her  inner  conflict.  The  cure
comes  only  when  she  embraces  her
authentic self and stops caring about what
others  think.  This  message  is  particularly



crucial  for  children  who  face  immense
pressure  to  conform  in  school  and  social
settings. The book teaches that individuality
is not something to be ashamed of; rather, it
is the key to personal well-being.

Consequences of Conformity

A related theme is the perils of conformity.
Camilla's  constant  worry  about  fitting  in
makes  her  a  prisoner  of  others'  opinions.
Every time she tries to please someone else,
her  s t r ipes  change  to  match  the i r
expectations—like turning into the American
flag when the class says "The Star-Spangled
Banner" or becoming a checkerboard pattern
when  a  girl  mentions  that  pattern.  This
illustrates how losing oneself in the desire to
be liked can lead to a loss of identity. The
book  strongly  suggests  that  trying  to  be
everyone's friend makes you no one at all.
This lesson extends beyond childhood; adults
also often sacrifice their true selves to meet
societal  norms,  and  The  Bad  Case  of
Stripes  serves  as  a  gentle  yet  clear
reminder  of  the  cost.

Peer Pressure and Acceptance

Peer  pressure  is  a  driving  force  in  the
narrative.  Camilla's  fear  of  being  different
leads her to deny her own tastes. Even when
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she is covered in stripes, she continues to
worry  about  the  judgments  o f  her
classmates. The story does not demonize the
other children;  rather,  it  shows how group
dynamics  can  inadvertently  harm  one
individual.  The  resolution  highlights  that
acceptance often starts with self-acceptance.
Once Camilla  accepts  herself,  the external
pressure loses its power. This is a valuable
lesson for young readers who may feel that
they need to change to be liked.

Literary Analysis: Style,
Illustrations, and Symbolism

David Shannon is known for his distinctive
artistic style, and The Bad Case of Stripes
is  a  perfect  showcase  of  his  talents.  The
illustrations  are  bold,  colorful,  and  slightly
surreal, perfectly matching the absurdity of
Camilla's  predicament.  The  use  of  large,
double-page spreads allows readers to fully
immerse  themselves  in  the  chaos.  The
stripes themselves become more elaborate
and  fantastical  as  the  story  progresses,
visually  representing  Camilla's  growing
internal  turmoil.

Symbolism is abundant. The stripes are the
most obvious symbol, representing external
opinions and the pressure to conform. The



lima beans represent authenticity and inner
truth. The doctors and specialists symbolize
the  many  people  who  try  to  "fix"  someone
rather than understand them. The kind old
woman—who turns out to be a "lima bean
lover"  herself—represents  the  wise  figure
who  sees  Cami l la 's  t rue  need.  The
transformation of Camilla into a giant pill is a
particularly  striking image,  suggesting how
soc ie ty  t r i es  to  mo ld  peop le  i n to
standardized  shapes.  Shannon's  use  of
humor and exaggeration ensures that these
heavy themes never feel  didactic;  instead,
they invite laughter and reflection.

Why "The Bad Case of Stripes"
Resonates with Children and
Adults

The  lasting  appeal  of  The  Bad  Case  of
Stripes lies in its universal relatability. Every
child  has  felt  the  sting  of  wanting  to  fit  in.
Every  child  has  hidden  a  favorite  food  or
hobby to  avoid  teasing.  Camilla's  plight  is
instantly  recognizable,  even  though  it  is
expressed  through  a  fantastical  skin
condition. The book validates those feelings
without being preachy. For adults, the story
takes on new layers.  It  can be seen as a
metaphor for mental health, identity crisis, or
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the pressure to succeed. The line "She was
very, very worried about what other people
thought of her" could describe many adults
in the modern world, where social media and
performance culture amplify these anxieties.
As a result, the book has become a favorite
among teachers and counselors for sparking
conversat ions  about  se l f -esteem,
individuality,  and  kindness.

Teaching Resources and
Activities for "The Bad Case of
Stripes"

Because of its rich themes, The Bad Case
of  Str ipes  i s  a  popular  cho ice  for
elementary classrooms. Educators can use it
to teach a variety of subjects beyond reading
comprehension.

Discussion Questions: Teachers
often ask why Camilla's stripes
appeared and how she got rid of them.
They explore the meaning of being
yourself and encourage students to
share something unique about
themselves that they might have been
hiding.
Writing Prompts: Students might
write about a time they felt pressured



to conform or describe what their own
"bad case of stripes" would look like.
Art Projects: Children can create self-
portraits with patterns that represent
their personalities, or design a new
"specialty" for the doctors in the book.
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL):
The book is excellent for lessons on
identity, empathy, and managing peer
pressure. Role-playing scenarios help
students practice standing up for their
preferences.
Science Connections: Some
educators tie the story to discussions
about food allergies or conditions like
vitiligo (though with sensitivity) to
explore how people can look different
on the outside.

The  versatility  of  the  book  makes  it  a
valuable resource across grade levels. Even
middle school students can engage with the
deeper  symbolism  while  younger  children
enjoy the silly transformations.

The Cultural Impact and
Legacy of "The Bad Case of
Stripes"

Since its release, The Bad Case of Stripes
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has become one of  David Shannon's  most
famous works, alongside No, David!.  It has
won numerous awards, including a spot on
the New York Times  Best Illustrated Books
list. The book has been translated into many
languages  and is  frequently  read aloud in
storytimes  worldwide.  Its  influence  extends
beyond literature; it has been adapted into a
short  animated  film  and  is  often  referenced
in  discussions  about  children's  books  that
tackle self-esteem. The phrase "a bad case
of  stripes"  has  even  entered  common
parlance to describe someone who is overly
concerned with fitting in.

The book's message is timeless, especially in
an  era  where  social  media  amplifies
comparison  and  conformity.  In  a  world  of
filters, likes, and curated identities, Camilla's
story reminds us that authenticity is the only
sustainable way to live. The book encourages
readers to embrace their quirks, whether it's
a  love  for  lima  beans  or  something  else
entirely.  Moreover,  the  story  teaches  that
diversity  is  not  a  flaw  but  a  strength—a
lesson  that  aligns  with  modern  values  of
inclusion and mental health awareness.

Conclusion: A Timeless Lesson



in Authenticity

The Bad Case of Stripes is far more than a
humorous picture book about a girl  with a
colorful  skin  condition.  It  is  a  profound
allegory for the struggle between conformity
and  individuality.  Through  Camilla's
outrageous  transformations  and  eventual
recovery, David Shannon delivers a clear and
compassionate  message:  being  true  to
yourself is the only cure for the pressure to
fit  in.  The  book  continues  to  charm  new
generations of readers because it tackles a
fundamental  human  experience  with
warmth,  creativity,  and  unforgettable
illustrations.  Whether  you  are  a  child
struggling  with  peer  pressure  or  an  adult
navigating  the  complexities  of  identity,
Camilla  Cream's  story  offers  both  comfort
and courage.  So the next time you feel  a
"bad case of stripes" coming on, remember
the  power  of  l ima  beans—and,  more
i m p o r t a n t l y ,  t h e  p o w e r  o f  b e i n g
unapologetically  you.


