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EMBARKING ON AN ADVENTURE: CLIFFORD TAKES A TRIP

Few characters in children’s literature are as instantly recognizable or as universally beloved as
Clifford the Big Red Dog. Created by Norman Bridwell, this gentle giant has been delighting young
readers for decades. Among his many adventures, one story stands out as a classic tale of travel,
friendship, and the joys (and challenges) of exploring the world beyond home. That story is, of
course, Clifford Takes a Trip. This engaging book not only entertains but also offers valuable
lessons about patience, problem-solving, and the importance of family. In this comprehensive
article, we will dive deep into the world of Clifford, exploring what makes this particular journey so
memorable, its themes, its impact on early readers, and why it remains a beloved staple in
classrooms and homes alike.

The Story Behind the Big Red Dog'’s
Journey

First published in the mid-1960s, Clifford Takes a Trip is part of the original Clifford series that
Norman Bridwell began in 1963. In this story, Emily Elizabeth and her family plan a summer
vacation, but there is one problem - Clifford is simply too large to fit in the car. The family decides
that Clifford must stay behind at a kennel. However, as the story unfolds, Clifford’s desire to be with
his family and his sheer size lead to a series of humorous and heartwarming events. He escapes
from the kennel, sets off on his own journey to find his family, and eventually reunites with them in a
way that only a giant red dog could. The narrative is simple yet rich, allowing children to engage
with concepts of separation, determination, and love.

The book’s charm lies in its ability to address a common childhood fear - being left behind - while
turning it into a fun, reassuring adventure. The illustrations, drawn by Bridwell himself in his
signature style, are filled with warmth and humor. Clifford’s enormous scale creates comedic
situations: he gets stuck in train tunnels, causes traffic jams, and accidentally creates new
landmarks. Yet through it all, his goal remains clear: to reach Emily Elizabeth. This powerful
emotional core is what has kept Clifford Takes a Trip in print for over half a century.

KEY THEMES IN CLIFFORD TAKES A TRIP

While on the surface the book is simply a funny story about a dog on a road trip, it contains several

deeper themes that resonate with both children and adults. Understanding these themes helps
explain why the book has been a favorite among educators and parents for generations.

Overcoming Separation Anxiety

For many young children, the first time they are separated from their parents - whether for school, a
sleepover, or a vacation - can be stressful. Clifford Takes a trip directly addresses this by showing
Clifford’s own anxiety about being left at the kennel. He is visibly sad and confused. But instead of
staying miserable, he takes action. This models a proactive approach to dealing with separation:
missing someone is normal, but you can find ways to cope and even reunite. The story reassures
children that even if they are apart from loved ones for a short while, the bond remains strong, and
reunion is sweet.

Persistence and Problem-Solving

Clifford’s journey is not easy. He has to navigate unfamiliar roads, deal with obstacles like narrow
bridges and crowded cities, and figure out how to find his family without a map or phone. Children
watching or reading about his determination learn that obstacles can be overcome one step at a
time. Clifford doesn’t give up; he keeps going, using his size and cleverness to solve problems. This
encourages young readers to adopt a “can-do” attitude. Teachers often use this story to discuss
perseverance and creative thinking in the face of difficulties.

The Importance of Home and Family

Throughout the journey, Clifford’s goal is always to get back to the people he loves. The book
beautifully captures the idea that “home” is not a place but the people you're with. When Clifford
finally sees Emily Elizabeth and her family at their vacation spot, the joy is palpable. This theme
reinforces the security of family bonds and the comfort of knowing you are loved unconditionally. It
also subtly teaches children that adventures are wonderful, but having a loving family to return to
makes them even better.

EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF CLIFFORD TAKES A TRIP

Beyond its entertainment value, Clifford Takes a Trip is a powerful educational tool. Early
childhood educators frequently incorporate this book into lesson plans for language arts, social
studies, and even math.
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Vocabulary and Language Development

The book uses simple yet descriptive language. Words like “kennel,” “vacation,” “tunnel,” “bridge,”
and “reunion” are introduced in context. For English language learners or beginning readers, this
provides excellent exposure to everyday vocabulary. The repetitive structure and predictable
storyline also help build reading confidence. Many teachers use the book to teach sequencing - first,
second, third - as Clifford faces a series of events. Additionally, the onomatopoeia (like the sound of
the train whistle) adds a fun auditory element that engages children during read-aloud sessions.

Map Skills and Geography

Though Clifford’s journey is fictional, it can be used as a springboard for teaching basic map reading.
Teachers can ask students to draw a map of Clifford’s route from the kennel to the family’s vacation
spot, labeling landmarks like “big bridge,” “forest,” and “city.” This hands-on activity helps develop
spatial awareness and directional vocabulary. It’s an early introduction to non-fiction text features in
a playful, accessible way.

Emotional Literacy

As mentioned, the book is excellent for discussions about feelings. Children can talk about how
Clifford felt at the beginning (sad, lonely), during his journey (determined, maybe scared), and at the
end (happy, relieved). This builds emotional vocabulary and empathy. It also helps children
articulate their own experiences of missing someone. Many teachers follow a reading of Clifford
Takes a Trip with a writing prompt: “Describe a time you missed someone and what you did about
it.”

WHY CLIFFORD TAKES A TRIP REMAINS A FAVORITE

In an age of flashy animated movies and interactive apps, a simple picture book from the 1960s
might seem outdated. Yet Clifford Takes a Trip continues to be checked out from libraries, bought
as gifts, and read at bedtime. Why does it endure?

Timeless Artwork

Norman Bridwell’s illustrations are deceptively simple - thick outlines, soft colors, and expressive
faces. They capture emotion without being detailed or busy. Clifford’s size is always humorously
exaggerated, making the visuals instantly appealing. The art style feels nostalgic and comforting,
which resonates with parents who grew up reading the same book.

Universal Relatability

Almost every child has felt left out or worried about being separated from their family. Clifford’s
misadventures - like getting stuck under a train trestle - are funny but also relatable. Children laugh
at the absurdity while connecting to the underlying emotion. The story respects a child’s intelligence
by not downplaying their fears but showing that they can be overcome.

Positive Role Model

Clifford is not just a giant dog; he is a model of good behavior. He never harms anyone, he is polite,
and he is loving. Even when he causes interruptions (like blocking traffic), he does so
unintentionally. This makes him a safe and admirable character. Parents appreciate that their
children are learning lessons of kindness and persistence from Clifford’s example.

HOW TO USE CLIFFORD TAKES A TRIP IN HOME READING

If you are a parent or caregiver, you can enhance the reading experience of Clifford Takes a Trip
with a few simple activities. First, before reading, ask your child what they think might happen if a
giant dog tried to go on a trip. This builds prediction skills. During reading, pause at key moments to
ask: “How do you think Clifford feels?” or “What do you think will happen next?” After reading, you
can have your child retell the story in their own words. This reinforces comprehension and
sequencing. You can also create a simple Clifford-themed craft - for example, making a paper bag
Clifford puppet and acting out the journey.

For older children (ages 6-8), the book can be a springboard for writing their own vacation story with
a pet or imaginary friend. They can draw a map of the route and describe obstacles faced. The
book’s simplicity allows for endless creativity without overwhelming young minds.

THE LEGACY OF CLIFFORD: MORE THAN JUST A STORY

Clifford Takes a Trip is part of a larger franchise that includes numerous books, an animated
television series (both classic and updated), and even a live-action film. But the original books
remain the foundation of Clifford’s popularity. They teach social-emotional skills in a way that is
gentle, funny, and memorable. The book’s success also paved the way for other character-driven
series that focus on feelings and everyday adventures, like Franklin or Little Bear. Norman Bridwell
once said that he simply wanted to create a book that children would enjoy - and he succeeded
beyond measure.

In school libraries, Clifford Takes a Trip is often one of the first books children learn to read
independently. Its rhyming cadence (though not strictly poetic) and repetitive phrases make it
accessible. It also introduces the concept of a “journey” as a narrative structure - something that
will reappear in countless stories as children grow older.
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Comparing Clifford Takes a Trip to Modern
Children’s Books

While many contemporary children’s books tackle separation and travel, few do so with the
straightforward warmth of Clifford. Modern books often have more complex plots or moral
messages. Clifford, on the other hand, trusts the child’s ability to understand emotion without heavy
explanation. The humor is gentle, not sarcastic. This makes the book appropriate for a wide age
range, from toddlers to early elementary students. It is also gender-neutral and accessible to all
children regardless of background, which contributes to its lasting appeal.

CONCLUSION: THE TIMELESS JOURNEY OF CLIFFORD

Clifford Takes a Trip is more than just a children’s book; it is a story about love, determination,
and the lengths we go to for family. Through Clifford’s oversized paws and oversized heart, young
readers learn that missing someone is okay, that problems can be solved, and that home is
wherever the people you love are. The book’s simple language, charming illustrations, and profound
themes make it a cornerstone of early childhood literature. Whether you are a parent reading it for
the hundredth time or a child encountering Clifford for the first time, this journey never gets old. It
reminds us that even the biggest adventures start with a small step - or, in Clifford’s case, a very big
paw.

As we close this exploration, we invite you to revisit this classic with a fresh perspective. Flip
through its pages, notice the details in the art, and appreciate how a story about a giant red dog
taking a trip can teach us so much about resilience, love, and the joy of reunion. Indeed, the legacy
of Clifford Takes a Trip will continue to inspire generations of readers to come.



