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INTRODUCTION:
WHY A STUBBORN
PIGEON
CAPTIVATES
YOUNG READERS

If  you have ever tried
to  convince  a  toddler
to  take  a  bath,  you
know the battle is real.
T h e r e  i s  t h e
n e g o t i a t i o n ,  t h e
whining,  the  sudden
claim  that  they  are
“not  dirty,”  and  the
e v e n t u a l
surrender—often with a
dramat ic  s igh.  Mo
Willems, the master of
capturing  childhood
e m o t i o n s  i n

deceptively  simple
drawings,  has  turned
this  universal  struggle
into  a  laugh-out-loud
picture  book:  The
P igeon  Needs  a
Bath! .  Part  of  the
b e l o v e d  P i g e o n
series, this book does
m o r e  t h a n  j u s t
entertain.  It  invites
ch i l d ren  to  j o in  a
conversation  with  a
character who is equal
parts exasperating and
endearing. The Pigeon,
with his expressive eye
a n d  o v e r s i z e d
personality,  argues,
pleads, and eventually
comes  around  to  the
i d e a  o f  g e t t i n g
clean—but not without
a  few  tantrums  along
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the way. In this article,
we’ll  explore  why this
M o  W i l l e m s
children's  book  has
become  a  storytime
favorite, how it can be
u s e d  t o  t e a c h
important lessons, and
why the Pigeon’s dirty
feathers  remain  a
source of  pure joy for
readers young and old.

THE STORY IN A
NUTSHELL: A
RELUCTANT
PIGEON MEETS
THE BATH

T h e  p l o t  o f  T h e
P igeon  Needs  a
Bath!  is  wonderfully
straightforward.  The
Pigeon  looks  filthy.  He
is  covered  in  dirt,  his
feathers  are  drooping,
and there is a distinct
smel l  ( the  book ’s
illustrations  make  this
very  clear).  But  when
the  narrator  suggests
he  needs  a  bath,  the
Pigeon  is  horrified.  He

l ists  every  excuse
imaginable:  he  is  not
dirty,  he  just  took  a
bath  last  month,  he
does not like water, the
bath might be too hot
or too cold, and so on.
This  back-and-forth
between the  off-screen
n a r r a t o r  a n d  t h e
Pigeon  is  the  core  of
the  book’s  comedy.
Eventually, after much
protesting,  the  Pigeon
steps into the tub—and
d iscovers  that  he
actually  loves  it.  He
does  not  want  to  get
out.  The  water,  the
bubbles,  the  rubber
d u c k y — i t  i s  a l l
wonderful.  The  book
ends  with  the  Pigeon
clean,  happy,  and
reluctantly  ready  to
leave the bath (only to
find  a  new  problem,
but we will not spoil it).



The Pigeon Needs A Bath 3

3

Key
Character
s and
Their

Appeal
The Pigeon: He
is stubborn,
dramatic, and
hilariously
relatable.
Children see
their own
reluctance
mirrored in his
exaggerated
reactions.
The Off-Screen
Narrator: This
voice represents
the parent,
teacher, or friend
who gently (and
firmly)
encourages the
Pigeon to do

what is best. The
narrator never
appears, making
the reader the
one who “talks
back” to the
Pigeon.
The Duckling
(cameo): A
small, calm
character that
contrasts with
the Pigeon’s
chaos, often
found in other
Mo Willems
books like Pigeon
Series titles.

WHY THIS BOOK
RESONATES: THE
PSYCHOLOGY OF A
DIRTY PIGEON

W h a t  m a k e s  T h e
P igeon  Needs  a
Bath! so effective is its
deep understanding of
a  child’s  mindset.  Mo
Wi l l ems  does  no t
lecture. Instead, he lets
the Pigeon voice every
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objection a child might
have about bath time.
Th is  va l idat ion  i s
powerful. When a child
hears  the  Pigeon  say,
“But  I’m  not  dirty!”
they  feel  understood.
Then, when the Pigeon
eventually changes his
m i n d ,  t h e  b o o k
prov ides  a  subt le
m o d e l  f o r
reconsidering  one’s
p o s i t i o n — w i t h o u t
s h a m e .  T h e
interactive  read
aloud  nature  of  the
story  encourages
children to shout “No!”
or  “You  are  dirty!”
w h i l e  t h e  P i g e o n
a r g u e s .  T h i s
participation  builds
engagement and helps
ch i ld ren  pract i ce
r e a s o n i n g  a n d
persuasion (even if the
persuasion  is  directed
at a fictional bird).

Humor
That
Works for
Both Kids
and
Adults
Mo Willems is a genius
at layered humor. The
exaggerated  facial
e x p r e s s i o n s — t h e
Pigeon’s  sideways
glance,  his  furrowed
brow, his look of utter
shock—are  comedic
gold. But there are also
subtle jokes for grown-
ups.  For  instance,  the
Pigeon claims he “took
a  bath  last  month,”
which  is  exactly  the
k i n d  o f  l o g i c  a
preschooler might use.
The illustrations  also
reward close attention:
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the  dirt  piles,  the  fly
buzzing  around  the
P i g e o n ,  a n d  t h e
even tua l  b l i s s  o f
bubbles.  This  dual-
a u d i e n c e  a p p e a l
makes  the  book  a
favorite for family story
time  and  a  staple  in
e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
classrooms.

EDUCATIONAL AND
DEVELOPMENTAL
VALUE: MORE
THAN JUST A
FUNNY STORY

While  The  Pigeon
Needs a Bath!  is  first
a n d  f o r e m o s t  a
comedic  picture  book,
it  offers  rich
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
learning. Teachers and
parents  can  use  it  to
support  a  variety  of
skills.

Teaching
Hygiene
in a Non-
Preachy
Way
Discussing  bath  time
with  a  reluctant  child
can  be  challenging.
This book presents the
idea of bathing through
humor  rather  than
instruct ion.  Af ter
reading,  a  parent  can
ask, “Do you think the
Pigeon  was  actually
dirty?  What  changed
his mind?” This opens
a  conversation  about
why  we  wash  without
sounding like a lecture.
The  book  can  be  a
gent le  bath  t ime
book  that  makes  the
routine less of a battle.



6

6 The Pigeon Needs A Bath 2025-04-03

Developin
g
Persuasiv
e
Language
and
Critical
Thinking
The entire  book is  an
argument.  The  Pigeon
gives  reasons,  the
narrator  counters
them.  Children  can
identify  the  Pigeon’s
excuses  and  evaluate
whether  they  make
sense. This is a perfect
introduction  to  the
concept of persuasive
writing  and  logical
fallacies.  A  teacher

might ask,  “Is ‘I  don’t
l ike  water ’  a  good
reason  to  stay  dirty?
Why  o r  why  no t?”
Students  can then try
to persuade a partner
to  do  something  they
d o n ’ t  w a n t  t o
do—using the Pigeon’s
tactics or better ones.

Emotional
Recogniti
on and
Decision-
Making
T h e  P i g e o n
experiences a range of
emot ions:  denia l ,
frustration,  anger,
reluctance,  joy,  and
regret.  Young  readers
can  practice  naming
these  emotions  and
discussing  why  the
Pigeon feels them. The
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book  a l so  mode ls
decision-making:  the
Pigeon  eventual ly
chooses  to  get  in  the
bath and discovers he
enjoys it. This teaches
that  trying  something
n e w  c a n  l e a d  t o
positive  surprises—an
important  lesson  for
preschool humor and
s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l
learning.

THE MO WILLEMS
MAGIC: SIMPLE
ART, BIG
PERSONALITY

Mo Willems’ illustration
style  is  deceptively
s imple .  He  uses  a
limited palette (mostly
gray  pigeon,  a  yellow
b e a k ,  a n d  a  f e w
background colors) and
an  almost  minimalist
approach.  But  the
P i g e o n ’ s  b o d y
language  is  incredibly
expressive. A slight tilt
of  the  head,  a  wide-
e y e d  s t a r e ,  o r  a

drooping wing conveys
v o l u m e s .  T h i s
cartooning  style  is
accessible  to  young
chi ldren,  who  can
e a s i l y  m i m i c  t h e
expressions  with  their
own  faces .  I t  a l so
speeds up reading: the
pictures  do  much  of
t he  s t o ry te l l i ng ,
allowing prereaders to
“read”  the  emotions
even  without  the  text.
Mo  Wil lems  is  also
k n o w n  f o r  h i s
i n t e r a c t i v e
storytelling. He often
breaks the fourth wall,
having  the  P igeon
speak  directly  to  the
reader. In The Pigeon
Needs  a  Bath!,  the
Pigeon  asks,  “Do  you
think  I  need a  bath?”
and  wa i t s  f o r  t he
reader’s response. This
c a l l - a n d - r e s p o n s e
format  keeps  children
act ively  engaged,
turning reading into  a
conversation.
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How This
Book Fits
in the
Pigeon
Series
The  Pigeon  series
includes beloved titles
l i ke  Don’ t  Let  the
Pigeon Drive the Bus!,
The Pigeon Finds a Hot
Dog!, and The Duckling
Gets  a  Cookie!?.  Each
b o o k  e x p l o r e s  a
different childish desire
or refusal. The Pigeon
Needs  a  Bath!  is  a
natura l  add i t i on ,
focusing  on  self-care
and the reluctance that
often  surrounds  it.
Fans of the series will
recognize  the  same
dramatic  pigeon,  the
s a m e  s i m p l e
background,  and  the

same humor. The book
also  nods  to  earlier
characters, such as the
D u c k l i n g ,  w h i c h
rewards loyal readers.

USING THE BOOK
AT HOME OR IN
THE CLASSROOM

Whether  you  are  a
parent looking to ease
bath-time struggles  or
a  teacher  building  an
interactive  storytime,
The Pigeon Needs a
Bath! is versatile.

Read-
Aloud
Tips for
Maximum
Fun

Use voices:
Give the Pigeon a
whiny, dramatic
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voice. When the
narrator speaks,
use a calm, firm
tone. Children
love the contrast.
Pause for
answers: When
the Pigeon asks a
question, wait for
the audience to
shout back. This
builds
anticipation and
makes the story
feel alive.
Exaggerate
expressions:
Mimic the
Pigeon’s facial
expressions. Kids
will laugh and
may try to copy
you.
Point to
details: Notice
the dirt on the
Pigeon, the fly,
and the bubbles.
Ask children
what they see in
the pictures.

Classroo
m
Activities
and
Discussio
n
Questions

Persuasive1.
Writing
Prompt: Have
students write or
draw an
argument
convincing the
Pigeon to take a
bath. Then write
a counter-
argument from
the Pigeon’s
perspective.
Bath Time2.
Sequencing:
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Create a step-by-
step chart of
what happens
during a bath
(get water, soap,
wash, rinse, dry).
Compare to what
the Pigeon does.
Emotion Graph:3.
Track the
Pigeon’s mood
throughout the
story. When is he
most upset?
When is he
happiest? Why
does his mood
change?
Drama Activity:4.
Act out the story
with students
taking turns as
the Pigeon and
the narrator.
Encourage
improvisation.
Art Connection:5.
Draw a picture of
the Pigeon
before the bath
and after.
Discuss how the

art shows
difference.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
CHILDREN’S
BOOKS ABOUT
BATHING

T h e r e  a r e  m a n y
children's  books
about  bathing,  such
as Five Little Monkeys
Jumping  on  the  Bed
(which involves a bath
later),  Harry  the  Dirty
Dog, or King Bidgood’s
in  the  Bathtub.  What
s e t s  The  P igeon
Needs a Bath!  apart
i s  i t s  in teract ive ,
a r g u m e n t a t i v e
structure. Instead of a
third-person  narrative,
the  reader  is  directly
addressed  and  forced
t o  e n g a g e .  T h e
P igeon ’ s  vo i ce  i s
uniquely  childish,  and
t h e
resolution—discovering
p l e a s u r e  i n  t h e
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activity—is  earned
through  humor  rather
than  a  moral  lesson.
For fans of the Pigeon
series,  this  book is  a
must-have,  but  even
n e w c o m e r s  w i l l
appreciate  its  fresh
take on a classic topic.

WHERE TO FIND
THE BOOK AND
FORMATS
AVAILABLE

The Pigeon Needs a
B a t h !  i s  w i d e l y
available  from  major
booksellers,  libraries,
and online retailers.  It

i s  p u b l i s h e d  b y
Hyperion  Books  for
Children, an imprint of
Disney.  Families  can
c h o o s e  f r o m
hardcover ,  board
book  (sturdy for  little
hands),  and  digital
versions  (eBook  or
audiobook read by Mo
Willems himself, which
is  a  treat).  Libraries
almost  always  have
copies,  as  the  Pigeon
series  is  incredibly
popular. The pricing is
standard  for  picture
books,  and  the  board
book edition


