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In	life,	everyone	faces	hard	times.	Some	people	face	hard	times	in	school,	and	

some	people	face	hard	times	at	home.	How	you	deal	with	those	hard	times	is	what	
makes	all	the	difference.	In	the	short	story	“Shells”	by	Cynthia	Rylant,	Michael	has	
hard	times	because	his	parents	recently	died	and	he	has	to	move	in	with	his	Aunt	
Esther,	who	doesn’t	seem	to	care	about	him	at	first.		The	story	“Shells”	teaches	that	
things	can	get	better	if	you	change.	The	author	presents	this	important	lesson	through	
a	hermit	crab	Sluggo,	through	Aunt	Esther	and	most	especially	through	Michael. 
	

One	way	the	story	“Shells,”	teaches	that	things	get	better	with	change	is	
through	the	hermit	crab	Sluggo.	Michael	brings	home	a	hermit	crab	named	Sluggo	to	
help	him	feel	less	alone.	Soon	after,	Aunt	Esther	takes	a	keen	interest	in	the	crab	and	
asks	a	lot	of	questions.	She	learns	that	hermit	crabs	don’t	do	much	more	than	grow	
and	grow	and	grow.	Isn’t	that	change?	As	they	grow,	as	they	change,	they	need	to	
move	to	larger	shells.		
	

One	day	Aunt	Esther	said,	“He	needs	a	companion.”	This	shows	that	Aunt	
Esther	was	hinting	that	Sluggo’s	life	would	be	better	with	other	crabs	in	his	life.	
Maybe	the	author	is	connecting	the	idea	of	“life	is	better	when	you’re	not	all	alone.”	
Michael	and	Aunt	Esther	go	to	the	store	to	buy	twenty	more	hermit	crabs	and	place	
them	in	the	tank	with	Sluggo.	Sluggo	now	lives	in	the	company	of	other	hermit	
crabs.	They	are	all	growing	and	growing	inside	their	shells.	This	represents	change	
for	Sluggo.	At	the	end	of	the	story,	Michael	and	Aunt	Esther	lean	together	over	the	
tank	to	watch	Sluggo	as	he	wiggles	out	of	his	shell.	The	last	part	of	the	text	says,	“The 
crab, finished with the old home that no longer fit, was coming out of his shell.” The 
author is helping teach that things get better with change. First Sluggo went from living 
alone to living in the company of others. Then Sluggo changed from living in a smaller 
shell to living in a larger one. This shows that with each change, the crab’s life gets 
better. 	
 

Another way the text teaches that things can get better if you change is through 
Aunt Esther. At first, Aunt Esther is closed off from Michael. She yells at him, saying, 
“Don’t yell at me!” She also spends her afternoons talking with her friends on the phone 
instead of talking to Michael. Later in the story, though, Aunt Esther allows herself to 
show she cares in front of Michael. She does this first in small ways when she takes 
interest in Sluggo and takes Michael to the store to buy more hermit crabs.  
 

But then Aunt Esther changes in big ways at the end of the story. She sits with 
Michael on couch, not across from him at the table like they are opponents. But then she 
blurts out what she thinks is a funny comment, “Oh, what would your mother think, 
Michael, if she could see this mess we’ve gotten ourselves into!” She quickly realizes 
that her words brought pain to Michael when she sees the reaction on his face. In the text 
it said, “The boy’s eyes were full of pain.” Aunt Esther whispers an apology to him, 
saying, “I am so sorry, Michael.” She gently embraces him, and touches his arm. This 
shows in a big way that Aunt Esther is allowing herself to change. In this case, Aunt 
Esther changes when she allows herself to show she cares.  Cynthia Rylant uses specific 
revealing actions to show Aunt Esther is changing. For example, she has Aunt Esther 
whisper.  That’s a revealing action because it shows a big change from when she yelled at 



the start of the story. And then Cynthia Rylant uses specific dialogue with the words, 
“I’m so sorry.” This shows change in how a person feels. The word “so” even 
emphasizes how sorry Aunt Esther feels. Aunt Esther’s life with Michael is getting better. 
They are becoming more like a family as she changes how she interacts with Michael. 
 

The character that helps teach that things get better if you change the most is 
Michael. He is the character that is dealing with the greatest hardship in this story, the 
loss of both of his parents. To make it worse, he had to leave his home and friends and 
move in with a woman that has never had children and feels like a stranger to him, even 
if she is his aunt. Early in the story, Michael wants nothing to do with his aunt. When she 
insists that Michael hates her, Michael says he doesn’t hate her, but in a way that really 
shows he could care less. For example, in the text it said, “He said it dully, sliding his 
milk glass back and forth.” The author used the word “dully” to show that Michael has no 
feelings for this woman or anything. The word emphasizes that Michael is in a dark place 
and feels completely disconnected from this woman that is now like “his mother.” 
Michael is lonely and in need of something to make his life better.  
 

When Michael brings home a hermit crab that he names Sluggo, he now has 
something to care for, like a friend. When Aunt Esther discovers the hermit crab in 
Michael’s room, she is curious, which surprises Michael. She asks a lot of questions and 
although Michael thinks it odd that his woman with bright red nail polish and fancy 
clothes would care about a hermit crab, he answers her. This is the beginning of Michael 
starting to open up and have a conversation with Aunt Esther. When Aunt Esther says 
that Sluggo needs a companion, Michael agrees to go with her to the pet store to get more 
crabs. This is another change. They go out together for the first time. Michael allows 
Aunt Esther to be part of his hermit crab world. 
 

The most important scene in the story that shows that Michael’s life is getting 
better because of change is at the end of the story when he is sitting on the couch with 
Aunt Esther. Michael’s eyes fill “with pain” when Aunt Esther makes a funny reference 
to his mother. Maybe it is because they are sitting closely, but he starts to cry. That is one 
way to deal with feeling lonely. He hasn’t let himself feel the pain of his loss before. He 
then turns away, hiding from his feelings. It seems like Michael still cannot deal with the 
death of his parents. Then the text says, “He turned and looked at his aunt. “No, Aunt 
Esther.” He shook his head solemnly. “I don’t hate you.” It seems like Michael is 
dealing with his problem at last. At first he turned away, but only for a second. Then he 
faced his aunt and said how he felt. This shows that instead of saying, “go away, leave 
me alone,” like Michael did early in the story, now he is reacting in a quieter and more 
thoughtful way. He’s staying on the couch instead of running away. He’s starting to 
communicate with his aunt. He’s learning to let Aunt Esther help him with his loneliness 
instead of keeping his feelings locked inside himself. Michael is realizing that Aunt 
Esther is a good thing in his life even if she isn’t his mother. He is coming out of his shell 
too and letting her be a friend in his life. 
 

As	you	can	see,	the	characters	in	“Shells”	undergo	major	changes	across	the	
story.	They	go	from	being	closed	off	and	more	isolated	from	one	another	to	being	
more	open.	From	now	on,	I	will	be	kind	to	the	people	around	me	and	sensitive	to	
their	needs.	You	never	know	what	people	are	going	through.	They	might	just	need	a	
little	kindness	and	a	little	time	to	help	them	come	out	of	their	shells 
 
 


