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This guide, which can be used with large or small groups, will help students meet several of the Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts. These include the reading literature standards for key ideas and 
details, craft and structure, and integration of knowledge and ideas (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL), as well as the speaking 
and listening standards for comprehension and collaboration and for presentation of knowledge and ideas (CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.SL). Questions can also be used in writing prompts for independent work.
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Common Core 
Connections

As assistant to Mangkon’s most celebrated mapmaker, 
twelve-year-old Sai acts like a well-bred young lady with 
a glittering future. In reality, her father is a poor conman. 
In a kingdom where status is everything, the truth could 
ruin her. Sai seizes the chance to join an expedition to 
chart the southern seas, but she isn’t the only one aboard 
the Prosperity with secrets. When Sai learns that the ship 
might be heading for the fabled Sunderlands—a land 
of dragons, dangers, and riches beyond imagining—she 
must weigh the cost of her dreams. Vivid, suspenseful, and 
thought-provoking, this tale of identity and integrity is as 
beautiful and intricate as the maps of old.
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 1. Describe Sai’s background. Where does she live when the 
book opens? What is her father like? Discuss their relation-
ship. How did Sai manage to get a job with Paiyoon? Talk 
about her strengths as well as some of the mistakes she makes 
in the story, using specifi c examples.

 2. In the acknowledgments, the author mentions mentors and 
the gifts they bestow. How is Master Paiyoon a mentor to 
Sai? What does he teach her? What does he value about her? 
Explain why Sai thinks Paiyoon is overlooking important 
information on the maps during the sea journey. What is he 
really doing and why?

 3. In Mangkon, how does status impact a person at a young 
age? What’s the signifi cance of a lineal? What does it mean 
for a person to have many versus very few (or no) lineals? 
What would a lineal mean to Sai? How would it have 
made her life different? Is there anything in our culture that 
is similar to lineals?

 4. Who is Rian, and what is her background? Why is she 
important to the story? Discuss why Sai is so pleased when 
Rian befriends her and what Sai believes they have in com-
mon. What are Rian’s goals? How does she go about trying 
to accomplish them? Describe her relationship with Sangra 
and how Rian exploits it. What happens to Rian in the end?

 5. Describe Sangra, her past, and how she became captain 
of the ship. When does she appear to be harsh, and why is 
Paiyoon concerned about it? What is the secret from Sangra’s 
past that makes the stop at Pitaya so important to her? What 
does Sangra hope for, and how much of that has been ful-
fi lled by the story’s end?

 6. How does Sai meet Bo? Why does he stow away aboard 
the ship? Where does he hope to go, and why? What do 
they eventually like about each other? How do they work 
together to accomplish their goals? What is Bo’s situation 
when the book ends?

 7. Describe life aboard the ship. What makes it different from 
life in a city or town? What work needs to be done? What 
is the hierarchy, and how can the captain punish those who 
disobey her? Discuss what the sailors think about the 

expedition and how they disagree with one another. What 
does Grebe hope for? How does Dumpling feel about look-
ing for the Sunderlands?

 8. Bo says to Sai, “It’s not easy keeping up a lie day in and day 
out” (page 197). What lie is he talking about? What does Sai 
know about keeping up lies for a long time? Talk about the 
lies, deceits, and secrets of various characters, including how 
Rian deceives others. What are some of the reasons that the 
characters lie? Discuss Sai’s ability as a forger. How is forgery 
a form of deceit?

 9. After Sai raises the alarm about Bo pickpocketing, she feels 
bad about snitching. She hears her father’s voice saying, 
“Loyalty, Sai. Even a dog knows how important it is” (page 
127). What does loyalty mean, and why does it matter? What 
is the relationship between loyalty and deceit? When else 
does it come up in the story? How do the adult whales show 
a form of loyalty to the captured baby whale?

 10. In speaking of the phrase The Tail Is the Teeth, Sai says, “I had 
heard those words all my life. They meant that no matter 
how hard you tried, you couldn’t escape who you were or 
where you came from” (page 39). How does she feel about 
that idea? In what way do the lineals symbolize it? Discuss 
Bo’s attitude toward “all the lineal stuff ” and its implication 
that he’s “worth less than some other kid just because they 
wear a stupid metal bracelet” (page 196).

 11. Master Paiyoon introduces Sai to the idea that Mangkon 
exploits other countries and uses up their resources. What 
are his examples? Why is he worried about the possibility 
of fi nding the Sunderlands? Why does he think the word 
“discovery” is used incorrectly? Can you think of examples 
of this in the real world? Discuss his comments on page 200 
and relate them to Sangra’s description of Mangkon as “an 
empire of cowards and thieves” (page 277). 

 12. Describe the Slake in the story. In what ways does the 
creature resemble animals in our world? What efforts does 
Sai take to protect the dragon? What efforts can we take to 
protect endangered species?

Discussion Questions

These questions were prepared by Kathleen Odean with additional ideas from the American Booksellers Association. Kathleen Odean 
was a school librarian for more than � fteen years. She now gives professional development workshops for educators about new books for 
children and teens. She chaired the 2002 Newbery Award Committee and served on earlier Caldecott and Newbery Award committees.


