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Story Summary 
From the time she was a little girl, Nia has dreamed 
up adventures about the Javanese mythical princess 
Dewi Kadita. Now fourteen, Nia would love nothing more than to 
continue her education and become a writer. But high school costs 
too much. Her father sells banana fritters at the train station, but too 
much of his earnings go toward his drinking habit. Too often Nia is 
left alone to take over the food cart as well as care for her brother 
and their home in the Jakarta slums.

But Nia is determined to find a way to earn her school fees. After she survives a 
minibus accident unharmed and the locals say she is blessed with ‘good luck magic,’ Nia exploits the notion 
for all its worth by charging double for her fried bananas. Selling superstitions can be dangerous, and when 
the tide turns it becomes clear that Nia’s future is being mapped without her consent.

If Nia is to write a new story for herself, she must overcome more obstacles than she could ever have 
conceived of for her mythical princess, and summon courage she isn’t sure she has.

Middle-Grade Fiction Ages 9–12 | ISBN: 978-1-77278-081-9 | Pages: 224

Keywords: Indonesia, Child Marriage, Poverty, Superstition, Creative Writing, Contemporary Stories

BISAC Codes 
JUV014000 JUVENILE FICTION / Girls & Women
JUV030020 JUVENILE FICTION / People & Places / Asia
JUV039070 JUVENILE FICTION / Social Themes / Homelessness & Poverty
JUV039140 JUVENILE FICTION / Social Themes / Self-Esteem & Self-Reliance
JUV039040 JUVENILE FICTION / Social Themes / Drugs, Alcohol, Substance Abuse
JUV012060 JUVENILE FICTION / Legends, Myths, Fables / Asian

Reading Level
Fountas & Pinnell: Z+ | Lexile Measure: 660L 

Michelle Kadarusman grew up in Melbourne, Australia, and has also lived in Indonesia and 
Canada. Her middle-grade novel The Theory of Hummingbirds was a finalist for the Forest of 
Reading Silver Birch Award, the MYRCA Sundogs Award, and the SYRCA Diamond Willow Award. 
Her 2019 novel Girl of the Southern Sea is a Junior Library Guild selection and a finalist for the 
Governor General’s award. Michelle lives in Toronto, Canada, and is looking forward to soon 
spending more time in Australia.
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Dear Teacher,
Hello and thank you for bringing Girl of the Southern Sea into your classroom. Before I began working on this 
guide, I read the novel to my class of eighth-grade students. After each chapter, the students would beg me to 
keep reading, which is always the sign of a good book! When we got close to the end, they were so eager to 
find out what happened to Nia that the class voted to skip their lunch recess so we could finish the book.

This teacher’s guide has a flexible structure. Each section (Before, During, and After Reading) offers questions 
that can be used for whole-class discussions, for small group (literature circle) discussions, or for reading 
responses. The questions are open-ended to allow you and your students to consider a variety of viewpoints. 
Girl of the Southern Sea might even be the jumping-off point for an inquiry into social justice topics like poverty, 
the UN’s Rights of a Child, or inequalities in education. I invite you to choose the questions and activities that 
are the best fit for your students, or better yet, allow them to choose!

—Colleen Nelson

Online ResOuRces

• Information about Indonesia from Science Kids: 
www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/countries/indonesia.html

• Photograph of a slum in Indonesia by Peter van der Sluijs courtesy of Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Slum_in_Jakarta_Indonesia.jpg

• Photograph of a slum in Jakarta posted by ServantAsia.org: 
http://servantsasia.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/MG_1013.jpg

• Photograph series taken in a slum in Jakarta: “Life by the Railway” by Vytautas Jankulskas: 
www.lensculture.com/projects/593604-life-by-the-railway

• Banana fritter recipe courtesy of Selby’s Food Corner: 
www.whats4eats.com/desserts/pisang-goreng-recipe

• Photograph of a fried food seller’s cart courtesy of Selby’s Food Corner: 
http://selbyfood.blogspot.com/2009/05/tukang-gorengan-fried-man.html

• Blog post about fried banana sellers courtesy of Johor Kaki: 
https://johorkaki.blogspot.com/2012/09/food-we-love-pisang-goreng-fried-bananas.html

• Video about the Convention on the Rights of the Child: “Child Rights: The Answer to Poverty?” courtesy 
of Plan International Australia: www.youtube.com/watch?v=gdZJEsA-Rcg 

• “Poverty Facts for Kids” post courtesy of the Kiddle Encyclopedia: https://kids.kiddle.co/Poverty
• Infographic: “Ending Poverty is Within Our Reach” courtesy of the World Bank: 

www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2014/10/10/ending-poverty-is-within-our-reach?CID=EXT_TWBN_D_EXT
• Online graphics creator, Canva: www.canva.com 
• Online graphics creator, PicMonkey: www.picmonkey.com
• Global News article about Hannah Taylor, “McGill student recognized for over a decade of philanthropy”: 

https://globalnews.ca/news/3956441/mcgill-student-recognized-for-over-a-decade-of-philanthropy
• World of Children website post about Nicholas Lowinger, “Honoree Nicholas Lowinger”: 

https://worldofchildren.org/honoree/nicholas-lowinger 
• “About” page for Project I Am, founded by Jahkil Jackson: https://officialprojectiam.com
• Webpage for Katie’s Krops, founded by Kate Stagliano: https://katieskrops.com
• Plan International’s “Because I Am a Girl” campaign homepage: 

https://plan-international.org/because-i-am-a-girl
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BefORe Reading

1. Indonesia is an island nation in southeast Asia. What 
else do you know about it? Brainstorm as a class and 
consider weather, religion, culture, etc. Check out 
www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/countries/indonesia.html 
for some information.

2. Throughout the book, Nia tells stories about Dewi 
Kadita, Queen of the Southen Sea. Are there stories 
or legends from your culture about heroic females? 
Share them with the class. What other fictional heroines 
are familiar to you from fairy tales or pop culture? 

3. Poverty is a major theme in Girl of the Southern Sea. Nia 
and her family live in a slum. Looking at these images 
of slums, what do you notice? How do you think a 
person’s life there would be different than your life?

 

 

duRing Reading

Chapters 1–2
1. We learn a lot about Nia in the first chapter of the 

book. What qualities would make her a good sister? A 
good friend? A good daughter? Explain your answers 
with examples from the book.

2. The banana cart is a very important part of Nia’s life. 
Before you look at the images linked to below, draw a 
picture of what you think the cart looks like. 
View the images here: 
www.whats4eats.com/desserts/pisang-goreng-recipe 
http://selbyfood.blogspot.com/2009/05/tukang-gorengan-fried-
man.html

3. What do you think Nia promised Jango?

Chapters 3–8
4. In many countries, education isn’t a universal right; 

it’s a privilege given to those who can afford it, or 
sometimes only given to boys. How do you think 
poverty and education are connected? 

5. Watch this video: www.youtube.com/watch?v=gdZJEsA-Rcg 
How many Rights of the Child have been denied to 
Nia in the beginning chapters of the book?

6. Does Dewi Kadita’s story share similarities with any 
other folktales or fairy tales you know? Make a Venn 
diagram with Dewi Kadita’s story in one circle and 
another story in the other circle.

7. There are examples of extreme kindness in the book, 
but also cruelty. Make a T-chart labeled “Kindness” 
on one side and “Cruelty” on the other. As you read, 
record examples and assign a point value to each. For 
example, Didi’s kind offer to hold Nia’s place in line at 
the police station is worth +2 stars. The policeman’s 
request for a bribe to free Bapak is worth -4 stars. At 
the end of the book, tally the stars to see which side 
wins: Kindness or Cruelty.

Photo by Peter van der Sluijs CC BY-SA 

View more images at:
http://servantsasia.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/MG_1013.jpg
www.lensculture.com/projects/593604-life-by-the-railway
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Chapters 9–16
8. As the story goes on, we see Nia gain confidence. 

What examples can you find that show she is taking 
charge of her life?

9. In chapter 12, Nia dreams about her mama. She is 
scared of a sea serpent, but her mother tells her to 
be strong. What could the sea serpent represent?

10. Which of the Dewi Kadita stories has been your 
favorite so far? Why do you think Nia favors these 
stories? Do you see any similarities between Dewi 
Kadita and Nia?

Chapters 17–21
11. Do you agree with Nia’s decision to charge double 

for the fritters? Explain your answer.

12. What does the quote “Bad deeds burn easily” mean 
to Nia? 

13. In Chapter 20, Yuli defends her decision to work for 
Jango. What is your opinion? Write a letter to Yuli 
either supporting or opposing her choice.

14. Chapter 21 is titled “Shame on You”. Explain why this 
title fits well for the chapter.

Chapters 22 –28
15. Why do you think Ibu Jaga show compassion to Nia?

16. Well-developed characters are multi-faceted. That 
means they have good qualities, but also flaws. Using 
Yuli, Jango, or Mama Tutti, give examples from the 
book that show how they are multi-faceted.

17. Nia is faced with a critical choice in Chapter 26. 
What would you do in her situation? Make a list of 
the Pros and Cons for each choice and decide what 
the best option would be.

18. Promises are often made in Girl of the Southern Sea. 
Can you think of five different examples from the 
story? Which ones were broken and which were 
kept?

19. Write about a time in your life when you either kept 
or broke a promise. Can you develop your idea into 

a poem? Remember to use words that will be “sweet 
on the tongue” for your reader. You could also write 
this poem as if you are Nia.

Chapters 29–32
20. Which of the following quotes do you think best 

reflects the themes of Girl of the Southern Sea? “I am 
here to live a different story.” (p. 202) or “We all 
balance on a knife’s edge” (p. 208) or “My Dewi Kadita 
does not calm the seas—she revels in the power of 
her ocean.” (p.219) Explain your selection with examples 
from the book.

afteR Reading/extensiOn activities

21. In the Author’s Note by Michelle Kadarusman, she 
remembers the first time she witnessed and understood 
poverty. Poverty exists everywhere, even in wealthy 
countries like Canada and the United States. Research 
organizations in your city or town that provide support 
for people living in poverty.

22. Write your own story about Dewi Kadita. Be sure to 
include a problem and a solution. Don’t forget Nero!

23. What is poverty? How do you define poverty? Here 
is a definition according to the Kiddle Encyclopedia, 
https://kids.kiddle.co: 
 
Poverty means not having enough money for basic needs 
such as food, water, shelter, or toilets. Many people in 
different countries live in poverty, especially in developing 
areas of Africa, Latin America and some parts Asia….
There are different ways to measure poverty. The World 
Bank says that extreme poverty is when someone has less 
than US$1 a day to live on….Moderate poverty is when 
people have to live on less than $2 a day. In the year 2001, 
1.1 billion people were seen as extremely poor, and 2.7 
billion were seen as moderately poor. 
 
On the next page is an infographic that shares information 
about poverty visually. Research a social justice issue in the 
book, like inequality in education, human trafficking, child 
marriage, child labor, or poverty. Create your own infographic 
or visual representation. You may want to use an online info-
graphic creator like www.canva.com or www.picmonkey.com.
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24. Young people around the world find creative ways to 
raise awareness or fight poverty. A few examples are:

• Hannah Taylor, who has been helping the 
homeless since age five (https://globalnews.ca/
news/3956441/mcgill-student-recognized-for-
over-a-decade-of-philanthropy)

• Nicholas Lowinger, who makes sure kids in 
homeless shelters have access to shoes (https://
worldofchildren.org/honoree/nicholas-lowinger)

• Jahkil Jackson, who distributes bags of essential 
items to homeless and displaced people (https://
officialprojectiam.com)

• Kate Stagliano, who starts vegetable gardens to 
feed the hungry (https://katieskrops.com)

Choose one of the activists (or find one on your 
own) and explain why he or she should be nominated 
for Young Person of the Year.

25. In her Author’s Note, Michelle Kadarusman explains 
that a portion of the book’s proceeds will go to Plan 
International Canada’s #BecauseIAmAGirl campaign. 
Check out the website and write an article for your 
school website explaining what the organization does 
and why it matters. 
https://plan-international.org/because-i-am-a-girl

26. Make your own banana fritters! For a recipe fairly 
similar to Nia’s, visit: 
www.whats4eats.com/desserts/pisang-goreng-recipe

27. Re-design Nia’s Banana Fritters cart. Be as creative 
and inventive as you want! (Wings? Rocket boosters? 
The sky’s the limit! Have fun and give Nia something 
that will have the martabak seller drooling!)

Infographic published by The World Bank, 
www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2014/10/10/ending-

poverty-is-within-our-reach?CID=EXT_TWBN_D_EXT


