
1. What does the narrator reveal about the Marianas Trench and 
Challenger Deep? Why is the ship headed there and what does 
it hope to find? What does Caden know about Challenger Deep? 
RL.9-12.1; SL.9-12.1

2. Describe Caden’s relationship with the captain and the parrot. 
Are the captain and parrot allies? Why or why not? What fears 
does the captain have about the crew members? How does he 
elicit Caden’s assistance? RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

3. Discuss the changes that Caden’s family and friends notice in his 
behavior. What steps do they take to try helping him? In what 
ways do school officials try to help him? RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

4. What parallels can you draw between Caden’s visions about 
the ship and the captain and Caden’s life? For example, what 
role does Caden’s lack of  preparation for a science test play 
in the vision in which he is branded? Identify and discuss the 
meanings of  other parallels. RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

5. How does Caden feel about being in the psychiatric hospital? 
Describe his time there. Does group therapy work for him? Why 
or why not? In what way does Caden feel betrayed while in the 
hospital? Trace the development of  one central idea in Caden’s 
real world and the world in his mind. RL.9-12.1, 2, 3; SL.9-12.1

6. The story has a number of  pivotal characters. Who is the parrot 
and what role does he play? Does the parrot have control over 
Caden? Why or why not? What does his death symbolize in the 
story? Hal is another key character in the story. What happens  
to Hal and how does his character move the story forward?  
RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

7. Compare and contrast Calliope and Callie. Discuss the ways 
in which they are connected in the story. In what ways do 
they provide “safe” places for Caden? How would the story 
be different if  Caden’s experiences were told through either 
Calliope ’s or Callie ’s eyes? RL.9-12.1,3, 5; SL.9-12.1

8. Describe Caden’s relationship with his parents. What events 
occur in the story that suggest his parents are concerned about 
him? RL.9-12.1,3; SL.9-12.
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about the book 
CADen BosCH is on a ship that’s headed for the deepest point on earth: 
Challenger Deep, the southern part of  the Marianas Trench. 
CADen BosCH is a brilliant high school student whose friends are starting  
to notice his odd behavior. 
CADen BosCH is designated the ship’s artist in residence, to document the 
journey with images. 
CADen BosCH pretends to join the school track team but spends his days 
walking for miles, absorbed by the thoughts in his head. 
CADen BosCH is split between his allegiance to the captain and the allure  
of  mutiny. 
CADen BosCH is torn.

A captivating and powerful novel that lingers long beyond the last page, Challenger Deep  
is a heartfelt tour de force by one of  today’s most admired writers for teens.

DiSCuSSion QueStionS



Aligns with Common Core stAte stAndArds for grAdes 9-12

Challenger Deep disCussion guide

9. Caden is an artist. Discuss how his artwork changes throughout 
the story and how it is representative of  his mental health.  
RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

10. Caden says, “I am trapped in a conspiracy of  conspiracies” 
(p. 138). Discuss possible interpretations of  this passage and 
evidence that supports your viewpoints. [CCSS TK]

11. At what point in the story do you realize that Caden is suffering 
from mental illness? What clues in the story support your 
predictions? At what point does he spiral into his deepest abyss? 
How do you know? How does the author use events to illustrate 
the character’s journey through mental illness? Use evidence 
from the text to support your discussion. RL.9-12.1, 3, 5; SL.9-12.1

12.  After Caden leaves the hospital, he has a vision that he is 
walking on a boardwalk and engages in a conversation with 
someone on a yacht. How does the yacht contrast with Caden’s 
visions of  the ship and its captain? Discuss the symbolism in this 
scene. RL.9-12.1, 3; SL.9-12.1

extenSion aCtivitieS

1. analyzing text StruCture. Have students compare and 
contrast chapters that represent the two parallel worlds in which 
Caden lives. For example, they might compare Chapters 63 
and 64. In chapter 63, Calliope talks about what she feels, and in 
chapter 64, the doctor is asking Caden to discuss what he feels. 
Which chapters (the ones depicting the captain and the ship or 
the “real world” chapters) are easier to understand? Why? In 
what way is this writing style representative of  schizophrenia? 
After class discussion, have students choose two scenes and 
compare and contrast these scenes in a short essay. RL.9-12.1,5; 
SL.9-12.1; W.9-12.2

2. making textual ConneCtionS. Have students read an 
excerpt from either Alice in Wonderland or The Rime of  the 
Ancient Mariner and compare and contrast the author’s style 
and use of  imagery with neal shusterman’s in Challenger 
Deep. Have them consider mood and syntax in their discussions. 
students may wish to draw images to support their discussion 
and/or create a media presentation showing parallels. They 
may also write an essay comparing and contrasting the authors’ 
writing styles. RL.9-12.1,5; SL.9-12.1; W.9-12.2

3. interpreting CharaCter. Ask students to choose one of  
the following characters and trace that character’s development 
through the story: the captain, the parrot, Hal, Callie, Calliope, 
or the navigator. What events happen in the story that aid in 
the character’s development? How does this character interact 
with and influence Caden? What impact does this character’s 
role have on the outcome of  the story? students should partner 
with a classmate and write a dialogue in which one of  them 
assumes the role of  Caden and one another character. They can 
then revise and edit their dialogue and read their pieces in small 
groups. RL.9-12.1,5; SL.9-12.1; W.9-12.3, 4, 5

4. engaging in mental health reSearCh. Mental health 
care is arguably one of  the most under-resourced fields in our 
country. Have each student identify an area about which he/
she would like to know more and develop a research project 
around this topic. Their research can take a variety of  forms, 
from a traditional research presentation to the development of  
an online blog, and/or a media presentation. They may focus 
on such topics as recent research and/or treatments in the areas 
of  bipolar disorder and schizophrenia, and their projects should 
include exploring support options for families in need. They can 
use the list of  resources on the following page as a starting point. 
RL.9-12.1,5; SL.9-12.1; W.9-12.2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7
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mental illneSS reSourCeS
If  you need help dealing with mental illness, or you know someone who needs help, here are some resources for you:

•	 national Alliance on Mental Illness (www.nami.org) features the latest 
information on mental health illnesses, medication, and treatment and resources 
for support and advocacy. The nAMI helpline is 800 950-nAMI (6264).

•	 strength of  Us (www.strengthofus.org) is an online community for teens  
and young adults living with mental illness.

•	 American Psychiatric Association (www.psychiatry.org/mental-health/
people/teens) 

•	 ok2Talk (www.ok2talk.org) shares Tumblr posts by real teens living with 
mental illness.

•	 American Academy of  Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (www.aacap.org) 
provides comprehensive descriptions of  mental illnesses, as well as resources 
for families and a psychiatric locator.

•	 Bring Change 2 Mind (www.bringchange2mind.org) is a nonprofit that seeks 
to change the stigma surrounding mental health issues. They provide personal 
stories, ways to get involved, and a helpline: 800 273-TALK (8255).

•	 Active Minds (www.activeminds.org) is a group that focuses on mental health 
issues on college campuses.

•	 Mental Health America (www.mentalhealthamerica.net) is a network 
dedicated to bringing together affiliates to promote positive changes regarding 
mental health in our country.

•	 Child Mind Institute (www.childmind.org) provides clinical care and research 
for the mental health of  children.

•	 Anxiety and Depression Association of  America (www.adaa.org) provides 
resources for those living with anxiety disorders, oCD, PTsD, and depression.

•	 Healthy Minds. Healthy Lives. (www.apahealthyminds.blogspot.com) shares 
blog posts for teens offering resources and information about mental health.

•	 national Federation for Familes for Children’s Mental Health  
(www.ffcmh.org) provides support to families living with mental health issues.

•	 Teen Mental Health (www.teenmentalhealth.org) provides resources for teens.

•	 Teens Health (www.teenshealth.org/teen/your_mind/) features articles on 
dealing with mental health issues.

•	 Cope. Care. Deal. (www.copecaredeal.org) is a collection of  research on the 
treatment and prevention of  adolescent mental disorders.

•	 Families for Depression Awareness (www.familyaware.org) 

•	 World Health organization (www.who.int/mental_health/resources/child/en)

•	 Jack.org (www.jack.org) is a Canadian organization for teens and parents.

www.epicreads.com
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neal shusterman and his son Brendan

Permission to reproduce and distribute these pages has been granted by the copyright holder, 
HarperCollins Publishers. All rights reserved. 

Discussion Guide written by Pam B. Cole, Professor of  english education & Literacy, Kennesaw state 
University, Kennesaw, GA.

about the author
neal shusterman is the New York Times bestselling and 
award-winning author of  Bruiser, which was a Cooperative 
Children’s Book Center (CCBC) choice, a YALsA Popular 
Paperbacks for Young Adults pick, and on twelve state lists; 
The Schwa Was Here; and the Unwind dystology, among 
many other books. He lives in California with his four 
children. His son Brendan’s art is featured in Challenger Deep.


