
Book Club/Study Group Questions for Dragon Chica by May-lee Chai 
 
 
1) The narrator, Nea, is caught between generations in many ways. She doesn’t remember 
as much as her older sister Sourdi yet can’t quite adapt as thoroughly to America as her 
younger siblings. Why do you think the author chose to make Nea the narrator? How 
would the book have been different if one of the other characters had been the narrator of 
DRAGON CHICA?  
 
2) Between 1975-1979, the Khmer Rouge (a Communist totalitarian regime) killed 
between 1.5 million and 2 million Cambodians, first targeting the educated population 
and eventually killing anyone they didn’t trust, including the children and even babies of 
the adults they targeted. How do the different characters in the book manifest the trauma 
of having survived the Khmer Rouge regime? Can you think of contemporary parallels? 
 
3) One of the stated goals of the Khmer Rouge was to “purify” Cambodian society, 
eliminating anything they considered to be a “foreign” influence. Yet throughout 
DRAGON CHICA we see examples that show Cambodian society was inherently 
diverse, throughout its history and in the present. Can you cite examples of this from the 
book? 
 
4) From the title of the novel itself to the characters Nea and her family encounter, 
American society is portrayed as inherently diverse, even if this diversity is not always 
recognized as a positive thing by some of the characters. Are there parallels between the 
portrait of pre-Khmer Rouge Cambodia and the America that Nea and her family 
encounter? 
 
5) How does the opening scene of the miraculous apparition of the Virgin Mary fit in 
with the rest of the novel? How does the theme of  “miracles” run through the novel? 
 
6) Auntie is a very difficult character in many ways, and yet she holds the key to many of 
the books secrets. Is she truly a villainous character as she sometimes appears to be? Why 
do you think the author decided to make the character who represents so many hard truths 
difficult to like? 
 
7) Nea and her family face many difficulties after they come to America, from language 
barriers, cultural differences, religious differences, PTSD, and financial hardship. Would 
refugees arriving in America today face these same or similar issues? What could be done 
to ease the transition into American life? 
 
8) Why did America allow approximately 150,000 Cambodian refugees to enter the U.S. 
in the 1980s? How did American involvement in the Vietnam War affect Cambodia? 
What was “Operation Menu” and how did it impact Cambodian society? 
 



9) The events of the novel take place in the 1980s. Could they take place today with 
different characters? What things would have to be different and what things could be the 
same? 
 
10) Many of the family’s problems are specific to their circumstances as Khmer Rouge 
survivors and refugees. However, many of their internal conflicts occur in families in 
general. Did you personally relate to any of the family relationships? Did they remind 
you of your own family or people you know? 
 
For background on the author’s writing process for Dragon Chica (and other books), 
check out this interview published on the blog SharifWrites:  
 
http://sharifwrites.blogspot.com/2010/10/interview-with-author-may-lee-chai.html 


