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OVERVIEW
When Caldecott Honor and Eisner
Award-winning writer Mariko Tamaki teams
up with Eisner Award-nominated artist Joëlle
Jones, high school and adult readers of DC’s
Supergirl: Being Super get a new origin story for
the teenage Girl of Steel (Kara Danvers). Kara
Danvers has some memory of crash-landing on
Earth eight years ago as a kid, but her adoptive
parents encourage her to keep her pod’s unexplainable arrival and her powers a secret.
Living in secrecy with her burgeoning
powers, Kara’s most pressing problems at the
beginning of the story are those of a “normal”
teenager’s—amplified to SUPER levels. Her
latest mega-zit, winning the next track meet
while being able to run faster than a speeding
bullet, flying high into the sky on her 16th
birthday … everything is larger than life.
But normal teenage problems take a back
seat when the sudden eruption of an earthquake underneath her small town of Midvale
unearths some secrets Kara thought would
always stay buried. When one of Kara’s best
friends, Jen, is in life-threatening danger
during the earthquake, Kara must decide if
she should use her powers in public to save
her friend or continue to hide her true identity. Kara attempts to save Jen, but her powers
behave erratically, and she ends up losing her
friend and blaming herself.
Kara’s powers seem to go from inactive to overdrive and back again, and this strange power fluctuation is
coupled with even stranger dreams of a past life. With answers hard to find, Kara leaves her home and her
friends in order to better understand herself and her growing powers. What she finds reveals secrets about
Midvale’s residents and high school staff that are more than alarming. Kara also finds another Kryptonian, an
alien like her, named Tan-On. Because a group of humans ran scientific tests on Tan-On instead of allowing
him to return to his home planet of Krypton, Tan-On thinks that all humans should be destroyed. But Kara
still believes in humankind, especially her family and her other best friend, Dolly. Morally conflicted and new
to her growing superpowers, Kara must find someone who can help—and the rumor is that that someone lives
in Metropolis.

KEY CHARACTERS
Each of the characters in Supergirl: Being Super questions his or her role in the greater world. They are each
invested in the creation and metamorphosis of their own identity. This is a story about young people becoming
themselves, while dealing with a world that is heavy with expectations and secrets.

KARA DANVERS (a.k.a Kara Zor-El) is an everyday teenager, struggling with everyday
teenage issues like zits, homework, and her upcoming track meet. But Kara is more than an everyday teenager. After she crash-landed on Earth as a child eight years ago, Kara’s adoptive parents
encouraged her to keep her alien origins and superpowers a secret. Shy and conflicted about what
she knows about herself and her life on Earth, Kara doesn’t even share her deepest secrets with her
two best friends, Dolly and Jen. In fact, Kara is so unsure about herself that it takes an earthquake during her high
school track meet—and a failed attempt to save one of her friends—to force her to rethink just how to move forward
as an alien living on Earth with superpowers. While taking time to rethink who she is and her role on Earth, Kara
discovers another Kryptonian, Tan-On, who feels quite differently about using his powers on earth. Kara must decide
if she is going to use her superpowers on Earth at all, but also how she will use them: for good or for evil?
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DOLLY GRANGER is an outspoken lesbian of color, who stands out from the crowd and
attempts to break free of the expectations placed on her by society and her parents. She rejects the
notion of conformity, choosing instead to own and take comfort in her identity. She is on the track
team not because she particularly likes the sport, but as a bonding activity with her best friends
Kara and Jen.

JENNIFER (JEN) BARD is the track star hoping to pursue a career as an athlete. She
is very focused on her health, mental well-being, and future career. While she is the fastest girl
on the team, she still struggles with self-doubt when it comes to her abilities. She lectures her
friends on the benefits of eating healthy and the dangers of eating hamburgers and fries.
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ELIZA AND JEREMIAH DANVERS are Kara’s adoptive parents, who try not to pry
too much into their teenage daughter’s social life. They are a traditional farmer and housewife
who prefer their rural way of existence but understand that Kara may want more from life…
beyond Midvale. They give her space while letting her know that they are there for her.

COACH STONE is Kara, Dolly, and Jen’s track coach. She has a close relationship with the
three best friends and serves as a confidant. Her motivations to get to know the three girls so
well, though, become suspicious and are first noticed by Dolly, who always gets straight to the
point with her thoughts.
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TAN-ON is a Kryptonian scientist who came to Earth as an ambassador on an exploratory
mission to better understand Earth and its people. Under strict orders from Krypton not to tamper with Earth’s social systems, Tan-On is met by a strong military force and captured.
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KEY SETTINGS
MIDVALE is a small, rural Midwestern town where
nothing ever happens except for Kara’s spaceship
crashing on her adoptive parents’ farm. However, no
one was aware of this event except for Kara and her
adoptive parents.

MIDVALE HIGH SCHOOL is where many
of the scenes take place, and where Kara spends the
majority of her time. We see snippets of Kara’s life
in the classroom, the hallways where many social
interactions take place, and the track where Kara
and her friends practice after school.

LION’S DEN is the local diner, which is a
popular teenage after-school hangout. It is where
the protagonists work on school projects, surf social
media, and chow down on everything from salads to
fries and milkshakes.

THE DANVERS’ FARM serves as both Kara’s
refuge from the outside world and the somewhat
stifling place she must outgrow. While it’s home to
her adoptive mother and father (who are rooted to the
land and their life), Kara’s parents realize that it may
not be Kara’s preferred place to live the rest of her life.
SGBS_book.indb 12
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KEY THEMES
IDENTITY STRUGGLES: One of the central struggles of any teenager is the shaping of their identity. Kara,
Dolly, and Jen all have ideas not just about who they are, but about who they are becoming, and who they will be in
the future. They struggle with the ways in which Midvale attempts to force certain aspects of their identities into
preconceived boxes, while reassuring one another about the choices that they make. No teenager feels normal, but
Kara must cope with knowing that she is physically different from everyone else on Earth, and that her childhood
experiences are not shared by anyone else whom she knows. When she asks herself, “Who am I?” there is an existential angst in her tone, especially because she does not remember anything before the age of eight.

GENDER: In Supergirl: Being Super the main characters are predominantly female. From Kara Danvers to her two best friends, track coach,
and adoptive mother, a strong female cast dominates the storyline. While
Kara might have secret superpowers, on the outside she appears to be a
quiet and shy character with an inner monologue that reveals her personal thoughts and secrets. Her two best friends, however, are very vocal.
Dolly is a punk rock lesbian who knows absolutely who she is and who
she wants to be. Jen is also confident and determined to be an athlete.
Kara’s adoptive mother Eliza plays yet another type of female role in the
story, enjoying a simple farm life with her husband and teenage adopted
daughter. Coach Stone is Jen and Kara’s track coach. She is friendly with
the girls and serves as a mentor and confidant to them.
The main male characters are Kara’s father Jeremiah Danvers and Tan-On. With a loving presence but a silent
voice on Kara’s questions about her identity, Jeremiah prefers to stay on his farm and care for Kara by keeping
her superpowers a secret. The other male character, a Kryptonian named Tan-On, helps Kara identify with her
birth family and planet. He also helps her understand her powers.
But Tan-On hates humans for experimenting on him in order to
gain new knowledge about renewable energy from his Kryptonian
biology. In fact, Tan-On plans to avenge his torture at the hands
of humans by destroying Earth and all humans, a decision Kara
doesn’t agree with and feels compelled to act against.

DEALING WITH GRIEF AND LOSS: Tragedy and death descend upon the town of Midvale, leaving
all the main characters of the story reeling and trying to cope with a new and devastating reality. Kara learns
whom to rely on during a time of crisis and how to continue with life after a massive failure.

FEAR OF THE UNFAMILIAR: Kara’s lack of memories from her early life, coupled with the extraorSGBS_book.indb 196

dinary oddity of her physical abilities, leaves her feeling unsure of herself. When problems begin to arise with
her powers and a recurring nightmare plagues her dreams, Kara finds herself in a world that is unfamiliar to her
despite it looking the same as her old life. Events conspire in the world to prove to Kara that things she thought
she knew will not always hold true, and that the unfamiliar must be faced and challenged.
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BETRAYAL: One of the most significant betrayals in the story comes when Kara, Dolly, and Jen’s trusted
track coach and mentor turns out to be an evil scientist studying renewable energy for LexCorp. Keeping
Tan-On hostage and making him undergo physically and mentally abusive scientific experiments, Coach Stone
directly influences his inability to use his powers for good on Earth. Acting as a caring track coach to Kara, Jen,
and Dolly, however, Coach Stone offers them each a wireless bracelet that is supposedly used to track running and
overall health data. But that’s not what Coach Stone is really tracking—she’s studying Kara and Tan-On without
either of their permission.
Another key betrayal in the story occurs between Tan-On and Kara. While Tan-On is unable to forgive any
human on Earth for the evil experiments inflicted upon him, Kara is able to forgive humankind and understand
that one human’s acts do not represent those of all others. Screaming “Traitor!” at her, Tan-On sees Kara’s forgiveness toward humans as a betrayal of both him and Krypton.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES
1. Poll students: Do they prefer to stand out from the crowd, or would they rather fit in with the crowd?
2. Prompt students to think about the reasons that they would rather stand out than fit in. Similarly, students
should think about the reasons that they would rather fit in than stand out.

3. Ask students to think about and share times when they had trouble fitting in. How did they deal with the
feelings that stemmed from not fitting into a group that they wanted to join?

4. With a partner, students can list things that teenagers worry about and fixate on. Next, teachers can ask students to share their lists and write their answers on the board. Students can then categorize their worries with
thematic labels and compare and/or contrast the similarities and differences of their worries with those of
other groups.

5. The loss of someone close is difficult no matter at what age it occurs. Students should discuss how they have
dealt with grief and what or who helped them to deal with their feelings.

6. In groups, students should define “stereotype.” The teacher should provide students with two opposing articles
focusing on the “benefits” of stereotyping and the “disadvantages” of stereotyping. Students can then research
current events that exemplify stereotyping next. Who was being stereotyped? Research the origins of this stereotype. Why do people believe this stereotype to be true? Are there any advantages or disadvantages to stereotyping? How can stereotyping be avoided? After researching, students can present their findings to the class.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Which character do you identify with the most? How so? Which character do you identify with the least?
Why not?

2. With a partner, list how each character is searching for their identity. Do you think they ever reconcile their
struggle? How? Do you relate to any of the characters’ identity struggles? Which ones?

3. How do Kara and Dolly cope with the death of their friend? Where do they get their emotional support? Do
you think that they coped with their friend’s death effectively?

4. Secrets play a big role in this graphic novel. Make a list of the most memorable secrets in the story. Next, consider why those secrets were kept. Do you agree or disagree with these reasons? Why? When do you think it
is a good idea to keep a secrewt? When is it not a good idea to keep a secret?

5. How does betrayal affect Kara and Tan-On differently? Why does the betrayal affect them differently? Whom
do you sympathize with more? What would you do in Kara’s shoes? What would you do in Tan-On’s shoes?
What advice would you give to both Kara and Tan-On?

6. What do you think about Kara’s decision to leave her family and friends to pursue a new friendship and possible alliance with Tan-on?

7. How do you know when it is a good idea to trust someone?
8. Which characters are most stereotyped in Supergirl: Being Super? How does being stereotyped affect these
characters’ storylines and perceptions of themselves?

PROJECT IDEAS/HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS
1. Compare/Contrast: In groups of four, students should find two articles about a controversial topic in which
decisions are being made based on stereotypes. In what ways are people being stereotyped in the articles,
and how do they compare and/or contrast with stereotyping in Supergirl: Being Super? Based on the two
articles and the reading of the graphic novel, what are the students’ perspectives on stereotyping? Students
can create a short presentation with pictures and descriptions to share their thoughts on stereotyping with
the rest of the class.
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2. Revenge Stories: Think about the theme of revenge in Supergirl: Being Super and in a television show or movie
that you have watched. What was the motivation that propelled the protagonist or antagonist to seek revenge?
How did they extract revenge? What consequences did the person who sought revenge face? How did their
revenge impact other characters in the story? Was the character’s revenge justified? Why? Or why not? Design
a chart that addresses how each character in the story was impacted by revenge and by whom. Students should
present their work and use the chart during their presentation to show the impact of revenge within the
graphic novel and movie or television show they selected.

3. Identity Stories: Create a table for students to track at least three main characters’ identity stories throughout Supergirl: Being Super. Before reading, teachers will need to identify at least five places in the story to ask
students to stop and record what they know about their selected characters at that time. When the table is
complete, students will have a running record of what happens in the story to influence each of their selected
characters’ evolving identities.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
•

Watch Miss Evers’ Boys, based on the true story of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study

•

Read The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini, a story about two friends from different worlds who form a
long-lasting bond despite their differences

•

Read The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, aged 13 ¾ by Sue Townsend, a coming-of-age story about a young boy
who struggles to find his place in the world

•

Read The Growing Pains of Adrian Mole by Sue Townsend, the second book in a trilogy detailing the challenges that Adrian Mole faces in adolescence

•

Listen to “Better than Revenge” by Taylor Swift and analyze the lyrics

•

Read Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations and focus on identity and coming-of-age themes
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