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Masterminds 

By Gordon Korman 

Eli, Randy, Malik, Tori, Amber, and Hector have always felt pretty 

lucky. Although they could do with some excitement now and then, 

their small, secluded hometown of Serenity, New Mexico, is pretty 

much the perfect place to grow up. Only 189 people live there, so 

everyone knows one another. All of the kids have literally been 

playing together since they were babies. Every family has a neat, 

spacious home, complete with a gaming system, a tree house, and a 

swimming pool. Every kid is encouraged to cultivate his or her unique 

abilities. Best of all, everyone in town is committed to the three 

essential qualities—honesty, harmony, and contentment—so there is 

zero crime. Everyone is happy, so no one ever leaves. Who could 

ask for more, right? 

The trouble is, these kids are too smart for their own good. They are 

starting to suspect something is not quite right about Serenity. One of 

them gets really sick when he tries to bike outside the town limits. 

Another is suddenly sent away to live with grandparents without any 

explanation or forwarding address. All of their parents are tight-lipped 

and insist nothing is out of the ordinary, so the kids have no choice 

but to start looking for answers on their own. Through their ingenuity, 

teamwork, and courage, they uncover a trail of clues that leads right 

to a top-secret project involving the world’s greatest criminal masterminds! Now these friends know too much, and 

they are in grave danger. Have their own parents been lying to them? Is anyone really safe in Serenity? How will 

these kids get out of this mess before it’s too late?  

About the Author 

Gordon Korman hand wrote his first novel over a four-month period in his seventh grade English class. When he was 

finished, his mom helped him type up his manuscript. Then he decided to take a chance and submit what he’d written 

to Scholastic Publishing. Two years later, Korman was a published author, and he’d only just begun high school! 

Since that time, Korman has earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts Degree in Dramatic Writing (with a minor in Film and TV) 

from New York University and published more than eighty novels for kids and teens on a wide range of page-turning 

topics including hypnotism, mountain climbing, surviving the Titanic, fantasy football, deep sea diving, and raising 

baby chickens. Korman grew up near Toronto, Canada, but he now lives in Long Island, NY, with his wife and three 

kids. He loves to travel the world, visiting schools and libraries to chat with his readers. So far, he’s been to forty-nine 

states, nine Canadian provinces, and eleven countries in Europe and Asia! Visit his website to see his responses to 

the top ten questions kids usually ask him. 

Getting Started 

You can find Masterminds at your local or school library, or at local or online bookstores. It’s also available as an 

ebook for your iPad, Kindle, or Nook. 

http://gordonkorman.com/more-resources/gordon-answers-the-top-ten-questions-kids-ask
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While You’re Reading 

 

Every good story is full of captivating characters, timeless and timely themes, significant settings, pivotal plot points, 

and vivid vocabulary that combine to engage our brains and our hearts. In this section of the website, you will find 

activities that invite you to dig deeper into each of these literary elements for a better understanding and enjoyment of 

the book. 

To aid your investigation, save our “Writing While You Read” guide (see pages 20 and 21), with helpful tips on 

keeping a reading journal and annotating a book while you read. 

 
Respond to the following prompts in your reading journal as you read chapters 1-9 
of Masterminds: 

 

 The key way a writer helps his or her readers connect with a story is through its characters. Which qualities, 

behaviors, and choices do you think make some characters more appealing than others? To help you answer 

this question with specific evidence from the book, use the Character Grid you’ll find on pages 22 and 23 below 

(and you can make extra copies of page 23 if you need them). Tuck it inside your book, and, each time you 

meet a new character, take a minute to jot down the name and your initial observations about him or her on 

your Character Grid. Be sure to revisit your Grid every few chapters or so, too! There may be more ideas you 

want to add as you get to know each character better. 

 

 Even though their personalities are very different, Eli and Randy are best friends and spend most of their free 

time together. Why do you think these two get along so well? Find some specific evidence in the book to 

support your answer. 

   

 Eli and his friends live in the tiny town of Serenity, New Mexico. The town’s motto is “America’s Ideal 

Community” because, as their parents constantly remind them, they all enjoy “so much quality of life. . .in such 

a small package” (7, 10). How would you describe Serenity? What are this town’s most appealing features? 

Although this book’s setting is fictional, in what way(s) does Serenity feel familiar? Use a Venn diagram (see 

pages 24 and 25 below) to compare and contrast Serenity with your hometown. Be careful to note anything that 

makes Serenity seem unusual or unrealistic. 

 

 None of the Serenity kids has ever been allowed to travel, but, according to Eli, they have all “heard about the 

bigger towns and—even worse—cities. They stink of garbage and everything’s crumbling, and crime is so bad 

that nobody can trust anybody else. People spend their time in fear, hunkered down behind locked doors and 

alarm systems” (9). In Serenity, on the other hand, none of these problems exist because everyone abides by 

the “three Essential Qualities of Serenity citizens—honesty, harmony, and contentment” (9). How would you 

define each of these three qualities? How might encouraging citizens to prioritize these qualities lead to a safer, 

cleaner community? Do you think what Eli and his friends have been taught about the outside world is 

accurate? Why (or why not)? 

 

 The Surety, or the “Purple People Eaters” as all the kids call them, are a bit of an anomaly in a tiny town where 

everyone else knows one another so well. The kids constantly see Purples walking around town in their “deep 

blue-violet” uniforms (63), but the guards always “keep to themselves, which makes them kind of nameless and 

faceless” (17-18). They are supposed to be guarding the Serenity Plastics Works, but, when Eli gets sick at the 

outskirts of town, the Purples swoop down in their “military-style helicopter” to rescue him (12). Why do you 
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think the Surety are so quiet and mysterious? In what way(s) are their behavior and equipment unusual for 

small-town law enforcement? 

    

 Malik wisely reflects on whether the 

Rules of Contentment, which he and 

his friends have been taught to 

meditate on daily, even apply outside 

Serenity:  “We should be the poster 

town for spoiling your kids. Maybe 

that’s why Contentment is one of our 

main classes at school. I wonder how 

they teach Contentment in places 

where kids don’t have as much stuff” 

(38). What do you think Malik means 

by this? What effect does “stuff” have 

on one’s contentment? Does having 

more typically lead one to be more, 

or less, content? Why?  

 

 When he finds out that his dad and Dr. Bruder have been drugging him, trying to make him forget about 

Randy’s note and the Boston Tea Party Web site, Eli has an epiphany (or moment of sudden and harsh 

realization). He suddenly sees his father, and his own future, as they really are:  “Trust me, there is no feeling 

quite so lonely as learning you have no one who will always be on your side. It’s the ultimate loneliness 

because you are exactly that:  alone. My sole ally, my only friend, is my mind. I have to keep it clear, because 

all I have now is my understanding of what’s happening to me” (102). Eli realizes that, if he wants to survive, he 

must fend for himself. That would be a pretty scary feeling for a thirteen-year-old. 

 

In what way(s) is Eli’s epiphany similar to those we have seen other characters experience? Think, for example, 

about Ford Falcon sitting under the Shelter Tree after she loses her family in The Scavengers or Tree Ear 

standing beside the Rock of the Falling Flowers with his master’s broken vases in A Single Shard. (If you have 

not read these books with the TIP Book Club in the past, feel free to substitute other, familiar characters that 

come to mind!) How do these moments of realization signal a major change in the characters’ outlook on life? 

Sense of responsibility? Movement toward adulthood? 

    

 Did you notice that the U.S. Pledge of Allegiance kids recite in Serenity, New Mexico, is different from the one 

you’ve learned? At the end of the pledge, they say, “with unity and gladness for all” instead of “with liberty and 

justice for all” (112). How does this edit change the Pledge’s meaning? Why would adults in Serenity make this 

change? Considering our nation’s history and collective identity, do you think the words “unity and gladness” are 

worthy substitutions for “liberty and justice”? Why (or why not)?   

 

Respond to the following prompts in your Reading Journal as you read (or re-read) 
Chapters 10-18 of Masterminds: 

 

 As Eli, Tori, Malik, and Hector are flying their webcam-enhanced kite in the park, trying to take aerial photos of 

the Plastics Works, Tori has an unsettling epiphany of her own. She realizes, “The day is sunny and blustery—

at least blustery for around here. Sometimes the prevailing winds are pushed south toward us by the mountains 

of Colorado. Of course, that information comes from school, so it isn’t necessarily true. For all we know, some 
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mythological wind god blows over Serenity through titanic lips” (137). Although she tries to brush it off with a bit 

of humor, Tori clearly isn’t sure whom or what she can believe anymore. In what way(s) are we dependent on 

others, especially as young people, to help us establish the truths of how our world works and how we fit within 

it? Why is it so easy to be misled? 

    

 Mr. Frieden, the Bruders, the Pritels, the Laskas, and the Amanis all take very different approaches to parenting 

and their relationships with their children. How would you describe the family dynamics in each narrator’s 

household? Which parent(s) and home most closely resemble your own? How so? 

 

 When they sneak into the Plastics Works, Eli, Tori, Malik, and Hector make a big discovery in the factory’s 

basement:  the Project Osiris. What is this project, exactly, and why do you think it is named after the Egyptian 

god of the dead? What surprises you about the project the kids’ parents have been working on in the factory’s 

secret conference room? If you were Eli, Tori, Malik, or Hector, how would you feel about being experimented 

on without your consent in this way? 

  

 Once Eli, Tori, Malik, and Hector start figuring out what’s really going on in Serenity, they start combing over 

their daily lives, conversations with parents, and memories, looking for clues they may have overlooked. Why 

didn’t they notice something wasn’t quite right in Serenity? Were their parents too eager to keep them happy 

with their lives? What aren’t their parents telling them? Flip back through the chapters you have read so far and, 

in your reading journal, jot down any scenes, conversations, or memories you think hint the grown-ups are 

hiding something. In literary studies, we call these clues foreshadowing. Foreshadowing gives readers the 

feeling that a surprising event or change is about to take place in the story. 

 

 By the beginning of chapter 15, Amber is thoroughly confused about what has happened to her friendship with 

Tori: “I can’t quite explain it. Nothing’s changed. We haven’t had a big fight—it’s nothing like that. It’s just that 

she’s never got time for me anymore. Even when we’re together, it always seems like her mind is somewhere 

else” (181). Amber worries that she and Tori won’t be able to fix whatever has gone wrong in their relationship. 

Friendships change a lot, especially when people are young. What are some reasons friendships change or fall 

apart as kids get older? Have you ever had an experience like Amber’s? How did it make you feel? How did you 

deal with the change? 

  

 Everyone who sneaks into the factory makes a pact to keep what they found a secret. Tori keeps her promise, 

but she really struggles with not telling Amber what she and the others have learned: “We’re closer than sisters, 

and I know something that explains everything about her life and her world. And what do I tell her? Nothing. 

Some friend I am” (220-21). To make matters worse, Amber can tell Tori is keeping a secret from her. Their 

relationship becomes very strained. Have you ever had to keep a secret from someone you love very much? 

What was that like? Why must we sometimes keep secrets to protect those we love? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.britannica.com/topic/Osiris-Egyptian-god
http://www.britannica.com/topic/Osiris-Egyptian-god
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 Eli, Tori, Malik, and Hector are 

under an intense amount of pressure once 

they know the truth about the Project 

Osiris. Hector feels like he’s “not even 

human” (203). Meanwhile, Malik worries 

what will happen if the adults find out what 

they know (206). The kids not only have to 

come to terms with how they were born 

and why, but also they have to find a way 

to escape before one of them is “weeded 

out” (223). These circumstances force the 

kids to grow up fast. What are some other 

examples, either from history or your own 

experience/observations, of occasions 

when kids have been forced to grow up too 

quickly due to difficult circumstances? How did the kids manage to survive? How are kids who must become 

responsible for themselves at an early age different as they grow into adults? 

 

 Surprisingly, it turns out that Randy, the one kid who frequently gets into trouble, is not even one of the criminal 

clones. Up until he is sent away, he has been raised in exactly the same way as the eleven special kids in 

Serenity, though. How do you think raising the children in such a carefully controlled environment has affected 

their character and personality development? Does Randy’s behavior give you any indication about the overall 

success of the Project Osiris?  

 

Respond to the following prompts in your reading journal as you read (or re-read) chapters 
19–27 of Masterminds: 

 

 Amber is the last friend to learn the truth about her parents and the Project Osiris, and, in many ways, she is the 

angriest (249). After all, she has committed herself to the Serenity way of life and spent most of her time living 

up to the responsibility of being a teacher’s kid. In reality, her parents have been expecting her to do things the 

honest, harmonious, contented way while doing the opposite themselves. Moreover, she has the DNA of a 

criminal, yet she’s the one who has been doing the right things! The irony of this situation is difficult for her to 

accept.  

 

In many ways, Amber has been the most ethical, conscientious person in town. Back in chapter 2, she had 

been so hard on herself for temporarily keeping a secret from her parents even though all she’d done was 

read USA Today: “It just confirms what we learn in Contentment—that the mind has a way of tricking you into 

thinking you’re doing the right thing when you’re not. The truth is, I was keeping a secret.  It’s a slippery slope” 

(32). Later, Amber had refused to tell on Tori “because, in Serenity, we always keep our word” (187). Now she 

knows her parents, and every other adult in Serenity, have been lying about who she is and why she is there. 

Her entire life has been one big lie! As a result, Amber begins to rethink every principle she’s ever held dear. 

 

Why is it so difficult for most people to live in the real world without keeping secrets and lying? Are there any 

aspects of the kids’ life in Serenity that make being honest easier, or do you think honesty is more a matter of 

individual commitment and willpower? Be sure to explain your answer thoroughly and give specific examples for 

support.  

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/irony
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 Each chapter of Masterminds is voiced by a different narrator (or speaker) who is sharing his or her first-person 

account of the story as it unfolds. There are five different narrators:  Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector. At this 

point in your reading, you should be getting a good feel for each kid’s distinct voice, storytelling style, and 

personality. In your reading journal, create a multi-circle Venn diagram (see pages 24 and 25 below) to help you 

visualize the similarities and differences between these narrators. What qualities make their storytelling styles 

unique? How do they feel about their parents and the idea of leaving home? What are their strengths and 

weaknesses? What are their hopes and fears? Look back over the notes you’ve made on your character grid 

(see pages 22 and 23 below) for ideas. Once your diagram is complete, step back and consider why Eli, Tori, 

Amber, Malik, and Hector make such a strong team. 

       

 Mrs. Delaney, the water polo coach, is the only grown-up in town who seems interested in the kids’ well-being. 

She tells Eli, “You’re having a tough time. . .and that’s partly because you’re growing up without a mom. If 

there’s ever anything you need to talk about, you can always depend on me” (108). However, once she realizes 

Eli and his friends are trying to escape Serenity, she changes her mind. She helps the five of them get home 

from the outskirts of town undetected and immediately becomes “distant” (265). As a result, Eli, Tori, Amber, 

Malik, and Hector are left to come up with a solution to their problem all on their own, without adult guidance of 

any kind. Does this seem unusual to you in any way? In the books you typically read, how often do child 

characters facing difficulty or danger receive advice and/or help from a trusted adult? How does the overall 

tone, or feeling, of a book differ when an adult is (or is not) involved?  

 

 Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector all seem to be naturally able to do things that ordinary kids cannot. What are 

some of the unusual skills the five narrators have that could become assets if any of them turned to a life of 

crime? Look closely at the final four chapters, in particular, for evidence. Are the kids’ unusual skills evidence of 

the kids’ sharing DNA with criminal masterminds? How so? 

  

 Near the end of the book—as Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector make their final attempt to escape from 

Serenity—one of them goes missing. The other kids are devastated and fear their friend has been killed. Do you 

agree? What clues from earlier in the book suggest this missing character’s quick thinking just may have saved 

him or her after all? 

 

 Most works of fiction follow a traditional plot pattern: (1) Introduce Problem, (2) Rising Action, (3) Climax, (4) 

Falling Action, and (5) Resolution of Problem. In what way(s) does Masterminds, which is the first in a book 

series, follow (or deviate from) this traditional plot pattern? When you read books in a series, do you prefer that 

each book wrap up neatly---with a problem resolved and characters at rest—or do you prefer a cliff hanger that 

leaves you so curious about what will happen next that you must start the next book as soon as possible? Why? 

 

 Now that you’ve finished reading the book, look back over the notes you’ve made about the book’s five 

narrators on your character grid (see pages 23 and 24 below). In what way(s) has each narrator stayed true to 

his or her core identity despite learning the truth about Serenity and having to break practically every rule just to 

escape? Based on your understanding of these five kids, do you think they are destined to become criminals? 

Why (or why not)? 

 

 Sometimes it can be difficult to pinpoint a theme after reading only the first book in a series. Do you see any 

hints so far about a message Gordon Korman may be trying to get across to readers? For example, how might 

reading Masterminds change someone’s way of thinking about the challenges of growing up, parent-child 

relationships, cloning, scientific experimentation, education, or community building?    

 

http://tip.duke.edu/downloads/benefits/bookclub/grid.pdf
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Getting to the Root 

 

English is a living language. It changes and 

grows all the time. One of the best ways to 

understand the history of the English 

language and to unlock the meanings of 

unfamiliar words is to learn Latin and Greek 

word parts. As you study biology, you will 

learn more and more of these word parts, and 

once you know them, you will begin to 

recognize them in all kinds of words—and 

you'll find that your knowledge of those word 

parts will help you decipher the meanings of 

unfamiliar words.  

Roots are the "base" of plants, and Latin and 

Greek roots form the base of many English words. For example, the Latin root audi means “to hear.” How many 

modern English words can you think of that include the root audi?   

 

Next, take a look at each word part below. Beside each part is a word from Masterminds containing that word part. 

You can find the word in context on the page number in parentheses. 

 

 cens – census (82) 

 mono  – monotonous (148) 

 hyper, vent –  hyperventilating (156) 

 claus, phob – claustrophobia (159) 

 rog – surrogate (200) 

 ex – exhort (287) 

 

1. Can you determine the meaning of the root from your knowledge of the word beside it? 

2. If not, think of other words that you know that also contain that root. What do those words have in common? 

Based on that common element, can you figure out the meaning of the root? 

3. If you're still stumped, check out this list of Latin and Greek roots.  

4. Now that you know the meaning of the root, how many words can you generate that use the root? 

5. Once you understand the meaning of the root, you'll find that even your understanding and appreciation of 

familiar words will deepen and grow when you think about how that root works in those words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Greek_and_Latin_roots_in_English
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Words, Words, Words 

 

Masterminds is full of great words. Below is a list of some of the words from the book that may be unfamiliar to you, 

along with the page number on which each word appears in the story. Be sure to follow the steps below for other 

words in the book that are new to you. 

 enthuses (6) 

 immaculate (9) 

 pulsating (11) 

 delirious (12) 

 sedative (17) 

 pax (27) 

 tactic (27) 

 synchs (36) 

 solidarity (36) 

 velocity (40) 

 petrified (40) 

 concede (47) 

 codependent (56) 

 dubiously (70) 

 deprivation (99) 

 audible (127) 

 prominent (183) 

 callous (200) 

 decipher (208) 

 conspiracy (231) 

 debilitated (238) 

 barrage (287) 

 dehydration (299) 

 precarious (302) 

 adamant (312) 

 

Before you look these words up in a dictionary—or ask someone what they mean—try working through the 

following steps: 

 

1. Generate a list of other words that share one or more of the same word parts. What do the words on the list 

have in common? Are there any clues from those commonalities that you can use to help figure out the 

meaning of the unknown word? Hint: Some word parts—as they appear in English words—have multiple 

meanings as we look back at the Latin and Greek, in part because of changes that have occurred in the words 

over the years. For example, does the "ped-" in "pedestrian" mean the same thing as the "ped" in 

"pediatrician"? Where there is possible confusion, context clues (see step 2) are extremely important.  

2. Go back and reread the word in its context. This context includes the sentence in which you find the word, but 

you should also read one or two sentences both before and after the appearance of the word. What context 

clues do you find that might unlock the meaning of the word for you?  

3. Make your best guess at the meaning of the word. 

4. Look up the definition in a dictionary. Be sure to also look for information about the word's origin. This 

information will often contain the Latin or Greek word from which the word is derived.  

5. How close was your guess?  

http://dictionary.reference.com/
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When You’ve Finished 

 
Our world is full of connections—between people, places, and events. In this section of the website, you will find 

activities that uncover some important connections—in American history, manufacturing, computer science, genetics, 

and psychology—between Masterminds and our world. 

 
Colonial American History 

The American Revolution Begins with a Splash in Boston Harbor! 

In Chapter 7 of Masterminds, as Eli is researching his Serenity Day Project online, there is “an enormous clap of 

thunder” that causes his Web page on The Boston Tea Party to reload (86-87). In that moment, Eli realizes the 

Boston Tea Party wasn’t a “boring” planning meeting between American colonists and the British where “[t]ea was 

served” (85). In fact, “[i]t wasn’t a friendly affair; it was a rebellion” (87)! The Boston Tea Party resulted in a war for 

American independence! Someone is clearly limiting Serenity kids’ access to information on the Internet, but why? 

What really happened in Boston Harbor on the night of December 16, 1773, and why shouldn’t Eli and his friends 

know about it?  

Activities 

 

 Watch this video to find out why the Boston Tea Party happened and how it led to war with England. Why is it 

ironic that this event became known as a “tea party”? 

  

 Long before the Boston Tea Party, 

American colonists were feeling very 

frustrated by the unfair taxes King 

George III of England imposed on 

them.  Why do you think the Sugar 

Act, the Stamp Act, the Tea Act, 

and the Townshend Acts led colonists 

to declare “No taxation without 

representation,” start calling 

themselves patriots, and, 

eventually, claim independence from 

England? 

  

 Trace the key events leading up to 

the Boston Tea Party on this 

timeline and explore some of the actual newspaper articles, letters, and pamphlets that chronicled the clash of 

beliefs between the American patriots and the British monarchy during this time period. 

  

 Meet the Sons of Liberty and other key players in the Boston Tea Party. In what way(s) was it dangerous for 

these people to take such a drastic action? What might have happened if they’d been caught? 

  

 Tour Boston’s Old South Meeting House (OSMH) where colonists met to protest unfair taxes and plan the 

Boston Tea Party. During the American Revolutionary War, the British took control of Boston and turned the 

OSMH into a barn and horse training center just to spite the American patriots. When America finally won the 

http://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/boston-tea-party
http://www.ducksters.com/history/american_revolution/causes_revolutionary_war.php
http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/related/sugaract.html
http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/related/sugaract.html
http://www.history.org/history/teaching/tchcrsta.cfm
http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/related/teaact.html
http://www.ushistory.org/us/9d.asp
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/american-colonies-declare-independence
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/american-colonies-declare-independence
http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/boston-tea-party/tea-party-timeline
http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/boston-tea-party/tea-party-timeline
http://www.masshist.org/revolution/topics.php
http://www.history.org/foundation/journal/winter12/liberty.cfm
http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/boston-tea-party/list-participants
http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/puritan-meeting-house
http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/protest-and-revolution
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war, this historic site was carefully restored to its original condition.  Today the OSMH serves as a museum and 

hosts a Boston Tea Party reenactment every year, so modern-day Americans can re-live this pivotal event in 

their nation’s history. 

  

 Did you know the British did not attempt to stop the Boston Tea Party?  Find out why. 

  

 Discover these little-known facts about the Boston Tea Party and the Revolutionary War in general. 

   

 Learn why the colonists’ uprising against the British became known as The American Revolution and what 

makes it different from other well-known revolutions in world history. 

  

 One of the most interesting things about war history is that it’s usually recounted from the winning side’s 

perspective. Do you ever wonder how British children learn about this period in their nation’s history? After all, 

their side lost the American colonies! Consider the American Revolution from the British point of view. 

  

Now that you know just how dangerous, daring, and rebellious the war for American independence actually was, think 

about why the Serenity kids’ access to the real facts about their nation’s history has been blocked. What ideas or 

behaviors are the adults trying to prevent Eli and his classmates from learning and emulating? What might have 

happened if the lightning strike hadn’t temporarily lifted the restrictions on Eli’s Internet access at just the right time? 

Are “questioning authority” and “fighting for your rights” learned behaviors or human instincts (169)? 

 

Computer Science 

Internet Access, Monitoring & Censorship in the 21st Century  

In Masterminds, the Serenity kids’ Internet access is censored, meaning they do not have full and open access to all 

online content. Someone has decided what information the kids can and cannot see. To Eli and his friends, this 

seems unfair and unnecessary. For most of us, the Internet is so familiar and easy to access, we probably take it for 

granted that we can find whatever information we want whenever we want it. Actually, the Internet is an amazing 

invention that’s relatively new in the world, and, in many places, access to it is still quite restricted. Let’s learn more 

about how the Internet works and all the things it enables humankind to do that we couldn’t in the past!  

 

Activities 

 

 Trace the history of how the Internet and the World Wide Web were invented. 

 

 Investigate the scientific principles that make the Internet to work. 

 

 Learn how wireless Internet signals are transmitted over short distances to cut down on cables and wiring. 

 

 Thanks to the Internet, people all over the world can communicate with one another almost 

instantaneously. Find out how individual computers are connected to one another and exchange information in 

packets. 

 

 Computers that sit on desks or in our laps aren't the only things exchanging information via the Internet. You 

can find "smart" technologies in cars, TVs, thermostats, and refrigerators - all made possible by the Internet and 

http://www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org/history/boston-tea-party/boston-tea-party-annual-reenactment
http://teachinghistory.org/history-content/ask-a-historian/20343
http://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-the-boston-tea-party
http://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/american-revolution-history
http://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/american-revolution-history/videos/really-a-revolution?m=528e394da93ae&s=undefined&f=1&free=false
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4727956
http://www.history.com/topics/inventions/invention-of-the-internet
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3sr7_0FyPA
http://www.explainthatstuff.com/wirelessinternet.html
http://www.explainthatstuff.com/internet.html
http://www.explainthatstuff.com/internet.html
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wireless technology. Learn more about how these "smart" devices work together to create "smart homes" and 

the Internet of things. 
 

 Although there are many positive aspects of a connected world, there are some downsides as well. Learn about 

some privacy concerns related to a common household device. 

 

 Consider the U.S. Department of State’s position that Internet access is a fundamental freedom. In 2015 the 

U.S. government began taking steps to ensure reliable home Internet access for low-income Americans.  

  

 In the U.S., the National Security Agency/Central Security Service (NSA/CSS) is charged with collecting and 

processing information sent back and forth through telephone lines and the Internet to help maintain America’s 

safety against cyber-attacks. In what way(s) might this kind of monitoring feel like a violation of citizens’ 

privacy? How much privacy do you think citizens should be willing to forego in order to be safe? 

 

Interestingly, Internet monitoring 

and censorship don’t just happen 

in books; they happen in real life, 

too. Some countries’ 

governments restrict citizens’ 

access to Web sites they deem 

threatening to their national 

security. In other countries, like 

the United States, the 

government doesn’t restrict 

citizens’ Web access, but 

agencies like the NSA/CSS use 

the Internet to monitor citizens’ 

activities and whereabouts, again 

in the interest of safety. As 

you’ve probably guessed, this is 

a very complex issue, and many world leaders are debating the pros and cons right now! Should citizens’ Internet 

activity be monitored or censored? If so, how much? Share what you’ve learned about the Internet with your family 

and friends and ask their opinions about how much Internet freedom citizens should have.  

Genetics 

Cloning:  From Plants to Animals to . . . Humans? 

The idea of cloning humans, particularly from the DNA of criminal masterminds, certainly adds a hefty layer of 

science fiction to this book! Although no one has successfully cloned a human in real life yet, many scientists around 

the world are dedicated to doing so in the near future. Tools and techniques in this branch of genetics are advancing 

rapidly. As a result, cloning has become a hot topic for debate, particularly among lawmakers, scientists, and human 

rights activists. Let’s learn more about how cloning works and why it is used, so we are better prepared to consider 

the pros and cons of this controversial issue. 

Activities 

 

 Learn what clones are and how are they made. 

https://www.explainthatstuff.com/smart-home-automation.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jacobmorgan/2014/05/13/simple-explanation-internet-things-that-anyone-can-understand/#4f0859e61d09
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/technology/how-smart-tvs-in-millions-of-us-homes-track-more-than-what%E2%80%99s-on-tonight/ar-AAzCi1M?li=BBnb7Kz
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/technology/how-smart-tvs-in-millions-of-us-homes-track-more-than-what%E2%80%99s-on-tonight/ar-AAzCi1M?li=BBnb7Kz
https://www.state.gov/j/drl/internetfreedom/index.htm
https://www.nsa.gov/about/index.shtml
https://www.dnalc.org/view/16992-Cloning-101.html


Duke TIP Book Club 
 

12 

 

 Watch this video for a microscopic view of the somatic cell nuclear transfer scientists perform when creating a 

cloned cell. 

 

 To test your understanding of how somatic cell nuclear transfer works, try this online game. 

 

 To observe the cloning process first-hand, create a cloned potato by following these experiment guidelines.  Be 

sure to ask a parent or other trusted adult for help using a knife! 

 Consider some arguments for and against cloning. Why do you think cloning is such a controversial issue? 

Does one side make a stronger case than the other? 

 

Just because we humans have figured out how to create clones, does that really mean we should? Should all cloning 

be banned, or are there certain purposes for which cloning should be permissible? What do you think?   

 

Developmental Psychology 

The Nature versus Nurture Debate  

From the description of Project Osiris they find online, Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector are shocked to learn they 

have been cloned from the DNA of “the greatest criminal masterminds currently in prison” to “explore the concept of 

criminality from the perspective of nature versus nurture” (199). By studying the children as they grow and learn, Dr. 

Hammerstrom (i.e., Eli’s dad!) and his team of social scientists are hoping to find out whether a person’s DNA or 

upbringing will lead to a life of crime. According to the description, “Careful monitoring would reveal whether the 

clones have fulfilled the destiny of the evil in their DNA or if their decent and upright environment has nurtured gentle, 

law-abiding citizens” (200). What, exactly, is nature vs. nurture, and what does it have to do with child development? 

Does this mean Eli and his friends may be doomed to a life of crime just because of their DNA? Let’s find out! 

Activities 

 

 Learn more about the nature versus nurture debate and how the study of genetics has changed our 

understanding of human development. 

 

 Thanks to recent advances in the field of genetics, scientists now know that nature and nurture are not 

opposing forces.  Find out how nature and nurture work hand-in-hand to help a person grow and change.  

 

 Consider how epigeneticists study the ways in which our life experiences create chemical memories that affect 

the way our bodies interpret our genetic code. 

  

 Now that you know a bit more about how nature and nurture influence human development, play this online 

game to see if you can distinguish which traits are pre-determined by a person’s genetic code and which ones 

change based on his or her life experiences. 

 

Based on what you have learned about nature and nurture, do you think Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector will 

inevitably grow up to be criminals, or will they have a chance to forge their own paths? 

  

http://www.sciencekids.co.nz/videos/biology/cloning.html
http://www.sciencekids.co.nz/videos/biology/cloning.html
http://learn.genetics.utah.edu/content/cloning/clickandclone/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7e8N40UbZcs
http://learn.genetics.utah.edu/content/cloning/whyclone/
https://student.societyforscience.org/article/animal-clones-double-trouble
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-psychology/chapter/introduction-to-human-development/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-psychology/chapter/introduction-to-human-development/
https://bigthink.com/videos/why-some-apples-fall-far-from-the-tree
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KBRy9FzgOmI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KBRy9FzgOmI
http://www.amnh.org/ology/features/naturewalk/
http://www.amnh.org/ology/features/naturewalk/
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Create 
 
An important part of learning is having the chance to produce something of your own. Here you will find engaging 

projects that connect with the novel and that allow your creative abilities to shine.  

 

Design Your Dream Community 

If it weren’t for the top secret science experiment going on there, Serenity, New Mexico, would be a pretty amazing 

place for kids and families to live! The town is located “on the edge of Carson National Forest, surrounded by 

canyons, foothills, and woods, and the sun shines practically every day” (3). Every family has a spacious, comfortable 

home with a big backyard, a tree house, and an in-ground swimming pool. There is little traffic, so it’s safe and easy 

to walk or ride a bike to the park, school, work, or a store. There are facilities for water polo and community 

celebrations. Everyone has access to the Internet anywhere in town. It’s easy to see why Serenity “parents constantly 

remind [their kids] how lucky [they] are” to live there (3). Serenity’s designers seem to have thought of everything. 

Which aspects of Serenity’s location, layout, features, and size most appeal to you? If you were in charge of 

dreaming up the perfect place for families to live, what would you do differently? 

To get a sense of the decisions involved in urban design, try your hand at designing the kind of place where you 

would most enjoy living! Follow these steps to get started: 

1. First, decide which method of design you’d prefer to use. You could paint a paper mural, like Tori and Amber 

(63). You could build a scale model made of blocks or Legos, like Hector and Malik (57). You could even draft 

a hand-drawn or computer-generated 3D architectural rendering. (Be sure to ask a parent or trusted adult for 

assistance if you want to download the free online program SketchUp!) 

2. Next, spend several minutes brainstorming. Let your mind wander over every possible community feature that 

appeals to you. At this stage of the design process, no idea is too wacky! Just keep your creativity flowing. 

Collect all of your ideas on a sheet of paper.Look through magazines, library books, and around your own 

community for inspiration. Think about the types of architecture that most often catch your attention. Think 

about where the cities and towns you most admire are located and how they are laid out. Consider making a 

collage of pictures of homes, buildings, landscapes, parks, roads, transportation, and architectural features you 

like best. 

3. Gather any drawing, building, or electronic materials you will need to complete the design process. 

4. Finally, you are ready begin laying out your design. Here are some questions to consider as you plan your 

dream community: 

 

o What kind of geographic location (landscape, climate, weather patterns) will best suit your design goals? 

In what way(s) will nature and greenspace play a role in your community? 

o How will neighborhoods, schools, businesses, and recreational spaces be arranged? 

o What building size(s), height(s), and type(s) will best suit the needs of people living and working in your 

community? 

o Which method(s) of transportation will citizens in your community use, and how will your design 

accommodate travel around the community? 

When your design is complete, invite your friends and family members to be your community focus group! Give them 

a tour of your proposed design. Then ask for their feedback. Which features do they like best? What do they wish 

http://www.theartcareerproject.com/muralist/3078/
https://www.ehow.com/how_7676819_make-scale-model-city.html
http://www.cbdinc.us/pages/midtowncommons/mtcdrawingsperspective.html
http://www.sketchup.com/
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you’d add or change? Revisit your design and decide which improvements you’d like to make based on the feedback 

you received. If you enjoy this process, you may be interested in learning more about a career in urban design.  

 

 
 

Craft Your Own Character Trading Cards 

Randy and Eli’s homemade Purple People Eater Cards are a “surprise hit” with their classmates (80). When Tori finds 

the boys’ secret stash of cards in Randy’s tree house (72-73), she sneaks them into school to show the other kids. 

Soon, everyone is laughing, and Purple People Eater cards, which include made-up names and characteristics for 

each of Serenity’s anonymous Surety guards, are being traded all over school—when Principal Frieden and Mrs. 

Laska aren’t looking, of course!  

Many kids and adults enjoy collecting and swapping trading cards of their favorite athletes, artists, superheroes, or 

book characters. If you’re a trading card collector—or would like to become one!—why not build up your collection by 

creating some one-of-a-kind cards featuring your favorite new masterminds?  

Trading cards are easy to make and require only a few supplies: 

 a few sheets of heavy paper (or card stock) 

 a pair of scissors 

 a ruler 

 some colored pencils, pens, or markers 

 

Once you have gathered your supplies, begin by drawing five rectangles in the standard trading card size:  2 ½ x 3 ½ 

inches. (If you have a deck of playing cards handy, you could also trace around a playing card.) Cut out your 

rectangles.  

Next create a trading card for each of the book’s main characters:  Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector. On each card, 

write a character’s name and draw an illustration of how you think he or she looks, based on the details you have 

https://www.theartcareerproject.com/careers/urban-design/
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read in the book. Then add key information you want to remember about the character’s personality and abilities. 

Here are some possibilities: 

 Hobbies 

 Key characteristics 

 Special skills or strengths 

 Fears 

 Favorite quotes or actions 

 What you like best about this character 

 

If drawing isn’t your thing, try using this free online trading card generator instead. Don’t forget to create a trading 

card for each of your favorite Masterminds characters! 

  

When you’re finished, be sure to share your new cards with friends who may like to join in the fun! Making and 

swapping trading cards for favorite characters is a creative way to think more carefully about books you’ve read, keep 

track of what you’ve learned, and share your ideas with others. 

  

Piece Together Your Goals for the Future 

Spoiler Alert: If you haven’t finished the book, stop reading here and come back later! 

 

Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, & Hector have always enjoyed imagining where they’d go and who they’d become as adults. 

Malik dreams of living in New York City. Tori wants to travel the world and study art in France. Amber wants to attend 

college at the University of New Mexico, Taos. All of the kids have big plans for their futures! They never could have 

imagined their lives are not their own. 

  

The kids are shocked when they realize every move, mood, and decision they have made since birth has been 

closely monitored and documented on a display board in the basement of the Serenity Plastics Works (169). On top 

of that, they are clones of infamous criminals, so even their DNA belongs to other people! This leads the kids to some 

difficult questions:  Will they will ever be treated as actual human beings, even if they escape Serenity? Does their 

DNA mean they’ll inevitably become criminals, too? Now Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector aren’t sure whether their 

goals and dreams really matter anymore. 

Does reading about their predicament inspire you to appreciate your individuality and the freedom you have to 

determine your own future? If so, taking some time to pin down your goals and dreams is the first step toward making 

them a reality. Make a vision board! 

A vision board is a collage of words and images that will remind you of who you want to be, where you want to go, 

and what is most important to you. For example, your vision board could include plans for your career, education, 

friendships, faith, family life, athletic activities, or hobbies. Your board could also include skills or character traits you 

want to develop. There are really no limits to what you can include on your vision board, as long as you are true to 

your own goals and dreams!   

To get started, all you need is a large piece of cardboard, some old magazines, scissors, and glue. Take a look at this 

short video tutorial for step-by-step instructions.  Once you’ve made your vision board, hang it where it will be a daily 

visual reminder that your future is up to YOU! 

http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/trading-card-creator-30056.html?tab=3#tabs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4G-T2uLgOIQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4G-T2uLgOIQ
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Reflect & Connect Prompts 

 

In Duke TIP’s online Book Club, the “Reflect & Connect” prompts provide an opportunity for students to share their 

ideas about the book with other Duke TIP students. You may choose to record your responses to these questions in 

your Reading Journal, or you can use them to talk about the book with friends or classmates who have also read it. 

 

Best Friends Forever 
 

Eli and Randy have been neighbors and best friends for as long as they can remember. Every day they walk to 

school together, eat lunch together, and spend their free time playing video games or attempting one of Randy’s 

latest daring “challenges” (1). Although they do get into a little trouble every now and then, Eli and Randy understand 

one another, make one another laugh, and push one another to try new things. Eli admits, “I think my dad would be 

happier if I found a different best friend. But . . . you don’t find best friends. Best friends just happen” (5). Eli can’t 

imagine his life without Randy in it (50). 

 

What kind of person would be the ideal best friend for you? How would you describe his or her personality and 

interests? How would you two interact and challenge one another? Be sure to fill your description with specific and 

interesting details that will bring your ideal best friend to life for your fellow TIPsters.  

Reading the Signs of Giftedness 
 

Hector, who is Malik’s loyal side-kick, points out that “Malik doesn’t get good grades, so most people don’t realize 

what a perfectionist he is. He understands all the schoolwork he gets out of doing. If he tried, he’d probably be. . . . a 

good student” (57). For some reason, Malik just isn’t motivated to show off his skills in the academic arena. 

A lot of people assume that gifted students are best identified by their high grades in school. What are some reasons 

a gifted student might not get good grades? What are some other ways we can recognize giftedness in ourselves and 

others? If you were in charge of your local school district, what alternative opportunities would you offer (either 

classroom-based or not), so talented young people could cultivate their unique skills? Feel free to share a real-life 

example to support your point of view. 

The Hometown of Your Dreams 
 

According to the local paper, the kids’ hometown has been “VOTED #1 IN USA FOR STANDARD OF LIVING” (3). 

Once you’ve read the first few chapters of the book, it’s easy to see why. In Serenity, everyone in town is committed 

to the three essential qualities:  honesty, harmony, and contentment. There is no crime, and both kids and adults 

have pretty much every gadget, creature comfort, and amenity they could imagine. Serenity’s designers certainly 

outdid themselves!  

If you were to imagine a perfect hometown, what would it be like? Where would it be located? How would you 

envision the neighborhoods, businesses, town events, and general atmosphere? What would make your community 

special? Tell us about it! (If you’ve already finished the book, be careful not to spoil the last half of the book for other 

readers!)  
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There’s No ‘I’ in ‘TEAM’ 
 

When Hector realizes Malik and his classmates are sneaking around, he doesn’t know what they’re up to, but he 

wants to be a part of it! He follows Malik to their meeting place and finds a way to make himself useful. “The others 

didn’t pick me to be part of this group; I had to sneak my way in. But now that I’m here, I’m going to prove that I can 

get the job done as well as anybody” (160). On several dangerous occasions, when his friends least expect it, 

Hector’s quick thinking and ability to squeeze into tight spaces save them from getting caught by their enemies. 

In your opinion, what are the advantages of working as part of a team? What are the challenges? When you work as 

part of a team, what role do you usually take? Do you enjoy teamwork, or do you prefer to work alone? Why? 

Unleash Your Inner Beast 

 

Once Eli learns what is really going on in Serenity, he is almost overcome by conflicting emotions. Nevertheless, he 

can’t let his father, or any of the other adults in town, know how he truly feels. Otherwise, he and his friends might get 

caught before they can execute their top secret plan. To help himself deal with the pressure of this situation, he 

channels all of his frustration into water polo practice. “In gym, I’m a beast in the pool. The emotions I’m suppressing 

in every other part of my life are coming through in water polo” (216). The pool is a safe place for him to express 

himself without ever saying a word about his real problems. 

When you are filled with strong, negative emotions—frustration, anger, disappointment, sadness, confusion, or the 

like—how do you deal with the pressure in a safe, healthy way? Where do you go? What do you do?  How does this 

activity help you feel better and more in control? 

Cultivating a Contented State of Mind 

 

Spoiler Alert: If you haven’t finished the book, stop reading here and come back later! 

According to Amber, all Serenity children are taught the three Rules of Contentment: (1) Being satisfied with what you 

have, (2) Being honest in all ways, and (3) Doing the right thing (233). These principles of behavior are meant to 

guide each citizen’s decision making and treatment of others. 

“Contentment” is defined as a state of happiness and satisfaction. Do you think Serenity’s Rules of Contentment are 

possible to achieve? Why (or why not)? Which characters in the book come closest to being content? How can you 

tell? If you were to write your own contentment guidelines, what would they be?  

Double Trouble 
 
Spoiler Alert: If you haven’t finished the book, stop reading here and come back later! 

In chapter 16, Eli, Tori, Malik, and Hector learn that they are products of a top secret, illegal, and off-the-grid science 

experiment:  They are clones of criminal masterminds! After carefully reading and considering the description of 

Project Osiris (198-201), what would you say are the pros and cons of the Project? What are the potential positive 

and negative effects of human cloning, in general? Why do you think human cloning is such a controversial topic, 

especially for the characters in this book? Would you be willing to clone yourself or someone you love? Why (or why 

not)? 
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As you craft your response, remember to be respectful of others’ life experiences, beliefs, and values, which may be 

very different from your own. 

 

Masterminds for Good or Evil? 

 

Spoiler Alert: If you haven’t finished the book, stop reading here and come back later! 

By the end of the book, we can be reasonably sure Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector were cloned from criminal 

masterminds who were once gifted kids very much like themselves. The kids cannot understand how people with 

their same DNA could have chosen to use their special talents to pursue a life of crime.  

Do you see a connection between criminality and giftedness? In what way(s) do you think it’s easy for a gifted person 

to use his or her powers for evil, rather than good? What do you think keeps someone who is really smart from doing 

so? Are Eli, Tori, Amber, Malik, and Hector in danger of becoming criminals themselves? Be sure to support your 

answer with specific evidence from the book. 
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Keep Reading 
 

A few thoughts on books and 
reading... 

"When I have a little money, I buy books; and if 

I have any left, I buy food and clothes."—

Erasmus 

 

"The more that you read, the more things you 

will know. The more that you learn, the more 

places you'll go."—Dr. Seuss 

 

"Outside of a dog, a book is man's best friend. 

Inside of a dog it's too dark to read."—Groucho 

Marx 

 

What's next? 

We hope that you enjoyed reading Masterminds, by Gordon Korman. Check your email for information about our next 

book club selection. In the meantime, if you are looking for a new best friend—and aren't inside a dog—here are 

some books you might enjoy. Don't forget to use the tips from “Writing While You Read” (see pages 20 and 21) to 

deepen your enjoyment and understanding of these books too. 

 

 Masterminds: Criminal Destiny, by Gordon 

Korman 

 Masterminds: Payback, by Gordon Korman 

 My Near-Death Adventures, by Alison 

DeCamp 

 The Scavengers, by Michael Perry 

 A Single Shard, by Linda Sue Park 

 The Island of Dr. Libris, by Chris 

Grabenstein 

 Escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s Library, by 

Chris Grabenstein 

 The Lost Kingdom, by Matthew J. Kirby 

 Flora & Ulysses: The Illuminated 

Adventures, by Kate DiCamillo 

 The House of Power, by Patrick Carman 

 Rivers of Fire, by Patrick Carman 

 The Dark Planet, by Patrick Carman 

 The Phantom Tollbooth, by Norton Juster 

 Navigating Early, by Clare Vanderpool  

 The Apothecary, by Maile Meloy  

 The Apprentices, by Maile Meloy (sequel 

to The Apothecary) 

 The City of Ember, by Jeanne DuPrau 

 The People of Sparks, by Jeanne DuPrau 

 The Prophet of Yonwood, by Jeanne DuPrau 

 The Diamond of Darkhold, by Jeanne 

DuPrau 

 The Mysterious Benedict Society, by Trenton 

Lee Stewart 

 Chasing Vermeer, by Blue Balliett 

 The Lightning Thief, by Rick Riordan 

 Fever 1793, by Laurie Halse Anderson 

 Treasure Island, by Robert Louis Stevenson 

 The Invention of Hugo Cabret, by Brian 

Selznick  
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