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1.  One of Henrietta’s relatives said to Skloot, “If you pretty up how people 
spoke and change the things they said, that’s dishonest” (page xiii). 
Throughout the book, Skloot is true to the dialect in which people spoke to 
her: the Lacks’ speak in a heavy southern accent, and Lengauer and Hsu 
speak as non-native English speakers.  What impact did the decision to 
maintain speech authenticity have on the story? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. As a journalist, Skloot is careful to present the encounter between the Lacks 
family and the world of medicine without taking sides.  Since readers bring 
their own experiences and opinions to the text, some may feel she took the 
scientists’ side, while others may feel she took the family’s side. What are 
your feelings about this? Does your opinion fall on one side or the other, or 
somewhere in the middle, and why? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3. Henrietta signed a consent form that said, “I hereby give consent to the staff 
of The Johns Hopkins Hospital to perform any operative procedures and 
under any anesthetic either local or general that they may deem necessary in 
the proper surgical care and treatment of: _____________________” (page 
31). 
 Based on this statement, do you believe TeLinde and Gey had the right to 
obtain a sample from her cervix to use in their research?  What information 
would they have had to give her for Henrietta to give informed consent? Do 
you think Henrietta would have given explicit consent to have a tissue 
sample used in medical research if she had been given all the information? 
Do you always thoroughly read consent forms before signing them? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Reflect upon Henrietta’s life: What challenges did she and her family face? 
What do you think her greatest strengths were? Consider the progression of 
Henrietta’s cancer in the last eight months between her diagnosis and death.  
How did she face death? What do you think that says about the type of 
person she was? 

 


