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For BioMed (Honors Biology with Biomedical Sciences) students should 
read The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacksand annotate it while you read, ready to 
discuss upon return in the fall. You need the physical copy of the book, no 
Ebooks. You will also be answering a set of discussion questions, ready to be 
turned in when you return on the first day of class.  

 Amazon:  https://www.amazon.com/Immortal-Life-Henrietta-
Lacks/dp/1400052181 

 Barnes and Noble  https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/immortal-life-of-
henrietta-lacks-rebecca-skloot/1016568374#/ 

 Almost any other bookseller 

Assignment continues on next page. 
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The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks 

BIOMED SUMMER ASSIGNMENT 2019-2020 

DUE: August 15th, 2019 

Directions: Answer the following questions either directly in the 

document, or NEATLY on another sheet of paper. Most responses 

should not exceed one paragraph, though some may provoke a more 

in-depth response. While reading, you should also be annotating 

the book and be ready to discuss the story at the start of, and 

throughout, the year. Your assignment should be ready to hand in 

on the first day of school.  

1. Do you value more a person’s rights to their own tissue or the contribution 

these tissues can make to the greater good? 

2. What values do you bring with you to New Albany High School? How will 

they guide your decision-making? Do you expect these values to be 

challenged or change while you are in high school? 

3. How do you expect your relationships with your parents and other family 

members to change during your first year of high school? What new things 

could you learn about yourself and about them during this transition? 

4. How does your family handle difficult issues like illness? Do they talk about 

it or do they handle it quietly? What are the pros and cons of each 

approach? 

5. How has your family been impacted by these medical advances? Did HeLa 

cells help save your life or the life of someone you love? How does this 

make you feel? 

6. How does religious faith influence the Lacks family’s response to, and 

interpretation of, the scientific information they receive about HeLa? How 

does Skloot’s attitude toward religious faith and science evolve as a result 

of her relationship with the Lacks family? How have your religious beliefs 

been impacted by scientific discoveries and innovations? 
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7. How do you juggle the multiple aspects of your identity? How do you 

anticipate that will change when you get to high school? 

 

8. What strategies does she seem to use to keep herself motivated as she 

pursues HeLa’s story? Have you ever taken on a project that took several 

months or years to complete? What kept you motivated? What are some 

strategies for making a large project manageable? Are there any tools or 

resources you might take away from Skloot’s experience? 

9. What legacy would you like to leave at New Albany High School? How would 

you like to be remembered after you graduate? 

10. Is the benefit from research worth the pain, suffering, and deaths of 

individuals compromised in the process (i.e. Tuskegee)? 

11. Have you ever been in a situation where your ethical beliefs have been 

questioned? As a high school student, when might your ethical beliefs be 

challenged or come into question? 

12. What does informed consent mean to you? Have you ever been taught about 

informed consent? 

13. What is your reaction to the right to privacy act? How would your life be 

different if it did not exist? 

14. Are you concerned about privacy as a student in the 21st century? 

15. What are ethical dilemmas you see today in the way our country handles 

medical care? 

16. What impressions do you have of George Gey as a researcher? How does 

Skloot portray him as a researcher? Are there qualities to his research 

techniques that you admire? Are there aspects that you find unethical? 

What do you think makes a successful researcher? 

17. Do you view Skloot’s ability to benefit from Henrietta differently than the 

researchers who benefitted from Henrietta’s cells? Why or why not? 

18. What were the moral dilemmas involved in the Tuskegee testing of African 

American men infected with syphilis? 
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19. Do you think that Henrietta’s story and other such research scenarios have 

had an impact on minorities participating in research? Do you think it 

influences how minorities receive or perceive healthcare? 

20. What is your reaction to a white woman telling the Lacks family story? 

What does it mean for a non-member of a family to tell that family’s story? 

What can we learn from this cross-cultural dialogue with other who might 

be different than us? 

21. Why do you think there was so little initial media attention given to the 

cells? How did race and gender influence the lack of attention given to 

Henrietta from the local, regional, and national media—even as her medical 

story was being revealed? 

22. How did the lack of education in the Lacks family cause them to be more 

vulnerable? What healthcare struggles do impoverished families face 

today? 

23. What role did the deferential attitude toward doctors in the early 

twentieth century play in the interaction between Henrietta and her family 

and Johns Hopkins? How has that attitude toward doctors changed over the 

decades? Do patients’ socioeconomic differences affect the relationship 

today? 

24. Should the family by financially compensated for the HeLa cells? If so, who 

do you believe that money should come from? Do you feel the Lacks family 

deserves health insurance even though they can’t afford it? How would you 

respond if you were in their situation? 

25. Do you think the author’s gender helped her write the story and connect 

with the Lacks family? 

26. Do you think that women today are educated on how to take care of their 

bodies? Do you feel educated on how to take care of your body? 

27. After reading this story, what considerations might you take in your future 

research that you had not thought about before? Explain. 

28. How does today’s research environment (in the United States) protect 

individuals from any such breeches of the regulations and/or ethical 

principles? 


