
Guided Reading and Discussion Question for HeLa Chapters 17 to 22. 
 
Chapter 17:  Illegal, Immoral, and Deplorable 
 

1. What was Chester Southam concerned that HeLa cells might do?  
2. Describe the experiment that Southam developed to test his hypothesis about 

HeLa. 
3. Who were the test subjects in Southam’s first study?  Were they informed about 

the research and its risks? 
4. What was the result of Southam’s first research study?  Based on these results, did 

his hypothesis appear to be correct? 
5. Where did Southam find subjects for his second research study? 
6. Based on the results of the second study, what two things did Southam believe did 

injections of HeLa cells might be able to do? 
7. How did Southam justify his decision to inject HeLa into patients without their 

knowledge or consent? 
8. What does the term “informed consent” mean? 
9. Why, specifically, did the Jewish doctors at the Jewish Chronic Disease Hospital 

object to Southam’s cancer study? 
10. What is the purpose of the Nuremberg Code?  What events lead to it being 

developed? 
11. According to the State Attorney General Louis Lefkowitz, what do people have 

an “inalienable” right to? 
12. What was the result of the legal action taken against Southam and Mandel? 
13. Explain how the action against Southam and Mandel led to the development of 

informed consent forms as a standard medical practice. 
 
Chapter 18:  “Strangest Hybrid” 
 

1. Summarize the various ways that HeLa was used in the space program. 
2. What disturbing discovery did scientists make about the way HeLa responded in 

orbit? 
3. Why did a committee of scientists form the American Type Culture Collection 

(ATCC)? 
4. Explain what happens during somatic cell fusion. 
5. Why did scientists want to fuse human and animal cells? 
6. What scientific discoveries were made possible as a result of fused hybrid cells? 
7. How did the public respond to the idea of cell hybrids?  In what specific ways did 

the media influence the public’s perception of cell hybrids? 
 
 
Chapter 19:  “The Most Critical Time on This Earth is Now” 
 

1. How did Bobette respond to Deborah’s pregnancy? 



2. How was Joe’s life different from his brothers’ lives?  What do you think caused 
this difference? 

3. What crime did Joe commit? 
4. How did Day, Sonny, and Lawrence respond to Joe’s crime?  What did they want 

Joe to do? 
5. Why do you think Joe turned himself in to the police? 
6. Analyze the note that Joe wrote to the judge.  What does it tell you about Joe’s 

personality and background? 
7. What was the lawyer’s main argument in Joe’s defense? 
8. How did prison change Joe? 
9. Describe Deborah and Cheetah’s marriage. 
10. Why didn’t Deborah go through with her plan to kill Cheetah?  What did she do 

instead? 
 
Chapter 20:  The HeLa Bomb 
 

1. Explain the meaning of the idiomatic expression “to drop a bomb.” 
2. What did Stanley Gartler discover about eighteen of the most commonly used cell 

cultures? 
3. How was Gartler able to link the contamination problem to HeLa? 
4. What unique abilities did HeLa have that allowed it to contaminate cultures 

without researchers being aware that contamination had occurred? 
5. Why would HeLa contamination be a problem for researchers? 
6. What is “spontaneous transformation”?  What did Gartler suggest about 

spontaneous transformation. 
7. How did the scientific community respond to Gartler’s theory about HeLa 

contamination? 
 
Chapter 21:  Night Doctors 
 

1. What does the author’s choice of descriptive details reveal to the reader about her 
impression of Sonny Lacks? 

2. Explain the connection that Sonny makes between his mother’s personality and 
the ways he believes HeLa cells have been used. 

3. Sonny and Lawrence repeat the refrain “That’s a miracle,” when discussing the 
scientific advances made possible by their mother’s cells.  What does this refrain 
suggest about their worldview and values? 

4. The description “His light brown face had grown tough with age, cracked but soft, 
like a pair of well-worn work boots,” conveys a strong impression of Day Lacks.  
What does it suggest about his life and personality? 

5. Give an example of indirect characterization that reveals that the Lacks family 
distrusts doctors. 

6. What do the Lackses believe Johns Hopkins did to black people? 
7. What are “night doctors?”  Where did the term originate and why?  What do the 

Lackses believe “night doctors” do?  Is their belief based on real events?  Explain 
your answer. 



8. Why did Johns Hopkins start a medical school and hospital in a poor black 
neighborhood?  What purpose was the school/hospital intended to serve? 

9. What does the 1969 Johns Hopkins study reveal about the researcher’s attitude 
and assumptions about race? 

10. Why is the fact that the Lacks family cannot get health insurance an example of 
irony? 

11. What is the Lacks family’s biggest complaint about the way Johns Hopkins and 
Dr. Gey have treated them? 

 
 
Chapter 22:  “The Fame She So Richly Deserves” 
 

1. What type of cancer was George Gey diagnosed with? 
2. What specific request did Gey make prior to going into surgery?  Why didn’t his 

surgeons honor his request? 
3. After finding out that his cancer was terminal, what reason did Gey give for his 

decision to offer himself as a research subject? 
4. Did Gey benefit or profit in any way from his participation in the research 

studies? 
5. Do Gey’s attitude and actions after his own diagnosis of terminal cancer change 

your opinion of him?  Explain your answer. 
6. What did Howard Jones realize when he reviewed Henrietta’s medical records? 
7. What was the purpose of President Nixon’s National Cancer Act? 
8. Explain how Henrietta’s real name became public knowledge. 
9. Do you agree that Henrietta should have been correctly identified in order to 

“give her the fame she so richly deserves,” or do you think her anonymity should 
have been protected?  Explain your answer. 

 
 


