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The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks Guided Reading and Discussion Questions: Chapters 31 - 38
Directions: As you read, answer the following questions in complete sentences.
Chapter Thirty-One: Hela, Goddess of Death

1. What does Deborah say about people who frame her mother’s story as a story about racism?

2. Contrast the experience Henrietta’s great-grandchildren, Alfred and Davon, have at the Maryland Science Center with the experience Deborah, Sonny, and Lawrence had growing up.

3. How did Skloot finance the research for her book? What did she promise to do for the Lacks family if and when the book was published?

4. Explain why it would be easy to believe that the Marvel super villain, Hela, Goddess of Death, was based on Henrietta Lacks.

5. Describe the relationship between Deborah and her grandson Davon.

6. Who is Franklin Salisbury Jr., and why did he contact Deborah?

7. Why did Deborah decide to go see her mother’s cells? What obstacle almost kept her from doing so?

Chapter Thirty-Two: “All That’s My Mother”

1. Compare and contrast Skloot’s, Deborah’s, and Zakariyya’s interactions with the Jesus statue at Johns Hopkins. What do these interactions reveal about their attitudes toward religious faith?

2. Analyze the way that Christoph Lengauer interacts with the Lacks family. Why do you think his interaction is so different from anyone the Lackses encountered at Johns Hopkins up until this point?

3. What is Lengauer’s attitude toward the HeLa contamination problem? What belief of Deborah’s does his attitude affirm?

4. Describe the way that Deborah and Zakariyya interact with their mother’s cells.

5. What important misunderstanding about HeLa does Lengauer clarify for Deborah?

6. What does Lengauer believe about the Lackses’ right to be financially compensated for the sale of their mother’s cells?

7. Why do you think Deborah tells Skloot that she “just witnessed a miracle”?

Chapter Thirty-Three: The Hospital for the Negro Insane

1. Does the title of this chapter evoke an emotional response from you? Why do you think Skloot chose this title?

2. Compare the connotations of the name “Crownsville” with the name “Hospital for the Negro Insane.” What do you think the directors were trying to achieve when they renamed the facility?

3. Why did Deborah and Skloot travel to Crownsville?

4. Why was Skloot surprised by the appearance of Crownsville? What do you think she expected to find?

5. Who is Paul Lurz? Which comments of his foreshadow that something terrible happened to Elsie?

6. Why were the hospital’s medical records from the 1950s and earlier disposed of?

7. What part of Elsie’s medical records did Lurz have? Why had he saved patients’ medical records? Why was he surprised that he had Elsie’s records in particular?

8. Skloot carefully describes the photograph of Elsie. What specific things can you infer about Elsie’s treatment based on the description of the photograph?

9. How does Deborah demonstrate that she is in control when her right to view Elsie’s records is questioned?

10. Describe conditions at the hospital during the time period when Elsie was a patient there.

11. Compare and contrast the medical research likely performed on Elsie with Gey’s research and Southam’s research. Does some medical research seem “more wrong”? Why do you think you feel that way?

12. What does Deborah’s comment to Lurz that “if you gonna go into history, you can’t do it with a hate attitude” tell you about the type of person she is?

13. How did Deborah initially react to the news about her sister? How did her reaction evolve after she had a chance to dwell on the picture and process the disturbing information that she had been given?

14. Skloot ends this chapter with Deborah deciding to finally give her access to Henrietta’s medical records. Explain why this moment is significant.
Chapter Thirty-Five: Soul Cleansing

1. How are Gladys and Gary related to Deborah?

2. Gary tells Deborah that her quest to find out about Elsie and Henrietta has been a way of “honoring her mother.” Explain what he means by saying this.

3. After witnessing the amount of physical and emotional anguish that Deborah is in, Gary begins to preach and lay hands on Deborah. What burden does he ask to be lifted from Deborah? Where does he ask the burden to be placed?

4. How does Deborah respond after Gary’s prayer?

Chapter Thirty-Six: Heavenly Bodies

1. Summarize Gary’s spiritual explanation for why Henrietta’s cells lived on after her death.

2. Discuss the impact that witnessing the interaction between Gary and Deborah––and, later, talking with Gary––had on Skloot. What new perspective did she gain after these experiences? 

Chapter Thirty-Seven: “Nothing to Be Scared About”

1. What physical ailments did Deborah suffer from as a result of the excitement and stress of seeing her mother’s cells for the first time, and learning about Elsie?

2. Why did Deborah decide to go back to school?

3. Why was Deborah unable to attend the National Foundation for Cancer Research’s Henrietta Lacks conference?

4. Explain how Davon’s heroic actions saved Deborah’s life.

5. What obstacle kept Deborah from realizing her dream of returning to school?

6. What did Pullum ask Skloot to “preach” about at JaBrea’s baptism?

7. According to Deborah and Pullum, how is Henrietta’s story going to be different for Henrietta’s great-grandchildren and future generations?

Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Long Road to Clover

1. What string of events in 2009 suggests that, if Skloot had not begun researching Henrietta’s story a decade earlier, it may have been lost forever?

2. At the time of this book’s publication, how had the lives of Henrietta’s great- and greatgreat- grandchildren been affected by Skloot’s research, and by the knowledge and understanding of Henrietta’s contribution to science?

3. Skloot begins and ends the book with Deborah’s voice. How does this choice impact the reader’s experience of the story?
