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Exploding the Phone by Phil Lapsley 

● Curiosity and wonder played big roles in the early stages of the phone hacking 
movement (e.g., David Condon). What can undergraduate research mentors do to 
nurture this sort of curiosity? 

● Discovery is an important part of undergraduate research, and is an important part of the 
phone hacking movement. The "adversaries" in the phone hacking movement were 
business interests. How does intellectual property play a role in undergraduate 
research? Who owns "discovery"? 

● How can we understand the ethics of the phone-hacking movement? Is the issue so 
black-and-white? Or are there shades of gray? What lessons can we take from 
Exploding the Phone to enrich our conversations about responsible conduct of 
research? 

● This may be the perfect undergraduate research story (from the epilogue): "“Jake Locke, 
the slacker student at Harvard in 1967, never did get a summer job with the phone 
company. Instead, he went on to get his PhD and became a respected scientist and 
academic administrator..." How can undergraduate research programs support informal 
undergraduate research while continuing to support more formal programming? 

● If you were discussing this book with a group of summer undergraduate research 
students how would you discuss encouraging the creativity, innovation and 
experimentation of Barclay, Locke, Crockett and others with the ethical implications 
obtaining long-distance phone calls for free? 

● As Chapter 5 starts, Ralph Barclay stumbles across The Bell Systems Technical Journal 
in the library and utilizes that public information to understand the developing phone 
system.  Are the indiscretions taken any less egregious because they were taken based 
on publicly available information in the library?  How would you have that conversation 
with a group of students? 

● Although the protagonists in the early chapters of the book where exploiting the system 
largely to learn about it rather than plan nefarious activity or spy on others, how does 
their explorations of the system compare to the "spying" that can be created today by 
analyzing records of phone transactions? 

● In this book we learn about another exploit of Steve Jobs (former Apple CEO), does his 
actions in this book given you any insight into his creative genius at Apple?  When it 
appears "harmless" should be ignore a little bit of pushing the boundaries of ethical 
behavior to allow creative genius to explore?  When does when this "harmless" behavior 
cross over to "harmful" behavior?  What are your criteria and how do you explore that 
criteria with students in the context of research. 

  


