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The Butler, a Witness to History by Will Haygood  

● To what extent is the book a biography of Eugene Allen, and to what extent is it a history 
of the civil rights movement? 

● What do you think about Haygood’s strategy of telling civil-rights history through the 
perspective of Allen?  

● If you read the book and saw the movie, what is your evaluation of the fictionalizing 
choices made by director Lee Daniels? 

● Haygood said of Allen, “He was both a witness to history and unknown to it.” How does 
Allen’s relative anonymity contribute to his authority and credibility? 

● What surprised you most about Allen’s relationships with various presidents (any or all of 
the eight he worked for) during his tenure? 

● Are there moments in the book in which you notice clear change/development in Eugene 
Allen?  

● Is there evidence that Allen changed the minds of presidents he worked for? 
● Did Allen’s story remind you of any others in history (e.g., people who were later 

discovered to have a larger role than we might have thought)? 
 
 
The Smithsonian’s History of America in 101 Objects by Richard Kurin  

● How did you read this book?  Did you read it like a narrative, or did you flip through and 
look for artifacts that caught your attention? Were you more interested in the narrative 
descriptions or the photographs?  How do you think that it was intended to be read? 

● What was the purpose of this book?  Who was intended to be primary audience? 
● What did you think of the timeline organization?  How else could the author have 

organized it? 
● Which of these objects were you surprised to see in the book? 
● If you have been to any of the Smithsonian museums, were there things on exhibit that 

you expected to see but didn’t? 
● After reading through this book, is there anything at the Smithsonian (or a Smithsonian 

museum) that you want to go see now? 
● Most of the narratives includes some information about how process of accessioning the 

object into the Smithsonian.  How can that help facilitate a discussion of the curation 
process - what archives contain and what they leave out? 

● How could you use this book with your students? Could this be a text for a certain type 
of class?  Would you use it a particular class, or with a group of undergraduate research 
students? 

● The author often adds commentary about his own interactions at the Smithsonian 
museums related to the artifacts (for example, in Object 9, Slave Shackles, Object 74, 
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Jacqueline Kennedy’s Inaugural Ball Gown or Object 75, Julia Child’s Kitchen).  Does 
that add context to the information, or is it distracting from learning about the materials? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the interdisciplinary nature of 
research? Is there a particular object and narrative that could be used an to do this? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the way research is presented to 
the general public?  Is it effective? 

 
 
Napoleon’s Buttons: How 17 Molecules Changed History by LeCouteur and Burreson 

● What was the purpose of this book?  Who was intended to be primary audience? 
● Given your own experiences what molecules or classes of compounds, might have 

made your list for a chapter that aren’t in this book? 
● What molecules in this book surprised you? 
● Had you ever considered the social implications of the uses of these various 

compounds?  Given your knowledge of history would you agree with the authors 
positions about their impact? 

● How could you use this book with your students? Could this be a text for a certain type 
of class?  Would you use it a particular class, or with a group of undergraduate research 
students? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the interdisciplinary nature of 
research? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the way science is presented to 
the general public?  Is it effective? 

 
Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot 

● Skloot's book was one of the most popular choices for "summer reading" for incoming 
students in American colleges and universities in 2011 and 2012.  Why?  What particular 
needs did it meet for academic administrators (including needs involving undergraduate 
research)?  How well did it meet those needs? 

● How do we respond to it as adult educators and researchers; what parts of Harriet 
Lacks's story are particularly compelling and meaningful to us?  How  is our response 
similar to and different from our students' responses? 

● What was Skloot's purpose in doing the research and writing the book? Is this question 
fully answered by her own statements in the prefatory material? 

● To what extent has medical or scientific research become more "humanized" since the 
1950s in the U.S.?  If it has, why? 

● The popularity of the book may reflect a general desire for cross-disciplinary thinking and 
collaboration.  Are the interests and purposese of researchers, medical professionals, 
and journalists compatible, or finally irreducibly different? 

● The Immortal Life of of Henrietta Lacks is literally about who owns a human body and/or 
its products.  This is an important philosophical and political  question, but it also has 
immediate practical implications.  What are some of these, and how do we and society 
deal with them? 
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● The book has also been sharply criticized as extending the project of exploiting and 
profiting by Henrietta Lacks's cancer, and doing so in the name of humanitarian 
compassion.  Does this strike you as a legitimate critique?  Is it inevitable in research on 
humans, whether medical or journalistic? 

● Skloot has also been accused of perpetuating racist stereotypes in order to reaffirm a 
social and political hierarchy in which whites dominate as thinking subjects, knowers, 
and problem-solvers.  Is this correct?  Does it point to a problem that we might address 
in our teaching and our research? 

 
David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants by Malcolm Gladwell 

● When reading and thinking about the powerful vs. the weak, what academic situations 
come to mind?  

○ Between yourself and students? 
○ Between faculty and faculty? 
○ Between administrators and faculty? 

● Did you recall in your own or others’ careers some examples of how people managed 
these kind of unequal situations?  How did these compare in analogy, process, and 
outcome to some of the situations described in the book? 

● Do you consider success in the strong vs. the weak an “all-or-none” situation—winner 
takes all and loser loses something (or a lot)?   

● Are racial, ethnic, or economic differences impacting your ability to be effective as a 
teacher?  Did this book make you think of potential solutions to problems you have 
identified? 

● What was your greatest take-away from the book?  Are you considering actionable items 
as a result of reading the book? 

● How could this book be used to start a conversation on the way research is presented to 
the general public?  Is it effective? 

 
 
Scatter, Adapt, and Remember: How Humans Will Survive a Mass Extinction by Annalee Newitz  

● How can this book be used to start a conversation about the future? 
● How could you use this book with your undergraduate research scholars? 
● How has earth managed to survive after disasters and hardships? 
● Describe a few strategies for surviving for another million years 
● How will humans change to live in space? 
● Do researchers at your university focus their scientific, technological, artistic energies on 

problems that are solvable in the near future?  Provide several examples. 
● Do researchers at your university focus on the long term goal of exploring and adapting 

to worlds beyond earth? Consider a multidisciplinary answer to this question. 
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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? 

● In this book the author's tell the story of a number of teens/young adults who as a result 
of being curious test the security of land based phone systems in the 1950-1970s.  Do 
you think their activities were harmful to the general public or AT&T? 

● 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? 

● How might you use the stories in this book about why individuals pooled their knowledge 
and tested new ideas to start a conversation on the interdisciplinary nature of research? 

● Does this book suggest interesting ways to approach responsible conduct of research 
questions, particularly in fields where students might not recognize harm could be done, 
for example, studying computer algorithms that might be used to test security systems. 

● 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. 
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Edible History of Humanity by Tom Standage  
● What was your overall reaction (intellectual and visceral) -to the reading of this work? 

Have you read other texts that have similarly treated the issues of this book? How does 
this one rate? 

● What argument and evidence does Standage present regarding the submission that  
agriculture has become the basis of civilization as we know it? To what extent has food 
been a tracer for power structures, and the origins of inequality? 

● To what extent did food/spices lead to the wiring up of the first global trade network? 
How did this global trade network reveal the true geography of the planet and begin a 
new epoch in human history? 

● How did economic botany and geopolitical mastery lead the world to and through the 
industrial revolution? How did the interrelationship of colonialism, commerce and science 
influence the most significant reordering of the natural environment by mankind since the 
adoption of agriculture?  

● Where do you position yourself in the current conversation on biodiversity,  biofuel,  and 
solar energy? 

● “For most of human history, food is literally the fuel of war” (p. 149).  What has history 
uncovered for us regarding the relationship between war and food technology? How has 
food become a battlefield on which broader political fights take place?   

● How did the discovery of ammonia and its by-products contribute to what is known today 
as the “green revolution”.  What were the consequences - social, environmental and 
geopolitical - of this green revolution?  What do you project to be the influence of global 
warming on food types and sources - of course, that is if you believe in that construct? 

● What other texts/readings would you recommend for a similar book discussion? 
 
 


