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Discussion Questions taken from the publisher, Penguin Random House: 
 

1. Lab Girl opens with a detailed description of the laboratory Jahren loved as a 
child. How does she transform a cinder-block room stocked with scientific 
equipment into a “castle” (p. 8)?  In what ways do her recollections of her time in 
the lab and the trips home late at night with her father evoke the mood and magic 
of fairy tales?  
 
2. Jahren writes of the emotional distances between members of a Scandinavian 
family, of “growing up in a culture where you can never ask anyone anything about 
themselves” (p.11). Are Jahren’s feelings about her family shaped solely by cultural 
tradition?  
 
3. Does Jahren’s observation that “being mother and daughter has always felt like 
an experiment that we just can’t get right” (p. 16) capture something you have 
experienced, either as a parent or child? Why do you think Jahren dedicated Lab 
Girl to her mother?  
 
4. Jahren writes, “I chose science because science gave me what I needed—a 
home as defined in the most literal sense: a safe place to be” (p. 18).  Discuss and 
evaluate the combination of elements that determine her choice, including her 
attachment to her father and the recognition that “being a scientist wasn’t his job, 
it was his identity,” the acceptance by her science professors of “the very 
attributes that rendered me a nuisance to all of my previous teachers,” and her 
simple declaration that the desire to become a scientist “was founded upon a deep 
instinct and nothing more.”  Compare this initial explanation with the self-portrait 
she offers in the final chapter (p. 277). 
 [eallen1]Per text of book.  
 
5. In alternating chapters, Jahren forges links between her own life and the plants 
that have populated it. How does the story of the blue spruce tree (pp. 27–29) set 



a pattern that is echoed and enhanced throughout the book? What insights do 
these close examinations of a large variety of plants provide into the needs and the 
capabilities shared by all living things? Is there a particular topic—for instance, the 
universal struggle for survival or the interdependence evident in nature—that 
resonates with you? 
 
6. In recalling her first scientific breakthrough, Jahren writes, “On some deep level, 
the realization that I could do good science was accompanied by the knowledge 
that I had formally and terminally missed my chance to become like any of the 
women that I had ever known” (p. 71).  What are the emotional and practical 
repercussions of this moment?  Is there a moment in most people’s lives that 
marks a line between who they are and who they might have been? 
 
7. Jahren describes her struggles with mental illness in a gripping and vivid 
interlude (pp. 144–47).  Why do you think she introduces this at the midpoint of 
her book? 
 
8. Jahren’s relationship with Bill is a sustained theme in Lab Girl.  In what ways do 
Bill’s manner and methods in the lab complement Jahren’s?  What qualities shape 
their behavior toward each other on a personal level? Discuss the sense of 
intimacy and tolerance at the core of their friendship, as well as the boundaries 
they establish.  What do their long conversations, their reactions to institutional 
rules, and the misadventures they share on their field trips all add to the book?  In 
what ways does their trip to the Arctic capture the essence of their bond (pp. 195–
201)? 
 
9. What previously hidden aspects of Jahren’s character come to light as she 
describes her meeting and marriage to Clint (pp. 205–209)?   
 
10. Jahren writes of her pregnancy, “I know that I am supposed to be happy and 
excited. . . . I am supposed to celebrate the ripening fruit of love and luxuriate in 
the fullness of my womb. But I don’t do any of this” (p. 217).  How do such factors 
as her childhood, her professional ambitions, and her mental illness affect her 
experience? Why does she “decide that I will not be this child’s mother. Instead, I 
will be his father” (p. 228).  
 



11. What obstacles does Jahren face in her career as a research scientist?  Are 
some of the setbacks Jahren faces attributable to her being a woman in a male-
dominated field?  
 
12. Do you agree that “America may say that it values science, but it sure as hell 
doesn’t want to pay for it” (p. 123)? 
 
13. Science writing is sometimes criticized for seeming to anthropomorphize 
scientific subjects. Do you think that Jahren avoids this potential pitfall? In what 
ways do her choice of words and use of metaphor balance the scientific facts that 
she wants to convey with having the reader understand and even delight in these 
facts? What facts did you find most interesting? 
 
14. As you read Lab Girl, were you equally engaged with the autobiographical 
sections and the chapters on plants and trees, or did you find yourself more drawn 
to one or the other?  
 
15. Lab Girl makes use of a wide range of language and tones, from the scientific to 
the colloquial, from biblical references to profanity. Does this range subvert our 
expectations about how scientists “should” talk? What do the different tones 
reveal about Hope? How does her varied language help us to see her in multiple 
lights—as scientist and writer, as friend and human? 
 
16. Memoir is a highly intimate form. Do you feel you’ve gotten to know Hope 
through Lab Girl? Does she seem similar or different to science teachers you have 
had? Do you see her as an inspiration for young women who want to pursue a 
career in science? 
 
Discussion Questions taken from LitLovers.com: 
 

1. How did Jahren's upbringing help determine her dedication to science? Consider 
her father's background as a science teacher and her mother's love of English 
literature. 
 
2. One of the literary tropes Jahren uses in her memoir is the comparison of plant 
life with human life. Talk about the parallels she draws between her subjects and 
herself. In what ways are we all similar to our rooted, blossoming brethren? Do you 
see those parallels in your own life? 



 
3. What do you find most remarkable in Jahren's descriptions of the wonders of 
the natural world? Consider, for instance, the sheer numbers of the plant world. Or 
how the willow tree clones itself...or the symbiotic relationship between trees and 
fungi...or the airborne signals of trees in their perennial war against insects. 
 
4. Talk about Jahren's struggle with manic depression and how it has affected her 
life and work. 
 
5. How would you describe Jahren's relationship with her lab partner Bill? What 
makes both professional and personal relationship work? 
 
6. Describe some of the hardships that make life difficult for any scientist — 
bucking the status quo, the often endless waiting for results, the grunt work, or the 
scarcity of funding. Also, talk about the masculine culture Jahren faced as a woman 
scientist. 
 
7. Will you ever take a tree—or any plant life—for granted again? 
 
Librarian questions: 
1. Do you have a tree that you remember from your childhood or life? After 

reading this book, would you consider planting at least one tree in your lifetime 
to help in their life span? According to Hope, “Trees nourish life in uncountable, 
always beautiful, ways, and to plant one is to plant hope.” 
 

2. Can you appreciate the author’s struggles with being a female scientist and 
trying to get funding for her research from reading this book?  

 
 

3. One interviewer described this book as a workplace love story, the love of 
science, the love of plants, the love of her co-workers, etc. Do you agree? 
Disagree? Why? How would characterize this book. 

 
4. Is there a quote or a chapter that you really liked, connected to and resonated 

with you that you relate to? A favorite passage that you remember. Please 
share and explain why. For example: “Science for war will always pay better 
than science for knowledge,” she writes. 



Southfield Public Library 

General discussion questions 

 

 For the person who chose the book – What made you want to read it?  What made you pick it for 

the book club?  Did it live up to your expectations? 

 

 How is the book structured?  First person? Third person? Flashbacks? Narrative devices?  Do you 

think the author did a good job with it? 

 

 How would you describe the author’s writing style?  Concise?  Flowery? How is language used in 

this book?  Read aloud a passage that really struck you.  How does that passage relate to the 

book as a whole? 

 

 How effective is the author’s use of plot twists?  Were you able to predict certain things before 

they happened? Did the author keep you guessing until the end? 

 

 Did the book hold your interest? 

 

 How important is the setting to the story?  Did you feel like you were somewhere else? Did the 

time setting make a difference in the story?  Did the author provide enough background 

information for you to understand the setting and time placement? 

 

 Which is stronger in the book – the characters or the plots? 

 

 Would you recommend this book to someone else?  Why? And to whom? 
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https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/248239/lab-girl-by-hope-

jahren/9781101873724/readers-guide/ 

Oslo Lab--http://jahrenlab.com/ 

 
Latest Publications: 
http://jahrenlab.com/publications-by-date/ 
 
Youtube Video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yht9LrYRxqg 
 
PBS Interview: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UJa8dzBAhmY 
 
 
 

 
Hope with Bill, in the lab. 
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