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Overview
It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin" by Karen de Seve introduces young readers to the remarkable
life and scientific contributions of Rosalind Franklin, the brilliant British chemist and X-ray
crystallographer whose groundbreaking work was pivotal in uncovering the structure of DNA.
The book meticulously chronicles Franklin's journey from her early life and education, where her
passion for science and meticulous approach to research began to flourish, through her
significant contributions to understanding the molecular structures of coal and viruses. It
particularly focuses on her time at King's College London, where her precise X-ray diffraction
images, most notably "Photo 51," provided critical evidence for the double helix model of DNA.

The narrative emphasizes Franklin's dedication, intelligence, and the challenges she faced as a
woman in a male-dominated scientific field during the mid-20th century. It sheds light on the
circumstances surrounding the sharing of her data without her full knowledge, which ultimately
contributed to James Watson and Francis Crick's Nobel Prize-winning discovery, while Franklin's
crucial role remained largely unacknowledged during her lifetime. Karen de Seve's book serves
as an important corrective, ensuring that Franklin's legacy is recognized for its true significance,
inspiring readers to appreciate the often-overlooked figures in scientific history and to pursue
their own intellectual curiosities with rigor and determination.

Key Takeaways
• Rosalind Franklin's meticulous X-ray crystallography work was essential to understanding
the structure of DNA.

• Scientific discovery often involves collaboration and building upon the work of many
individuals, even if credit is not always equally distributed.

• Perseverance and a rigorous approach to research are vital qualities for scientific
advancement.

• Women in science have historically faced significant barriers and often had their
contributions undervalued.

• It is important to acknowledge and celebrate the contributions of all scientists, regardless of
gender or historical oversight.

• Franklin's "Photo 51" was a crucial piece of evidence that helped confirm the double helix
structure of DNA.
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• The book encourages readers to question historical narratives and seek out the full stories
behind scientific breakthroughs.

Chapter Summaries
A Curious Mind: Early Life and Education

This section explores Rosalind Franklin's childhood in London, highlighting her early intelligence
and a strong aptitude for science and mathematics. It details her family's support for education,
particularly for women, and her decision to pursue a scientific career despite societal
expectations. Readers learn about her studies at Newnham College, Cambridge, where she
developed a foundational understanding of chemistry and physics, setting the stage for her
future groundbreaking research.

Mastering X-ray Crystallography

Franklin's early career is detailed, focusing on her work with X-ray diffraction techniques. The
chapter explains how she honed her skills in this complex method while studying the structure of
coal and graphite in France. Her meticulous approach and ability to interpret intricate X-ray
patterns established her as a leading expert in the field, a reputation that would soon become
critical for her later work on biological molecules.

King's College and the DNA Puzzle

This chapter describes Franklin's arrival at King's College London and her assignment to study
DNA. It highlights the challenging and often unsupportive environment she encountered as a
woman scientist in a predominantly male institution. Her initial work involved setting up a
sophisticated X-ray crystallography lab and meticulously preparing DNA samples, laying the
groundwork for her most famous discoveries.

Photo 51 and the Double Helix

The book details Franklin's groundbreaking achievement: capturing "Photo 51," a remarkably
clear X-ray diffraction image of DNA. This chapter explains the significance of the image, which
provided crucial evidence for the helical structure of DNA and its dimensions. It underscores her
precise experimental techniques and her ability to extract vital structural information that others
had missed, making it a pivotal moment in the race to understand DNA.

The Unveiling of DNA's Structure

This section recounts how Franklin's data, including Photo 51, was shared with James Watson
and Francis Crick without her explicit knowledge or permission. It explains how her findings,
combined with Maurice Wilkins's contributions, were instrumental in allowing Watson and Crick
to construct their double helix model of DNA. The chapter highlights the ethical complexities and
the eventual publication of the DNA structure, with Franklin's critical role initially understated.
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Beyond DNA: Viruses and Legacy

After her work on DNA, Franklin moved to Birkbeck College, where she made significant
contributions to understanding the structure of viruses, particularly the tobacco mosaic virus
and polio virus. This chapter covers her continued dedication to science, her leadership in
research, and her untimely death from cancer at a young age. It concludes by discussing the
posthumous recognition of her vital contributions and her enduring legacy as a brilliant and
determined scientist.

Themes
• Scientific discovery

• Gender inequality

• Unsung heroes

• Perseverance

• X-ray crystallography

• DNA structure

Frequently Asked Questions
What is It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin about?

It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin by Karen de Seve is a biography for young readers detailing the
life and scientific contributions of Rosalind Franklin. It highlights her crucial work in X-ray
crystallography, particularly her role in discovering the structure of DNA, and discusses the
challenges she faced as a woman in science.

Is It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin worth reading?

Yes, it is highly recommended for young readers interested in science and history. The book
offers an accessible and engaging account of a pivotal scientific figure, correcting historical
oversights and inspiring an appreciation for meticulous research and perseverance.

How does It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by detailing Rosalind Franklin's continued scientific work on viruses
after her time at King's College, her untimely death from cancer, and the posthumous
recognition of her vital contributions to the discovery of DNA's structure, which were initially
overlooked.

Who should read It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin?

This book is ideal for elementary and middle school students, especially those interested in
science, history, or biographies of inspiring women. It's also suitable for parents and educators
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looking for accessible introductions to scientific history.

How long does it take to read It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin?

Given its target audience and typical length for this series, it likely takes approximately 60-90
minutes to read "It's Her Story Rosalind Franklin" at a comfortable pace.


