
 
 
 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: Code Orange 
by Caroline B Cooney 

 
The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 
specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 
forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 
some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 
We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 
In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 
to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 
us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 
focus for communication. 
Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 
We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 
impact etc – as well as about the book.   
   
 

Code Orange (2005) by Caroline B Cooney is a ‘teen thriller’. It is set in a New York 
college: students (aged around 16) have each been assigned a different 
disease/pathogen to write a report on.  Mitty Blake is allocated smallpox. The story 
describes his research, his exposure to material that may be contaminated with the 
virus, and his subsequent activities and experiences during the long incubation 
period of the disease.  
 
Questions: 
 

1. Who is the intended audience for this novel (age group)? If you were not the 
intended audience, did you enjoy reading the story? Did you think the 
characters were well drawn? 
 

2. The format gives an opportunity for sections of extremely factual aspects of 
medical microbiology. How does this complement the fictional elements of the 
story? Does it fit comfortably with the style? 
 

3. Did you learn much about smallpox? What strategy was used to eradicate the 
disease? Could/should global eradication of smallpox be used as a motivator 
for vaccination strategies for other diseases? 
 

4. Smallpox has often been noted to be a ‘good’ candidate for bioterrorism. Why 
is this? Give specific examples of bioterrorism where infectious material has 
intentionally been used to disseminate infection.  
 

 
5. Do you agree or disagree that the remaining stocks of smallpox virus should 

be destroyed? 
 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


 
 

6. Some versions of the novel provide bookclub questions which clearly indicate 
an educational (not necessarily microbiological) angle as well as the intended 
audience. How do the internet, terrorism and bioterrorism relate to the 
development of the storyline? How might this discussion impact on the 
intended audience.  

 
7. The story is overtly educational, with students (16+) being the main 

characters. The storyline follows Mitty and his friends as they learn more 
about the diseases they have been assigned. This type of assignment is very 
common for undergraduate students – do you think that the book would be a 
useful adjunct in an undergraduate situation? Or any other educational 
environment? 
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