
Dual Credit English 1301 
Outliers Synthesis Essay Assignment 

 
Due Date: Friday, November 15th to turnitin.com by 7:15 am. You must bring an identical hard copy to class.  
       
Choose one of the following prompts: 
 

Prompt #1: In chapter nine, Gladwell argues that the problem with the American educational system is that 
American public schools simply don’t make their students work hard enough.  Through the examples he 
chooses, he seems to advocate for the elimination of summer vacation, longer school days, and increase of 
rigorous educational standards. To what extent would the reforms Gladwell proposes improve or decrease 
the educational standards for American public schools?  To what extent would it be possible to implement 
these reforms? Write an essay using at least three outside sources to examine the extent to which Gladwell’s 
proposals would change education in the United States.   

 

New: Prompt #2: In chapter nine, Gladwell introduces the story of Marita, a socio-economically disadvantaged 
student who has the opportunity to better her education by attending a KIPP, a charter school.  Gladwell 
seems to be suggesting that charter schools, because they make students spend many hours within the 
school, and many hours outside of the school working on homework, are a solution to failing public schools.  
To what extent have charter schools helped American students become more successful? To what extent 
would it be possible to replicate and implement the success of the best charter schools? Write an essay 
using at least three outside sources to examine the extent to which Gladwell’s inclusion of Maritza’s story 
could or should be replicated by other American students.  

 
New Prompt #3: In his epilogue “A Jamaican Story” Gladwell argues that his own success was in part 
determined by the success of his parents and grandparents; his parents’ success was due in part to cultural 
and racial factors.  While Gladwell notes that his grandparents were teachers and lovers of books, he also 
acknowledges the complicated “advantage” of his grandparents having “their little bit of whiteness” which 
enabled them to get “a shot of meaningful work instead of being consigned to sugarcane fields” (p.280). To 
what extent does the cultural legacy of “colorism” (not racism) infringe on the opportunities for success for 
contemporary Americans? Write an essay using at least three outside sources to examine the extent to which 
Gladwell’s claims about colorism are true. 

 
This is a documented argument paper; your voice and position should be central to the paper. Write in formal 
third person academic tone, but make your position clear. A note on style: think of this like a debate on your 
own version of Meet the Press. You are the central voice of the debate; you have chosen the subject and 
organized the speakers. Gladwell is the celebrity guest, and the sources are the panel of experts. Not all 
sources will agree with Gladwell, but all will be shaped by the context in which you surround their words. You 
can control the way in which their arguments are perceived by what you allow them to say (i.e. the quotes you 
choose), the length of their speaking time (i.e. the length of the quotes), and what appears before and after 
they speak (i.e. your words that contextualize their thoughts). 
 



After identifying three reasons to support your position, find three quotes from Outliers that you feel best 
embody Gladwell’s ideas on your topic. Next research sources that support or refute Gladwell’s notions. You 
must directly quote from secondary sources at least twice. If you paraphrase or summarize, this will not count 
as quoting from the secondary source. This means that you will have a total of nine required quotes. Failure 
to include the nine required quotes will result in five points per quote being deducted from your final essay 
grade. Note: it is a strong synthesis writing tactic to include at least one source which counters the position 
you wish to take; attack is the strongest academic position. 
 
The final essay will be 1100-1400 words, typed in MLA format. The word count includes your heading and 
page numbers, so check it before submitting your draft! Papers over the word range will have five points 
deducted within a margin of ten words. If your paper is under the word minimum, but seriously attempted, 
your paper will be awarded a grade of no higher than a 65 and returned to you without comments. 
Plagiarized papers will be awarded a zero and penalties will incur according to the syllabus. 
 
Your paper must include a works cited page with correctly formatted MLA citations for all sources in order to 
be scored. Papers lacking a works cited will not be graded. The final works cited should include only the 
works you cite in your final essay including a citation for Outliers.  
 
 You must submit your paper to turnitin.com by November 15th at 7:15 am. Please keep a copy the 
turnitin.com receipt in your email. This is your proof that you met the due date in the event I cannot find your 
paper within the system. An identical hard copy of your paper is due in class. Failure to provide a hard copy of 
the paper will result in a five point penalty off the final grade.  Don’t forget to proofread, introduce all 
quotes, and develop a strong sense of voice. Your MLA formatting should be perfect by now; you will lose five 
points off your final grade if you have MLA formatting errors including the parenthetical citations of sources 
and works cited page.  
 
Workshop: We will workshop this paper in two steps as noted on your course calendar 1) Introduction and 
first body paragraph. Two typed copies are required for this assignment. Remember that you must email the 
work to me no later than 3 pm on the day you are scheduled for class to avoid late penalties. 2) Full essay is 
due for the writing workshop. Two typed copies are required. Email before 3 pm if you’re absent. *Note: we 
may not read every single draft together in class. You are expected to improve your drafts as per the examples 
covered in class. You are graded in part on how well you improve between drafts. If your draft is not chosen in 
class, feel free to come to tutorials to go over your draft with me. If you do not significantly revise between 
drafts, you should not be surprised by a low grade on the final draft. 


