
6th Grade ELA 
The Outsiders 

Argumentative Sample Response 

Prompt: In The Outsiders, Ponyboy struggles with identity, belonging, and social tensions in 1960s 
Oklahoma. Some argue that these themes still resonate with modern readers, while others feel the 
novel may not reflect the coming-of-age experiences of young people today. Write an argumentative 
essay in which you take a clear position on this question: Is The Outsiders still relevant and important for 
middle school students today? Argue for or against keeping it in the curriculum and support your 
position with evidence from the novel. 

Middle school students constantly face challenges with identity, loyalty, and belonging, and some 

novels help them see these experiences in meaningful ways. In The Outsiders, Ponyboy Curtis navigates 

social tensions and family pressures in 1960s Oklahoma, revealing struggles and emotions that many young 

people continue to experience. The novel's exploration of friendship, stereotypes, and personal growth 

provides valuable lessons about empathy and understanding perspectives different from one's own. The 

Outsiders should remain in the middle school curriculum because it explores timeless coming-of-age 

experiences and encourages empathy by challenging stereotypes about social class. 

The novel is still relevant for modern readers because it encourages empathy by challenging 

stereotypes about social class. At the beginning of the story, Ponyboy believes that Socs have easier, 

happier lives simply because they are wealthy, while greasers are unfairly judged as troublemakers. 

However, when Cherry explains that Socs also face pressures and emotional struggles because "things are 

rough all over" (35), Ponyboy is challenged to question his assumption that money protects people from 

pain. By watching Ponyboy reconsider a conviction he once accepted as truth, readers can learn to question 

their own assumptions about others and be less likely to rely on stereotypes. After Ponyboy gets to know 

Cherry even better, he reflects, "Maybe the two worlds we lived in weren't so different. We saw the same 

sunset" (41). The image of the shared sunset symbolizes his growing empathy, showing that he no longer 

sees the Socs as completely different from himself. This moment is important for modern readers because 

it shows how recognizing shared experiences can break down stereotypes and encourage understanding. 

Later, Randy's visit further challenges Ponyboy's beliefs. Randy admits that he is exhausted by the violence 

and sees no point in continuing the fighting, showing that even someone from the rival clique feels trapped 

by expectations. His honesty breaks down Ponyboy's stereotype of Socs as careless and cruel. By 

presenting characters from both sides as complex individuals, the novel teaches readers to look beyond 

labels. This message remains especially important for students who live in communities that still experience 

conflict between social classes. 

 
Another reason the novel should remain in the curriculum is that it explores timeless 

coming-of-age experiences, such as the search for identity and a sense of belonging. Throughout the novel, 

Ponyboy struggles with how others view him because he is a greaser, saying how when people shout this 

label at him, it "doesn't make you feel too hot" (2). He resents how others see him as a troublemaker and 
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how they make assumptions about what he is capable of. Modern readers can relate to and learn from 

Ponyboy's struggle with his identity, which shows the tension young people often feel between how others 

see them and how they see themselves. Later, while hiding out in the abandoned church, Ponyboy and 

Johnny talk about their idealistic dreams and their fears, and Ponyboy finally feels understood by someone 

who accepts him. This private conversation allows Ponyboy to think about who he is outside of social labels. 

It also demonstrates for modern readers how friendship can provide support and help young people explore 

their own identity when they feel misunderstood by others. Finally, after the church fire, Ponyboy sees how 

much Darry really cares about him when he worries and shows emotion after Ponyboy is hurt. This moment 

reveals the love behind Darry's strictness, helping Ponyboy understand his brother's guidance in a new way, 

and it also connects with middle school readers by showing that family relationships can offer a sense of 

belonging that is essential to growing up. Together, these experiences show how The Outsiders explores 

the challenges of growing up, such as figuring out who you are and learning where you belong, which makes 

it a story that still connects with young readers today. 

 
In conclusion, The Outsiders continues to offer middle school students meaningful insights into 

identity, friendship, and social differences. Ponyboy's journey and the tension between the greasers and the 

Socs encourages readers to challenge stereotypes and develop empathy for others. Although set in the 

1960s, the novel's lessons remain relevant and important, reflecting struggles that students continue to 

face today. Removing this book would deny young readers an opportunity to engage with these important 

ideas. For these reasons, The Outsiders deserves a place in the middle school curriculum, helping students 

understand themselves and the world around them. 
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