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Teacher Notes

@ Introducing the Book

S. E. Hinton was sixteen years old when she wrote The Outsiders. It is filled with things that must have been
familiar to her—not only the rough world of Greasers and Socs, but the Oklahoma setting too, with its refer-
ences to rodeo riding and its frequent southern idioms, such as “boy howdy,” and “reckon.” You might begin
by asking students what kind of expressions they might include in a similar account set in their own area,
and what parts of their environment might find their way into their own book.

But setting is not the point of this story; Hinton is far more interested in relationships between people
than she is in where those relationships take place. She presents the gang—Darry, Ponyboy, Soda, Two-Bit,
Steve, Dally, and Johnny—as a family, with their own rituals, traditions, and ways of helping and hindering
one another. Encourage students to see this “family” as one like any other. Sometimes your family makes you
proud, sometimes ashamed. Sometimes they get in the way of your goals; sometimes they help you set those
goals. All of this is evident in the way the Curtis brothers and their four friends relate to one another. Alert
students to the strong theme of family before they begin reading the book.

€ Vocabulary

You might also want to give a short lesson in 1960’s vocabulary. Most of the lingo is clear from context, but
for ESL students and students with reading difficulties you might wish to forewarn them about the following
slang. (I’ve also included a couple of current words that some students may not recognize.)

“tuff” means neat, cool, great

“rank” means bad

a “rumble” is an organized street fight between two groups
“reeling pickled” means really drunk

“ID” is a pejorative term; abbreviation for “juvenile delinquent”
“hood” is a similar pejorative; short for “hoodlum”

a “heater” is a gun

“you ain’t a-woofin”” means “you’re not kidding”

“savvy” means to understand—for example, “Savvy?” “I savvy that.”
“beefed” means to be annoyed

the “fuzz” means the police

to “dig” means to like something or understand something
“towheaded” means to have white-blond hair

@ Reading Strategies

Theme The Outsiders is an ideal book for getting students to recognize theme. You might remind students
that theme is not something the author tells us directly; rather, it is the ideas that emerge through the writing.
Certain characters, scenes, or story lines trigger certain ideas; if those ideas come up again and again in a book,
then they constitute a theme. Three strong themes pervade this story: family, loyalty, and the illusion of

appearances.
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The theme of family emerges in 7he Outsiders in two ways: through the relationships among the three

brothers, and in the gang as a whole. Darry and Dally act as father figures—Darry to his younger brothers
and to the group as a whole, and Dally (less successfully) to Johnny. Johnny is the baby of the “family,” and
the fact that his own family has no use for him strengthens the family role that the gang plays in his life.
Notice also how often Ponyboy dreams or thinks of his dead parents, and how all the boys rush to each
other’s side at the merest hint of trouble. Family references appear in every chapter in some way or other. The
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idea that these seven boys are bound by something stronger than habit or fate is evident in scene after scene.

Loyalty comes up in ways both obvious and subtle. Clearly, the gang members are loyal to one another,
and that loyalty is stronger within their own group than it is with Greasers in general—for example, Tim
Shepard’s group. Still, when they are called to fight, the gang goes. Try to get students to find the more subtle
ways in which the theme of loyalty is woven through the book. The boys dress alike, walk alike, talk alike.
Their physical closeness is also implied in many ways: they are always scuffling with each other or ruffling
each other’s hair; Ponyboy sleeps with his brother’s arm draped over him, and “huddles” with Johnny in the
cold church. Darry shows loyalty to his late parents in the way he runs the household, wanting to complete
their mission for them. Writing the story down is Ponyboy’s act of loyalty to his fallen comrades.

The illusion of appearances is the theme that may appeal most to your students. Most adolescents are
trying to find a place where they belong, and their own individual path as well. All of the characters in The
Outsiders are holding in secrets and wishes that belie their tough exteriors. Cherry sees through Ponyboy’s
appearance right away, and she later helps him see that even someone as ostensibly horrible as Bob has other
facets. The climactic scene where the Greasers and Socs meet for the big rumble is a good place to begin any
discussion of this theme, for Ponyboy recognizes that neither he nor his brother Darry is really a Greaser at
heart. The image of Darry facing an old football buddy on enemy territory is a splendid illustration of this
theme. Either boy could have been the other, given the slightest change in circumstances. And of course
there is Ponyboy’s realization that no matter what their difference in social status is, he and Cherry see the
same sunset every night. Each character in the book is living some kind of lie; you might have students look
for these deceptions as they read.

@ Especially for ESL Students

Sadly enough, students from other countries can probably relate the gang warfare in this novel to similar
phenomena in their own countries. A class discussion of how differences between groups so often lead to vio-
lence can be an enlightening and profound way to foster group cohesiveness.

The reading level in this novel is easy to medium, and most of the vocabulary should be accessible even
to students with reading difficulties, except for the 1960’ lingo cited above. The most difficult vocabulary is
probably in the Robert Frost poem that is introduced in Chapter 5. Before your students begin the book,
direct them to this poem and discuss its literal and metaphorical meaning; understanding the poem will give
them a head start on grasping one of the novel’s main themes: loss of innocence.

@ Classroom Projects

The activities on the next page can be used as classroom projects or as individual assignments for students
doing independent reading.



4 Critical Reading Activities for the Works of S. E. Hinton

* S. E. Hinton describes each of the characters very carefully. Your artistic students might make portraits
of the characters and have the class identify them.

* Have a student gifted at oral presentation read Frosts poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” which figures
so strongly in the book. Let the students discuss the poem’s meaning not only to the book, but to their
own lives.

* Students can compile a glossary of 1960’s lingo by interviewing parents, aunts, uncles, or grandpar-
ents. The class can then identify modern slang versions of the same words.
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Name Date

Check Your Comprehension THE OUTSIDERS

To test your comprehension of the story, give complete answers to the following questions.

1.

10.

With whom does Ponyboy live, and why?

. What does Dally do when Johnny tells him to stop bothering Cherry and her friend at the drive-in

movie?

. What do Ponyboy and Johnny do immediately after Bob’s murder?

. What do Ponyboy and Johnny do during their time in the abandoned church?

. What does Ponyboy realize about his brother Darry when Darry comes to get him at the hospital after

the church fire?

. What is Ponyboy afraid might happen to his family as a result of the murder and his running away?

. How does the heartbroken Cherry describe Bob to Ponyboy?

. What does Ponyboy realize about himself, his brothers, Steve, and Two-Bit just as they line up with Tim

Shepard’s gang at the start of the rumble?

. What happens at the court hearing?

After he reads the letter from Johnny, what does Ponyboy decide to do?
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Reading Strategies Questions THE OUTSIDERS

The Outsiders contains strong themes of loyalty, family, and the danger of judging by appearances. Answer
the following questions to help you think about these themes.

1. Find some passages in the book that show that even though their parents are dead, the Curtis brothers
are still a family.

2. Find some passages in the book that show how “family” does not always mean our blood relatives.

3. How does the novel caution us against judging people by appearances? Think of Dally, Bob, and
Ponyboy especially. Do their outward actions reflect who they really are? Which characters seem to be
the most honest about who they are?

4. How is loyalty demonstrated by the various characters, especially Ponyboy, Soda, and Darry?
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Graphic Organizer: Compare and Contrast THE OUTSIDERS

Using the following compare and contrast chart, explore whether or not the characters fit the label “Greaser.”

What do these diagrams show you about the lives these characters are living? The first one, Darry, is started

for you.

Darry
Not traits of a Greaser Traits of a Greaser
responsible likes to fight
Ponyboy
Not traits of a Greaser Traits of a Greaser
Dally
Not traits of a Greaser Traits of a Greaser
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