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In a brief rationale, please provide the following information relative to the book you would like 
added to the school’s book collection for classroom use. You may attach additional pages as 
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Book Summary and summary citation:  (suggested resources include book flap summaries, 
review summaries from publisher, book vendors, etc.) 
Three thousand years ago on a battlefield in ancient Palestine, a shepherd boy felled a mighty 
warrior with nothing more than a pebble and a sling-and ever since, the names of David and Goliath 
have stood for battles between underdogs and giants. David's victory was improbable and 
miraculous. Heshouldn't have won.  
 
Or should he?  
 
In DAVID AND GOLIATH, Malcolm Gladwell challenges how we think about obstacles and 
disadvantages, offering a new interpretation of what it means to be discriminated against, suffer 
from a disability, lose a parent, attend a mediocre school, or endure any number of other apparent 
setbacks. 
 
In the tradition of Gladwell's previous bestsellers-The Tipping Point, Blink,Outliers and What the 
Dog Saw-DAVID AND GOLIATH draws upon history, psychology and powerful story-telling to 
reshape the way we think of the world around us. 
 
Gladwell, Malcolm. David and Goliath: Underdogs, misfits, and the art of battling giants. Little, 
Brown, 2013. 
 
 
Provide an instructional rationale for the use of this title, including specific reference to the 
OLSD curriculum map(s):  (Curriculum maps may be referenced by grade/course and indicator 
number or curriculum maps with indicators highlighted may be attached to this form) 
Our program uses the following habits to develop a culture in our school: growth mindset, 
resilience, integrity and teamwork. We are using this text both because it is highly interdisciplinary 
and also because it reveals some of the habits that make for success in a rapidly changing world.  
 
As an English text, the text is comprised of rigorous nonfiction. The text is engaging and will allow 
for many ties to the history curriculum. Gladwell gives an overview and provides context for many 
moments in world history.  
 



 

 

Include two professional reviews of this title:  (a suggested list of resources for identifying 
professional reviews is shown below.  Reviews may be “cut and pasted” (with citation) into the 
form or printed reviews may be attached to the form) 
Review #1 
To judge by “David and Goliath,” Malcolm Gladwell’s favorite word is “we.” In fact, it’s been his 
favorite word since his first book, “The Tipping Point,” launched his enormously successful career 
writing about how the world doesn’t necessarily work the way “we” think it does. 
 
His book “Outliers” was about (among other things) how success requires ingredients that are 
different from ones “we” normally assume — to wit, talent counts for far less than hard work, luck 
and background. Before that, “Blink” proposed that one’s first impression turns out to be right 
surprisingly often — contrary to the belief many of “us” hold. And “David and Goliath”? It’s about 
the advantages of disadvantages — and the disadvantages of seeming advantages. Or, as Gladwell 
puts it: “We have a definition in our heads of what an advantage is — and the definition isn’t right. 
And what happens as a result? It means that we make mistakes. It means that we misread battles 
between underdogs and giants. It means that we underestimate how much freedom there can be in 
what looks like a disadvantage.” 
 
The “we” of course does not include Gladwell. That’s the whole point of a Malcolm Gladwell book. 
He has delved into the literature; he has interviewed lots of people — scientists, economists, deep 
thinkers and others who wind up in the book — and he has divined meaning and found 
counterintuitive connections that would otherwise elude the rest of us. 
 
Those connections can be quite dizzying. In “David and Goliath,” Gladwell links people who are 
dyslexic with a hero of the civil rights movement and the citizens of London during the blitz. 
According to him, they all managed to turn disadvantages into advantages. On the flip side — those 
whose advantages aren’t so advantageous after all — include students who are not at the top of their 
Ivy League classes, teachers of extremely small ¬classes and very wealthy parents. 
 
As always, Gladwell’s sweep is breathtaking, and thought-provoking. What it is not, however, is 
entirely convincing. 
 
You don’t have to be a knee-jerk contrarian to realize that there is a good deal of common sense in 
Gladwell’s thesis. It’s just that it’s not always as counterintuitive as he makes it out to be. When he 
writes about the actual example of David and Goliath, he makes the point that David — quick and 
accurate with the slingshot — was in fact the one with the advantage over Goliath, who was “too 
big and slow and blurry-eyed to comprehend the way the tables had been turned.” “All these years,” 
he adds, “we’ve been telling these kinds of stories wrong.” But have we really? It strikes me that 
many Americans already understand the advantages of the seeming underdog, thanks in part to an 
example that Gladwell does not include: the way America’s immense military power could not win 
the Vietnam War, or tame Iraq and Afghanistan. 
 
Photo 
 
CreditNishant Choksi 
Similarly, Gladwell devotes a chapter to people with dyslexia, making the point that the skills they 
nurture to compensate for their condition can sometimes lead to a life of extraordinary 
accomplishment. He cites a study — and Gladwell always seems to find the perfect study — by a 
researcher at City University London that purports to show that “somewhere around a third” of all 
successful entrepreneurs are dyslexic. (One of Gladwell’s prime examples is David Boies, the well-



 

 

known lawyer; my wife works for his firm.) But this insight about those with dyslexia also strikes 
me as fairly common knowledge, documented at least anecdotally in recent years. 
 
Continue reading the main story 
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On the other hand, one of the most unconventional theories in “David and Goliath” is that for 
certain people, losing a parent early in life can be an advantage. He cites the work of Marvin 
Eisenstadt, a psychologist who did a study showing that “of the 573 eminent people for whom 
Eisenstadt could find reliable biographical information, a quarter had lost at least one parent before 
the age of 10” — and 45 percent had lost a parent before the age of 20. The central figure Gladwell 
leans on to make this case is a doctor named Emil J. Freireich, who made extraordinary advances 
against childhood leukemia. The section about Freireich is where Gladwell really starts making the 
kinds of connections he is famous for. It also illustrates the book’s primary shortcomings. 
 
The chapter starts with Freireich’s childhood, which was marked by his father’s presumed suicide. 
Then it cuts to the blitz — the eight months of German bombing raids on London during World 
War II — to alight on a curious fact: up to 40,000 people were killed and 50,000 injured in the 
attacks, but to the surprise of the British government, people didn’t panic; many, in fact, simply 
went about their lives. For Gladwell’s purposes, this puzzle is best explained by J. T. MacCurdy, a 
Canadian psychiatrist who posited that because most people did not experience a bomb going off 
very close to them, they weren’t traumatized; instead they experienced “excitement with a flavor of 
invulnerability.” MacCurdy called this group “remote misses.” 
 
And what do remote misses have to do with Freireich’s extraordinary achievements? Although it 
takes a while to get there — with further crosscutting into dyslexia, the life of the civil rights 
activist Fred L. Shuttlesworth and the work Freireich did on children who had leukemia, putting 
them through hell to find ways to save them — the answer appears to be that sometimes people who 
lose a parent early in life can be categorized as remote misses. Their difficult childhoods ultimately 
give them strengths that many of us lack. On the other hand, Gladwell also acknowledges that many 
others who lose a parent early on “are crushed by what they have been through.” 
 
But isn’t that like saying, “Whatever doesn’t kill us makes us stronger”? Some people overcome 
difficulties. Others don’t. Gladwell can’t really say why Dr. Freireich is in the former category and 
not the latter. The best he can do is say that “we as a society need people who have emerged from 
some kind of trauma,” like Freireich, even though that means that many others who have 
experienced trauma will not recover the way he did. To which the reader is likely to respond, “And . 
. . ?” 



 

 

 
I’ve long admired Gladwell’s work in The New Yorker, which employs many of the same literary 
techniques but is more persuasive, perhaps, because it is more contained and less ambitious. “David 
and Goliath,” on the other hand, is at once deeply repetitive and a bewildering sprawl. There are 
chapters, especially toward the end, whose relation to the rest of the book are hard to ascertain, even 
with his constant guidance. 
 
Maybe what “David and Goliath” really illustrates is that it’s time for Malcolm Gladwell to find a 
new shtick. 
 
Nocera, Joe. "Killing Giants." The New York Times. The New York Times, 12 Oct. 2013. Web. 19 
May 2016. 
 
 
Review #2 
David Boies is the super-lawyer who represented IBM against the U.S. government, the U.S. 
government against Microsoft, Al Gore against George W. Bush and gay marriage against 
California's Proposition 8. A man at the top of his profession, presiding over a firm of 200 lawyers, 
he would seem to be a metaphorical Goliath. But Malcolm Gladwell sees this literal David as a 
figurative David too, because Mr. Boies came from humble origins and faced mighty obstacles to 
success. 
 
We learn in Mr. Gladwell's "David and Goliath" that Mr. Boies grew up in rural Illinois, where he 
was an indifferent student. After he graduated high school, he worked construction. He went to 
college mainly because his wife encouraged him to. But the small university he attended near Los 
Angeles happened to have one of the country's premier debate programs. Mr. Boies traveled more 
than 20,000 miles to participate in debate tournaments. He left college early to start law school at 
Northwestern, became editor in chief of its law review and transferred to Yale, where he received 
his law degree. 
 
One of Mr. Gladwell's best sellers, "Outliers" (2008), was about how outsize success results from 
arbitrary advantages and disciplined practice. Bill Gates was lucky enough to have a computer 
terminal in his high school when personal computers didn't yet exist; the Beatles laboriously honed 
their craft in Germany before hitting the London scene. So is the story of David Boies just another 
case like these—of a guy who stumbled into a rigorous debate program that inculcated the skills and 
provided the training he would need to out-argue his law-school peers and reach the top? 
 
 
–– ADVERTISEMENT –– 
 
ENLARGE 
TOO SMALL TO FAIL: 'David With the Head of Goliath' (1610) by Caravaggio. GALLERIA 
BORGHESE, ROME, ITALY / THE BRIDGEMAN ART LIBRARY 
DAVID AND GOLIATH 
 
By Malcolm Gladwell  
Little, Brown, 305 pages, $29 
 
Not in this book. The overarching thesis of "David and Goliath" is that for the strong, "the same 
qualities that appear to give them strength are often the sources of great weakness," whereas for the 



 

 

weak, "the act of facing overwhelming odds produces greatness and beauty." According to Mr. 
Gladwell, the secret of Mr. Boies's greatness is neither luck nor training. Rather, he got where he 
did because he was dyslexic. 
 
You read that right. In a section on what Mr. Gladwell calls "the theory of desirable difficulty," he 
asks: "You wouldn't wish dyslexia on your child. Or would you?" You might if you were aware that 
Mr. Boies himself attributes his success to his dyslexia, as do Gary Cohn, the president of Goldman 
Sachs, and Brian Grazer, the Hollywood megaproducer. Examples like these are the main source of 
evidence Mr. Gladwell marshals for the claim that dyslexia might actually be a desirable trait. 
Difficulty reading is said to have forced Mr. Boies to compensate by developing skills of 
observation and memory, which he exploited in the courtroom. It's an uplifting story; what seems 
on the surface to be just a disability turns out, on deeper examination, to be an impetus for hard 
work and against-all-odds triumph. 
 
 
Mr. Gladwell enjoys a reputation for translating social science into actionable insights. But the data 
behind the surprising dyslexia claim is awfully slim. He notes in passing that a 2009 survey found a 
much higher incidence of dyslexia in entrepreneurs than in corporate managers. But this study 
involved only 102 self-reported dyslexic entrepreneurs, most of whom probably had careers nothing 
like those of Mr. Boies or his fellow highfliers. Later Mr. Gladwell mentions that dyslexics are also 
overrepresented in prisons—a point that would appear to vitiate his argument. He addresses the 
contradiction by suggesting that while no person should want to be dyslexic, "we as a society need 
people" with serious disadvantages to exist, for we all benefit from the over-achievement that 
supposedly results. But even if dyslexia could be shown to cause entrepreneurship, the economic 
analysis that would justify a claim of its social worth is daunting, and Mr. Gladwell doesn't attempt 
it. 
 
To make his point about the general benefits of difficulty, Mr. Gladwell refers to a 2007 experiment 
in which people were given three mathematical reasoning problems to solve. One group was 
randomly assigned to read the problems in a clear typeface like the one you are reading now; the 
other had to read them in a more difficult light-gray italic print. The latter group scored 29% higher, 
suggesting that making things harder improves cognitive performance. It's an impressive result on 
the surface, but less so if you dig a bit deeper. 
 
First, the study involved just 40 people, or 20 per typeface—a fact Mr. Gladwell fails to mention. 
That's a very small sample on which to hang a big argument. Second, they were all Princeton 
University students, an elite group of problem-solvers. Such matters wouldn't matter if the 
experiment had been repeated with larger samples that are more representative of the general public 
and had yielded the same results. But Mr. Gladwell doesn't tell readers that when other researchers 
tried just that, testing nearly 300 people at a Canadian public university, they could not replicate the 
original effect. Perhaps he didn't know about this, but anyone who has followed recent 
developments in social science should know that small studies with startling effects must be viewed 
skeptically until their results are verified on a broader scale. They might hold up, but there is a good 
chance they will turn out to be spurious. 
 
Advertisement 
 
This flaw permeates Mr. Gladwell's writings: He excels at telling just-so stories and cherry-picking 
science to back them. In "The Tipping Point" (2000), he enthused about a study that showed facial 
expressions to be such powerful subliminal persuaders that ABC News anchor Peter Jennings made 



 

 

people vote for Ronald Reagan in 1984 just by smiling more when he reported on him than when he 
reported on his opponent, Walter Mondale. In "Blink" (2005), Mr. Gladwell wrote that a 
psychologist with a "love lab" could watch married couples interact for just 15 minutes and predict 
with shocking accuracy whether they would divorce within 15 years. In neither case was there 
rigorous evidence for such claims. 
 
But what about those dyslexic business titans? With all respect to Messrs. Boies, Cohn and Grazer, 
successful people are not the best witnesses in the cases of their own success. How can Mr. Boies, 
or anyone else, know that dyslexia, rather than rigorous debate training, was the true cause of his 
legal triumphs? His parents were both teachers, and could have instilled a love of studying and 
learning. He also had high SAT scores, which indicate intelligence and an ability to focus. Maybe 
his memory was strong before he realized he had trouble reading. Perhaps it's a combination of all 
these factors, plus some luck. Incidentally, Mr. Boies's SAT scores and debate training aren't 
mentioned in "David and Goliath." I learned about them from his 2004 memoir, "Courting Justice." 
 
In Mr. Cohn's case, dyslexia is said to have made him willing to take risks to get his first job in 
finance, as an options trader. Suppose he weren't dyslexic—isn't it likely that he would have still 
been a bit of a risk-taker? I know of no scientific evidence for a correlation between risk-taking and 
reading difficulty, and even if there were one, taking risks might just as well lead to bad outcomes 
(like those prison sentences) as to good ones. 
 
A theorem of mathematics implies that in the absence of friction, any knot, no matter how 
complicated, can be undone by pulling on one end of the string. The causes of success in the real 
world are nothing like this: Resistance abounds, and things are so tangled up that it is virtually 
impossible to sort them out. Mr. Gladwell does no work to try to loosen the threads. Instead he 
picks one and, armed with the power of hindsight, just keeps yanking on it. Why are the 
Impressionist painters renowned today? Because they set up their own exhibitions to gain greater 
visibility in the 19th-century Paris art scene. "David and Goliath" discusses no other possibilities. 
Why did crime go down in Brownsville, Brooklyn over the past decade? Because the local police 
worked hard to increase their legitimacy in the minds of the community members. Nothing else is 
seriously considered. 
 
None of this is to say that Mr. Gladwell has lost his gift for telling stories, or that his stories are 
unimportant. On the contrary, in "David and Goliath" readers will travel with colorful characters 
who overcame great difficulties and learn fascinating facts about the Battle of Britain, cancer 
medicine and the struggle for civil rights, to name just a few more topics upon which Mr. 
Gladwell's wide-ranging narrative touches. This is an entertaining book. But it teaches little of 
general import, for the morals of the stories it tells lack solid foundations in evidence and logic. 
 
One of the longest chapters addresses the question of how high-school students choose colleges. 
The protagonist is a woman with the pseudonym of Caroline Sacks, who was at the top of her class 
in high school and had loved science ever since she drew pictures of insects as a child. She was 
admitted to Brown University and the University of Maryland; she went to Brown, her first choice 
of all the colleges she visited, with the goal of a science degree. 
 
Ms. Sacks ran into trouble early on in her science courses and hit a wall in organic chemistry. There 
were students in her classes who seemed to effortlessly grasp concepts she struggled with, and she 
got discouragingly low grades. She switched her major and looks back with regret, saying that if 
she'd gone to Maryland, "I'd still be in science." 
 



 

 

In this conclusion she may be right. Mr. Gladwell reports data showing that, no matter what kind of 
college students attend, those who start a science major in the top third of the ability range of 
students at their own college (judged by their SAT scores) are much more likely to graduate with a 
science degree than those in the bottom third—the odds are about 55% versus 15%. 
 
This is a classic "fish and ponds" problem. Being the Little Fish in the Big Pond can be daunting. 
"It's the Little Pond that maximizes your chances to do whatever you want," Mr. Gladwell 
concludes. Ms. Sacks should have gone to Maryland instead of Brown—she would have been a Big 
Fish, avoided discouraging competition and stayed in science. 
 
This argument exemplifies one of Mr. Gladwell's stock maneuvers. We might call it "the fallacy of 
the unexamined premise." He starts this discussion by saying that "a science degree is just about the 
most valuable asset a young person can have in the modern economy." And if you would be a weak 
student at an elite university or a strong student at a lower-ranked school, the literature says that you 
are more likely to get that science degree at the lower-ranked school. Therefore you should ignore 
conventional wisdom and pick the lower-ranked school over the higher one. 
 
The problems here are many: Degrees from different kinds of schools are not assets of identical 
value, as Mr. Gladwell baldly implies when he writes that students at Harvard University and at a 
mid-ranked liberal-arts college are "studying the same textbooks and wrestling with the same 
concepts and trying to master the same problem sets." As anyone with experience at both sorts of 
institutions knows, this is false. All of the things that Mr. Gladwell says are the same are in fact 
different, and the market knows this. To be sure, not every Ivy League science graduate is a genius, 
and many will be outperformed in science jobs and careers by the graduates of state universities and 
small colleges. But on average, an employer should bet on the Ivy Leaguer. 
 
As for Ms. Sacks, why should she have lowered her sights only as far as Maryland? Even there she 
might have struggled. A science degree would have been hers even more surely if she had gone to 
her local community college, where she had already gotten a couple of As in courses she took 
during high school. But would she have learned as much? And would that degree have much real 
value? 
 
Perhaps tough competition gives students a more realistic view of their own strengths and 
weaknesses. An accurate sense of one's own ability could help the process of acquiring expertise. I 
loved computer programming in high school, so I majored in computer science in college, but by 
graduation it was clear that I was no standout. Accepting that fact freed me to switch to psychology, 
where I have had some success. Finding your skills may trump following your passion. 
 
Indeed, Mr. Gladwell never really explains why being a small fish is an "undesirable difficulty," 
rather than the kind of desirable difficulty like dyslexia that led David Boies to greatness. Shouldn't 
Caroline Sacks be on her way to a Nobel Prize by now? Aside from the end result—Mr. Boies won, 
Ms. Sacks lost—we have no guide to which difficulties are desirable and which are not. Losing a 
parent at an early age is a desirable difficulty because it is common among eminent achievers in a 
variety of fields, argues Mr. Gladwell at one point. But in later criticizing California's infamous 
three-strikes law for its devastating effects on families, he says that "for a child, losing a father to 
prison is an undesirable difficulty." The idea that difficulty is good when it helps you and bad when 
it doesn't is no great insight. 
 
In a recent interview, Mr. Gladwell suggested that the hidden weakness of "Goliath" enterprises is 
their tendency to assume that the strategy that made them great will keep them great. But there are 



 

 

prominent examples of companies that failed after not changing direction (Blockbuster and Kodak) 
as well as ones that succeeded (Apple deciding to stick with a proprietary operating system rather 
than shift to Windows). There is no prospective way to know which is right, despite what legions of 
business gurus say. Sticking with what has worked is far from irrational; indeed, it is the perfect 
strategy right up until it isn't. 
 
One thing "David and Goliath" shows is that Mr. Gladwell has not changed his own strategy, 
despite serious criticism of his prior work. What he presents are mostly just intriguing possibilities 
and musings about human behavior, but what his publisher sells them as, and what his readers may 
incorrectly take them for, are lawful, causal rules that explain how the world really works. Mr. 
Gladwell should acknowledge when he is speculating or working with thin evidentiary soup. Yet far 
from abandoning his hand or even standing pat, Mr. Gladwell has doubled down. This will surely 
bring more success to a Goliath of nonfiction writing, but not to his readers. 
 
Person, and Christopher F. Chabris. "Book Review: 'David and Goliath' by Malcolm Gladwell." 
WSJ. N.p., n.d. Web. 19 May 2016. 
 
 
What alternate text(s) could also fulfill the instructional requirements?  
Title: Outliers Author: Malcolm Gladwell 
Title: Quiet Author: Susan Cain 
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Document any potentially controversial content: 
The book contains some graphic description of cancer treatment in which a pioneering doctor tries 
increasingly painful treatments that turn out to work.  
 
In documentation of some opponents to the civil rights movement, Gladwell quotes bull Connor 
using profane language (N---, fucking) to describe civil rights activists and African Americans. 
These incidents are provided to demonize Connor and his language and would provide a good 
example to our students of what not to be.  
 
In a discussion of how to prevent crime, the circumstances of a murder/ dissapearance case are 
described.  
 
Words used: fuck, bullshit, shit, damn, goddamn 
 
 
Keeping in mind the age, academic level, and maturity of the intended reader, what is the 
suggested classroom use:  (check all that apply)     
 
Gifted/Accelerated       Regular      At Risk  
 
GRADE LEVEL(S):  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  
 
Reading level of this title (if applicable):  High School 9-12 
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Suggested Professional Literary Review Sources: 
School Library Journal 
Horn Book 
Bulletin of the Center for Children's Books 
VOYA (Voice of Youth Advocates) 
Library Journal 
Book Links 
Publisher's Weekly 
Booklist 
Kirkus Review 
Wilson Library Catalog 
English Journal (and other resources of the National Council of Teachers of English) 
The Reading Teacher (International Reading Association) 
Literature for Today’s Young Adults 
 


