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The Road to Success

Learning Targets
• Analyze a written argument, identifying how the argument is supported.

• Revise a working definition of the American Dream.

Before Reading 
1. So far, the American Dream has been presented in relationship to hope and 

dreams, work and money. In this activity, you will see juxtaposed two different 
visions of the American Dream of opportunity for all. Barack Obama’s story is 
one of access and success while William Zinsser argues that there is something 
important about failure. After reading these pieces, you will complete and polish 
your own definition of the American Dream.

2. Before you read, revisit the definition of the American Dream that you have 
been developing during the course of the unit. How has your thinking about the 
American Dream grown?

During Reading
3. As you read the following keynote address, mark the text for examples that will 

help you define the concept of the American Dream.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Barack Obama (b. 1961) is the 44th President of the United States. As a 
senator from Illinois, Obama rose to national prominence after giving a 
speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. He worked as a civil-
rights lawyer and a teacher prior to entering politics. In 2008, he was elected 
as the first African American president of the United States.

Speech

by Barack Obama

 1 On behalf of the great state of Illinois, crossroads of a nation, land of Lincoln, 
let me express my deep gratitude for the privilege of addressing this convention. 
Tonight is a particular honor for me because, let’s face it, my presence on this stage is 
pretty unlikely. My father was a foreign student, born and raised in a small village in 
Kenya. He grew up herding goats, went to school in a tin-roof shack. His father—my 
grandfather—was a cook, a domestic servant to the British. 

 2 But my grandfather had larger dreams for his son. � rough hard work and 
perseverance my father got a scholarship to study in a magical place, America, that 
shone as a beacon of freedom and opportunity to so many who had come before. 

LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Marking the Text, Graphic 
Organizer, Discussion Groups

 ACTIVITY

1.17

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Obama is promoting a 
presidential candidate, but 
the main focus of his speech 
is America. How does Obama 
characterize America in his 
speech?

Keynote Address to the 2004 
Democratic National Convention

Excerpt from
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KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
What aspects of the 
American Dream does 
Obama celebrate in 
the noun clauses in 
paragraph 5? 

 3 While studying here, my father met my mother. She was born in a town on the 
other side of the world, in Kansas. Her father worked on oil rigs and farms through 
most of the Depression. � e day a� er Pearl Harbor he signed up for duty, joined 
Patton’s army and marched across Europe. Back home, my grandmother raised a baby 
and went to work on a bomber assembly line. A� er the war, they studied on the G.I. 
Bill, bought a house through FHA, and moved west, all the way to Hawaii, in search of 
opportunity.

 4 And they, too, had big dreams for their daughter, a common dream, born of two 
continents. My parents shared not only an improbable love; they shared an abiding 
faith in the possibilities of this nation. � ey would give me an African name, Barack, 
or “blessed,” believing that in a tolerant America your name is no barrier to success. 
� ey imagined me going to the best schools in the land, even though they weren’t rich, 
because in a generous America you don’t have to be rich to achieve your potential. � ey 
are both passed away now. Yet, I know that, on this night, they look down on me with 
pride.

 5 I stand here today, grateful for the diversity of my heritage, aware that my parents’ 
dreams live on in my two precious daughters. I stand here knowing that my story is 
part of the larger American story, that I owe a debt to all of those who came before me, 
and that, in no other country on earth, is my story even possible. Tonight, we gather to 
a�  rm the greatness of our nation, not because of the height of our skyscrapers, or the 
power of our military, or the size of our economy. Our pride is based on a very simple 
premise, summed up in a declaration made over two hundred years ago, “We hold these 
truths be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness.”

 6 � at is the true genius of America, a faith in the simple dreams , the insistence 
on small miracles; that we can tuck in our children at night and know they are fed 
and clothed and safe from harm; that we can say what we think, write what we think, 
without hearing a sudden knock on the door; that we can have an idea and start our 
own business without paying a bribe; that we can participate in the political process 
without fear of retribution, and that our votes will be counted—or at least, most of the 
time.

 7 � is year, in this election, we are called to rea�  rm our values and our 
commitments, to hold them against a hard reality and see how we are measuring up, 
to the legacy of our forbearers, and the promise of future generations. And fellow 
Americans—Democrats, Republicans, Independents—I say to you tonight: we have 
more work to do. More to do for the workers I met in Galesburg, Illinois, who are losing 
their union jobs at the Maytag plant that’s moving to Mexico, and now they’re having 
to compete with their own children for jobs that pay seven bucks an hour; more to do 
for the father I met who was losing his job and choking back tears, wondering how he 
would pay $4,500 a month for the drugs his son needs without the health bene� ts he 
counted on; more to do for the young woman in East St. Louis, and thousands more like 
her, who have the grades, have the drive, have the will, but doesn’t have the money to go 
to college.

 8 Don’t get me wrong. � e people I meet in small towns and big cities, in diners and 
o�  ce parks, they don’t expect government to solve all their problems. � ey know they 
have to work hard to get ahead and they want to. Go into the collar counties around 
Chicago, and people will tell you: � ey don’t want their tax money wasted by a welfare 
agency or the Pentagon. Go into any inner city neighborhood, and folks will tell you 
that government alone can’t teach kids to learn. � ey know that parents have to teach, 

 ACTIVITY 1.17
continued

GRAMMAR USAGE
Parallelism 
Notice the power of the 
parallel phrasing in 
paragraph 5, beginning, 
“That is the true genius of 
America. . .” This repetition 
of noun clauses gives 
emphasis to the enumeration. 
Notice other examples in 
paragraphs 9 and 10. 
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The Road to Success

that children can’t achieve unless we raise their expectations and turn o�  the television 
sets and eradicate the slander that says a black youth with a book is acting white. � ey 
know those things. People don’t expect government to solve all their problems. But they 
sense, deep in their bones, that with just a slight change in priorities, we can make sure 
that every child in America has a decent shot at life, and that the doors of opportunity 
remain open to all. � ey know we can do better. And they want that choice…. John 
Kerry believes in America. And he knows it’s not enough for just some of us to prosper. 
For alongside our famous individualism, there’s another ingredient in the American 
saga, a belief that we are connected as one people. If there’s a child on the south side of 
Chicago who can’t read, that matters to me, even if it’s not my child. If there’s a senior 
citizen somewhere who can’t pay for their prescription drugs and has to choose between 
medicine and the rent, that makes my life poorer, even if it’s not my grandmother. If 
there’s an Arab American family being rounded up without bene� t of an attorney or 
due process, that threatens my civil liberties. It is that fundamental belief—it is that 
fundamental belief—I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sisters’ keeper—that makes 
this country work. It’s what allows us to pursue our individual dreams, yet still come 
together as a single American family.” “E pluribus unum,” out of many, one.

 9 Now even as we speak, there are those who are preparing to divide us, the spin 
masters and negative ad peddlers who embrace the politics of anything goes. Well, I say 
to them tonight, there’s not a liberal America and a conservative America—there’s the 
United States of America. � ere’s not a black America and white America and Latino 
America and Asian America; there’s the United States of America. � e pundits like to 
slice-and-dice our country into Red States and Blue States; Red States for Republicans, 
Blue States for Democrats. But I’ve got news for them, too. We worship an awesome 
God in the Blue States, and we don’t like federal agents poking around our libraries in 
the Red States. We coach Little League in the Blue States and, yes, we’ve got some gay 
friends in the Red States. � ere are patriots who opposed the war in Iraq and patriots 
who supported the war in Iraq. We are one people, all of us pledging allegiance to the 
stars and stripes, all of us defending the United States of America.

 10 In the end, that’s what this election is about. Do we participate in a politics of 
cynicism or a politics of hope? John Kerry calls on us to hope. John Edwards calls on us 
to hope. I’m not talking about blind optimism here—the almost willful ignorance that 
thinks unemployment will go away if we just don’t talk about it, or the health care crisis 
will solve itself if we just ignore it. � at’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about 
something more substantial. It’s the hope of slaves sitting around a � re singing freedom 
songs; the hope of immigrants setting out for distant shores; the hope of a young naval 
lieutenant bravely patrolling the Mekong Delta; the hope of a mill worker’s son who 
dares to defy the odds; the hope of a skinny kid with a funny name who believes that 
America has a place for him, too. Hope in the face of di�  culty, hope in the face of 
uncertainty, the audacity of hope!

 11 In the end, that is God’s greatest gi�  to us, the bedrock of this nation; the belief 
in things not seen; the belief that there are better days ahead. I believe we can give our 
middle class relief and provide working families with a road to opportunity. I believe 
we can provide jobs to the jobless, homes to the homeless, and reclaim young people in 
cities across America from violence and despair. I believe that we have a righteous wind 
at our backs, and that as we stand on the crossroads of history, we can make the right 
choices, and meet the challenges that face us…. 

 ACTIVITY 1.17
continued

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
According to Obama what 
is the relationship between 
the individualism that we 
Americans celebrate and a 
government that supports 
everybody’s right to life liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness? 
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KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
In paragraph 3 Zinsser adds 
another dimension to the 
definition of the American 
Dream. Summarize how 
Zinsser characterizes the 
American Dream. How is 
this different from Obama’s 
presentation of the 
American Dream? 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
William K. Zinsser (b. 1922), American critic and writer, was born in New York 
and educated at Princeton. He has written articles for many leading 
magazines and newspapers and authored 17 books. He has taught writing at 
Yale University, the New School, and Columbia University Graduate School.

Essay

by William Zinsser

 1 I like “dropout” as an addition to the American language because it’s brief and it’s 
clear. What I don’t like is that we use it almost entirely as a dirty word. 

 2 We only apply it to people under twenty-one. Yet an adult who spends his days and 
nights watching mindless TV programs is more of a dropout than an eighteen-year-
old who quits college, with its frequently mindless courses, to become, say, a VISTA 
volunteer. For the young, dropping out is o� en a way of dropping in.

 3 To hold this opinion, however, is little short of treason in America. A boy or 
girl who leaves college is branded a failure—and the right to fail is one of the few 
freedoms that this country does not grant its citizens. � e American dream is a dream 
of “getting ahead,” painted in strokes of gold wherever we look. Our advertisements 
and TV commercials are a hymn to material success, our magazine articles a toast to 
people who made it to the top. Smoke the right cigarette or drive the right car—so the 
ads imply—and girls will be swooning into your deodorized arms or caressing your 
expensive lapels. Happiness goes to the man who has the sweet smell of achievement. 
He is our national idol, and everybody else is our national � nk. 

 4 I want to put in a word for the � nk, especially the teen-age � nk, because if we give 
him time to get through his � nkdom—if we release him from the pressure of attaining 
certain goals by a certain age—he has a good chance of becoming our national idol, a 
Je� erson or a � oreau, a Buckminster Fuller or an Adlai Stevenson, a man with a mind of 
his own. We need mavericks and dissenters and dreamers far more than we need junior 
vice presidents, but we paralyze them by insisting that every step be a step up to the next 
rung of the ladder. Yet in the � uid years of youth, the only way for boys and girls to � nd 
their proper road is o� en to take a hundred side trips, poking out in di� erent directions, 
faltering, drawing back, and starting again.

 5 “But what if we fail?” they ask, whispering the dreadful word across the Generation 
Gap to their parents, who are back home at the Establishment nursing their “middle-
class values” and cultivating their “goal oriented society.” � e parents whisper back: 
“Don’t!”

 6 What they should say is “Don’t be afraid to fail!” Failure isn’t fatal. Countless 
people have had a bout with it and come out stronger as a result. Many have even 
come out famous. History is strewn with eminent dropouts, “loners” who followed 
their own trail, not worrying about its odd twists and turns because they had faith in 

 ACTIVITY 1.17
continued

The Right to Fail
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KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
In order to define failure 
Zinsser spends time also 
defining what failure is not. 
How is this an effective 
strategy for creating an 
expanded concept of failure? 

their own sense of direction. To read their biographies is always exhilarating, not only 
because they beat the system, but because their system was better than the one that 
they beat. Luckily, such rebels still turn up o� en enough to prove that individualism, 
though badly threatened, is not extinct. Much has been written, for instance, about the 
� tful scholastic career of � omas P. F. Hoving, New York’s former Parks Commissioner 
and now director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Hoving was a dropout’s 
dropout, entering and leaving schools as if they were motels, o� en at the request of the 
management. Still, he must have learned something during those unorthodox years, for 
he dropped in again at the top of his profession.

 7 His case reminds me of another boyhood—that of Holden Caul� eld in J. D. 
Salinger’s � e Catcher in the Rye, the most popular literary hero of the postwar period. 
� ere is nothing accidental about the grip that this dropout continues to hold on the 
a� ections of an entire American generation. Nobody else, real or invented, has made 
such an engaging shambles of our “goal-oriented society,” so grati� ed our secret belief 
that the “phonies” are in power and the good guys up the creek. Whether Holden has 
also reached the top of his chosen � eld today is one of those speculations that delight 
fanciers of good � ction. I speculate that he has. Holden Caul� eld, incidentally, is now 
thirty-six.

 8 I’m not urging everyone to go out and fail just for the sheer therapy of it, or to quit 
college just to coddle some vague discontent. Obviously it’s better to succeed than to 
� op, and in general a long education is more helpful than a short one. (� anks to my 
own education, for example, I can tell George Eliot from T. S. Eliot, I can handle the 
pluperfect tense in French, and I know that Caesar beat the Helvetii because he had 
enough frumentum.) I only mean that failure isn’t bad in itself, or success automatically 
good.

 9 Fred Zinnemann, who has directed some of Hollywood’s most honored movies, 
was asked by a reporter, when A Man for All Seasons won every prize, about his 
previous � lm, Behold a Pale Horse, which was a box-o�  ce disaster.” I don’t feel any 
obligation to be successful,” Zinneman replied.” Success can be dangerous—you feel 
you know it all. I’ve learned a great deal from my failures.” A similar point was made 
by Richard Brooks about his ambitious money loser, Lord Jim. Recalling the three years 
of his life that went into it, talking almost with elation about the troubles that befell 
his unit in Cambodia, Brooks told me that he learned more about his cra�  from this 
considerable failure than from his many earlier hits.

 10 It’s a point, of course, that applies throughout the arts. Writers, playwrights, 
painters and composers work in the expectation of periodic defeat, but they wouldn’t 
keep going back into the arena if they thought it was the end of the world. It isn’t the 
end of the world. For an artist—and perhaps for anybody—it is the only way to grow

 11 Today’s younger generation seems to know that this is true, seems willing to take 
the risks in life that artists take in art. “Society,” needless to say, still has the upper 
hand—it sets the goals and condemns as a failure everybody who won’t play. But the 
dropouts and the hippies are not as afraid of failure as their parents and grandparents. 
� is could mean, as their elders might say, that they are just plumb lazy, secure in the 
comforts of an a�  uent state. It could also mean, however, that they just don’t buy the 
old standards of success and are rapidly writing new ones.

 12 Recently it was announced, for instance, that more than two hundred thousand 
Americans have inquired about service in VISTA (the domestic Peace Corps) and that, 
according to a Gallup survey, “more than 3 million American college students would 
serve VISTA in some capacity if given the opportunity.” � is is hardly the road to riches 

The Road to Success
 ACTIVITY 1.17
continued

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS
Zinsser applauds failures – 
“eminent dropouts,” loners, 
rebels,”—can you think of 
any examples?
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 ACTIVITY 1.17
continued

My Notes

 

or to an executive suite. Yet I have met many of these young volunteers, and they are 
not pining for traditional success. On the contrary, they appear more ful� lled than the 
average vice-president with a swimming pool.

 13 Who is to say, then, if there is any right path to the top, or even to say what the top 
consists of? Obviously the colleges don’t have more than a partial answer—otherwise 
the young would not be so disa� ected with an education that they consider vapid. 
Obviously business does not have the answer—otherwise the young would not be so 
scornful of its call to be an organization man.

 14 � e fact is, nobody has the answer, and the dawning awareness of this fact seems 
to me one of the best things happening in America today. Success and failure are again 
becoming individual visions, as they were when the country was younger, not rigid 
categories. Maybe we are learning again to cherish this right of every person to succeed 
on his own terms and to fail as o� en as necessary along the way.

After Reading
4. To understand Zinsser’s point more thoroughly, use the SOAPSTone strategy to 

analyze and clarify his ideas. 

5. How does Zinsser’s piece complicate, confirm, or challenge what you have 
learned about the American Dream? Can the American Dream be both failure 
and success?

Defend, Challenge, Qualify
When analyzing texts and synthesizing ideas, you should should think in terms 
of defending, challenging, or qualifying statements from the texts you read. Use 
these concepts as you respond to the Check Your Understanding.

Check Your Understanding
Imagine Obama and Zinsser having a conversation about the American Dream. 
What would the conversation sound like? In a small group, collaborate to identify 
which areas (statements) the two authors would defend, where they would qualify 
each other’s statements, and where they would challenge or completely disagree 
about ideas.

ACADEMIC VOCABULARY
To defend is to support 
the statement that has 
been made. To challenge 
is to oppose or refute the 
statement that has been 
made. To qualify is to 
consider to what extent the 
statement is true or untrue 
(i.e., to what extent you 
agree or disagree).
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