
Eng. 2 H: Outcome C, Benchmark 1 PRACTICE 
*Benchmark 1 will look just like this.* 

Part I: Read the nonfiction article  “Severe Inequality Is Incompatible With the American Dream: Why extreme wealth makes it 

hard for people to do better than their parents did” by Alana Semuels  (December 2016)  The Atlantic. Answer the multiple choice 

questions that follow.  

The numbers are sobering: People born in the 1940s had a 92 percent chance of earning more than their parents did at age 30. For people 
born in the 1980s, by contrast, the chances were just 50-50.  
 
The finding comes from a new paper out of The Equality of Opportunity Project, a joint research effort of Harvard and Stanford led by the 
economist Raj Chetty. The paper puts numbers on what many have seen firsthand for years: The American dream—the ability to climb the 
economic ladder and achieve more than one’s parents did—is less and less a reality with every decade that goes by. 
 
There are two main reasons why today’s 30-somethings have a harder time than their parents did, according to the authors. First, the 
expansion of the gross domestic product has slowed since the 1950s, when growth was frequently above 5 percent a quarter. That means 
the economic pie is growing at a slower rate than it once did, so there’s less to go around. Second, the distribution of that growth is more 
unequal, and more benefits are accruing to those at the top. Those at the bottom, on the other hand, are not able to achieve as big a share 
as they once did. Their wages are not growing, so they are stuck at the same level as, or below, their parents. “Because incomes have been 
stagnant for a relatively large proportion of society, it’s harder for people who stay within that chunk to beat their parents in absolute 
terms,” Robert Manduca, one of the paper’s co-authors, told me. 
 
These numbers are coming out around the same time as another important economics paper is re-emphasizing the idea that those at the 
bottom are having a tough time economically. The paper, by three French economists—Thomas Piketty, Gabriel Zucman, and Emmanuel 
Saez—showed that incomes at the top are booming as those at the bottom stagnate. On average, national income per adult has increased 
60 percent in the U.S. since 1980, but most of those gains have accrued to those at the top. People at the bottom half of the income 
distribution are making, on average, $16,000, while the average pre-tax income of the top 1 percent of adults is about $1.3 million, the 
researchers found. In the 1980s, the top 1 percent of adults earned 27 times more than the bottom 50 percent. Now, they earn 81 times 
more. 
 
The two papers are more proof that America is becoming a more unequal society. But does it matter that the rich are making more money 
than they once did? After all, Americans pride themselves on being a society in which anybody can start from anywhere and become 
successful. Wealth, in itself, is not problematic: Most Americans likely wish they were the ones at the top. 
 
The problem is less with the existence of such wealth than with how it is created and preserved. For one thing, people at the top are able to 
use their ample resources to help their children get ahead and stay in their parents’ income bracket. People on the lower rungs of the 
economic ladder can’t access the same resources. “The relatively rich will skew the chances that their children will do better,” said Miles 
Corak, a Canadian economist who has studied how inequality informs intergenerational mobility. As children make their way through the 
education system, their parents’ financial situation tends to inform how successful they are: A child with a nanny, access to pre-school, a 
tutor, and paid-for college tuition will likely have more professional success in life than a poor child. 
 
But it’s not just access to resources that’s important, Corak argues. Perhaps more important is the power the wealthy have in shaping 
societies. Because they have access to private schools, elite colleges, and homes in good neighborhoods, for example, wealthy parents have 
little incentive to back spending on public education, affordable housing, and other services they don’t use.  
 
Without support, these services fall by the wayside in poorer neighborhoods, yet it is those services that often do the most to increase 
social mobility: Access to early childhood education and good schools in safe neighborhoods have been shown, time and again, to improve 
children’s life prospects. “In a higher inequality society,” Corak said, “there is more of a chance that public policy will be skewed to reflect 
the preferences of those who have more voice.” 
 
Corak says that in his native Canada, the wealthy and poor alike are invested in the same system and ensure that it benefits everyone, 
whether rich or poor. “If everyone buys into the system, you have advocates for that system to ensure it stays that way,” Corak said.  
 
The idea that an unequal society allows the wealthy to dictate policies that help themselves has very troubling implications in a country 
that just elected a president who seems focused on putting the wealthy in charge. The wealthy have benefited from the system that has 
helped create their wealth: the private schools, the elite colleges, and the growing salaries for those at the top. And they have little 
incentive to change it.   

 
1. The speaker’s overall tone might best be described as:. 

a. Resigned but detached. 
b. Hopeful yet uninterested. 
c. Cautionary but optimistic. 
d. Caustic yet didactic. 
e. Passionate yet concerned.  



 
2. The speaker can best be described: 

a. A journalist with an agenda to convince Americans to fear inequality. 
b. A journalist who researched the causes and results of this topic. 
c. An educated person encouraging Americans to earn a college degree. 
d. A pessimist warning that the American dream is unattainable (cannot be achieved). 
e. An equality expert interested in the growing workforce. 

 
3. The speaker’s primary purpose of the nonfiction article is to: 

a. Explore whether equality is possible.  
b. Ask the reader to determine whether the American dream originally included access for everyone. 
c. Reveal how inequality is systemic and compounds (builds) generation upon generation. 
d. Reinforce the idea that humans have, ironically, created their own destructive forces. 
e. Reflect upon how life has changed since the previous century.   

 
4. The occasion(s) that initially prompted the article is (are) most likely: 

a. Former President Obama making a speech regarding inequality. 
b. Several countries are dealing with their own inequality issues. 
c. The Industrial Revolution. 
d. A new paper by The Equality of Opportunity Project released new findings that the American Dream is harder to 

achieve.  
e. All of the above. 

 
5. Consider that synthesis is defined as “combining separate elements or substances to form a coherent whole” 

(thefreedictionary.com). Why can the article be considered a synthesis? 
a. The speaker consider the topic across time. 
b. The speaker reveal generational changes throughout the globe. 
c. The speaker note different types of inequality. 
d. The speaker presents information about the same topic from a variety of sources. 
e. The article cannot be considered a synthesis. 

 
6. Which of the following rhetorical devices is used in the following passage:“In the 1980s, the top 1 percent of adults earned 

27 times more than the bottom 50 percent. Now, they earn 81 times more” (Paragraph 4).  
a. Oxymoron. 
b. Olfactory Imagery 
c. Personification. 
d. Juxtaposition. 
e. Inverted Syntax. 

 
7. Consider the title of the article: “Severe Inequality Is Incompatible With the American Dream: Why extreme wealth makes it 

hard for people to do better than their parents did.” How does the speaker reinforce the American dream ideology? 
a. The speaker relates that the only the most highly educated minds will succeed in the future. 
b. The speaker cites research from several sources. 
c. The speaker expresses that the dream to achieve cannot be ignored. 
d. The speaker conveys that while people may work hard and want to succeed, those with more resources will still 

outperform their poorer counterparts.  
e. The speaker proves everyone can achieve in this quickly changing world. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part II: View Theef’s “American Dream” cartoon (2012). Answer the multiple choice questions that follow.  

 
8. The cartoonist’s tone toward people who are seeking the American Dream could best be described as: 

a. Mocking 

b. Sympathetic  

c. Humble 

d. Naïve 

 

9. Which literary device does the cartoonist employ with his use of a ball and chain that says “underemployment”? 

e. Simile 

f. Oxymoron 

g. Metaphor 

h. Symbolism  

 

10. By using the word “mirage”, the cartoonist expresses the belief that _____.   

i. Some people want to work hard to achieve their dreams 

j. Some people’s view of the American Dream is personal 

k. Some people believe opportunities are guaranteed 

l. Some people believe that opportunities are unobtainable 

 

11. The image of the characters reaching for the house is an illustration of all EXCEPT: 

m. Some people carry more baggage than others 

n. Some people know they will succeed if they try hard enough 

o. Some people do not realize that no matter how hard they try, they cannot succeed  

p. Some people persevere through hard times 

 

12. The cartoonist satirizes people who believe the idea that ____. 

q. Opportunities are guaranteed 

r. Opportunities are uncommon 

s. Opportunities must be earned 

t. Opportunities are wasted 

 
Part III: Read the poem “Let America Be America Again” by Langston Hughes. Answer the multiple choice questions that follow.
 
Let America be America again. 
Let it be the dream it used to be. 
Let it be the pioneer on the plain 
Seeking a home where he himself is free. 
 
5(America never was America to me.) 
 
Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed— 

Let it be that great strong land of love 
Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme 
That any man be crushed by one above. 
 
10(It never was America to me.) 
 
O, let my land be a land where Liberty 
Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath, 
But opportunity is real, and life is free, 



Equality is in the air we breathe. 
 
15(There’s never been equality for me, 
Nor freedom in this “homeland of the free.”) 
 
Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark?  
And who are you that draws your veil across the stars? 
 
I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart, 
20I am the Negro bearing slavery’s scars. 
I am the red man driven from the land, 
I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek— 
And finding only the same old stupid plan 
Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak. 
 
25I am the young man, full of strength and hope, 
Tangled in that ancient endless chain 
Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land! 
Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need! 
Of work the men! Of take the pay! 
30Of owning everything for one’s own greed! 
 
I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil. 
I am the worker sold to the machine. 
I am the Negro, servant to you all. 
I am the people, humble, hungry, mean— 
35Hungry yet today despite the dream. 
Beaten yet today—O, Pioneers! 
I am the man who never got ahead, 
The poorest worker bartered through the years. 
 
Yet I’m the one who dreamt our basic dream 
40In the Old World while still a serf of kings, 
Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true, 
That even yet its mighty daring sings 
In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned 
That’s made America the land it has become. 
45O, I’m the man who sailed those early seas 
In search of what I meant to be my home— 

For I’m the one who left dark Ireland’s shore, 
And Poland’s plain, and England’s grassy lea, 
And torn from Black Africa’s strand I came 
50To build a “homeland of the free.” 
 
The free? 
 
Who said the free?  Not me? 
Surely not me?  The millions on relief today? 
The millions shot down when we strike? 
55The millions who have nothing for our pay? 
For all the dreams we’ve dreamed 
And all the songs we’ve sung 
And all the hopes we’ve held 
And all the flags we’ve hung, 
60The millions who have nothing for our pay— 
Except the dream that’s almost dead today. 
 
O, let America be America again— 
The land that never has been yet— 
And yet must be—the land where every man is free. 
65The land that’s mine—the poor man’s, Indian’s, Negro’s, 
ME— 
Who made America, 
Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain, 
Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain, 
Must bring back our mighty dream again. 
 
70Sure, call me any ugly name you choose— 
The steel of freedom does not stain. 
From those who live like leeches on the people’s lives, 
We must take back our land again, 
America! 
 
75O, yes, 
I say it plain, 
America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath— 
America will be! 

 
 
 
13. The third line of the poem (“Let it be the pioneer on the plain”) is an example of which rhetorical device 

a. Symbolism 

b. Metaphor 

c. Personification 

d. Gustatory imagery  

 

14. What type of point of view does the speaker use in the poem 
e. First person 
f. Second person 
g. Third person 
h. No point of view 

 

15. The speaker’s purpose in listing multiple examples of Americans is most likely to 

i. Glorify the current state of America 

j. Criticize the exclusion of many Americans from society 

k. Reveal the importance of a work and leisure balance 

l. Undermine the necessity for equality a new America 

 



16. In lines 57 & 58, the author employs which literary devices 

m. Internal rhyme and allusion 

n. Repetition and personification 

o. Imagery and parallel structure  

p. Alliteration and metaphor  

 

17. Lines 39-50 serve to best show which of the following 

q. The jubilance and celebration of a goal achieved 

r. The hunger for more success and its never-ending nature   

s. The importance of collaboration and how no one can truly make it alone  

t. The value of individualism and how a diverse group of people make up America   

 

18. Line 72 (“From those who live like leeches on the people’s lives”) is an example of which of the following rhetorical devices  

u. Personification 

v. Inverted syntax  

w. Alliteration 

x. Juxtaposition  

 

19. Hughes’s purpose in utilizing examples of different ethnicities and cultures is to  

y. Show life in America is difficult and not for the weak 

z. Convey American life is easy and accessible to all 

aa. Demonstrate America has a long way to go before it is an established nation 

bb. Reveal America is made up of many different people who’s labor creates America’s wealth 

 

20. In line 8, the word connive can best be defined as  

cc. Meek 

dd. Nationalistic 

ee. Scheme 

ff. Strong 

21. The author’s tone towards American life can best be described as  

gg. Naïve  

hh. Elated 

ii. Haughty 

jj. Persistent 

Part IV: Answer the multiple choice synthesis questions that follow. 
 

22. Although the written pieces of Hughes (“Let America Be America Again”) and Semuels (“Severe Inequality Is Incompatible With 
the American Dream”) are separated by more than a century, they are closely connected because both pieces: 

a. Celebrate the value of work in America. 
b. Criticize the inequality in who is successful in America.   
c. Observe changes in America and the dream itself. 
d. Convey men and women must persevere to achieve greatness.  
e. Discuss American workers in a global society. 

 
23. After looking at all three pieces, what is the main idea?  

a. At times, even with hard work and perseverance, success is unattainable for those who are on the bottom. 
a. Success is only achievable for those with great intellect. 
b. Only certain Americans deserve the same opportunities to achieve greatness. 
c. Despite life’s obstacles, men and women must work to find a way to achieve. 
d. There is no main idea.  

 
24. Hughes wrote “I Hear America Singing” in 1936. Theef created the “mirage” cartoon in 2012. Consider each speaker’s tone in 
each piece. What conclusion can be made? 

a. Considering the rise in employment, people can easily gain satisfaction. 
b. The American Dream is prohibitive to some who seek it.  
c. Many Americans no longer feel the purpose of working for the American Dream; they feel entitled to easy success. 
d. A century ago, life was easier for Americans to achieve happiness and success in the workplace. 
e. When people share a common mission, society becomes a better place for all Americans. 



 
Part V: After reading the required texts, create a well-developed paragraph that explores the idea of the American dream.  How 

do the main ideas of each piece connect?   How does each speaker convey this idea?  The paragraph should reference  two of the 

texts and analyze what universal theme they generate regarding the American dream.   

THE FOLLOWING IS AN EXAMPLE PARAGRAPH USING GRAPES OF WRATH AND “GO NOWHERE GENERATION.” 
 

John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath, and Jacob and Victoria Buchholz’s article “The Go 

Nowhere Generation,” demonstrate that a lack of opportunity can stunt an individual’s desire for growth, 

proving hardship has far reaching implications beyond the original situation. In The Grapes of Wrath, many 

sharecropping families in Oklahoma are being driven off their land due to evictions. Many of the families leave 

for California; however, Muley Graves refuses to leave and instead stays behind. When asked why Muley broke 

up his family by remaining on the land, he replies that his family left because “They wasn’t as mad as me, so 

they went… I couldn’… Somepin’ jus’ wouldn’ let me” (Steinbeck 48). Muley is unable to seize the meager 

opportunities presented to him due to his anger and inability to move on, which stifles his ability to progress and 

removes the only happiness available to him: his family. Rather than move to seek opportunity, Muley stagnates 

by staying behind, a situation shared likewise by those impacted by the Great Recession. According to the 

Buchholzes, young Americans in the wake of economic hardship are more risk adverse: “Children raised during 

recessions ultimately take fewer risks with their investments and their jobs. Even when the recession passes, 

they don’t strive as hard to find new jobs, and they hang on to lousy jobs longer” (Buchholz & Buchholz). 

These young people are not only complacent in the face of low opportunity, they additionally lack the incentive 

to seek out opportunities when they do arise by looking for better jobs.  The original hardship of the recession 

then compounds their problems by removing opportunities at that time, but also limiting potential future 

opportunities through the individual’s own reluctance to act and change. Like Muley, the “go nowhere” 

generation is unable to seize opportunities because the lack of opportunities at a given time is so damaging it 

scars the psyche and prevents development. As a result, both authors demonstrate that initial setbacks that limit 

opportunities have an immediate negative effect in the moment, but also results in compounded reluctance in 

the future that limits growth, which results in a subpar life that could have been different with altered 

circumstances and desires. This reduced opportunity is seen today as well, particularly as young people 

previously protected by DACA now face an uncertain future due to an uncertain present, and risk their potential 

opportunities disappearing before their eyes. Clearly, this has the potential to cause not only temporary setbacks 

but lead to an aversion to seize opportunity in the future, and thus should be avoided at all costs.  

 


