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Unit 1

Pre-reading

Answer the following questions before reading the passage.

1. What do you know about the “American Dream”?

2. Do you think children from the bottom quarter of the socioeconomic scale can move up

to the top quarter when they grow up? Why or why not?

Text

Waking Up from the American Dream
Dead-end jobs and the high cost of college could be choking off upward mobility

by Aaron Bernstein

[1] There has been much talk recently of the “Wal-Martization” of America, a refer-
ence to the giant retailer’s fervent attempts to keep its costs—and therefore its prices—at
rock-bottom levels. But for years, even during the 1990s boom, much of Corporate Ameri-
ca had already embraced Wal-Mart-like stratagems to control labor costs, such as hiring
temps and part-timers, fighting unions, dismantling internal career ladders and outsourcing
to lower-paying contractor at home and abroad.

[2] While these tactics have the admirable outcome of holding down consumer prices,
they’re costly in other ways. More than a quarter of the labor force, about 34 million
workers, is trapped in low-wage, often dead-end jobs, according to a new book entitled
LowWage America: How Employers Are Reshaping Opportunity in the Workplace.
Many middle-income and high-skilled employees face fewer opportunities, too, as compa-
nies shift work to subcontractors and temp agencies and move white-collar jobs to China
and India.

[3] The result has been an erosion of one of America’s most cherished values: giving
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its people the ability to move up the economic ladder over their lifetimes. Historically,
most Americans, even low-skilled ones, were able to find poorly paid janitorial or factory
jobs, then gradually climb into the middle class as they gained experience and moved up the
wage curve. But the number of workers progressing upward began to slip in the 1970s,
when the post-World War [[ productivity boom ran out of steam, Upward mobility dimin-
ished even more in the 1980s as globalization and technology slammed blue-collar wages.

[4] Many experts expected the trend to reverse as productivity rebounded during the
heated economy of the 1990s. Certainly, there were plenty of gains. The long decline in
pay rates turned around as supertight labor markets raised the wages of almost everyone.
College enrollment boomed, too, and home ownership shot up, extending the American
dream to more families. Low interest rates and higher wages allowed even those on the
bottom to benefit. There was even a slight decline in the ranks of the very poorest fami-
lies, as measured by asset wealth—those with a net worth of less than $5,000—according
to a study by New York University economics professor Edward N. Wolf{.

[5] But new research suggests that, surprisingly, the best economy in 30 years did lit-
tle to get America’s vaunted upward mobility back on track. The new studies, which fol-
low individuals and families over many years, paint a paradoxical picture: Even as the US
economy was bursting with wealth in the 1990s, minting dot-com millionaires by the thou-
sands, conventional companies were cutting the middle out of career ladders, leaving fewer
people able to better their economic position over the decade.

[6] During the 1990s, relative mobility—that is, the share of Americans changing in-
come quintiles in any direction, up or down—slipped by two percentage points, to 62%7,
according to an analysis of decade-long income trends through 2001 by Jonathan D. Fisher
and David S. Johnson, two economists at the Bureau of Labor Statistics. While two points
may not sound like much, it’s bad news given how much progress might have been made
amid explosive growth. Essentially, says University of Chicago economics professor and
Nobel laureate James J. Heckman, “The big finding in recent years is that the notion of
America being a highly mobile society isn’t as true as it used to be. ”

[7] In fact, according to a study by two Federal Reserve Bank of Boston economists
that analyzed families’ incomes over three decades, the number of people who stayed stuck
in the same income bracket—be it at the boom or at the top—over the course of a decade
actually increased in the 1990s. So, though the boom lifted pay rates for janitors and clerks
by as much as 5% to 10% in the late 1990s, more of them remained janitors or clerks; fe-
wer worked their way into better-paying positions. Imelda Roman, for one, makes about
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$ 30,000 a year as a counselor at a Milwaukee nonprofit—barely more than the $ 27,000
or so, after inflation adjustments, that the 33-year-old single mom earned as a school-bus
driver more than 10 years ago. Says Roman, who hopes to return to college to improve her
prospects: “It’s hard to find a job with a career ladder these days, and a B. A. would be an
edge. ”

[8] What Roman faces is an economy that is slowly stratifying along class lines. To-
day, upward mobility is determined increasingly by a college degree that’s attainable mostly
by those whose parents already have money or education. Problem is, that all-important
sheepskin is out of reach for most students from low-income families. Although college en-
rollment has soared for higher-income students, more children from poor families can only
afford to go to community college, which typically don’t offer bachelor’s degrees. The
number of poor students who get a degree—fewer than 5% in 2001—has barely budged in
30 years, according to an analysis of Census Bureau data by Thomas G. Morcenson, who
published an education newsletter from Oskaloosa, Towa.

(9] In turn, the lack of mobility for those who don’t or can’t get a degree is putting a
lid on the intergenerational progress that has long been a mainstay of the American experi-
ence. Last year, Wichita State University sociology professor David W, Wright and two
colleagues updated a classic 1978 study that looked at how sons fared according to the social
and economic class of their fathers. Defining class by a mix of education, income and occu-
pation, they found that sons from the bottom three quarters of the socioeconomic scale
were less likely to move up in the 1990s than in the 1960s. Just 10% of sons whose fathers
were in the bottom quarter had made it to the top quarter by 1998, the authors found. By
contrast, 23% of low-class sons had done so by 1973, according to the earlier study. Simi-
larly, only 51% of sons whose fathers belonged to the second-highest quarter equaled or
surpassed the economic standing of their parents in the 1990s. In the 1960s, 63% did.

[10] That’s the pattern Michael A. McLimans and his family follows. Now 33, with
two young children, the New Holland (Pa.) resident has spent the past decade working at
pizza chains such as Domino’s and Pizza Hut. He made it to assistant manager but found
that he could earn more, $9 to $12 an hour with tips, as a delivery driver. He and his
wife, a hotel receptionist, pull down about $40,000 a year—far from the $ 60,000
Michael’s father, David I. McLimans, earns as a veteran steelworker. “I save every dime I
can so my kids can go to college, which neither of us can afford to do,” says Michael.

[11] Restoring American mobility is less a question of knowing what to do than of

making it happen. Experts have decried schools’ inadequacy for years, but fixing them is a
3
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long, arduous struggle. Similarly, there have been plenty of warnings about declining col-

lege access, but finding funds was difficult even in eras of large surpluses. One radical ap-

proach: that college be treated the way high school is, as a public good paid for by taxpay-

ers. Presidential candidate Senator John Edwards has proposed making the first year’s tui-

tion free at all community and public colleges for any student willing to work 10 hours a

week. That may never happen, but clearly, if the US couldn’t shake off a creeping rigidity

in the best of times, it will take a conscious change to reverse course now.

fervent/'fa:vont/adj.

rock-bottom/ rok'botom/ 7.
stratagem/ 'streetadzom/n. (C,U)

temp/ 'temp/n.
dismantle/dis'msentl/vr.

outsource/ 'autsos/n.
contractor/kan'treekta/n.

tactic/ 'teektik/n.
erosion/i'rouzn/n. (U)
janitor/'dzeenito/n.
janitorial/ dzeeni 'torial/ad;.

rebound/ri'baund/ vi,

asset/'seset /n.

(from Business Week s, Dec. 1, 2003)
New Words

showing warmth of feeling; passionate #ZUfy,
{=1:0]

lowest point FKsi; RAKFRE

(use of a ) trick or device to deceive sb, (esp. the
enemy in war ) ¥, (LR A LTERELAK)
i

temporary employee If5B}JE R

to take away fittings, furnishing, etc. from; take to
pieces Yrlfk, PFiHI, PRk

SMEREA, S

person, business form, that enters into contracts 37T,
BAWNERE; AT, REARH

expedient; means of achieving an object; strategy;
plan(s) or method(s) for carrying out a policy i},
HEn

wearing away or being worn away 2{#, &k
doorkeeper H|1&, {15

B8, 1BH

to spring or bounce back after hitting sth. Bk [@],
5L [E]

anything owned by a person, company, etc. that has

money value and that may be sold to pay debts Iif7=,
B
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vaunt/vomnt/vi. & wvr.

mint/mint/vt.

quintile/'kwintail/n.

laureate/'lowrist/n.

bracket/'braekit/n.

counselor/ 'kaunsala/ 7.

stratify/'streetifai/vt. & wi.

sheepskin/'[i:pskin/n.

budge/bads/vt. & wi.

mainstay/'meinstei/n.
fare/fea/vi.

veteran/'vetaran/n.

decry/di'krai/vt.

arduous/'a:djuss/adj.

radical/ 'reedikl/adj.

reverse/ri'vas/vt. &vi.

to boast W&, &k

to make (coin) by stamping metal & (£ );
(fig. ) invent a word, phrase, etc. (M) 81 CE.
Hig4%)

A

the poet laureate; poet officially appointed to the
Royal Household in Great Britain #E5w3F A
grouping; classification 4325, 255

adviser; (in Ireland and US) lawyer i |nl, £ 3,
(EE/RZRER) HIH

to arrange in strata; form into strata {2, B,
HREHES; EBER

parchment made from sheep’s skin; (esp. US ) di-
ploma written on such parchment £ 4%; (%)
RERBEWE, IEH

to (cause to ) move very little; make the slightest move-
ment; (fig.) (cause to) change a position or attitude
(f#) RS (D () dasfr BaiSEE

(fig.) chief support (M) FEP I

to progress; get on JRE, #H%, FHF

person who has had much or long experience, esp. as
a soldier Z2F, E4%H; EE

to try, by speaking against sth. , to make it seem
less valuable, useful, etc. ; disapprove of F M, ##
. AR

(of work) needing and using up much energy; (of a
road, etc.) steep, hard to climb (38T AE) B,
WER; GRERS BEHR, BN

advanced in opinions and policies ¥, B W FBL
R ERHD

to turn (sth. ) the other way round or up or inside
out; (cause to) go in the opposite direction X %,

ifE, BEEs () MR, () #E
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Phrases and Expressions

income quintiles (EBA . EBA. FHERA . BTHRA. KEAD
"ERAAR

pull down to earn (money) Mg (8%, KB (LH. WMBM%)

shake off to get rid of Bk, FRE

Proper Nouns

Wal-Mart KRB A, HAE - KFEHEEYEH
Federal Reserve Bank EEBFK IR BIT
Domino’s BEREBEGESE, HAl A Tom Monaghan ¥

EARER R — S T ESE NS bR A, Bs
%. BIsrF 1960 4, BE R B A SRIELZE LR

B
Pizza Hut WA RER HREGHEBUE , 1958 4 QIS T £ E BRI,
L E QIR RITIMRG — B AMIDE (hut) T
/&
Exercises

1. Reading Comprehension
A. Choose the best answer according to the passage.
1. “Choking off ” in the subheading can be best replaced by
A. holding back B. holding off C. holding out D. holding up
2. Which of the following statements is NOT mentioned as a stratagem to control labor
costs?
A. Hiring temps and part-timers,
‘B. Fighting unions.,
C. Dismantling internal career ladders.
D. Outsourcing to higher-paying contractor at home and abroad.

3. Which of the following statements is true?
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A. In the 1990s, more people could better their economic position because of the eco-
nomic boom.

B. In the 1990s, more people could better their economic position because conventional
companies provided more opportunities.

C. In the 1990s, fewer people could better their economic position because of the reces-
sion,

D. In the 1990s, fewer people could better their economic position because conventional
companies were cutting the middle out of career ladders.

. According to the passage, the notion of America being a highly mobile society

A. is never true

B. is always true

C. is not as true as it used to be

D. is taken for granted by most Americans

. According to the passage, which of the following is more and more important in deter-

mining upward mobility in America today?

A. Diploma. B. Family background.

C. Ability. D. Opportunity.

According to the passage, which of the following groups of people increased in number

in the 1990s?

A. The lower income bracket.

B. The middle income bracket.

C. The higher income bracket.

D. Those who stayed stuck in the same income bracket.

. What does the word “sheepskin ” in Line 3, Para. 8 mean?

A. Job. B. Opportunity. C. Diploma. D. Position.

. According to the passage, in the 1990s

A. children from lower-class families were more likely to surpass the economic standing
of their parents than those from rich families

B. children from lower-class families were more likely to surpass the economic standing
of their parents than in the 1970s

C. both lower-class sons and higher-class sons had more opportunities to surpass the
economic standing of their parents than in the 1970s

D. neither lower-class sons nor high-class sons could surpass the economic standing of
their parents as they did in the 1960s
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9. The example of Michael A. McLimans and his family in Para. 10 serves to illustrate that

A. sons from lower-income families were less likely to surpass their parents’ economic
standing in the 1990s than in the 1960s

upward mobility is determined increasingly by a college degree today

o8

C. sons from the bottom three quarters of the socioeconomic scale can have better job
than their parents in the 1990s
D. sons from lower-income families made less money than their parents in the 1990s
10. The passage mainly discusses
A. how to restore American mobility
B. that “American Dream” has become history
C. that the lower-class sons can hardly surpass their parents’ economic ladder
D. the reasons that hold back upward mobility in American society
B. Questions for discussion
1. What do you think of the upward mobility in China?

2. Does “moving up the economic ladder” mean success? Why or why not?

[I. Vocabulary
A. Identify one of the four choices A, B, C and D which would best keep the meaning of the
underlined word or phrase.
1. We must bear in mind that different circumstances involve adopting different tactics.
A. attitudes B. anticipations C. strategies D. tricks
2. The amount of water in the reservoir will diminish if the dry season continues,
A. deteriorate B. vanish C. arise D. decrease
3. He vaunted that he had met no real match in chess, but records show otherwise.
A. boasted B. declared C. acknowledged D. confessed
4. You'd better think twice before you go with him for I heard that deceit and stratagem
were his specialty.
A. compliment B. trick C. vanity D. commitment
5. Immigrants entering the US at the turn of the century often encountered living condi-
tions radically different from those they had left behind.
A. apparently B. tragically C. admittedly D. drastically
6. To drive an automobile, you must learn how to manipulate the steering wheel and pedals.
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