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AMERICAN SUCCESS, AMERICAN FAILURE 

 
No ideal in American culture is as treasured, or as hotly debated, as that of the American 
Dream. The aim of this course is to develop writing and critical thinking skills across 
traditional disciplinary boundaries in pursuit of these competing definitions of success and 
failure in American life. We will look at a range of interdisciplinary sources across nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries—everything from novels and film to economic history, music, and 
political rhetoric—to investigate these questions. The ultimate goal of this course is for 
students to write an original, interdisciplinary research paper on a topic of their choosing 
that addresses an aspect of these larger questions. 
 
The express purpose of this course is to explore the craft and process of writing in multiple 
different registers: academic writing, creative expression, and public discourse among others. 
Our focus will be on the importance of revision in the writing process, and significant class 
time will be given over to reading and critiquing each other’s work in writing workshops. 
We’ll begin with short assignments and build up toward a student-directed final assignment 
that will allow you to pursue your own topic and field of interest. All assignments will 
incorporate a graded draft deadline to encourage the process of revision and rewriting. 
 
SCHEDULE: [B]=READINGS AVAILABLE ON COURSE BLACKBOARD SITE 
 
Week One: Introducing Success and Failure 
Jan 22 (Beginnings)  

Course syllabus, expectations and policies 
Jan 24 (Close Reading)  

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Success” [B] 
 
Week Two: Historicizing Success and Failure  
Jan 29 (Making an Argument) ***Assignment #1 due*** 

Scott Sandage, Selections from Born Losers [B] 
Jan 31  Writing Workshop 
  
Week Three: Querying Failure  
Feb 5  (Life Writing) ***Assignment #2 Draft due***  
 Herman Melville, “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids” 

“The Happy Failure” [B] 
Feb 7 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Four: Celebrating Success   
Feb 12 (Textual Analysis) 

Horatio Alger, Ragged Dick; or, Street Life in New York 
Feb 14 Writing Workshop 
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Week Five: Analyzing Success  
Feb 19 (Critics and Context) ***Assignment #2 Revision due*** 

Historical and Critical Approaches to Ragged Dick [B] 
Feb 21 Library Tour and Research Techniques with College Librarian Chris Bombaro 
 
Week Six: Economic Success, Ethical Failure 
Feb 26 (Comparative Analysis)  

James Weldon Johnson, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man 
Feb 28 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Seven: Failure Analysis  
Mar 4 (Critics and Contexts) ***Assignment #3 Draft due*** 
 Historical and Critical Approaches to James Weldon Johnson [B] 
Mar 6 Writing Workshop 
 

**SPRING BREAK** 
 
Week Eight: American Dreams, American Nightmares 
Mar 18 (Literature as History) 
 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby 
Mar 20 (Critics and Contexts) 
 Historical and Critical Approaches to The Great Gatsby [B] 
 
Week Nine: Differing Definitions of Success and Failure 
Mar 25 ***Assignment #3 Revision due*** 

Edith Wharton, “The Pot-Boiler” [B] 
Mar 27  
 Martin Luther King, Jr., “The American Dream” sermon [B] 
  
Week Ten: Singing Failure  
Apr 1 (Music)  

Selections of Blues Music and Blues Criticism [B] 
Apr 3 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Eleven: Drawing Failure  
Apr 8 (Image and Text) 
 Chris Ware, The Acme Novelty Library Final Report to Stockholders and Saturday Afternoon  

Rainy Day Fun Book 
Apr 10 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Twelve: Selling Success 
Apr 15 (Self-Help) 

Wallace D. Wattles, Selections from The Science of Getting Rich 
Dale Carnegie, Selections from How to Win Friends and Influence People 
Jack Welch, Selections from Winning 

Apr 17 Writing Workshop 
 
 



Week Thirteen: Campaigning Success 
Apr 22 (Rhetoric)***Assignment #4 Draft due*** 

Selections from Campaign Speeches in the 2008 Presidential Election 
Apr 24 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Fourteen: Screening Success 
Apr 29 Writing Workshop 

7:00 Screening of “8 Mile” (EC 405)  
May 1 (Film Studies) 
 Curtis Hanson (dir.), “8 Mile” 
 
May 8 Exam due date ***Assignment #4 Revision due at 2:00***  
 

 
REQUIREMENTS: 
 —COMPLETION OF ALL WRITING ASSIGNMENTS AND CAREFUL REVIEW OF YOUR  

CLASSMATES’ WORK IN WRITING WORKSHOPS 
—TIMELY AND THOUGHTFUL COMPLETION OF READING ASSIGNMENTS 
—PUNCTUAL ATTENDANCE AND ENGAGED PARTICIPATION 

 
GRADING: 
WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS—80% (ASSIGNMENT #1—10%, ASSIGNMENT #2—15%, 
ASSIGNMENT #3—20%, ASSIGNMENT #4—35%,) CLASS PARTICIPATION—20% 
 
LATE PAPER POLICY: The highest possible grade for a late paper will be measured by 
the lowest grade awarded for a paper turned in on time. Papers turned in more than 
48 hours after the deadline will receive a failing grade. Failure to turn in all of the 
course assignments by the date of the final exam will result in a failing grade for the 
course. 
 
COURSE ATTENDANCE POLICY: More than two unexcused absences will result in a 
failing course participation grade. Excused absences for illness need to be 
accompanied by an email from Health Services or your class dean. Excused 
absences for non-academic reasons (job interviews, significant extracurricular 
commitments, etc.) must be arranged with me well in advance of the scheduled date. 
Attendance is measured not only by your physical presence, but by active 
contributions to course discussion; consistent, silent attendance will receive a “C.” 
 
RESEARCH AND WRITING RESOURCES: I strongly encourage students to take advantage of 
writing and research assistance that is available on campus. The library liaison for this course 
is Chris Bombaro (bombaroc@dickinson.edu), who is happy to schedule individual meetings 
to discuss your research project and the resources of the College’s library. We also have 
linked writing tutors for the course—Meg Allen, Shannyn Kobran and Alex Zobel—who are 
familiar with the course assignments and expectations and can help craft both your ideas and 
your prose throughout the semester. You are encouraged to visit the Writing Center at any 
stage of the writing process, from formulating a thesis to polishing a final draft. In both 
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cases, you will not be able to make last-minute appointments; plan ahead to take full 
advantage of these resources. 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: taken from “The Dickinson College Plagiarism Policy”:  
“To plagiarize is to use without proper citation or acknowledgment the words, ideas or 
original research of another. [. . .] When one borrows facts which are not matters of general 
knowledge--including all statistics--one must indicate one's indebtedness in the text or 
footnote. When one borrows an idea or the logic of an agreement, one must acknowledge 
indebtedness either in a footnote or in the text. When in doubt—footnote [. . .] if you have 
questions, consult with your instructor.”  

I am happy to discuss question about proper citation both during class time and privately 
during office hours.  

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR DISABILITIES: In full support of the Dickinson College policy and 
equal access laws, I am available to discuss appropriate academic accommodations that may 
be recommended for students with disabilities. Requests for academic accommodations are 
to be made during the first three weeks of the semester (except for unusual circumstances) 
so that appropriate arrangements can be made. Students are required to register with 
Academic Resource Services in the Advising Office located on the first floor of Biddle 
House (contact ext. 1080 or waybranj@dickinson.edu) to verify their eligibility for 
appropriate accommodations. 

REQUIRED TEXTS: All available for purchase in the College Bookstore (if you purchase 
your books through other sources, please do your best to buy the same editions)             
 
Horatio Alger, Ragged Dick (Modern Library, 2005) ISBN# 9780812973587 
James Weldon Johnson, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (Penguin Classics,  

1990) ISBN# 9780140184020 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (Scribner’s, 1999) ISBN# 9780743273565 
Chris Ware, The Acme Novelty Library Final Report to Stockholders and Saturday Afternoon Rainy  

Day Fun Book (Pantheon, 2005) ISBN# 9780375422959 
 

 
Overview of Writing Assignments: 
 
Assignment #1: Close Analysis of a Text 
This assignment asks you to create, in teams of three, a series of footnotes to explain 
confusing or historically distant passages in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Success.” 
Successful teams of annotators will offer a rationale for how they structured their notes as 
well as presenting lucid, well-researched annotations. 
 
Assignment #2: Life Writing—4 pages 
This paper asks you to narrate a formative personal experience—be it a significant failure or 
a success—in engaging and intellectually aware prose. Emphasis should be placed not only 
on evocative, dynamic imagery, but also on mental reflection about these personal 
experiences. 
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Assignment #3: Comparative Analysis—6 pages  
This assignment is a comparative analysis of two of the three novels (Ragged Dick, The 
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, The Great Gatsby) we have read this semester. In what 
ways do and don’t these texts treat failure and success differently? This essay prompt is left 
intentionally broad in order for you to pursue an original argument of your own. You could 
write about representations of economic success and failure, professional success and failure, 
or any of a number of themes on either side of this question (race, gender, class, definitions 
of America or the American dream) and complete this assignment successfully. I’m less 
interested in what you argue than how well you argue it. 
 
Assignment #4: Sustained Research Project—10 pages  
This assignment asks you to create a sustained, interdisciplinary argument about an issue not 
otherwise covered in the class where questions of American definitions of success and 
failure are at stake. Here is a sample argument: 
  

During much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the success of 
American immigrant families was measured by their ability to assimilate into 
American cultural, social and linguistic expectations. With the rise of 
multiculturalism and bilingual education, however, some of these 
expectations shifted as increasing value was placed on new Americans 
retaining their cultural heritages. Through an analysis of immigration in my 
hometown of Gainesville, Florida, I argue that different ethnic communities 
operate under differing expectations of assimilation based largely on the 
relative size of their linguistic communities. While Spanish speakers have 
been able to balance two cultures through the availability of bilingual 
education programs, smaller immigrant populations from Eastern Europe 
and Southeast Asia have no such resources at hand. Supported by education 
data, census returns, and oral histories, I demonstrate that the size of 
immigrant communities in Gainesville reflects how they define their own 
success in their newfound American home. 

 
Because this assignment demands an additional level of involvement and preparation, as well 
as outside research of an interdisciplinary nature, students are encouraged to begin thinking 
of potential topics and arguments early and often in the semester. You also have the option 
to do a writing project that differs from a standard academic essay—a magazine article, a 
creative writing piece, etc.—and students interested in this option should schedule a 
conference with me during office hours before the research proposal deadline. 
 


