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by Medtronic, the programs at Tutu’s House® , the “Just Think”
Mobile, the Bakken Museum, my “off the grid” home at Kiholo
Bay — all these are “thinking out of the box.”

Live your life according to these five principles and follow
your dreams. You can shape the future to make your dreams
come true, but you must work for it. Don’t just hope it will
happen.

By all reckoning, the bumblebee is aerodynamically unsound
and shouldn’t be able to fly. Yet, the little bee gets those wings
going like a turbo-jet and flies to every plant its chubby little
body can land on to collect all the nectar it can hold. Bumble-
bees are the most persistent creatures. They don’t know they
can’t fly, so they just keep buzzing around. Like the lowly bum-
blebee, honored graduates, never give in to pessimism. Don’t
know that you can’t fly, and you will soar like an eagle. Don’t
end up regretting what you did not do because you were too lazy
or too frightened to soar. Be a bumblebee! And soar to the

heavens. You can do it. God speed to you all.
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participants who are involved in today’s events, and 1 want to
thank Nurney Mason — a Washington, D. C. icon. Nurney
founded Mason’s Barbershop in 1961. That’s the year I was
born. It’s still going strong. He is here with his children and his
grandchildren.

One year ago this week, we kicked off a national conversa-
tion on fatherhood and personal responsibility, and members of
our administration fanned out all across the country to hear
from fathers and families about the challenges that they face.
Secretary Arne Duncan, our Secretary of Education, held a dis-
cussion in New Hampshire about the link between fatherhood
and educational achievement. Gary Locke talked to fathers in
California about balancing the needs of their families with the
demands of their jobs. Secretary Shinseki, of Veterans Affairs,
held a town hall for military and veteran dads in North Caro-
lina. And Attorney General Holder traveled to Georgia for a
forum about fathers in our criminal justice system.

And in each of these places, each of these leaders posed a
simple question: How can we as a nation — not just the govern-
ment, but businesses and community groups and concerned citi-
zens — how can we all come together to help fathers meet their
responsibilities to our families and communities?

And we did this because we know the vital role fathers play
in the lives of our children. Fathers are our first teachers and
coaches — or in my house, assistant teachers and assistant coa-
ches — to mom. But they’re our mentors, our role models.
They show us by the example they set the kind of people they
want us to become.

But we also know that what too many fathers being absent



means — too many fathers missing from too many homes, miss-
ing from too many lives. We know that when fathers abandon
their responsibilities, there’s harm done to those kids. We know
that children who grow up without a father are more likely to
live in poverty. They're more likely to drop out of school.
They’re more likely to wind up in prison. They’re more likely to
abuse drugs and alcohol. They’re more likely to run away from
home. They’re more likely to become teenage parents them-
selves.

And I say all this as someone who grew up without a father
in my own life. He left my family when I was two years old.
And while I was lucky to have a wonderful mother and loving
grandparents who poured everything they had into me and my
sister, I still felt the weight of that absence. It’s something that
leaves a hole in a child’s life that no government can fill.

So we can talk all we want here in Washington about issues
like education and health care and crime; we can build good
schools; we can put money into creating good jobs; we can do
everything we can to keep our streets safe — but government
can’t keep our kids from looking for trouble on those streets.
Government can’t force a kid to pick up a book or make sure
that the homework gets done. Government can’t be there day
in, day out, to provide discipline and guidance and the love that
it takes to raise a child. That’s our job as fathers, as mothers,
as guardians for our children.

The fact is, it’s easy to become a father, technically — any
guy can do that. It’s hard to live up to the lifelong responsibili-
ties that come with fatherhood. And it’s a challenge even in

good times, when our families are doing well. It’s especially
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difficult when times are tough and families are straining just to
keep everything together.

In a time of war, many of our military families are
stretched thin, with fathers doing multiple tours of duty far a-
way from their children. In difficult economic times, a lot of
fathers are worried about whether they’re going to be able to
keep their job, or find a job, or whether they’ll be able to pay
the bills and give their children the kinds of epportunities that if
they didn’t have them themselves, at least they wished for their
children. And there are a lot of men who are out of work and
wrestling with the shame and frustration that comes when you
feel like you can’t be the kind of provider you want to be for the
people that you love.

But here’s the key message I think all of us want to send to-
day to fathers all across the country: Our children don’t need us
to be superheroes. They don’t need us to be perfect. They do
need us to be present. They need us to show up and give it our
best shot, no matter what else is going on in our lives. They
need us to show them — not just with words, but with deeds —
that they, those kids, are always our first priority.

Those family meals, afternoons in the park, bedtime sto-
ries; the encouragement we give, the questions we answer, the
limits we set, the example we set of persistence in the face of
difficulty and hardship — those things add up over time, and
they shape a child’s character, build their core, teach them to
trust in life and to enter into it with confidence and with hope
and with determination. And that’s something they’ll always
carry with them: that love that we show not with money, or

fame, or spectacular feats, but through small daily acts — the
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You Make Your Own Future
Barack Obama

Speech at Wakefield High School

Arlington, Virginia

September 8, 2009

Hello, everybody! Thank you. Thank you everybody. Eve-
rybody go ahead and have a seat. How is everybody doing to-
day? I am here with students at Wakefield High School in Ar-
lington, Virginia. And we’ve got students tuning in from all
across America, from kindergarten through 12" grade. And I
am just so glad that all could join us today. And [ want to thank
Wakefield for being such an outstanding host. Give yourselves a
big round of applause.

I know that for many of you, today is the first day of
school. And for those of you in kindergarten, or starting middle
or high school, it’s your first day in a new school, so it’s under-
standable if you’re a little nervous. I imagine there are some
seniors out there who are feeling pretty good right now — with
just one more year to go. And no matter what grade you’re in,
some of you are probably wishing it were still summer and you
could’ve stayed in bed just a little bit longer this morning.

I know that feeling. When I was young, my family lived
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