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When I was young, my family lived overseas. I lived in Indonesia for a few years. And
my mother, she didn’t have the money to send me where all the American kids went to
school, but she thought it was important for me to keep up with an American education. So
she decided to teach me extra lessons herself, Monday through Friday. But because she had

to go to work, the only time she could do it was at 4;30 in the morning.
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Now, as you might imagine, I wasn’t too happy about getting up that early. And a lot
of times, I'd fall asleep right there at the kitchen table. But whenever I'd complain, my
mother would just give me one of those looks and she’d say, “This is no picnic for me either,
buster. ” ig%

So I know that some of you are still adjusting' to being back at school. But I’'m here
today because I have something important to discuss with you. I'm here because I want to
talk with you about your education and what’s expected of all of you in this new school year.

Now, I've given a lot of speeches about education. And I've talked about responsibility
a lot. TR

I've talked about teachers’ responsibility for inspiring” students and pushing you to learn.

I've talked about your parents’ responsibility for making sure you stay on track’, and
you get your homework done, and don’t spend every wakin[% Eougin front of the TV or with
the Xbox. ? v

I’ve talked a lot about your government’s responsibility for setting high standards, and
supporting teachers and principals’, and turning around schools that aren’t working, where
students aren’t getting the opportunities that they deserve.

But at the end of the day, we can have the most dedicated teachers, the most
supportive’ parents, the best schools in the world — and none of it will make a difference’ ,
none of it will matter unless all of you fulfill your responsibilities, unless you show up to

those schools, unless you pay attention to those teachers, unless you listen to your parents
and grandparents and other adults and put in the hard work it takes to succeed. That’s what I
want to focus on today: the responsibility each of you has for your education.

I want to start with the responsibility you have to yourself. Every single one of you has
something that you’re good at. Every single one of you has something to offer. And you
have a responsibility to yourself to discgw?r_ what that is. That’s the opportunity an education
can provide.

Maybe you could be a great writer — maybe even good enough to write a book or
articles in a newspaper — but you might not know it until you write that English paper — that
English class paper that’s assigned’ to you. Maybe you could be an innovator or an inventor
— maybe even good enough to come up with® the next iPhone or the new medicine or
vaccine — but you might not know it until you do your project for your science class. Maybe
you could be a mayor or a senator or a Supreme Court justice — but you might not know that
until you join student government or the debate team.

And no matter what you want to do with your life, I guarantee’ that you’ll need an

education to do it. You want to be a doctor, or a teacher, or a police officer? You want to

«Qa
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be a nurse or an architect, a lawyer or a member of our military? You’re going to need a
good education for every single one of those careers. You cannot drop out of school and just
drop into a good job. You’ve got to train for it and work for it and learn for it.

And this isn’t just important for your own life and your own future. What you make of
your education will decide nothing less than the future of this country. The future of America
depends on you. What you’re learning in school today will determine whether we as a nation
can meet our greatest challenges in the future.

You’ll need the knowledge and problem-solving skills you learn in science and math to
cure diseases like cancer and AIDS, and to develop new energy technologies and protect our

environment. You’ll need the insights"

and critical-thinking skills you gain in history and
social studies to fight poverty and homelessness, crime and discrimination, and make our
nation more fair and more free. You’ll need the creativity and ingenuity'' you develop in all
your classes to build new companies that will create new jobs and boost our economy.

We need every single one of you to develop your talents and your skills and your
intellect so you can help us old folks solve our most difficult problems. If you don’t do that
— if you quit on school — you're not just quitting on yourself, you’re quitting on your
country. )

Now, I know it’s not always easy to do well in school. I know a lot of you have
challenges in your lives right now that can make it hard to focus on your schoolwork.

I get it. I know what it’s like. My father left my family when I was two years old, and
I was raised by a single mom who had to work and who struggled at times to pay the bills and
wasn’t always able to give us the things that other kids had. There were times when I missed
having a father in my life. There were times when I was lonely and I felt like I didn’t fit in".

So I wasn’t always as focused as I should have been ‘on school, and I did some things
I’'m not proud of, and I got in more trouble than I should have. And my life could have
easily taken a turn for the worse.

But I was — I was lucky. I got a lot of second chances, and I had the opportunity to go
to college and law school and follow my dreams. My wife, our First Lady Michelle Obama,
she has a similar story. Neither of her parents had gone to college, and they didn’t have a lot
of money. But they worked hard, and she worked hard, so that she could go to the best
schools in this country.

Some of you might not have those advantages. Maybe you don’t have adults in your life
who give you the support that you need. Maybe someone in your family has lost their job and
there’s not enough money to go around. Maybe you live in a neighborhood where you don’t

feel safe, or have friends who are pressuring you to do things you know aren’t right.



X ¥ ¥EAN A ik

But at the end of the day, the circumstances of your life — what you look like, where
you come from, how much money you have, what you’ve got going on at home — none of
that is an excuse for neglecting your homework or having a bad attitude in school. That’s no
excuse for talking back to your teacher, or cutting class, or dropping out of school. There is
no excuse for not trying.

Where you are right now doesn’t have to determine where you’ll end up. No one’s
written your destiny'’ for you, because here in America, you write your own destiny, you
make your own future.

That’s what young people like you are doing every day, all across America.
Note

1. adjust to change something slightly, especially to make it more correct, effective,
or suitable &%, &
As a teacher, you have to adjust your methods to suit the needs of slower children.
VBN — 24 B, AR A8 BE 240 T 12 R AR e A AR BB I T I T 2
2. inspire to make someone feel that they want to do something and can do it il , 5%
i3
His confident leadership inspired his followers.
AR B 15 6 T XSRSl Tl 3 B
3. on track making progress and likely to succeed & i3 ; fEFHL I
They’re on track to make record profits. {74 RIS 7 i o
4. principal teacher who is in charge of a school
5. supportive showing agreement and giving encouragement 37331 ; LI ; HH 19
Children with supportive parents often do better at school than those without.
W2 B ACEESE Al % T AE AR R I EU AR L A5 B A B e ol A 7% T B 47 .
6. make a difference to have an effect on somebody / something £ 540 ; 42 ( ) {
H
But I do know what factors will make a difference.
{ERFNE A HERTLARER
7. assign to give a particular job or piece of work to someone 4}t ; 43K ; FSUR
The case has been assigned to our most senior officer.
AR EIRIRATA 5 o B 0 B R AL
8. come up with to suggest or think of an idea or plan A8, $2H ( &I

She’s come up with an amazing scheme to double her income.
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hib A8 — MR AR RIRAE B 2 BB A RIS .
9. guarantee to promise that something will happen or exist {#iF ; $H{F ; fRfE
European Airlines guarantees its customers top-quality service.
BRI 25 2 R AR IE A e 2 S (AL B A A 55
10. insight (the ability to have) a clear, deep and sometimes sudden understanding of
a complicated problem or situation j[f % 17 ; %R Z)| WL fi#
It was an interesting book, full of fascinating insights into human relationships.
XRE—AHBE A, FEW T XA PR R 203 5 0L
11. ingenuity someone’s ability to think of clever new ways of doing something .[» R
FI5; RE L e
Drug smugglers constantly use their ingenuity to find new ways of getting drugs into
a country. FEEMRATERLU AN T HRESEE R M B EHH
12. fitin to feel that you belong to a particular group and are accepted by them 475
K ; 38 L
It’s no surprise she’s leaving — she never really fitted in.
I BB T ——3X — AR TSN, B A it MOR R B IE R AL
13. destiny the things that will happen in the future Fiji&, iz

BHEFXL

/NI AR A TG FEME AN, RAEED B R P AL T JUAE . FRADISWERIX TR b H At 3% =
BT E AR B AR Z R HE . B, e N — B H AR b
PRo EJEP iR B B, BT LA (8] R BRI /R A

PRITAT AR, A E A BV 2 Rl IEE ok . 1R 25, RkiX A7E 5 5 #5735
WER T o IR, 115 B2 MR — B R EEF R /DR, R BRI
"

FI LA, 3 AT AR ARATH B9 20 AR T 7 2 0 75 B it )R P FE BT, {H A K IR Uk
X B BN THARITIR — L ERA N . REFIRITTR RIS AWEE , URTE
B4 B AR G et 4

AU VF 22 K T HA DA, L H W RE " 5HE" XA

IR BT BN TA SRR URAT, BARRNT# T

KRB R RNAFER EIRITANEE S GERAE L, AR R R E B a Tk
tlo

AR IR BT BN A FTEBE Rbn i , B I AR T A , B e 2%
BB ABINA B2 T LB BR
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The Fringe Benefits of Failure
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Passage 2 The Fringe Benefits of Failure

I was convinced' that the only thing I wanted to do, ever, was to write novels.
However, my parents, both of whom came from impoverished® backgrounds and neither of
whom had been to college, took the view that my overactive imagination was an amusing
personal quirk that could never pay a mortgage, or secure a pension.

They had hoped that I would take a vocational degree; I wanted to study English
Literature. A compromise’ was reached that in retrospect’ satisfied nobody, and I went up to
study Modern Languages. Hardly had my parents’ car rounded the corner at the end of the
road than I ditched German and scuttled off down the Classics’ corridor.

I cannot remember telling my parents that I was studying Classics; they might well have
found out for the first time on graduation day. Of all the subjects on this planet, I think they
would have been hard put to name one less useful than Greek Mythology when it came to
securing the keys to an executive bathroom.

I would like to make it clear, in parenthesis, that I do not blame my parents for their
point of view. There is an expiry’ date on blaming your parents for steering you in the wrong
direction; the moment you are old enough to take the wheel, responsibility lies with you.
What is more, I cannot criticize my parents for hoping that I would never experience
poverty. They had been poor themselves, and I have since been poor, and I quite agree with
them that it is not an ennobling’ experience. Poverty entails’ fear and stress, and sometimes
depression ; it means a thousand petty humiliations and hardships. Climbing out of poverty by
your own efforts, that is indeed something on which to pride yourself, but poverty itself is
romanticized only by fools.

What I feared most for myself at your age was not poverty, but failure.

At your age, in spite of a distinet® lack of motivation’ at university, where I had spent
far too long in the coffee bar writing stories, and far too little time at lectures, I had a
knack'" for passing examinations, and that, for years, had been the measure of success in my
life and that of my peers.

I am not dull enough to suppose that because you are young, gifted and well-educated ,
you have never known hardship or heartbreak. Talent and intelligence never yet inoculated"'
anyone against the caprice'” of the fates, and I do not for a moment suppose that everyone
here has enjoyed an existence of unruffled privilege and contentment.

However, the fact that you are graduating from Harvard suggests that you are not very
well-acquainted'* with failure. You might be driven by a fear of failure quite as much as a
desire for success. Indeed, your conception of failure might not be too far from the average
person’s idea of success, so high have you already flown.

Ultimately, we all have to decide for ourselves what constitutes failure, but the world is

D «
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quite eager to give you a set of criteria if you let it. So I think it fair to say that by any
conventional measure, a mere seven years after my graduation day, I had failed on an
epic scale'. An exceptionally short-lived marriage had imploded" , and I was jobless, a lone
parent, and as poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without being homeless. The
fears my parents had had for me, and that I had had for myself, had both come to pass, and
by every usual standard, I was the biggest failure I knew.

Now, I am not going to stand here and tell you that failure is fun. That period of my life
was a dark one, and I had no idea that there was going to be what the press has since
represented as a kind of fairy tale resolution. I had no idea then how far the tunnel
extended, and for a long time, any light at the end of it was a hope rather than a reality.

So why do I talk about the benefits of failure? Simply because failure meant a stripping
away of the inessential. I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other than what 1
was, and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that mattered to me. Had
I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found the determination to succeed in
the one arena where I believed I truly belonged. I was set free, because my greatest fear had
been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had a daughter whom I adored, and I had an
old typewriter and a big idea. And so rock bottom became the solid foundation on which I
rebuilt my life.

You might never fail on the scale I did, but some failure in life is inevitable'". It is
impossible to live without failing at something, unless you live so cautiously that you might
as well not have lived at all — in which case, you fail by default".

Failure gave me an inner security that I had never attained by passing examinations.
Failure taught me things about myself that I could have learned no other way. I discovered
that I had a strong will, and more discipline than I had suspected; I also found out that I had
friends whose value was truly above the price of rubies.

The knowledge that you have emerged'’ wiser and stronger from setbacks means that you
are, ever after, secure in your ability to survive. You will never truly know yourself, or the
strength of your relationships, until both have been tested by adversity”. Such knowledge is
a true gift, for all that it is painfully won, and it has been worth more than any qualification®'
I ever earned.

So given a Time Turner, I would tell my 21-year-old self that personal happiness lies in
knowing that life is not a check-list of acquisition or achievement. Your qualifications, your
CV, are not your life, though you will meet many people of my age and older who confuse
the two. Life is difficult, and complicated, and beyond anyone’s total control and the
humility to know that will enable you to survive its vicissitudes™ .
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