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led a bus boycott in Montgomery and inspired
a nation with his dreams, he delivered a ser-
mon on what he called “the drum major in-
stinct,” a sermon that said we all have the de-
sire to be first, we all want to be at the front of
the line.

The great test of a life, Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., said, is to harness that instinct, to re-
direct it towards advancing the greater good,
toward changing a community and a country
for the better, toward doing the Lord’s work.

I sometimes think Dr. King must have had
Dorothy Height in mind when he gave that
speech. For Dorothy Height met the test.
Dorothy Height embodied that instinct. Doro-
thy Height was a drum major for justice, a
drum major for equality, a drum major for
freedom, a drum major for service. And the
lesson she would want us to leave with to-

day—a lesson she lived out each and every
day—is that we can all be first in service. We
can all be drum majors for a righteous cause.
So let us live out that lesson. Let us honor her
life by changing this country for the better as
long as we are blessed to live. May God bless
Dr. Dorothy Height and the Union that she
made more perfect.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:40 a.m. at
the Washington National Cathedral. In his re-
marks, he referred to Anthanette H. Aldridge,
sister of the late Ms. Height; political activist
Alfred C. Sharpton, Jr.; Benjamin T. Jealous,
president and chief executive officer, National
Association for the Advancement of Colored
People; and Marc H. Morial, president and
chief executive officer, National Urban
League.

Remarks Honoring the 2010 National and State Teachers of the Year
April 29, 2010

Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill

Good afternoon, everybody. Hello, every-
body. Please have a seat. Welcome to the
White House. Welcome to the Rose Garden.
This is an extraordinary occasion, a beautiful
day, appropriately so. So I hate to intrude on
it, but before we begin, I do want to speak
briefly to the American people about the re-
cent BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.

I’ve been receiving frequent briefings from
members of my Cabinet and White House
staff, including an update last night on the ad-
ditional breach and another update this morn-
ing. And while BP is ultimately responsible for
funding the cost of response and cleanup op-
erations, my administration will continue to
use every single available resource at our dis-
posal, including, potentially, the Department
of Defense, to address the incident.

Earlier today DHS Secretary Napolitano
announced that this incident is of national sig-
nificance, and the Department of Interior has
announced that they will be sending SWAT
teams to the Gulf to inspect all platforms and
rigs. And I have ordered the Secretaries of In-
terior and Homeland Security as well as Ad-

ministrator Lisa Jackson of the Environmental
Protection Agency to visit the site on Friday to
ensure that BP and the entire U.S. Govern-
ment is doing everything possible not just to
respond to this incident, but also to determine
its cause. And I’ve been in contact with all the
Governors of the States that may be affected
by this accident.

Now, earlier this week, Secretaries Napoli-
tano and Salazar laid out the next steps for a
thorough investigation into what precipitated
this event. I am sure there may be a few sci-
ence teachers here who have been following
this issue closely with their classes, and if you
guys have any suggestions, please let us know.
[Laughter]

Now, that’s the real reason why all of you
are here, because you are great teachers, en-
gaging your students in the world around you.
So I want to start by congratulating all of you
for your extraordinary achievement. We could
not be prouder. And I had occasion to meet
each and every one individually; you could not
ask for a better bunch. And it made me want
to go back to school. [Laughter] Maybe not
take the exams—[laughter]—but you could
just tell these are people who love their work.
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I want to acknowledge our wonderful Secre-
tary of Education, Arne Duncan, who is your
biggest booster, day in and day out, as well as
my good friend and a teacher herself, Dr. Jill
Biden, who is here. I also want to thank Senator
Harkin, Representative Boswell, and Dennis
Van Roekel, president of the National Educa-
tion Association, for their leadership and for
joining us here today.

So to all the award winners, congratulations.
We are thrilled to have you in what has been a
long tradition here at the White House. For
nearly six decades, through 12 Presidential ad-
ministrations, we’ve gathered here to honor
America’s teachers and to celebrate your contri-
bution to the life of our country. And we do this
because we recognize the role that you play in
sustaining our democracy, in creating the in-
formed citizenry and engaged leaders that we
need for our Government, a Government of
and by and for the people.

And we do this because you’re the key to our
success in the global economy, preparing our
kids to compete at a time when a nation’s most
valuable currency is the knowledge and skills of
its people. And we do this because the impact
you’ve had on all of our lives, pushing us, be-
lieving in us, insisting, sometimes despite all ev-
idence to the contrary, that we have potential
and that we have something worthy to contrib-
ute.

As President Kennedy once said: “Our prog-
ress as a nation can be no swifter than our prog-
ress in education. . . . The human mind is our
fundamental resource.” And it’s all of you who
we entrust every day with that resource and that
responsibility.

And that’s why as President, I’m committed
to doing every single thing that I can do to sup-
port your work, to create better standards and
assessments that you can use in your class-
rooms, to make critical investments in educa-
tion at every level, from early childhood educa-
tion through college, and to recruit and develop
and reward excellent teachers.

And it’s why, through our recovery efforts,
we’ve provided emergency aid that saved the
jobs of more than 400,000 teachers and other
education jobs and why I believe these efforts
must continue. I believe these efforts must con-

tinue as States face severe budget shortfalls that
put hundreds of thousands of jobs at risk. We
need and our children need our teachers in the
classroom. We need your passion and your pa-
tience, your skill and experience, your determi-
nation to reach every single child, the very qual-
ities that define this year’s Teacher of the Year,
Sarah Brown Wessling, from Johnston High
School in Johnston, Iowa. So congratulations,
Sarah.

Whether teaching basic writing to at-risk
freshmen or literary theory to Advanced Place-
ment seniors, Sarah writes, “I see a story in ev-
ery learner, unique and yearning to be read.”
That’s why she creates individualized podcasts
for each student with extensive feedback on
their papers, prompting one parent to report
that his own writing had improved just by lis-
tening to Sarah’s comments to her daugh-
ter—to his daughter. [Laughter]

Sarah also helped develop 15 new courses
this year alone, taking into account a wide array
of interests and learning styles. And her stu-
dents don’t just write five-paragraph essays, but
they write songs, public service announce-
ments, film storyboards, even grant proposals
for their own non-for-profit organizations.

One of her students reports that in Sarah’s
class, “No discussion was fruitless, no assign-
ment was pointless, and not one day was bor-
ing.” And I’m not sure I could have said that
when I was in school. [Laughter]

And all of this is in addition to her work men-
toring other teachers, organizing a statewide
teaching symposium, helping design Iowa’s
core curriculum, serving as president of the Io-
wa Council of Teachers of English, and much
more—slow down. [Laughter] Plus, she’s got
these three cute kids in front. [Laughter]

With Sarah as a teacher, good students have
become great students. Students who’d been
discouraged and disengaged have discovered a
passion for learning. And many of her students
have gone on to become teachers themselves,
one of the best tributes any teacher could ask
for.

In her application essay, Sarah wrote mov-
ingly about the achievements of several of her
students, describing the transformation of one
student as follows: “Instead of asking what, she
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asked why; instead of asking why, she asked
why not; instead of asking why not, she asked
what if.”

In honoring Sarah Brown Wessling and all
of you, we also honor all those teachers across
America who inspire students to ask what if,
who enrich their lives and their prospects ev-
ery single day.

But let’s be clear: I think all the teachers
here would agree with me, this is not the re-
sponsibility of teachers alone. Our teachers
can prepare the best lesson plans imaginable,
but you all can’t guarantee that your students
will show up ready to learn. You can be there
for them before school, after school, and dur-
ing lunch, but you can’t be there at night to
make sure those assignments get done or in
the morning to make sure they’re out of bed
and to school on time. You can give your stu-
dents all the encouragement in the world, but
you can’t give them the constant support and
unconditional love that they need to succeed.

All of that is our job as parents. So today,
even as we honor America’s teachers, let’s not
forget that we all have a responsibility to edu-
cate our children. It is not just the job of
schools, it’s not just the job of teachers, but it’s
the job of our parents, it’s the job of our com-
munities, our places of worship. The message

that we send in terms of our children being cu-
rious and active and aspiring for excellence,
that’s a job that all of us have to take on.

So let’s turn off the TV. Let’s put away the
video games. Let’s read to our kids once in a
while. Let’s make sure that homework is done
and that they get a good night’s sleep and a de-
cent breakfast. Let’s reach out to their teach-
ers and ask what we can do to help. Let’s be
partners with teachers to prepare our kids to
lead productive, fulfilling lives.

In the end, I think Sarah put it best when
she wrote, simply, “My greatest contributions
are my students.” That’s true of us as a society
as well, that our greatest contribution is what
we do for the next generation, the sacrifices
we make, the examples that we set, and all that
we do to give them opportunities that we nev-
er dreamed of. All of you have dedicated your
lives to that work, and for that, we honor you
and we thank you, today and every day. Con-
gratulations, everybody.

And it’s now my pleasure to introduce the
2010 Teacher of the Year, Sarah Brown
Wessling, and invite her to say a few words.
But first I’m going to give her the apple.

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:54 p.m. in the
Rose Garden at the White House.

Statement on Congressional Action on Campaign Finance Legislation
April 29, 2010

I welcome the introduction of this strong bi-
partisan legislation to control the flood of spe-
cial interest money into America’s elections.
Powerful special interests and their lobbyists
should not be able to drown out the voices of
the American people. Yet they work ceaseless-
ly toward that goal. They claim the protection
of the Constitution in extending this power,
and they exploit every loophole in the law to
escape limits on their activities. The legislation
introduced today would establish the toughest
ever disclosure requirements for election-re-
lated spending by big oil corporations, Wall
Street, and other special interests so the
American people can follow the money and
see clearly which special interests are funding
political campaign activity and trying to buy

representation in our Government. I have long
believed that sunlight is the best disinfectant,
and this legislation will shine an unprecedent-
ed light on corporate spending in political
campaigns. This bill will also prohibit foreign
entities from manipulating the outcomes of
American elections and help close other spe-
cial interest loopholes.

I hope that Congress will give this legisla-
tion the swift consideration it deserves, which
is especially urgent now in the aftermath of
the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision.
Passing the legislation is a critical step in re-
storing our Government to its rightful owners,
the American people.

NOTE: The statement referred to H.R. 5175.
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