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pride to confront the many challenges that we
still face. But to all of you here tonight, we are
joyful that you could join us. And please have a
little bit of fun. All right?

Thank you very much, everybody.

NOTE: The President spoke at 8:03 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his re-
marks, he referred to Usama bin Laden, leader
of the Al Qaida terrorist organization, who was
killed in a U.S. Navy SEALs counterterrorism
operation in Abbottabad, Pakistan, on May 1. 

Remarks Honoring the 2011 National and State Teachers of the Year
May 3, 2011

The President.  Thank you, everybody. Please,
have a seat. Please, have a seat.

What a beautiful day, a wonderful day to
celebrate teachers and teaching. I am honored
to welcome this group of outstanding teachers
behind me to the White House. They are the
best of the best. And even though we can never
really thank teachers enough, today is a chance
to offer them a small token of our appreciation
for the difference they make in the lives of our
children and the future of our country.

I want to start by acknowledging somebody
who I think will end up being one of the great-
est Secretaries of Education we’ve ever had,
who could not be more passionate about mak-
ing sure that our young people get a great start
in life, and that’s Arne Duncan. Give him a big
round of applause. 

I am very proud that we’ve got some won-
derful Members of Congress who are here
from the great State of Maryland, who I think
are pretty proud of you. [Laughter]

As I’ve said before, it’s not just the winners
of the Super Bowl who deserve to be celebrat-
ed. And that’s why I also want to welcome the
teams from the National Science Bowl who are
here with us today. Where are they? There you
are, right back there. Good to see you. Secre-
tary Chu told me that you all did a great job
this year. So congratulations.

And finally, I want to congratulate our State
and national Teachers of the Year.

Now, I’m not sure if you can tell, but it’s
been a while since I was in school. [Laughter] I
haven’t had to ask for a hall pass in a few years.
I think it is important to note—this is off script,
but the Teacher of the Year from Ha-
waii—where is she?—wave—teaches at the
first school I ever went to, Noelani School up

in Manoa in Hawaii. So I thought that was
pretty cool. [Laughter] I went there in first
grade. [Laughter] It’s a wonderful school. 

But even after all this time, I still remember
the special teachers that touched my life. And
we all do. We remember the way they chal-
lenged us, the way they made us feel, how they
pushed us, the encouragement that they gave
us, the values that they taught us, the way they
helped us to understand the world and analyze
it and ask questions. They helped us become
the people that we are today.

For me, one of those people was my fifth
grade teacher, Ms. Mabel Hefty. When I
walked into Ms. Hefty’s classroom for the first
time, I was a new kid who had been living
overseas for a few years, had a funny name no-
body could pronounce. But she didn’t let me
withdraw into myself. She helped me believe
that I had something special to say. She made
me feel special. She reinforced the sense of
empathy and thoughtfulness that my mother
and my grandparents had tried hard to instill in
me, and that’s a lesson that I still carry with me
as President.

Ms. Hefty is no longer with us, but I often
think about her and how much of a difference
she made in my life. And everybody’s got a sto-
ry like that, about that teacher who made the
extra effort to shape our lives in important
ways.

What people, I think, don’t realize is just
how much work and how much sacrifice it
takes to make that connection. My sister is a
teacher, and so I’ve had the occasion of just
watching her preparing lesson plans and then
going out of their—her way to call that student
who she thinks has potential but is slipping
away, and working with parents who maybe
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don’t know how to support their kids. And it’s
tiring work, but how incredibly gratifying it
must be.

Because in the end, the most effective
teachers are the ones who are constantly striv-
ing to get better and help their students get
better: those teachers who stay up late grading
papers; the teachers who give up their after-
noons and free periods to give that student a
little bit of extra one-on-one help and spend
evenings and weekends developing lesson
plans and activities that don’t just teach the
material, but make it come alive; and the
teachers who see the potential in students even
when the students themselves don’t see that
potential.

And the teacher standing next to me, Mi-
chelle Shearer, I think, is an example of that
kind of teacher. Michelle teaches AP chemistry
at Urbana High School in Maryland. Before
that, she taught chemistry and math at the
Maryland School for the Deaf. That’s, in fact,
how I just learned she got into teaching, was ini-
tially volunteering, working with deaf students. 

Michelle’s specialty is taking students who
are normally underrepresented in sci-
ence—minorities, women, students with dis-
abilities, even students who say equations and
formulas are just not their thing—and helping
them discover the scientist within.

At the Maryland School for the Deaf,
AP—Michelle taught AP chemistry for the first
time in the school’s 135-year history, explain-
ing concepts like kinetics and electrochemistry
using only her hands. When she suggested her
students also sign up for AP calculus, she was
met with some questioning looks. “Why?” one
student asked. And she said, “Because you
can,” she signed back. And for the next 2 years,
she spent her planning period teaching calcu-
lus, probability, and statistics to students who
never would have had the opportunity to take
those classes otherwise.

When Michelle moved to Urbana in 2006,
11 students were enrolled in AP chemistry.
This year, there are 92. Some of her former
students have gone on to become science and
math teachers themselves, applying the tech-
niques they learned in the classroom to make a

tough subject manageable and fun. One stu-
dent wrote, “You have not only shown me how
to be the best chemistry student I can be, but
also the best person I can be.”

I should also mention, by the way, that Mi-
chelle’s husband is an AP physics teacher and
her dad and mom, who are here, your dad
taught——

Michelle M. Shearer. Chemistry. He was a
chemist.

The President. ——chemistry. He was a
chemist. So—and her mom was a music teach-
er. So she had a little bit of a jump on this
whole teaching thing—[laughter]—and this
whole science thing. But what an incredible
testament when a student tells you not only
you made chemistry interesting, but you made
them a better person. 

America will only be as strong in this centu-
ry as the education that we provide our stu-
dents. And at a time when our success as a na-
tion depends on our ability to outeducate other
countries, we desperately need more Michelles
out there. 

And that’s why we’ve set a goal of preparing
100,000 new teachers in the fields of science,
technology, engineering, and math over the
next decade, fields that will give students the
skills they need to compete with their peers
anywhere in the world. And to help those
teachers succeed, I’ve called on Congress to
move quickly to fix No Child Left Behind in a
way that makes it less punitive, more focused,
more flexible. That means doing a better job of
preparing teachers, doing a better job of mea-
suring their success in the classroom, helping
them improve in providing professional devel-
opment, and then holding them accountable.
Because if we truly believe in the importance
of teachers, then we’ve got to help teachers be-
come more effective.

In the words of one of my favorite poets,
William Butler Yeats, “Education is not the fill-
ing of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.” The
teachers here today and thousands like them
are surrounded every day by young people who
will shape our future. But it takes a special per-
son to recognize that. It takes a special person
to light that fire, to raise our children’s
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expectations for themselves, and never give up
on them no matter how challenging it might
be. 

All of us are here because at some point,
somebody did that for us. And so today we are
honored to recognize these outstanding men
and women and all the teachers like them who
have always had—and will continue to
have—such an important impact on our lives. 

So with that, I would like to present Mi-
chelle with her apple.

[At this point, the President presented the
Teacher of the Year award to Ms. Shearer, who
then made brief remarks.]

The President. The—[applause]—I think
you can see why Michelle is Teacher of the

Year. I think I’m going to send her up to Con-
gress to give them a pep talk. [Laughter]

Thank you, everybody. This ends the cere-
mony, but again, we are so grateful to Mi-
chelle, but we are also grateful to all the
Teachers of the Year. Give them one more big
round of applause. 

Thank you. God bless you. God bless the
United States of America.

NOTE: The President spoke at 11:58 a.m. in
the Rose Garden at the White House. In his
remarks, he referred to Sens. Barbara A. Mi-
kulski and Benjamin L. Cardin; Kristen Brum-
mel, teacher, Noelani Elementary School in
Honolulu, HI; and George Shearer, husband,
Phillip Meredith, father, and Beverly Mere-
dith, mother, of Michelle M. Shearer. He also
referred to his sister Maya Soetoro-Ng.

Statement on World Press Freedom Day
May 3, 2011

On this World Press Freedom Day, the
United States joins with people around the
world in reaffirming the fundamental free-
doms of expression, assembly, and association
that provide the foundation for media to oper-
ate freely and keep citizens informed. We re-
dedicate ourselves to the basic principle en-
shrined in the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights that every person has the right “to
seek, receive, and impart information and
ideas through any media and regardless of
frontiers.” And we recognize the courageous
journalists who work every day to give meaning
to these rights, often at great risk to their lives,
as we have seen most recently with the tragic
deaths of journalists in Libya.

Governments have an obligation to protect
these rights and freedoms. Yet this year alone,
at least 16 journalists have already been killed
and more than 145 remain imprisoned around
the world, simply for daring to report the truth.
Dozens of countries continue to stand in the
way of a free press. This includes recent crack-
downs on the independent press in Bahrain,
threats against and arrests of domestic and for-

eign journalists in China, political persecution
of independent journalists and bloggers in
Iran, arrests and detention of international
journalists in Syria, and the Government take-
over of independent media outlets in Venezue-
la. Countries such as Belarus, Burma, Cuba,
Eritrea, Libya, North Korea, Turkmenistan,
and Uzbekistan also continue to be notoriously
repressive of press freedoms. Freedom of ex-
pression is also under attack through criminal
violence and impunity in countries like Mexi-
co, Honduras, and Russia.

As we witnessed in the historic events in Tu-
nisia and Egypt, new media tools can also help
empower citizens exercise their freedoms of
speech and association, yet these same 21st-
century tools can be used to filter, block, and
restrict free expression. That is why we must
always stand up for the free flow of information
around the world.

History shows that one of the ingredients of
successful, prosperous, and stable societies is a
free press where citizens can freely access in-
formation and hold their governments account-
able. On this World Press Freedom Day, we
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