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The President’s Weekly Address
June 7, 2014

Hi, everybody. This is commencement sea-
son, a time for graduates and their families to
celebrate one of the greatest achievements of a
young person’s life. But for many graduates, it
also means feeling trapped by a whole lot of
student loan debt. And we’ve got to do more to
lift that burden.

See, in a 21st-century economy, the surest
pathway into the middle class is some form of
higher education. The unemployment rate for
workers with a bachelor’s degree is just 3.3
percent, about half what it is for high school
graduates. A typical graduate of a 4-year col-
lege earns $15,000 more per year than some-
one with just a high school diploma.

But at a time when college has never been
more important, it’s also never been more ex-
pensive. That’s why, since I took office, I’ve
worked to make college more affordable. We
reformed a student loan system that gave away
billions of taxpayer dollars to big banks and in-
vested that money where it makes a bigger
bang: in helping more young people afford a
higher education.

But over the past three decades, the average
tuition at a public 4-year college has more than
tripled. The average undergraduate student
who borrows for college now graduates owing
almost $30,000. And I’ve heard from too many
young people who are frustrated that they’ve
done everything they were supposed to do and
now they’re paying the price.

I’ve taken action on my own to offer millions
of students the opportunity to cap their month-
ly student loan payments to 10 percent of their
income. But Congress needs to do its part. The

good news is that Senate Democrats are work-
ing on a bill that would help more young peo-
ple save money. Just like you can refinance
your mortgage at a lower interest rate, this bill
would let you refinance your student loans.
And we’d pay for it by closing loopholes that al-
low some millionaires to pay a lower tax rate
than the middle class.

That’s the choice that your representatives
in Congress will make in the coming weeks:
protect young people from crushing debt or
protect tax breaks for millionaires. And while
Congress decides what it’s going to do, I will
keep doing whatever I can without Congress to
help responsible young people pay off their
loans, including new action I will take this
week.

This country has always made a commit-
ment to put a good education within the reach
of all who are willing to work for it. That’s what
made us an economic superpower. That’s what
makes us special. And as long as I hold this of-
fice, I’ll keep fighting to give more young peo-
ple the chance to earn their own piece of the
American Dream. 

Thanks, and have a great weekend.

NOTE: The address was recorded at approxi-
mately 3:55 p.m. on May 30 in the 6th floor con-
ference room at the Children’s National Medi-
cal Center’s Sheikh Zayed Institute for Pediatric
Surgical Innovation for broadcast on June 7.
The transcript was made available by the Office
of the Press Secretary on June 6, but was em-
bargoed for release until 6 a.m. on June 7. 

Remarks on Signing a Memorandum on Helping Struggling Federal Student
Loan Borrowers Manage Their Debt
June 9, 2014

Thank you. Everybody, have a seat. Welcome
to the White House. [Laughter] And I want to
thank Andy for the terrific introduction. And this
is commencement season, and it’s always a hope-

ful and exciting time, and I’ll bet we might have
some folks who just graduated here today. Raise
your hands. Let’s see—yes, we’ve got a couple of
folks who are feeling pretty good. [Laughter]
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Of course, once the glow wears off, this can
be a stressful time for millions of students. And
they’re asking themselves, how on Earth am I
going to pay off all these student loans? And
that’s what we’re here to talk about. And Andy,
I think, gave a vivid example of what’s going
through the minds of so many young people
who have the drive and the energy and have
succeeded in everything that they do, but be-
cause of family circumstances, have found
themselves in a situation where they’ve got sig-
nificant debt.

Now, we know—all of you know—that in a
21st-century economy, a higher education is
the single best investment that you can make in
yourselves and your future, and we’ve got to
make sure that investment pays off.

And here’s why. For 51 months in a row, our
businesses have now created new jobs, 9.4 mil-
lion new jobs in total. And over the last year,
we’ve averaged around 200,000 new jobs every
month. That’s the good news. But while those
at the top are doing better than ever, average
wages have barely budged. And there are too
many Americans out there that are working
harder and harder just to get by.

Everything I do is aimed towards reversing
those trends that put a greater burden on the
middle class and are diminishing the number
of ladders to get into the middle class, because
the central tenet of my Presidency, partly be-
cause of the story of my life and Michelle’s life,
is, this is a country where opportunity should
be available for anybody: the idea that no mat-
ter who you are, what you look like, where you
come from, how you were raised, who you
love, if you’re willing to work hard, if you’re
willing to live up to your responsibilities, you
can make it here in America.

And in America, higher education opens the
doors of opportunity for all. And it doesn’t have
to be a 4-year college education. We’ve got
community colleges, we’ve got technical
schools, but we know that some higher educa-
tion—some additional skills—is going to be
your surest path to the middle class. The typi-
cal American with a bachelor’s degree or high-
er earns over $28,000 more per year than
somebody with just a high school education—

28 grand a year. And right now the unemploy-
ment rate for workers with a bachelor degree is
about half of what it is for folks with just a high
school education.

So you know that this is a smart investment.
Your parents know this is a smart investment.
That’s why so many of them made such big
sacrifices to make sure that you could get into
college and nagged—[laughter]—you through-
out your high school years. [Laughter]

Here’s the problem: At a time when higher
education’s never been more important, it’s al-
so never been more expensive. Over the last
three decades, the average tuition at a public
university has more than tripled at the same
time that the typical family’s income has gone
up just 16 percent.

Michelle and I both went to college because
of loans and grants and the work that we did.
But I’ll be honest with you—now, I’m old, I’ve
got to admit—[laughter]—but when I got out
of school, it took me about a year to pay off my
entire undergraduate education. That was it.
And I went to a private school; I didn’t even go
to a public school. So as recently as the seven-
ties, the eighties, when you made a commit-
ment to college, you weren’t anticipating that
you’d have this massive debt on the back end.

Now, when I went to law school, it was a dif-
ferent story. But that made sense because the
idea was, if you got a professional degree like a
law degree, you would probably be able to pay it
off. And so I didn’t feel sorry for myself or any
lawyers who took on law school debt. [Laughter]

But compare that experience just half a gen-
eration, a generation ago, to what kids are go-
ing through now. These rising costs have let
the middle—have left middle class families
feeling trapped. Let’s be honest: Families at
the top, they can easily save more than enough
money to pay for school out of pocket. Fami-
lies at the bottom face a lot of obstacles, but
they can turn to Federal programs designed to
help them handle costs. But you’ve got a lot of
middle class families who can’t build up
enough savings, don’t qualify for support, feel
like nobody is looking out for them. And as An-
dy just described vividly, heaven forbid that
the equity in their home gets used up for some
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other family emergency or, as we saw in 2008,
suddenly, home values sink, and then people
feel like they’re left in the lurch.

So I’m only here because this country gave
me a chance through education. We are here
today because we believe that in America, no
hard-working young person should be priced
out of a higher education.

This country has always made a commit-
ment to put a good education within the reach
of young people willing to work for it. I men-
tioned my generation, but think about my
grandfather’s generation. I just came back
from Normandy, where we celebrated D-day.
When that generation of young people came
back from World War II, at least the men, my
grandfather was able to go to college on the GI
bill. And that helped build the greatest middle
class the world has ever known.

Grants helped my mother raise two kids by
herself while she got through school. And she
didn’t have $75,000 worth of debt, and she was
raising two kids at the same time. Neither Mi-
chelle or I came from a lot of money, but with
hard work and help from scholarships and stu-
dent loans, we got to go to great schools. We
did not have this kind of burden that we’re see-
ing, at least at the undergraduate stages. As I
said, because of law school, we only finished
paying off our own student loans just 10 years
ago. So we know what many of you are going
through or look forward to—or don’t look for-
ward to. [Laughter] We—and we were doing it
at the same time we already had to start saving
for Malia and Sasha’s education.

But this is why I feel so strongly about this.
This is why I’m passionate about it. That’s why
we took on a student loan system that basically
gave away tens of billions of taxpayer dollars to
big banks. We said, let’s cut out the middle
man. Banks should be making a profit on what
they do, but not off the backs of students. We
reformed it; more money went directly to stu-
dents. We expanded grants for low-income stu-
dents through the Pell grant program. We cre-
ated a new tuition tax credit for middle class
families. We offered millions of young people
the chance to cap their student loan payments
at 10 percent of their income; that’s what Andy

was referring to. Michelle right now is working
with students to help them “Reach Higher”
and overcome the obstacles that stand between
them and graduation. This is something we are
deeply invested in.

But as long as college costs keep soaring, we
can’t just keep throwing money at the problem.
We’re going to have to initiate reforms from
the colleges themselves. States have to invest
more in higher education. Historically, the rea-
son we had such a great public education sys-
tem—public higher education system—was,
States understood we will benefit if we invest
in higher education. And somewhere along the
line, they started thinking, we’ve got to invest
more in prisons than we do in higher educa-
tion. And part of the reason that tuition has
been jacked up year after year after year is
State legislatures are not prioritizing this.
They’re passing the costs onto taxpayers. It’s
not sustainable.

So that’s why I laid out a plan to shake up
our higher education system and encourage
colleges to finally bring down college costs.
And I proposed new rules to make sure for-
profit colleges keep their promises and train
students with the skills for today’s jobs without
saddling them with debt. Too many of these
for-profit colleges—some do a fine job, but
many of them recruit kids in, the kids don’t
graduate, but they’re left with the debt. And if
they do graduate, too often, they don’t have the
marketable skills they need to get the job that
allows them to service the debt.

None of these fights have been easy. All of
them have been worth it. You’ve got some out-
standing Members of Congress right here who
have been fighting right alongside us to make
sure that we are giving you a fair shake. And
the good news is, more young people are earn-
ing college degrees than ever before. And
that’s something we should be proud of, and
that’s something we should celebrate.

But more of them are graduating with debt.
Despite everything we’re doing, we’re still see-
ing too big a debt load on too many young peo-
ple. A large majority of today’s college seniors
have taken out loans to pay for school. The av-
erage borrower at a 4-year college owes nearly
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$30,000 by graduation day. Americans now
owe more on student loans than they do on
credit cards. And the outrage here is that
they’re just doing what they’ve been told
they’re supposed to do. I can’t tell you how
many letters I get from people who say, I did
everything I was supposed to, and now I’m
finding myself in a situation where I’ve got
debts I can’t pay off, and I want to pay them
off, and I’m working really hard, but I just can’t
make ends meet.

If somebody plays by the rules, they
shouldn’t be punished for it. A young woman
named Ashley, in Santa Fe, wrote me a letter a
few months ago. And Ashley wanted me to
know that she’s young, she’s ambitious, she’s
proud of the degree she earned. And she said,
“I am the future”—she put “am” in capital let-
ters so that I’d know she means business.
[Laughter] And she told me that because of
her student loan debt, she’s worried she’ll nev-
er be able to buy a car or a house. She wrote,
“I’m not even 30, and I’ve given up on my fu-
ture because I can’t afford to have one.” Now,
I wrote her back and said it’s a little early at—
in your twenties to give up. [Laughter] So I’m
sure Ashley was trying to make a point, but it’s
a point that all of us need to pay attention to.
In America, no young person who works hard
and plays by the rules should feel that way.

Now, I’ve made it clear that I want to work
with Congress on this issue. Unfortunately, a
generation of young people can’t afford to wait
for Congress to get going. The Members of
Congress who are here are working very hard
and putting forward legislation to try to make
this stuff happen, but they have not gotten
some of the support that they need. In this
year of action, wherever I’ve seen ways I can
act on my own to expand opportunity to more
Americans, I have. And today I’m going to take
three actions to help more young people pay
off their student loan debt.

Number one, I’m directing our Secretary of
Education, Arne Duncan, to give more Ameri-
cans who are already making their loan pay-
ments a chance to cap those payments at 10
percent of their income. We call it Pay As You
Earn. We know it works, because we’ve al-

ready offered it to millions of young people.
It’s saving folks like Andy hundreds of dollars,
potentially, every month. It’s giving graduates
the opportunity to pursue the dreams that in-
spired them to go to school in the first place,
and that’s good for everybody. And we want
more young people to start their own business-
es. We want more young people becoming
teachers and nurses and social workers. We
want young people to be in a position to pursue
their dreams. And we want more young people
who act responsibly to be able to manage their
debt over time. So we’re announcing steps that
will open up Pay As You Earn to nearly 5 mil-
lion more Americans. That’s the first action
we’re taking today.

The second action is to renegotiate contracts
with private companies like Sallie Mae that
service our student loans. And we’re going to
make it clear that these companies are in the
business of helping students, not just collecting
payments, and they owe young people the cus-
tomer service and support and financial flexi-
bility that they deserve. That’s number two.

Number three, we’re doing more to help ev-
ery borrower know all the options that are out
there so that they can pick the one that’s right
for them. So we’re going to work with the
teachers’ associations and the nurses’ associa-
tions, with business groups, with the YMCA
and nonprofits, and companies like TurboTax
and H&R Block. And tomorrow I’m going to
do a student loan Q&A with Tumblr to help
spread the word. [Laughter] You’re laughing
because you think, what does he know about
Tumblr? [Laughter] But you will recall that I
have two teenage daughters, so that I am hip to
all these things. [Laughter] Plus, I have all
these 20-somethings who are working for me
all the time. [Laughter]

But to give even more student borrowers
the chance to save money requires action from
Congress. I’m going to be signing this Execu-
tive order. It’s going to make progress, but not
enough. We need more. We’ve got to have
Congress to make some progress. Now, the
good news is, as I said, there are some folks in
Congress who want to do it. There are folks
here like Jim Clyburn, John Tierney, who are

235-807_text_.pdf   697 6/18/19   7:54 AM



June 9 / Administration of Barack Obama, 2014

684

helping lead this fight in the House. We’ve got
Elizabeth Warren, who’s leading this fight in
the Senate. Elizabeth has written a bill that
would let students refinance their loans at to-
day’s lower interest rates, just like their parents
can refinance a mortgage. It pays for itself by
closing loopholes that allow some millionaires
to pay a lower tax rate than middle class fami-
lies.

I don’t know, by the way, why folks aren’t
more outraged about this. I’m going to take a
pause out of my prepared text. You would
think that if somebody like me has done really
well in part because the country has invested in
them, that they wouldn’t mind at least paying
the same rate as a teacher or a nurse. There’s
not a good economic argument for it, that they
should pay a lower rate. It’s just clout, that’s all.
So it’s bad enough that that’s already happen-
ing. It would be scandalous if we allowed those
kinds of tax loopholes for the very, very fortu-
nate to survive while students are having trou-
ble just getting started in their lives.

So you’ve got a pretty straightforward bill
here. And this week, Congress will vote on that
bill. And I want Americans to pay attention to
see where their lawmakers’ priorities lie here:
lower tax bills for millionaires or lower student
loan bills for the middle class.

This should be a no-brainer. You’ve got a
group of far-right Republicans in Congress
who push this trickle-down economic plan,
telling hard-working students and families,
“You’re on your own.” Two years ago, Republi-
cans in Congress nearly let student loan inter-
est rates double for 7 million young people.
Last year, they tried to strip protections from
lower income students. This year, House Re-
publicans voted overwhelmingly to slash Pell
grants and make it harder for thousands of
families to afford college. If you’re a big oil
company, they’ll go to bat for you. If you’re a
student, good luck.

Some of these Republicans in Congress
seem to believe that it’s just because—that just
because some of the young people behind me
need some help, that they’re not trying hard
enough. They don’t get it. Maybe they need to

talk to Andy. These students worked hard to
get where they are today.

Shanelle Roberson—where is Shanelle?
Shanelle is the first in her family to graduate
from a 4-year college. Shanelle is not asking for
a handout; none of these folks are. They’re
working hard. They’re working while they’re
going to school. They’re doing exactly what we
told them they should do. But they want a
chance. If they do exactly what they’re told
they should do, that they’re not suddenly load-
ed up where they’ve got so much debt that
they can’t buy a house, they can’t think about
starting a family, they can’t imagine starting a
business on their own.

Now, I’ve been in politics long enough to
hear plenty of people, from both parties, pay
lip service to the next generation, and then
they abandon them when it counts. And we,
the voters, let it happen. This is something that
should be really straightforward, just like the
minimum wage should be straightforward, just
like equal pay for equal work should be
straightforward. And one of the things I want
all the voters out there to consider, particularly
parents who are struggling trying to figure out
how am I going to pay my kid’s college educa-
tion, take a look and see, who is it that’s fight-
ing for you and your kids, and who is it that’s
not? Because if there are no consequences,
then this kind of irresponsible behavior contin-
ues on the part of Members of Congress.

So I ran for this office to help more young
people go to college, graduate, and pay off
their debt. And we’ve made some really good
progress despite the best efforts of some in
Congress to block that progress. Think about
how much more we could do if they were not
standing in the way.

This week, they have a chance to help mil-
lions of young people. I hope they do. You
should let them know you are watching and
paying attention to what they do. If they do
not look out for you and then throw up a
whole bunch of arguments that are meant to
obfuscate—meaning confuse, rather than to
clarify and illuminate—[laughter]—then you
should call them to account. And in the mean-
time, I’m going to take these actions today on
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behalf of all these young people here and ev-
ery striving young American who shares my
belief that this is a place where you can still
make it if you try.

All right, thank you, everybody. God bless
you. God bless America.

Why don’t you guys come up. We’ll sign—
[inaudible].

[At this point, the President signed the memo-
randum.]

All right. There you go. That was quick.

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:51 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to Andrew I. MacCracken, executive
director and cofounder, National Campus Lead-
ership Council; and Shanelle A. Roberson, re-
cent graduate, University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. He also referred to his sister Maya
Soetoro-Ng. The memorandum is listed in Ap-
pendix D at the end of this volume.

Remarks Honoring the NCAA Men’s and Women’s Basketball Champion
University of Connecticut Huskies 
June 9, 2014

The President. Thank you, everybody. Ev-
erybody, have a seat, have a seat. I’ve just got a
few things to say here. Welcome to the White
House, first of all.

Audience members. Thank you. [Laughter]
The President. You’re pleased to be here, ar-

en’t you? [Laughter]
Audience member. Yes, we are.
The President. I think we should give it up

for the men’s and women’s national college
basketball champions, the Connecticut Hus-
kies! Now, I have to say that, as President, one
of my goals has been to eliminate waste and cut
out duplicative programs to make things a little
more efficient, but this might be carrying
things a little too far. [Laughter]

We have, as you might expect, some big
Huskies fans here today, including some out-
standing Members of Congress. I also want to
recognize your university president, Susan
Herbst; your athletic director, Warde Manuel;
and Larry McHugh, the chairman of your
board of trustees. Give them a big round of ap-
plause. And of course, you’ve got a couple of
great coaches in what I called when we were
meeting back there the grizzled veteran, Geno
Auriemma—[laughter]—and the new blood,
Kevin Ollie, both in the house. I can make that
joke now that I’ve got gray hair. [Laughter]

Only once before, in 2004, has one school
won both the men’s and women’s Division I ti-
tles. And of course, that was who?

Audience members. UConn.

The President. It was UConn. [Laughter]
This is the women’s ninth national title, more
than any other women’s basketball team in his-
tory. For the men, it is their fourth title in the
last 16 years, which is twice as many as any-
body else during that same span of time.
Which makes me think, what’s up with you
guys? Why aren’t you sharing? [Laughter] It is
just a remarkable thing what these two pro-
grams have accomplished.

Of course, this season the women went a
perfect 40–0, won their games by an average of
34 points, so there was not a lot of suspense
during their season. [Laughter] In a champion-
ship game billed as one of the biggest in wom-
en’s basketball history, the Huskies routed the
previously unbeaten Notre Dame—and gave
me bragging rights. It gave me bragging rights
to pick them in my bracket. This was not hard.
[Laughter] I mean, me and 95 percent of the
country. And this marked the fifth time that
UConn has finished a season as an undefeated
national champion.

Of course, a lot of this success belongs to
Coach Geno, who has cemented his place as
not only a legend in women’s basketball, but
one of the best coaches that we’ve ever seen at
any level and any sport, period. So we are
grateful to him. [Applause] Congratulations.

But I think Coach Auriemma would be the
first to tell you that the credit goes to the play-
ers. And these were just some outstanding
young ladies. You’ve got Breanna Stewart,
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