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NOTE: The President spoke at 12:28 p.m. in
Room 430 of the Dwight D. Eisenhower Exec-
utive Office Building. In his remarks, he re-
ferred to Attorney General Lisa Madigan of Il-
linois; Attorney General Dustin McDaniel of
Arkansas; Attorney General Gregory F. Zoeller
of Indiana; Attorney General Thomas J. Miller

of Iowa; Robert C. Ryan, Acting Assistant Sec-
retary for Housing/Federal Housing Commis-
sioner, Department of Housing and Urban
Development; Timothy G. Massad, Assistant
Secretary for Financial Stability, Department
of the Treasury; and National Economic Coun-
cil Director Eugene B. Sperling.

Remarks on the No Child Left Behind Act
February 9, 2012

Please have a seat, have a seat. Thank you so
much. Well, hello, everybody, and welcome to
the White House.

I want to start by thanking all the chief State
school officers who have made the trip from all
over the country. Why don’t you all stand up
just so we can see you all, right here. It’s a
great group, right here. Thank you. And I want
to recognize someone who is doing a pretty
good job right here in Washington, DC, and
that is my Secretary of Education, Arne Dun-
can. Love Arne.

We’ve also got some outstanding Members
of Congress who are here who have always
been on the frontlines when it comes to educa-
tion reform. But above all, I want to thank all
the teachers who are here today. Where are
the teachers? Come on, stand up, teachers.
There you go. We got some teachers here.

Earlier this week, we hosted our second
White House Science Fair. Some of you may
have seen this on TV. I got a chance to shoot a
marshmallow out of an air cannon, which I
don’t usually get to do. [Laughter] But I met
these incredibly talented young people, kids
who are working on everything from portable
housing for disaster victims to technology that
can detect smuggled uranium before it became
a threat; this young man had built a prototype.
And I asked him how he came up with this
idea, and he said, “I’ve always just been really
interested in nuclear materials, and I collect
samples.” [Laughter] And I asked him, “How
does your mom feel about this?” [Laughter]
He said she wasn’t that happy about it.

But just unbelievable young people; it was
extraordinary. And before they left, I gave
them some homework. I told them go find a

teacher who helped them make it here and say
thank you, because every single one of us can
point to a teacher who in some way changed
the course of our lives. I certainly can; I know
Arne can. And the impact is often much bigger
than we realize.

One study found that a single good teacher
can increase the lifetime earnings of a class-
room by $250,000—single teacher. A great
teacher can help a young person escape pover-
ty, allow them to dream beyond their circum-
stances.

So teachers matter. And in an economy
where employers are looking for the most
skilled, educated workers, few people are go-
ing to have a bigger impact on that than the
men and women who are in our classrooms.
And that ultimately is why we’re here today.
It’s about our classrooms and our children and
what’s happening to them and how they can
perform.

In September, after waiting far too long for
Congress to act, I announced that my adminis-
tration would take steps to reform No Child
Left Behind on our own. This was one of the
first and the biggest We Can’t Wait announce-
ments that we’ve made, because our kids and
our schools can’t be held back by inaction.

I want to point out, by the way, the Mem-
bers of Congress who are here, they’re ready to
act, but we haven’t been able to get the entire
House and Senate to move on this.

I said back then the goals of No Child Left
Behind were the right ones. Standards and ac-
countability, those are the right goals. Closing
the achievement gap, that’s a good goal. That’s
the right goal. We’ve got to stay focused on
those goals. But we’ve got to do it in a way that
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doesn’t force teachers to teach to the test or
encourage schools to lower their standards to
avoid being labeled as failures. That doesn’t
help anybody. It certainly doesn’t help our
children in the classroom.

So we determined we need a different ap-
proach. And I’ve always believed that each of
us has a role to play when it comes to our chil-
dren’s education. As parents, we’ve got a re-
sponsibility to make sure homework gets done,
but also to instill a love of learning from the
very start. As a nation, we’ve got a responsibili-
ty to give our students the resources they need,
from the highest quality schools to the latest
textbooks to science labs that actually work.

In return, we should demand better perfor-
mance. We should demand reform. And that
was the idea behind Race to the Top. For less
than 1 percent of what our Nation spends on
education each year, we’ve gotten almost every
State in the Nation to raise their standards for
teaching and learning. And that’s the first time
that’s happened in a generation.

So, when it comes to fixing what’s wrong
with No Child Left Behind, we’ve offered ev-
ery state the same deal. We’ve said, if you’re
willing to set higher, more honest standards
than the ones that were set by No Child Left
Behind, then we’re going to give you the flexi-
bility to meet those standards. We want high
standards, and we’ll give you flexibility in re-
turn. We combine greater freedom with great-
er accountability. Because what might work in
Minnesota may not work in Kentucky, but ev-
ery student should have the same opportunity
to reach their potential.

So, over the last 5 months, 39 States have
told us that they were interested. Some have
already applied. And today I am pleased to an-
nounce that we are giving 10 States—the first
10 States the green light to continue making
the reforms that are best for them.

Each of these States has set higher bench-
marks for student achievement. They’ve come
up with ways to evaluate and support teachers
fairly, based on more than just a set of test
scores. And along with promoting best practic-
es for all of our children, they’re also going to
be focusing on low-income students and Eng-

lish language learners and students with dis-
abilities, not just to make sure that those chil-
dren don’t fall through the cracks, but to make
sure they have every opportunity to go as far as
their talents will take them.

So Massachusetts, for example, has set a
goal to cut the number of underperforming
students in half over the next 6 years. I like that
goal.

Colorado has launched a website that will al-
low teachers and parents to see exactly how
much progress students are making and how
different schools are measuring up. So nothing
creates more accountability than when parents
are out there taking a look and seeing what’s
going on.

New Jersey is developing an early warning
system to reduce the number of dropouts.
Tennessee is creating a statewide school dis-
trict to aggressively tackle its lowest perform-
ing schools. And Florida has set a goal to have
their test scores rank among the top 5 States in
the country, and the top 10 countries in the
world. I like that ambition.

This is good news for our kids; it’s good
news for our country. And I’m confident that
we’re going to see even more States come for-
ward in the months ahead. Because if we’re se-
rious about helping our children reach their
full potential, the best ideas aren’t going to just
come from here in Washington. They’re going
to come from cities and towns from all across
America. They’re going to come from teachers
and principals and parents. They’re going to
come from you who have a sense of what works
and what doesn’t.

And our job is to harness those ideas, to lift
up best practices, to hold States and schools
accountable for making them work. That’s how
we’re going to make sure that every child in
America has the skills and the education they
need to compete for the jobs of the future and
to be great citizens. And that’s how we’re going
to build an economy that lasts.

So to all the educators who are in the room,
thank you for what you do every day. We are
very proud of your efforts. We know it’s not
easy. We’re proud of you. And working togeth-
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er, I am absolutely confident that year after
year we’re going to see steady improvement.

I told the superintendents that I met back-
stage before I came out here, this is not a 1-
year project. This isn’t a 2-year project. This is
going to take some time. But we can get it done
with the kind of determination and the kind of
commitment that so many of you have shown.

So I’m proud of you. I’m proud of Arne
Duncan. Let’s make this happen.

Thank you very much, everybody.

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:57 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his re-
marks, he referred to White House Science
Fair student participant Taylor Wilson. 

Remarks Following a Meeting With Prime Minister Mario Monti of Italy
February 9, 2012

President Obama. Well, hello, everybody.
Benvenuto. I want to welcome Prime Minister
Monti to the White House for his first visit. I
had the opportunity to congratulate him after
he took on the extraordinary responsibilities
that he has accepted.

I want to begin by saying that it’s nice to be
able to return the hospitality of the Italian peo-
ple. Every time I’ve been to Rome, L’Aquila,
the warmth that has been extended not just to
me, but to my family has been extraordinary.
And obviously, we have a deep and special con-
nection with the Italian people. The Italian
American community here in the United
States has had as much of an impact as any
group within our country.

I personally cannot claim Italian ancestry,
although my name ends in a vowel—[laugh-
ter]—so sometimes, I try to pretend.

The Prime Minister came in at a very diffi-
cult time in Italian politics and the Italian
economy. And I just want to say how much we
appreciate the strong start that he has em-
barked on and the very effective measures that
he is promoting inside of Italy. You’ve already
seen because of his stewardship and his experi-
ence and his knowledge of economics, that not
only has he boosted confidence within Italy
about a reform agenda, but he’s also been able
to generate confidence throughout Europe
and in the marketplace that Italy has a plan
that takes seriously its fiscal responsibilities,
but also emphasizes the need for structural re-
forms that can promote growth.

And so one of the topics of our conversation
obviously was my continuing to encourage the
fine work that has already been done by the

Prime Minister and to express our interest in
doing whatever we can do to help stabilize the
situation in the euro zone, including something
that we both agree on, which is the need for a
stronger European firewall that will allow for a
more stable path for repayment of debt, but al-
so the promotion of a growth strategy within
Europe, which is obviously important not only
to Europe, but the entire world economy and
to our economy back here in the United States
of America.

In addition to all the burdens that he has ec-
onomically, Prime Minister Monti also is the
leader of one of our most important friends
and allies when it comes to security issues. So I
emphasized to him how much we appreciate
the sacrifices and outstanding work that are
made by Italian forces in Afghanistan, and we
reaffirmed our commitment to the Lisbon
schedule in which we transition to full Afghan
lead by the end of 2014.

I emphasized the fact that we could not have
been successful in our Libya campaign without
the extraordinary contributions of our Italian
partners, and we both expressed our interest in
working with the transitional government
there to create a stable pathway towards de-
mocracy and economic prosperity.

We discussed the extraordinary efforts that
Italian forces have taken in Kosovo to continue
to maintain the peace there and to deal with
ongoing tensions. And we discussed a wide
range of diplomatic concerns, including the sit-
uation in Syria, where we both have a great in-
terest in ending the outrageous bloodshed that
we’ve seen and seeing a transition from the
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