Governor Deval L. Patrick

Iowa Democratic Party Hall of Fame Dinner

Des Moines, IA

June 15, 2012

Thank you, Iowa Democrats!  It’s my great honor to be with you this evening.

My thanks to party Chairwoman Sue Dvorsky for inviting me and for your leadership.  And, while I honor all who serve, I want to especially salute Senator Harkin, Congressman Braley, Congressman Loebsack, and Congressman Boswell.  These are challenging times in Washington, and I thank you for your service and for keeping the faith. 


So Democrats!  Are you fired up?  Are you ready to go?  Are you ready to win?


Well, I hope so.  This is the election of lifetime.  Because more than any one candidate, more than any one race or policy, what’s at stake right now is the American Dream.

You know what I’m talking about.  It’s the Dream of pilgrims who built a life of religious freedom in an unknown wilderness.  It’s the Dream of immigrants who fled oppression in other lands for the hope of a better life – and still do.  It’s the Dream of your moms and dads, from small towns and  big cities across this country who scraped and saved so you could get an education and not have to struggle as much as they did.  It’s your story and your neighbour’s story.  

It’s my story, too.

Our youngest daughter Katherine just graduated from college and is doing well.  Sitting at her graduation ceremony just a few weeks ago, I couldn’t help reflecting on the difference between her journey to that milestone and my own nearly 30 years before. 


I grew up on the South Side of Chicago, much of that time on welfare. I lived with my mother, my sister, my grandparents and other occasional relatives in our grandparents’ 2-bedroom tenement.  My mother, sister and I shared one of those bedrooms and a set of bunk beds, so we would rotate from the top bunk to the bottom bunk to the floor, every third night on the floor.  I went to big, broken, overcrowded, sometimes violent public schools.  I can’t remember a time when I didn’t love to read, but I don’t remember ever owning a book until 1970, when I got my break through a scholarship to Milton Academy, a boarding school outside of Boston.  For me that was like landing on a different planet. 

Our daughter Katherine’s early experiences were very different, to put it mildly.  She’s always had her own room, for most of her life in a big house in a leafy suburb of Boston.  By the time she got to high school, she had already traveled on 4 continents; knew how to use and pronounce a “concierge”; and had shaken hands in the White House with the President of the United States.


When Katherine was in kindergarten, her class was studying the changes in the seasons – summer, fall, winter, spring.  Her homework assignment was to describe the four seasons to Mom and Dad.  So, when the time came, she described, in minute and accurate detail, her several visits to the Four Seasons Hotel in Washington, D.C.


“First you drive up and the doorman takes your car,” she said.


Five years old!  One generation.  One generation and the circumstances of my life and family were completely transformed.

That story may not be told as often as we’d like in this country.  But it is told more often in this country than anywhere else on earth.  That is a fundamentally American story.  To be able to imagine a better way for ourselves and our families, and then to reach for it -- that is the American Dream.


Well, my friends, for far too many today, the American Dream is up for grabs.  Thanks to the global economic collapse, thousands and thousands of people have lost their jobs, their savings, their homes.  Many, maybe some of you, have lost confidence.


The truth is, some folks harbored doubts about the American Dream even before the Great Recession.


Five and a half years ago now, when I first came to office, young people and jobs were leaving our state.  Roads and bridges were crumbling.  We had enacted health care reform, but had yet to implement it.  Stem cell research was banned.  Our clean energy potential was stuck in ideological stalemate.  The poor were in terrible shape, and had been for some while; but now the middle class was just a paycheck or two from being poor – and deeply anxious about it.  And we had had 16 years of Republican governors – yes, including Mitt Romney -- more interested in having the job than doing the job.


So, we set out on a journey to change that, to rebuild our Commonwealth and revive the American Dream.  


And that’s why today we have moved from 47th in job creation when Mitt Romney was in charge to among the nation’s leaders today, and lead the nation in economic competitiveness.

That’s why we lead the nation in student achievement; in health care coverage; in energy efficiency and veterans’ service.


That’s also why in Massachusetts you can marry whomever you love.


And it’s why we have not only eliminated Romney’s structural deficit and achieved the highest bond rating in our history, but also – with labor at the table – made the kinds of meaningful reforms in the pension system, in municipal health benefits, in our schools, in transportation and more that had eluded us for decades.


We have much more still to do.  But we are on the right track – because we placed our faith not in unfettered markets or angry rhetoric, but in our values and common sense, in the American Dream itself.


Today’s Republicans would make different choices.  Let me be clear that I am Governor of all the people of our Commonwealth.  But the values that inform my choices are those of a Democrat.  And the values – and thus the choices -- of the National Republican Party (and their candidate for president) are very different.  Coming into the 2012 elections, we had better be crystal clear about that.


After you cut through all their slogans and sound bites, all that today’s Republicans are saying is that if we just shrink government, cut taxes, crush unions, and wait, all will be well.  Of course, history has proven that thesis wrong time after time.  Think Herbert Hoover.  Heck, think George W. Bush and the policies that got us into recession to begin with!


But here’s the thing: they don’t actually believe what they say.


The same folks who say that government should be small and spending should be limited are responsible in the Bush administration for the biggest run up in the size of the federal government and the largest increase in the federal deficit in history.


The same folks who say jobs should be our top priority oppose every jobs plan that Democrats propose and have no jobs plan of their own.

The same folks who say religious fundamentalism is a danger abroad are busy promoting it here at home.


The same folks who say government should stay out of our private affairs want government to tell women whether to keep an unwanted pregnancy and to tell everybody whom we can marry.


For Republicans today, it’s not about principle; it’s about power.  They have shown themselves willing to say or do anything to win power.  And when you call them on it, they turn to bullying.


We Democrats need to be better than that.  But that means more than having a strong argument for what we are against.  We need to be just as clear about what we are for.  The question is what do we believe?


We believe in an economy that grows opportunity out to the marginalized, not just up to the well connected.


We believe government is about people, not abstract policy; and that government has a role to play, not in solving every problem in everybody’s life, but in helping people help themselves.

We believe that we owe the next generation a better country than we found, not quick fixes that push the real solutions off to another day.


We believe that in good times and in crises alike we should turn to each other, not on each other; that we are in this together, not that everyone is on his or her own.


We believe in the American Dream and that it ought to mean something in people’s lives.


Well, if that’s what we believe, here’s my message, Democrats, plain and simple: if we want to win elections in 2012, if we want to keep Barack Obama in the White House, win back the House, hold the Senate, and move our country forward, if we want to earn the privilege to lead, it’s time for Democrats to grow a backbone and stand up for what we believe.


What the country craves, and what Democrats must offer, is not the politics of convenience and cleverness; it’s the politics of conviction.


Some of our choices in Massachusetts, and some of those facing our Nation, make even some of us here uncomfortable.  But the times demand more than making each other comfortable.  The times demand that we reconnect with our highest and best values, and face up to the hard choices before us with candor and courage.  Only by doing so today will the American Dream endure for tomorrow. 


So, Democrats, quit waiting for pundits or polls or “economic indicators” to tell us who the next Senator or Member of Congress or President is going to be.  Americans shape our own future.  By running on our values and working at the grassroots, that is precisely what we did together in 2008.  In 2012, let’s do it again.


You can start by standing up for President Barack Obama.


THIS is the president who delivered access to health care to every single American, in every corner of America, after 90 years of trying.


THIS is the President who put an end to “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” so that love of country, not love of another, is what counts for military service.

THIS is the President who made equal pay for equal work the law of the land for women.

THIS is the President who brought Osama Bin Laden to justice, who ended the war in Iraq and has restored our stature and influence throughout the world.



THIS is the president who saved the American auto industry from extinction, the American financial industry from self-destruction, and the American economy from depression, who turned around a loss of 2 million jobs at the end of the Bush administration and added over 4.2 million private sector jobs in the last 2 years.


The list of accomplishments is long, impressive and barely told.  It’s even more extraordinary when you consider that Congressional Republicans have made division itself the centerpiece of their governing strategy.


You may not agree with every decision President Obama has made.  I don’t.  But I respect that he is making decisions based on his conviction that we should leave a better country than he found and an understanding that the American Dream itself is at stake. 

I for one will not stand by and let him be bullied out of office for that -- and neither should you.


I’m in for 2012.  Are you?  Then get out there and remind people that, when the American Dream is at stake, you want Democrats in charge.

Let me show you what I mean.  

The Orchard Gardens Elementary School in Boston was chronically underperforming on every measure.  Its record was poor, its spirit was broken, and its reputation was a wreck; no matter how bad things were in other urban schools in the city, people would say, “at least we’re not Orchard Gardens.” 

Thanks to a whole host of new rules and tools made possible by the Achievement Gap Act, Orchard Gardens is turning itself around.  I went to visit a year ago to meet the new principal and his team and hear about their work to improve attendance and engage parents.  They extended the school day by an hour and a half and filled it with experiential learning, art, exercise, and music.   The head of pediatric psychology from a local hospital comes to the school to consult with faculty and parents on the toughest personal situations in students’ home lives.  They even introduced school uniforms.

In less than a year, proficiency measures at Orchard Gardens had improved 70 percent.  The school has gone from a place shunned and scorned by parents to one that boasts a long waitlist for admission, from one of the worst schools in the district to one of the best in the state.  The kids, their families, and the community are engaged and proud.  So am I.

At the end of my visit a year ago, the first grade — led by a veteran teacher — gathered to recite for me.  After a short poem about multicultural tolerance, they recited much of the “I Have A Dream” speech.  When I started to applaud, the teacher said, “not yet.”  Then she began to ask those 6- and 7-year-olds questions: “What does ‘creed’ mean?”  “What does ‘nullification’ mean?”  “Where is Stone Mountain?”  And as the hands shot up to answer her questions, I realized that she had taught the children not just to memorize but also to comprehend what they had recited.  

Today’s Tea Party Republicans tell us that those first-graders are on their own -- on their own to deal with their poverty; with ill-prepared young parents, maybe who speak English as a second language; with an under-resourced and all around depressed public school; with neighborhood crime and hopelessness; with no access to nutritious food and no place for their mom to cash a paycheck; with a job market that needs skills they don’t have; with no way to pay for college.  

But those Orchard Gardens kids should not be left on their own. Those children are America’s children, too, yours and mine; and among them are the future scientists, entrepreneurs, teachers, artists and civic leaders we desperately need.  For this country to rise, they must rise -- and we have a common stake in that.  

We have a common stake in their equality so we make the schools work better for all children.  We have a common stake in their opportunity, so we make ways for them to get the training and higher education they need to participate in and help shape the innovation economy of tomorrow.  We have a common stake in assuring that the systems by which they are measured and held accountable are fair, that the playing field is level.  We work for good government because good government makes these things possible.  We do it because faith in the American Dream still defines what it means to be America, and because the Dream matters when it matters in the lives of all of our kids.

This past February, one year after my visit, twenty first-graders from the Orchard Gardens School arrived in Washington on what was for most of them their first flight on an airplane.  They went to practice reciting the “I Have A Dream” speech one more time, this time under the towering monument honoring Martin Luther King, Jr. on the National Mall.  Later that afternoon, they, along with their bashful principal, and their dynamic, loving teacher went to the White House to recite for the President of the United States.  

Watching them run around the South Lawn, burning off nervous energy while they waited, or gawking at the unfamiliar splendor of the interiors, or asking where the bathroom is, or staring in bug-eyed disbelief when President Obama entered the Diplomatic Reception Room, they could have been any 6- or 7-year old.  And yet I am certain that they felt important that day simply because someone made them feel worthy.  It was extraordinary that that someone was the president of the United States.  But what matters most is that someone made them feel worthy.  They could have been any 6- or 7-year-old; they should be every 6- or 7 year old. 

My friends, the American Dream belongs to them, as much as to you and me.  It’s worth fighting for.  I say that not just as a governor or a Democrat, but as someone who has lived it.  Have faith in that.  Commit to that.  Canvass your neighborhoods, attend a phone bank, talk to your family, friends, coworkers, and neighbors – and to someone who doesn’t already agree with us -- for that.  Because if you do, with optimism and effort, not only will Democrats win in November, but the American Dream will win, too.

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

PAGE  
2

