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Thank you for that kind introduction, Jeff, and for your vital leadership in responding to the Citizens United decision.  We need you.

I am glad to be back together with my friends from the American Constitution Society.  We need you, too.  We need you to be the intellectual counter-weight to those who seem determined to take this country back to some romanticized version of the 17th Century.  I don’t know why they think those were the “good old days.”   For people like me and many of you those days were not that good.

	I know, from past practice and recent warning, that since the American Constitution Society is a non-profit, I am supposed to talk about ideas and policies and steer clear of politics.  I accept that, reluctantly.  Because you ought to know that, while we here stay dutifully clear of politics, over at the Federalist Society political outcomes are ALL they are talking about.   

Nevertheless, this organization is not about campaigns; it is about ideals.  And that is perhaps fitting even in this election season -- 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 hard as they did.  It’s your story and your neighbor’s story.

It’s mine, too.

Our youngest daughter Katherine just graduated from college.  Sitting at her graduation ceremony just a few weeks ago, I found myself reflecting on the difference between her journey to that milestone and my own more than 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, to put it mildly, very different.  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 she proceeded, confidently and in accurate detail, to describe her several visits to the Four Seasons Hotel here 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.  

We have a choice about the best way to reclaim that Dream.

	One option says, everyone is on his or her own. That view says that if we just shrink government, crush unions, cut regulation, and wait, all will be well.  That view says that cutting taxes for the most fortunate and letting student loan costs increase not only stimulates the economy, but is fair.  That view says that it is better to let the United States default on its debt than take a balanced approach that both cuts some spending, including on the military, and raises some taxes to pay down yesterday’s bills and invest in our future.  That view says that taxes are bad because government is bad, that people ought to be left on their own to figure it out on their own.  Good luck.

Now, we have to acknowledge that there is little intellectual honesty in that option.

The same folks who say government should be small and spending should be limited were responsible in the previous administration for the biggest run-up in the size of government in our history and an historic public spending spree.

The same folks who say government should stay out of our private affairs want government to tell a woman whether to keep an unwanted pregnancy and the rest of us whom we can marry.

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

Still, that’s one option for how to restore the American Dream.

	There is another option.  This view says that while government can’t solve every problem in everyone’s life, government has a role to play in helping people help themselves.  This view – shared by the very business leaders lionized by the other crowd -- says that you can’t grow without a growth strategy and the investment to enable it.  This view says that the best strategy is to invest in education, in innovation and in infrastructure – because no business or private individual takes responsibility for this on his, her or its own, because we have a common stake in these outcomes, and because history tells us this strategy works.  This view of government thinks that it was a good idea to save the American auto industry from extinction, to save the American financial industry from self-destruction, and to save the American economy from full-blown depression.  This view says we ought to care whether women receive equal pay for equal work, and that love of country, not love of another, should determine who gets to serve in the military.  This option says that government is not bad; it’s us.  It’s just the name we give to the things we choose to do together.  

	This view is my view.  I believe, on the whole, it’s your view.  I know it’s the view of President Barack Obama and not the view of Tea Party Republicans.  

This view also says that health care is a public good and that in America, in the 21st century, everyone should have access to affordable, high-quality care.

I know something about this last point.  I come from Massachusetts.  In 2006 in my state, a Republican Governor, working with a Democratic state legislature, a Democratic United States Senator, and a broad coalition of business, labor and health care leaders, and patient advocates came together to invent Massachusetts health reform.  Like the national health care law, our law takes a hybrid approach, relying mainly on private insurance provided through the workplace, with varying degrees of public subsidy, depending on a person’s ability to afford it. 

The bill took effect the day I took office.  Today, five years later, more than 98% of Massachusetts’s residents have health care coverage, including 99.8% of children.  No other state in America can touch that.  Universal access is a reality in Massachusetts, and we’ve achieved that while avoiding many of the calamities the naysayers predicted.

There was concern that there weren’t enough doctors for universal health care.  That hasn’t been true.  More than 90% of our residents have a primary care physician.  And you can actually get an appointment: 4 out of 5 respondents in a recent poll said they had seen their primary care doctor in the last year.  

There was concern that companies would stop offering health insurance.  That hasn’t been true.  In fact, more private companies offer their employees insurance today than did before the bill was passed.  

There was concern that we wouldn’t be able to afford universal health care.  But getting to 98% coverage has added about 1 percent to state spending.  

Emergency room visits for primary care are down and spending on the uninsured and underinsured has dropped by nearly half.  People no longer have to fear having their insurance cancelled when they get very sick and need it most, or that a serious illness will leave them bankrupt.  

We are healthier, too.  Among Hispanic men, for example, a notably under-insured population in Massachusetts before health care reform, the majority of cancer cases are now detected at an early stage.  And with wider access to screenings, we’ve seen a 36% decrease in cervical cancer in women.  150,000 people have quit smoking because cessation programs are covered.    

Health care reform has made us a better Commonwealth.  And our residents know it: 63 percent of them approve of our reform. 

Those are the stats.  But even better are the stories.  I remember meeting a young woman named Jaclyn Michalos, a cancer survivor who got the care she needed through the Commonwealth Connector, our version of the Exchange.  She had no affordable way before Massachusetts’s health care reform – and it saved her life.  

A self-employed man named Ken Brynildsen ignored his gastrointestinal symptoms for three years because he could not afford to see a doctor or pay for possible treatments.  Once insured, he was seen and treated for Stage III colon cancer and is cancer free today.  

Policy matters when it touches people.  This policy matters.  It shows the good that government can do when it helps people help themselves.  And it would be a dark day indeed if the Supreme Court were to declare that government has no power to do that.

This convention has asked whether democracy is at stake in our country today.  I think the stakes are even higher.  It’s not just democracy, it’s not just process, as important as that is.  It’s the character of our county that’s at stake.

Ours is the only nation in human history not organized around a common religion or language or even culture.  We are organized around a set of civic ideals.  And we have come to define those ideals, over time and through struggle, as equality, opportunity and fair play.  The liberty we celebrate on national holidays and cherish in between is impossible without these ideals.  For these, at the end of the day, we are the envy of the world.

Democracy is about choices, including political choices.  So, ACS, don’t ask me to talk about “democracy at stake” without talking about politics.  For a lot of people the choice about what kind of country we want ours to be is not a matter of abstract theory.

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 available by our Legislature, Orchard Gardens is turning itself around.  They have improved attendance and engaged 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.  

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 no way to pay for college; with a job market that needs skills they don’t have. 

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.

Democracy is about choices.  If it’s at risk, it’s because of choices we are making or failing to make, some of which are political.  We have a choice to make in November.  Choose wisely.  

Thank you.
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