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Under the Flag, Let Us Talk About Strength

Good morning, teachers and fellow students. The national flag has reached the top
of the pole, and the wind is snapping it loudly. Today, standing under the flag, 1
want to talk about strength. Before I begin, please allow me to mention one grass

house.

In Mr. Cao Wenxuan' s Grass House there is a group of children from Youmadi. Our
whole school read this book together last month, and the character cards you wrote

are still pinned to the reading boards in many classrooms. Today I will speak of only
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two of them, because one taught me what strength is, and the other taught me what

dignity is.

First, Du Xiaokang. His family was once the wealthiest in Youmadi: a grand
compound with a red gate, glass jars on the counter polished bright enough to see
your face in. One boat capsized, the family fell into debt, and Du Xiaokang, top
student of the whole school, had to drop out. He did not wail in the book. He
followed his father into the reed marshes to raise ducks. On a stormy night the flock
scattered in panic, and he chased them alone, falling into the mud and getting back
up. When he came home, he set up a small stall at the gate of Youmadi Primary School,
selling bowls, pens, and candy, wearing white gloves. The book says that not a single
person in Youmadi laughed at him. This, classmates, is what strength means. Strength
is not feeling no pain. Strength is falling into the mud, getting up by yourself, and

still living your days with shape and care.

Now, Tuhe. He was born with a completely bald head, and it became the sore spot
of the whole class. In the school play he played the bald puppet soldier, and he
played it wonderfully, yet everyone still joked about his head. At the June 1st
marching competition, in a fit of anger he took off his cap inside the formation, and
his whole grade lost points because of his head. Everyone was angry with him. But at
the real competition later, he stamped every beat with all his might, and the column
moved like one body. On the leading platform his bald head shone in the sunlight, and
nobody laughed. With his own seriousness he won back, inch by inch, the dignity he

had lost. Dignity was never something others handed you. It is something you earn.

So today, under this flag, [ issue three calls to action to our whole school.
First, if you have finished the book, make this week your re-reading week and revisit
the chapter you loved most. Second, like the children of Youmadi, carry your own
small burdens: do not collapse after a failed exam, do not make excuses for slacking
on duty, and when your legs give out in PE class, push on for fifty more meters.
Third, be kind to classmates who are different from you: no nicknames for anyone, no
mocking of anyone’ s family, body, or clothes. Tuhe’ s bald head should never be

laughed at, and neither should any difference in any person in our school.

Classmates, the national flag flies above our heads, and the grass house lives in
the book we have read. The children of Youmadi lived decades ago and far away, yet
the road they walked is the very road we are walking today. Starting tomorrow, let us
keep strength in our hearts and dignity in our deeds, and live our own small days
with care too. Next Monday, when we stand under the flag again, I hope every one of

you will have one thing worth telling the flag. Thank you.
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The Way I Raise the Flag, the Way They Walk Their Road

Fellow students, good morning. I am this week’s flag raiser. To be honest, last
Monday, when I stepped onto the platform and reached for the rope, my palms were
sweaty and my legs shook, and I nearly dropped the rope. Afterward I kept asking
myself: why can’t I stand straight under the flag? Later, inside Grass House, I found

an answer.

Last month our whole school read Grass House together. Today under the flag, I
want to speak of two people in that book, because in a way they both stood on a

platform of their own.
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The first is Tuhe. He was born with a completely bald head. In the school play he
played the bald puppet soldier, and he played it so well that the audience applauded,
yet when people walked out of the theater, all they remembered was his head. He once
did a wrong thing: at a marching competition he tore off his cap in anger, his whole
grade lost points because of his head, and for a while nobody wanted to be his
deskmate. But he did not spend the rest of his days that way. At the real competition
he stamped every beat with all his seriousness, and the column moved like one person.
On the leading platform his head shone in the sunlight, and nobody laughed. He taught
me this: dignity is earned by yourself, and seriousness is the mightiest way to earn
it.

The second is Du Xiaokang. His family was once the wealthiest in Youmadi, until
one capsized boat sank the whole family fortune. First in the whole grade, he had to
drop out, followed his father into the reed marshes to herd ducks, and faced the wind
and rain. When he came back, he set up a small stall at the gate of the primary
school, selling bowls and candy, wearing white gloves, greeting his old classmates
one by one. The book says not a single person in Youmadi laughed at him. Strength is
not a slogan. Strength is getting up after life knocks you down, and living your days

with dignity.

Today, under this flag, I want to make three requests to our school. First, like
Tuhe, find one thing you are willing to do with all your seriousness: one exercise
routine, one class meeting, one piece of homework — do it solidly. Second, like Du
Xiaokang, when something bad happens to you, do not lie flat: lose an election, fail
a test, get scolded — brush the mud off your knees and keep walking. Third, never
laugh at anyone’ s difference, and do not join in when others laugh. Youmadi did not
laugh at Du Xiaokang' s stall, so our school should not laugh at anyone’ s head,

family, or clothes.

Next Monday I will raise the flag again. I hope that when I grip the rope then,
my hand will be steady, and I will remember Tuhe shining on the leading platform and
Du Xiaokang in his white gloves. Fellow students, the flag rises, and so must we. May
every one of us stand straight under the flag, and may we all walk the road beneath

our feet the way the children of Youmadi walked theirs. Thank you.
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From Today, I Will Not Laugh at Anyone’ s Difference

Fellow students, good morning. Standing under the flag, the first thing I want to
do is apologize. In the second grade, a boy transferred into our class, and because
his hair was thin, I nicknamed him Three-Hairs. For a whole year, every time I
shouted that name the class laughed, and he kept his head down. After reading Grass
House, I thought of him, and my face burned.

In the book there is a boy named Tuhe, born with a completely bald head, laughed
at through his whole childhood. In the school play he played the bald puppet soldier
brilliantly, and the audience applauded, but when people left the theater, all they
remembered was his head. Laughter can truly wound a person — that is the first

lesson Tuhe gave me.

Tuhe once tried to strike back: at a marching competition he pulled off his cap,
his whole grade lost points because of his head, and for a while nobody forgave him.
But what finally won him respect was not the strike back. At the real competition he
stamped every beat with all his seriousness, the column moved like one person, and on
the leading platform his bald head shone in the sunlight. Nobody laughed. Inch by
inch he won back his dignity. Dignity is not granted by others; it is earned by
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yourself — that is the second lesson Tuhe gave me.

The book also gives us a boy named Du Xiaokang. His family was once the
wealthiest in Youmadi, until one capsized boat sank everything and he had to leave
school. He followed his father into the reed marshes to herd ducks, chasing the
scattered flock on stormy nights. After coming home he set up a stall at the school
gate, wearing white gloves, selling bowls and candy. What shook me most was one line:
not a single person in Youmadi laughed at him. The grown—ups and children of Youmadi
protected the dignity of a classmate who had fallen on hard times. I have to ask
myself: that year, if someone had protected that boy the way Youmadi protected Du

Xiaokang, would I still have shouted that nickname?

So today, under this flag, I make three promises to our school. First, give no
nicknames to anyone; laugh at no one’ s hair, body, family, or clothes. Second, when
others mock a classmate, do not join in; if you can, say one word to stop it. Third,
if you have hurt someone the way I did, go and apologize — it is not too late. 1

have already written a letter to that boy who moved away.

Fellow students, the flag is above our heads, and our words should come from the
heart. May our school be like Youmadi: nobody laughed at, everyone holding their head
high. And may each of us, when our own storm comes, stand straight like Du Xiaokang

and win our own dignity through seriousness like Tuhe. Thank you.
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