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Our Last June First Under the Flag

Teachers and fellow students, good morning. Before standing here, I rehearsed my
script three times in the back row of the classroom, trying each time to sound
solemn. But this morning, walking through the school gate, 1 saw the row of plane
trees by the playground had grown another notch taller, and suddenly I didn’t want to
read a script. I want to have a chat with you about the childhood we are all living

inside.

What shape is childhood? I thought about it for a long time. It might be the
endless cicadas by the playground in summer — the ones we once sneaked away during
PE to find the source of, caught nothing, and ran back to our lines drenched in sweat
when the bell rang. It might be the row of pencil marks on the back wall of our
classroom, measured from first grade to sixth; the highest mark is mine, measured
last summer, with a line in pencil beside it: will grow more. It is also that spot at
the school gate every afternoon, where my mother stands and hands me a water bottle
with the 1id already loosened. She has done this for six years and I never said thank

you. Today, in front of the whole school, I say it once: Mom, thank you for catching
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every school dismissal.

I also want to thank our teachers. In fifth grade I failed a math test and
stuffed the paper into the very bottom of my backpack, thinking nobody noticed. My
math teacher never named me; she just wrote one line in my homework book: turn this
page, start again on the next. Since then nothing has ever been stuffed into the
bottom of my backpack again. Teachers, what you teach us goes far beyond the
textbook.

For us sixth—graders, this is our last Children’s Day. In two months we graduate.
Some of us can’ t bear it; some secretly thrilled. I want to say: growing up is not
throwing childhood away, it is putting childhood into your pocket. We will go to
different middle schools, raise flags in farther places, but the cicada we never
caught, the pencil marks on the wall, the loosened water bottle — all of it comes

with us. Younger students, you have many June Firsts ahead. Play well, grow well.

Finally, let us who stand under the flag remember today s wind. Right now it
blows from this side of the playground to that, blowing the flag, blowing us. We make
a promise: cherish every childhood, and grow into people we are proud to be. That’s

my speech. Thank you.
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