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Dedication

Several giants of the debate community have passed away since the conception of the 
National Developmental Conference to publish this work

This book is dedicated to their decades of loyal service as debate educators

Scott Deatherage (47) (December 2009). Director of debate at Northwestern 
University (1990–2008). Scott Deatherage led the Northwestern University 
Debate Society to seven national championships as director from 1990 to 
2008. “He believed very strongly in debate and what it could do for students—
how valuable it was for their education,” said David Zarefsky.

Douglas Duke (70) (March 2010). A teacher for 46 years, Douglas Duke 
spent much of his coaching time with the University of Central Oklahoma. 
His college coaching career began back in 1962 when he coached at 
Southeastern State College in Durant, Oklahoma.

John Gossett (57) (June 2009). Director at the University of Northern Iowa 
(1979–1981) and North Texas (1981–1991), department chair for 17 years. 
He was a member of the National Debate Tournament Board of Trustees from 
1992 to 2002.

Frank Harrison (69) (June 2009). Director of debate at Trinity University for 
20 years. At the 1961 National Debate Tournament, Frank was third speaker 
and final round participant for King’s College. He served as a United States 
Representative for the state of Pennsylvania.

Scott Nobles (85) (December 2008). A longtime winning director at Oregon 
and Macalester, Scott Nobles will always be remembered for winning the 
first National Debate Tournament in 1947 with partner, Jerry Sanders. He 
consistently produced a nationally recognized program, leading one of his 
teams to win the national Cross Examination Debate Association tournament 
in two consecutive years. 

Michael Pfau (63) (March 2009). A successful director of debate at Augustana 
College, SD in the 1970s–1980s. He was Communication Department chair 
at the University of Oklahoma for a decade, authoring and coauthoring more 
than 100 articles and book chapters.
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Ross Smith (54) (July 2009). A conference participant, Ross was the longtime 
Wake Forest debate coach and director of debate (1985–2009) who led the 
squad to two national championships. He was the 2009 winner of the George 
Ziegelmueller Award.

James Unger (66) (April 2008). A highly successful debate coach at 
Georgetown and American universities who was also a past director of the 
National Forensics Institute and an innovative argument theorist. As one of 
his alumni wrote, “He lived it, breathed it, epitomized it, enjoyed it, perfected 
it, practiced it, and made it a permanent part of our lives.” His “policymaking” 
approach to debate strategy became standard practice for debate teams at the 
high school and college levels.
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Beginnings: The National Developmental 
Debate Conference

Allan D. Louden, Conference Director, Wake Forest University

Ideas grow from a mixture of motive and opportunity. For nearly a decade, policy 
debate professionals have had a sense that the debate community needed to 
draw a breath, discount busyness and inertia, and take the time to systematically 
assess the state of policy debate at the outset of the twenty-first century.

A more pressing motive presented itself in the summer of 2008 when an unbe-
coming YouTube video went viral, making public a post-debate confrontation 
at the Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA) national debate tourna-
ment. CNN picked up the video, obliging nearly everyone associated with debate 
to explain to friends, colleagues, and reporters how otherwise committed coaches 
could trade invective and “physical display” before their students. Even the sym-
pathetic were perplexed.

That an assessment of the role of debate was overdue, prompted by events, re-
sulted in the National Developmental Debate Conference, hosted by Wake For-
est University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, June 5–7, 2009.

Debate leaders Timothy O’Donnell (University of Mary Washington), chair-
person of the National Debate Tournament (NDT), and Gordon Stables (Uni-
versity of Southern California), president-elect of the CEDA, with the reliable 
encouragement of NDT board of trustees chair, Robin Rowland (University of 
Kansas), took up the challenge.

At the behest of what became the Conference Steering Committee, I was 
brought onboard. Over the period of a year, planning for the conference en-
sued. Themes facing the debate community were developed, resulting in ten 
areas of inquiry. Six months before the conference, debate leaders with relevant 
expertise were identified and invited to constitute working groups charged with 
investigation and development of recommendations. Members of the debate 
community were independently invited to participate in the conference.

Former Wayne State director, George Ziegelmueller, who chaired the first 
two developmental conferences, cautioned me in phone conversations that 
the meeting was not without risk. While a gathering of specialists skilled 
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in argument and representing a continuum of strongly held opinion might 
appear ominous, the 90 professionals assembled in the spring warmth of 
Winston-Salem displayed a cooperative hardworking attitude that graced 
the three days. The conferees sacrificed time and resources to attend, largely 
because they believed deeply in the educational contributions of debate and 
wanted to be part of making it better.

ConferenCe PhilosoPhy—historiCal roots

The Wake Forest conference marks the third national development conference 
for intercollegiate debate. Previously, representatives of the collegiate debate 
community convened in Sedalia, Colorado, in 1974, and at Northwestern Uni-
versity in 1984.

This volume abounds with references to the previous developmental confer-
ences, acknowledging discursively our collective historical debt to these prior 
efforts (and the larger-than-life coaches who oversaw the heyday of American 
forensics).

There is a continuity among the conferences that goes beyond problems and 
issues common across the generations. The shared themes have more to do with 
purpose: a life lived with bright students, curious and sometimes aggressive; a 
commitment to the future; and for many a calling.

Conferences can alter our thinking, often bring us to consensus, and potentially 
energize us, but they are also made up of distinct individuals who define the 
enterprise.

No individual made it to Winston-Salem who also traveled to Sedalia, Colo-
rado. The long time span since the first conference and changing nature of 
debate meant that no individual attended all three conferences, although rep-
resentatives of the Sedalia conference were present at Wake Forest. David Za-
refsky provided continued guidance and, absent a prior commitment, would 
have bridged all three. As already acknowledged, George Ziegelmueller’s voice 
is present in all three conferences.

A few attendees had participated at Northwestern: Fred Sternhagen (Con-
cordia) and Dave Hingstman (Iowa, then Baylor). Ed Panetta (Georgia, then 
Wake) and I wrote a paper on summer workshops that did not make the pub-
lished proceedings. A young Robin Rowland (Kansas, then Baylor) chaired the 
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group on Topic Selection; and particularly salient now, Ross Smith (Wake For-
est) served on the Ethics in Advocacy committee, primarily concerned with 
correct citations for debater’s evidence. The scope of this previous work now 
looks antiquated in the Internet environment. 

The advantage of setting aside time, absent the demands of tournament or aca-
demic conference, is obvious, yet we seldom make possible that luxury. The 
conference allowed discussion and reflection and occasional “out-of-the-box” 
thinking, challenges to standard practice that mark the essays in this work.

The range of topics considered at Winston-Salem is broader than that of the first 
two developmental conferences. Sedalia was primarily concerned with examin-
ing debate programs’ residency in their academic homes. The resulting book, 
Forensics as Communication offered commissioned research, a Delphi protocol 
to assess opinion, and 63 formal recommendations (McBath 1975). American 
Forensics in Perspective, which grew out of the Northwestern conference, offered 
researched position papers largely addressing practice, from summer workshops 
to selecting a topic, producing 29 formal resolutions (Parson 1984).

The third developmental conference was by design more organic. The essays 
found in Navigating Opportunity avoid standardization. Their utility is reflected 
in different audiences and purposes. The chapter on tenure and promotion, for 
example, is designed as a stand-alone formal document, for sharing with admin-
istrators. Other sections are more for an internal audience and range from topics 
such as defining pedagogical goals to tournament practice. Other sections, such 
as those on innovations and nontournament practices, aim to stimulate think-
ing about what is possible in designing and conducting debate programs.

The Wake Forest conference was more open than Sedalia and more exclusive 
than Northwestern. Conferees were targeted for invitation based on both exper-
tise and distinction, yet the working groups were not closed, as interested parties 
self-identified, enriching knowledge and range. The structure, less formal than 
either prior conference, intentionally assumed a more fluid blueprint.

The first two conferences did a commendable job—but for a different time.

a new world of debate

After two years of planning and commissioned research, a handful of invited 
conferees met in Sedalia for six days. In Evanston, ten years later, the four-day 
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conference was the populist version of a developmental conference with 120 
self-nominated participants.

The Wake Forest conference, by contrast met for three days, with two working 
days that included working group “hearings” and a “legislative session,” cover-
ing a broad swatch of the core issues facing debate.

How is it possible to produce the quality reflected in this collection? The answer 
is that the world and the world of debate have dramatically changed since Seda-
lia and Northwestern. Working groups were able to communicate with ease, 
completing considerable work before gathering. The instantaneity cut months 
out of the process required in 1974. I mention this not to point out the obvi-
ous, that communication has quickened, but to offer the conference process as 
a metaphor for the revolution that is changing debate in ways of real conse-
quence.

An example of this upheaval is the process of topic selection. Prior to the 2009 
conference, the CEDA/NDT topic committee met for two days at the confer-
ence site. The topic proceedings were live-blogged, inviting the far-flung debate 
community to participate in real time.

Contrast this to Sedelia, which spoke generically of choosing topics, or North-
western, which recommended “use caution when employing encompassing 
terms such as ‘all,’ ‘every,’ or ‘any.’” Topic construction was not even on the ra-
dar for the third conference. Technology brought topic construction to anyone 
who wanted to participate, remote or in person. Topic debates are owned not 
by a removed conference but by the debate community as a whole with access 
via technology.

ConferenCe Mission

The undertaking of the third developmental conference was in some ways more 
complex than the first two conferences: issues were more far ranging, relation-
ships with the academy more tenuous, and audiences more assorted.

In the first two published proceedings, recommendations were to directors on how 
to conduct a program, to the American Forensics Association about professional 
leadership, to departments on their responsibility to debate. The voices universal-
ly reflected the traditional paradigm of tournament-based programs, only recently 
removed from central roles in what were largely speech departments.
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The tone was from a position of relative strength, dictating best practices for 
academic departments and debate teams. For example, a recommendation from 
Sedalia advised: “All institutions granting a doctoral degree in Speech Commu-
nication should have an active forensics program providing supervised instruc-
tion for future forensics directors.”

While the recommendations were sound, many were not realized. One explana-
tion for this is that the world surrounding debate was changing at an accelerated 
rate, and often debate was not a player in that evolution.

To explain the design of the Wake Forest conference, a quick look at a topic 
shared across conferences is illustrative. Diversity in debate—activities, partici-
pants, organizations—was a concern addressed at length in the first two con-
ferences. Recommendations asked for more research on who participates and 
advised the community to be open to experimentation—suggestions that sound 
familiar.

The present conference took a more expansive view of diversity—ranging from 
the mission, to pedagogical assumptions, to manifestations of programs. For the 
earlier period “diversity in forensics” was largely addressed in terms of public de-
bate vs. classroom vs. tournament and debate vs. individual events. The Sedalia 
conference, for example, advised that “Students should have the opportunity to 
participate in both debate and individual events.”

The Northwestern conference attempted to corral the proliferation of debate 
organizations, proposing a Council of Forensics Organizations. Although a bal-
kanized community was legitimately considered a problem in 1984, theirs was a 
world essentially before CEDA as we know it, before the National Parliamen-
tary Debate Association, the internationalization of debate, before Urban De-
bate Leagues and online instructional resources. Appendix II, “Guide to Debate 
Organizations on the Web,” provides a noninclusive list of nearly 100 debate 
organizations and educational outreach efforts.

Answering the simple question of what it means to engage in policy debate, 
itself a question of diversity, dictated that the Wake Forest conference adapt a 
more malleable structure, with multiple voices and audiences addressed.

The first two conferences also approached debate as if it were an identifiable 
practice. The Sedalia report, for example, noted “Conferees were sharply di-
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vided on how best to respond to controversial tournament practice . . . [such 
as] the spread, operational definitions and linguistic shorthand.” They called for 
more research.

Today, debate, like the academy, occupies a post-deconstruction actuality that 
lacks a definable consensus. Sections of the Wake Forest conference proceed-
ings approach these questions, but from a much enlarged frame.

The immense changes occurring in institutions of higher education are only 
accelerating. These realities dictated a less fixed design for the product of the 
conference working groups.

A renaissance within the academy and society is generally aimed at countering 
a political culture adrift in high-pitched pundits and seeking a more reasoned 
model of civic engagement. An apparent mass-culture version is Denzel Wash-
ington’s movie The Great Debaters, but, more vitally, the academy is taking on 
(re)making the “world safe for democratic institutions,” asking for the mode of 
engagement and civility contained in academic debate’s very scaffolding.

A recent commentary published on insidehighered.com called for teaching de-
bate across the curriculum, isolating the “very building blocks of civility, debate 
elements as a corrective to media excess. The basic elements are the same across 
formats: Argument, evidence, forced reciprocity and dialogue, equal time, and 
mandatory listening” (Herbst 2009).

ProCeeding’s Plan of aCtion

Those gathered at Wake Forest were under no illusion that conferences change 
the world or that this published work will remake debate or preserve an activity 
as we know it. Uncertainties abound surrounding academic debate.

A majority of those assembled grew up in the tournament tradition, with mem-
ories forged in competitive encounters, yet they recognize that the manner in 
which debate is practiced will undoubtedly change. In fact, the pace of change 
makes it plausible that our activity may be unrecognizable in the not-too-dis-
tant future. There are real questions as to whether tournament debate will sur-
vive when a turn to technology is easier and cheaper than getting past airport 
security.

Rather than becoming insular or suspicious of a changing activity, the emergent 
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theme expressed in this collection is more one of adaptation and a renewed 
faith in the fundamental value of debate. Many of the essays properly discuss 
improving practice, but with each essay is a current of the future, openness to 
amendment, and confidence that debate as a process of knowing will survive 
and prosper.

We are cautioned in William Keith’s provocative keynote address, “A New 
Golden Age: Intercollegiate Debate in the Twenty-first Century,” that the 
union of academe and debate, while long in tradition, is always in transition. 
His essay evokes debate’s past to explore its future. He argues not from an insid-
er’s defensive stance but rather from a critical perspective grounded in history.

The report of Timothy O’Donnell’s group, “A Rationale for Intercollegiate De-
bate in the Twenty-first Century,” summons substantial research in support of 
debate’s participant outcomes. The essay is required reading for those seeking 
to position their program in the new academic environment. The report is bol-
stered by a review of research compiled by Sarah Spring, Joseph Packer, and 
Timothy O’Donnell (see Appendix I: Debate in Research, Practice, and His-
tory: A Selected Annotated Bibliography).

The essays negotiate the strains of both change and tradition. Robin Rowland, 
in “Status of Standards for Tenure and Promotion in Debate,” and Dave Hingst-
man, in “Development and Advancement in the Coaching Profession,” look at 
debate within educational institutions, through a lens informed by administra-
tors, not solely by practitioners. Gordon Mitchell, in “Pathways to Innovation 
in Debate Scholarship,” reinvents what scholarship and research mean in com-
municatively connected worlds.

The conference was also cognizant of reflecting on current practice and provid-
ing some practical suggestions. Gordon Stables’s group, in “Consolidating De-
bate Governance: Working Group Recommendations,” recognizes that debate 
is a larger community than it was when the first two developmental conferences 
met. There are multiple organizations, most of which did not exist in 1984. If 
anyone doubts the vitality of new debate organizations or the proliferation of 
governing bodies, they need only consult the appendix assembled by Anjali 
Vats, “Appendix II: Guide to Debate Organizations on the Web.” The working 
group makes the case that it is time to rethink forensics governance.

The content of this work reflects the changing world that informs debate prac-
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tice in ways not imaginable in the earlier eras. Rich Edwards’s “Best Tourna-
ment Practices: Recommendations and Data” would not be fathomable to a 
1984 tournament director. In an earlier era, Edward M. Panetta’s “Controversies 
in Debate Pedagogy” would have been more about consensus than managing 
incommensurate worldviews. The recommendation of Scott Segal’s group, in 
“Constructing Alumni Networks,” to establish alumni social networking on a 
national scale could not have been imagined.

Many of the chapters chronicle paths toward new relationships between debate, 
departments, university directives, and curricular trends. Generally, the authors 
advance reasons for optimism, viewing contemporary debate not as alienated 
from core academic movements but rather as an enactment of them. Karla 
Leeper’s “Innovation and Debate” argues for this integration as survival. Two 
essays—Theodore Albiniak’s “Alternative Debate Models,” and Anjali Vats’s 
“Civic Engagement Through Policy Debate: Possibilities for Transformation”—
find that nontraditional participation uniquely satisfies the academy’s call. Fi-
nally, ten invited essays document many initiatives exemplifying ways to take 
debate programs into the future.

the Challenge

The developmental conference participants are hopeful that these essays can 
serve as a beginning, framing debate as a player in a changing environment. 
Adaptation is essential to survival, and innovation is crucial to leadership. De-
bate has the qualities that offer method to reason. Debate’s distinctiveness is a 
precise way of knowing, which results in unmatched experiential learning. With 
anticipation, this book makes the Affirmative Case.
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Keynote Address: A New Golden Age—
Intercollegiate Debate in the Twenty-first 

Century
William Keith, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee

IntroductIon: the State of debate1

As intercollegiate debate looks toward its future in the twenty-first century, it 
must do so with a clear understanding of its past, and its present. What makes 
an episode of reason-giving a debate, rather than some other kind of argumen-
tation? While argument can be both agonistic and irenic, debate is typically 
understood as an agonistic form of argument. An ancient image, the open hand 
and the closed fist (Corbett 1969), captures this distinction nicely: the open 
hand of cooperation and comity contrasted with the closed fist of conflict and 
domination. That is not a criticism of debate in itself, since this image suggests 
that each is appropriate at different times. We can still ask whether debate cur-
rently has too great an emphasis on contest and conflict. While conflict can 
surely go overboard, most contemporary debaters believe that since contest of 
ideas and arguments is the raison d’être of debate, one cannot have too much of 
that particular good thing.

Yet there are signs that as intercollegiate debate moves into the next century, 
it may need to evolve, once again, and specifically away from a model of debate 
that is excessively conflict driven. Has debate, in what I will call its “postmod-
ern escalation,” crossed the line? Obviously, opinions differ, sometimes sharply, 
within the debate community over whether lines have been crossed (Bilyeu 
2004; Caldwell 2001; Cheshier 2002; Durkee 2005; Glass 2002; Heidt 2003; 
Schwartzman 2000). Let us consider an infamous incident and its implications. 
I have no doubt that Bill Shanahan and Sharnara Reid are smart people and 
good coaches. But their behavior in a famous clip, which (for unknown reasons) 
was posted to YouTube in August 2008, seems out of touch with the norms for 
any academic or civic activity—or intercollegiate sport, for that matter (In-
sideHigherEd 2008). The incident has to make one ask whether the culture of 
competition in intercollegiate debate has gotten out of control.

1  The author would like to express his appreciation to Kathryn Olson, Steve Fuller, and 
Timothy O’Donnell for discussions that were helpful in writing this essay, and to Allan Louden 
for inviting it.
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A response from the debate community might be: Well, not for us. But that 
raises a second question, one of accountability. Whose debate is it, anyway? 
Does intercollegiate debate have any accountability to audiences or communi-
ties outside itself, either in terms of behavior or intelligibility? Maybe not, in 
current practice. Here is some commentary posted (again on YouTube) about 
a clip of a recent National Debate Tournament (NDT) nationals that viewers 
found strange and unintelligible on several levels.

For all of you who don’t like this and are trashing it . . . just shut the f**k 
up. This debate ISN’T FOR YOU. It is for those select few of us who actu-
ally put all we have into this activity. The debate we do does not exist for 
anyone but those of us who actually participate and are a part of the debate 
community. F**k presidential debates. (www.youtube.com/user/Duke4667, 
accessed May 22, 2009)

Duke4667 colorfully and succinctly rejects any relationship between debate and 
those who are interested in civic discourse and the future of democracy; there 
might be one, but he just does not care. Flawed as presidential debates are, 
people expect they will have some family resemblance to intercollegiate debate, 
if only in terms of relevance.

I want to claim in this essay that whatever the virtues of this model of contem-
porary debate—and they are many—the attitudes and norms reflected in these 
two episodes are probably barriers to progress in the next century. I can say this 
with some confidence because the history of debate is also the history of Ameri-
can higher education; in each era, as colleges and universities have evolved, 
their new challenges for intercollegiate debate have been met. Based on where 
higher education is headed, the key issues for debate are likely to be

Debate as critical deliberation: Debate will need to reassert its primacy as a 
form of argument that can enhance and embody public deliberation.
Accountability/transparency to publics and stakeholders: Debate will 
need to become not only more transparent and less introverted but also 
more responsive to its publics.
Accessibility: Debate will need to become (relatively) more accessible to 
students and others, in multiple ways that foster student involvement and 
public engagement.

To make this case, first, I will outline a parallel history between higher educa-
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tion and debate, aligning the history of intercollegiate debate with stages in 
the evolution of American colleges and universities. Second, I will indicate 
the relevant characteristics of higher education in the next few years, and how 
intercollegiate debate might adapt to them. Some will find these suggestions a 
bit radical, and so the third section outlines some temptations the debate com-
munity should avoid, while the fourth and final section will sketch what are, in 
my view, the choices that the community faces moving forward.

I write here as an official outsider to debate. I have never debated, but I have 
been a friendly observer of debate, debate coaches, and debaters for the past 
twenty-five years. There is no doubt that I will get some things wrong in the 
eyes of debate insiders, but I hope any such inaccuracies are more than balanced 
by the ability to bring an informed yet outside perspective to the crucial issues 
facing the future of debate. I am not taking a position on policy versus parlia-
mentary versus public forum formats; this is an attempt to move the discussion 
to a place where reconsidering the current structures of debate makes sense.

1. the ageS of debate: from the LIberaL artS coLLege to the 

PoStmodern unIverSIty

Before launching into my version of the history of U.S. intercollegiate debate, a 
few words about history and historiography are in order. Obviously, we can tell a 
story in different ways that reflect different kinds of evidence and different “mor-
als to the story.” A couple of storylines that crop up commonly are probably not 
too helpful here. In particular, if we want the history to be instructive, we want 
to be careful of falling into a “Whig” history of intercollegiate debates. Whig 
histories are those that configure the past as an inevitable progression toward 
the glorious present; they tend to tell smooth stories that skim over the com-
plexities and ambiguities of the actual history. So for our purposes, we should 
be suspicious of narratives that tell a triumphal story of debate that shows it as 
progressing from the simple to the complex, the easy to the difficult, the naive 
to the sophisticated. It is too easy to underestimate the things we are currently 
naive about; we may also fail to see the sophistication of the past, which can 
get hidden by the need of each generation (at least partially) to reject the one 
before. As great as current accomplishments may be, they should not blind us to 
how great—and how different in basic assumptions—things have been before. 
The past may not have been a rehearsal for the present, and may not have been 
an embryonic version of it.

Simply put, history is a resource; in its full complexity and ambiguity, it provides 



14  nAviGAtinG opportunity

important clues to the present and the future. History is not determinative; 
nothing I will say here forces any particular choices, but it will put the status quo 
in a different frame, where it looks more contingent, more a result of choices 
that were made, and can be remade. History thus allows us to imagine alternate 
futures and to see the present in focus.

The Age of the Liberal Arts College: Debate as a Performative Art, 
1840–1910
Nineteenth-century colleges in America still fit the mold of traditional liberal 
arts education; despite their religious origins, they provided education to people 
who had the “freedom” of time and income to get an education for no particular 
purpose. While some college students intended to go into the family business or 
the professions (as a minister or lawyer), the primary function of the liberal arts 
college was to reproduce a certain stratum of society by passing along a particu-
lar type of culture. In a sense, this type of liberal education focused on develop-
ing a certain kind of person. Debate, in this context, followed suit. Debate was 
intramural, consisting mainly in debating clubs modeled on the Oxford Debate 
Union. The emphasis was on a fairly casual style of debate (with little regard 
for research), and placed a premium on quality performance. The debates of the 
day were more like serial speeches, and this “public speaking” model dominated 
intercollegiate debate at its beginning. In the emphasis on performance, debate 
was integrated with other “speech” activities, from performing poetry or prose 
to declamation and oratory.

The college environment for debating was elitist, but only implicitly. All stu-
dents could participate, and many did. Yet since schools only admitted certain 
types of people, for the most part only the elite were involved in debate. The 
benefits of debate at this point are vague. It ranked behind elocution as training 
for public life, and that life (“the platform”) was clearly part of the aim for many 
college students. Oddly, though the movie is set in the 1930s, this is the style 
of debate mythologized in The Great Debaters. The polished speeches, written 
mostly by the coach and delivered skillfully by the students, hark back to the era 
of the liberal college, which is exactly what Wiley College was.

The Age of the Public University: Debate as a Civic Art,  
1910–1945
In 1863, President Lincoln signed the Morrill Act, which provided for the estab-
lishment of “Land Grant” universities in each state. Over the next fifty years, the 
United States got many new states and many new universities, as most states add-
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ed at least a normal school and sometimes other campuses. This expansion ush-
ered in an era for new students in higher education; many more types of students, 
from different geographic, class, and ethnic backgrounds, found their way into 
higher education (though the diversity was certainly less than we currently see). 
Universities expanded, and they began, slowly, to adopt a more research-oriented 
approach to the training and hiring of faculty. Though the research model did not 
dominate universities as it would by the mid-twentieth century, as it took hold, 
debaters themselves began to integrate research into their practice.

Several factors helped produce the research climate. The development of de-
bate from serial speeches between just two teams, into a tournament system 
similar to the one used now, happened during the Progressive Era. Progressive 
ideas included the belief that not only could government be reformed to serve 
common, public interests, but that increasing the degree of popular democracy 
was possible and desirable. The development of the referendum, the direct elec-
tion of senators, the city-manager form of government, the “Wisconsin Idea” 
(that government and academia could partner to solve social problems) are just 
a few examples of Progressive Era developments (Mattson 1997). As college 
students from increasingly diverse backgrounds debated policy resolutions, they 
did increasing amounts of research to bolster their arguments.

The importance of research was also a consequence of the tournament system 
and professional coaching. With the tournament system, debaters would debate 
both sides of a resolution multiple times, as opposed to the original contract 
system where there was a different resolution each time two schools met. So the 
research got heavily used, and was worth the effort. As faculty members became 
both coaches and judges, the bar was raised for debating skill. In the long run, 
some thought this was a bad thing, since it also meant that debate could poten-
tially be severed from its civic context, which was less likely when members of 
the community were judges. This was also the era when, despite debating con-
crete policy resolutions, judging shifted from judging the question to judging the 
debate, that is, from voting on whether the League of Nations was itself a good 
idea to voting on which side showed more skill on that day. Once the judging of 
the debate begins, the question itself might have only academic interest.

But the civic context of debating was still quite lively at this point in time. 
They did not call them debate “topics” yet, but “resolutions” in the sense of 
parliamentary procedure; the terminology of affirmative and negative, status 
quo, and so on was directly borrowed from the parliamentary procedure they 
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thought they were imitating. At least in the imagination of those involved, 
debate was still tethered to, if not directly an imitation of, civic life and partici-
pation. Debate had become more accessible and more conversational, less ora-
torical and performative; it was more focused on research (a learned skill) than 
eloquence (increasingly perceived as a talent). Evidence of this can be found in 
the 1916–18 debates in the pages of the Quarterly Journal of Speech over the rules 
and spirit of debate, as well as in the “Nomenclature Report” of 1940 (Ross, 
Garland, and Sattler 1940). In this report, which takes into account the emer-
gence of discussion and public forums, the authors try to divide up the different 
ways that people can interact over public and private decisions, and produce a 
comprehensive category system, based on the kind of decision-making process.

While debate was the competitive version of argument (as opposed to discus-
sion, which is cooperative), it still prized sportsmanship; competition was a 
means to the civic end, not an end itself. The University of Southern California 
coach, Judge Hugh Wells, put the vision of debate as civic education movingly 
in 1918:

I know of no miracle so wonderful as the sudden unfolding of a man’s mind 
or the glorious blossoming of a womanly spirit, and I am filled with grati-
tude that I am permitted to behold these things, and with humility that I 
should be, in even so small a degree, a contributor to the awakening. With 
these rich gifts, we salute thee, O America! These are our offerings to the 
Democracy of the Future! Because democracy stands for the untrammelled 
right and opportunity to share in thought, the commingled ideas and pro-
pulsions, no other department of learning and instruction can rob us of our 
rich heritage. (Wells 1918, 172–73) 

The Age of the Cold War University: Debate as a Puzzle-Solving 
Art, 1946–1985
Debate in the post–World War II era seemed to revolve around developing the 
virtuoso, the debater who had enormous mastery of information and argument, 
while her connection to her civic context became narrowed and indirect. The most 
important structural fact of the period from 1950 to 1980 was that the number of 
universities exploded, at first due to the GI bill, and later to the massive number of 
baby boomers who wanted to go to college. This was also the era of the cold war; 
international tensions and the background threat of nuclear annihilation structured 
America’s approach to civic life, and resulted in research agendas and grant dollars 
that came from the U.S. government, many times directly from the Department of 
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Defense, the Office of Naval Research, and the Defense Advanced Research Proj-
ects Agency. Interestingly, of the many forms of debate that have flourished since 
1950, the most popular one, National Debate Tournament, was born in the heart of 
the U.S. military, at West Point. NDT-style debate is intensely focused on competi-
tion, almost, one might say, in a warlike way. The heart of NDT style debating is 
a little bit like the “closed world assumption” of early wargame planners, or maybe 
game theory: Within a system that has a certain set of options, how can one side 
use those options in a creative way to triumph over the other side? (Edwards 1997).

Hence, I want to argue that this period is typified by a puzzle-solving focus, on 
the level of both policy resolutions and tournament practice. We can draw an 
analogy to Steve Fuller’s argument that Thomas Kuhn’s philosophy of science 
(famously based in the concept of a “paradigm”) is a cold-war philosophy. Fuller 
argues that paradigms seal disciplines off from each other, ensuring that there 
is no general or public critique possible, and hence serving the purposes of the 
government funding the research (which can deflect criticism by claiming that 
only its paid experts can critique a given area). By focusing on research, debate 
became more professionalized, and hence isolated from the other features of 
rhetoric that made it traditionally a more public and civic activity, in terms of 
not only appeal but also potential impact. In that sense, it became less danger-
ous, less liable to have an impact outside of itself. (One might say that this is a 
microcosm of what happened more generally to the humanities as they became 
more professionalized.) Debate in the cold-war era worked from within a clear 
set of boundaries, but the boundaries were not, as in previous eras, provided by 
the civic character of debate. Rather, a kind of insularity set in. Increasingly, 
politics made the resolution’s relevance recede into the background, while de-
baters devised ever more ingenious ways to evade and exploit the logic of stock-
issue debate. Counterplans and other novelties reflected how debaters and 
coaches sought strategic advantage in the tournament setting. If people worried 
about whether or not counterplans were realistic to parliamentary politics, they 
did not let that get in the way of winning.

And, just like the cold war itself, debate became obsessed with nuclear war. To 
show that a policy, or the failure to adopt a policy, was bad, one had to argue 
that it led to bad consequences. The worst possible consequence was nuclear 
war, and hence, any topic or resolution at all turned out to be connected to 
nuclear war and the annihilation of the world. Nuclear consequences were more 
reasonable with some topics or resolutions, but the trope itself is interesting for 
the light it casts on both the topicality of debate and its concern with escala-
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tion. The amount of research escalated; for top programs, this might mean that 
senior teams might be spending thirty hours a week on research—almost a full-
time job outside of being a student, and outside of the travel involved in debate.

Debate became, at this point, more elite, requiring more time and money (at 
least for the team and the school). Early in this era, the question of character—
what kind of debaters are we creating?—reemerged, in much the same vein as 
in 1918. A series of articles in 1958 renews the controversy over debating both 
sides of the question. Does it produce sophistic students who are ill-prepared to 
take principled positions when they assume civic leadership roles? Of course, 
NDT debaters continued to debate both sides, but we should notice that there is 
still a tie to the civic character of debate, at least enough to raise the objection.

Debate, in the period, seems most civically relevant when it is aligned with “free-
dom of speech.” A certain kind of free speech absolutism permeated debate cul-
ture in the late twentieth century; at times debaters resembled John Peters’s “abyss 
artists” in their insistence that the liberal democratic character of speech must be 
proved, over and over again, by the evidence that debaters can and must argue 
anything—there there be no limits on debate (Peters 2005). Paradoxically, focus-
ing on unlimited freedom of speech pushed debate away from civic life at the 
same time it professed to support it, since if there were no restrictions on debate, 
then it could become arcane, irrelevant, and uncivil. While political argument 
typically has many constraints, rhetorical and reasonable, these do not necessarily 
obtain in a debate round. After the idea of “debate as laboratory,” was accepted 
(i.e., claiming that the advantage of debate is that it lacks realpolitik constraints, 
and hence is a laboratory for ideas and arguments that might not arise in the “real 
world”), this freedom was institutionalized. Yet debate harbored a deep ambiva-
lence about its relation to the civic: Are relevance and realism to be feared or 
sought out? And which kind of realism would that be?

The Postmodern University: Debate as the Art of Deconstruction, 
1985–Present
Starting in the late 1980s, debate, along with much of the humanities, begins 
to take a postmodern turn. Just as scholars in many fields began to imagine their 
arguments without foundations, debaters began to ponder the foundations of 
debate. In part, as universities begin to grapple with alternate epistemologies, 
radical feminism and multiculturalism, diversity and inclusiveness, these new 
options become part of the arguments, and in some cases the frameworks, debat-
ers use in rounds—and they win. The postmodern version of the cold-war es-
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calation is that instead of simply more research, faster talking, more arguments, 
now every assumption about debate is up for grabs. The essence of postmodern-
ism is the reflexive moment, and debate achieves it.

Traditionally, NDT debate was synonymous with “policy debate” because debat-
ers brought boxes of research to the debate to make arguments about a policy. 
Now it is called “policy debate” because of the research focus, but the debate 
is often about debate itself. For example, any case that debaters make relies on 
some notion of argument, of “making a case.” So a team might attack the other 
side by attacking the idea of argument or reasoning itself. Or consider the as-
sumption traditionally called “fiat”: Debaters argue as if the results of their de-
bate will actually be enacted, in order to prevent endless wrangling of the type 
“That’s a great idea but you’ll never get the legislature to accept it.” To postmod-
ern eyes, fiat is just one more assumption. Why should the other team get away 
with arguing under a pretense? What if you could make the case that pretend 
arguments have real consequences, and based on them the pretend arguments 
of the other team should be rejected? In some cases, postmodern debaters used 
alternative tactics to the high-speed recitation of arguments and evidence, in-
cluding rapping in rounds (to illustrate the racial bias of debate), or disrobing 
(evidencing the “gender trouble” inherent in the activity). It is laudatory, of 
course, to recognize the various ways in which debate favors some participants 
over others. But spending the majority of rounds on debate theory and kritik 
does not solve the problem of social exclusion, and, of course, these strategies 
are not intended to; they are intended to help teams win.

Frameworks and performance might seem to be completely different from the 
cold war version of debate, but they are not. They flow from it naturally, and 
the connection is the pattern of escalation. These interesting new levels of ar-
gument, which often have little to do with the resolution, are possible because 
of two new features of debate tournaments. The first is the hashing out of the 
big-picture issues of intercollegiate debate in contest rounds; while it was always 
implicitly true that a good or relevant argument was whatever a judge would 
accept as one, in the postmodern period judges seem willing to assent to ar-
guments and behavior in rounds that fundamentally challenge the traditional 
premises of debate. This is not the decision of the debate community in any 
corporate sense, but rather a pattern of debate being remade one round at a 
time, by five people in a room. This tendency is accelerated by the development 
of mutual-preference judging, which tends to allow debaters to argue to judges 
sympathetic to their paradigm.
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At this point, debate has two opposing faces. One face says that debate has 
an important civic dimension because it focuses on debate theory and kritik; 
however, since the kritik is about inequities internal to debate, its public signifi-
cance is dubious (we could, after all, just get rid of intercollegiate debate and 
get on to real social inequities). But debaters still, as they always have, display 
the inclination to valorize debate as having civic significance. The noncivic 
face of debate is that it is a sport that develops agile, muscular minds. The 
debate-as-sport analogy goes back to its very beginnings, as does the controversy 
over it. Can a characterization of debate as merely technique really justify its 
importance as the laboratory of democratic argument? Suppose that debaters 
really are unusually clever and agile researchers; are they any better wonks than 
people who are degreed experts in various fields? Will they really discover new 
and important arguments if their arguments are mostly not constrained by the 
resolution and instead concern debate theory?

2. the new goLden age

According to I. Bernard Cohen (1987), the original metaphor of “revolution” 
referred to the idea of the “great wheel” of history, turning once again and bring-
ing back the past. So “revolution” did not originally suggest complete overthrow 
and an utterly new regime, but rather the return, with changes, of previous 
forms and ideas. So even if there were a revolution in intercollegiate debate in 
the twenty-first century, it would not likely result in something entirely new, but 
in a return of some traditional ideas and practices in a new guise.

What I want to suggest is that universities are moving out of their postmodern 
period; they are not abandoning the lessons of critical theory, but moving past 
their aporetic moments of theory and incorporating its lessons into a new vision 
of higher education. I will argue that we have entered the Age of Service and 
Civic Participation. All types of institutions are now seeking to reassert and 
renew their role in the civic life of the United States. In little over a decade, 
service learning has become part of students’ education across the country. The 
age of service and civic participation should present an incredible opportunity 
for debate, given its history of different modes of training for discursive civic 
participation; debate might return to its history, yet with the tools and concepts 
more recently developed.

The current situation is even more interesting. The commitment of colleges 
and universities to civic participation is part of an enormous movement toward 
democratic participation and deliberative democracy in and out of the academy. 
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The evidence is overwhelming that the interest group/power politics paradigm 
that dominated thinking in the postwar era is breaking up and being replaced 
by a multitude of practices that go under the titles of “participatory” and “delib-
erative” (Bessette 1994; Bohman and Rehg 1997; Dryzek 1990; Fishkin 1991, 
1995; Ackerman and Fishkin 2005; Gastil 2000; Gastil and Levine 2005; Keith 
2007; Zukin et al. 2006). Yet while the “deliberation train” is already leaving 
the station, intercollegiate debate is not on it. Its wonkiness, opacity, and focus 
on internal meta-issues leave it a bystander to the revolution in public discourse 
now taking place.

The new golden age for debate will arrive when it is reunited with deliberation, 
broadly understood. I am not claiming very many constraints on what the union 
will look like; just as deliberative opportunities and forms are diverse, so are the 
possibilities for debate to prefigure, influence, and educate toward them. But 
probably research will have a different role than it has in the past; debate in 
recent years has taken Walter Lippmann’s side in the Dewey-Lippmann debates, 
and it will need to come to a more Deweyan understanding that there are differ-
ent kinds of expertise needed in public debate, and not all of them can be found 
in a library. A model might be Steve Fuller’s democratized conception of science 
and science policy, which (while he would not admit it) is thoroughly Deweyan 
in its argument that rather than requiring citizens to be PhD scientists before 
they participate in public debate about science and its funding, those in the sci-
ence community have the requirement to make their work accessible, plausible, 
and relevant to people with different educational backgrounds (Fuller 2004). 
Stakeholders’ educations may be a PhD in a different field or just a high school 
diploma; they all count as citizens in a democracy, and hence parties to the 
public discourse. I am not arguing that debaters should argue from ignorance, 
but that they go beyond a mere facility with information that can produce ob-
curantism and create an environment in which winning debaters also enlighten 
lay audiences, rather than just dazzling their peers.

This new vision of debate has other benefits. Curricular integration has become 
an increasing problem for intercollegiate debate as it is less at home in its historic 
location in departments of Communication. Deliberation, however, is a multidis-
ciplinary field; its connections among departments and disciplines are not based 
on policy content, but on the ability to connect content with deliberation. 

Martín Carcasson of Colorado State University has provided an excellent guide 
to potential interconnections between fields in the larger field of deliberation.
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Carrcasson’s diagram shows that there are many disciplinary, and even depart-
mental, contexts for debate. It shows the many places where debate could be 
an important co-curricular activity, as well as places where debaters and their 
coaches might have research impact.

3. temPtatIonS: It aIn’t neceSSarILy So

Debaters, obviously, are a rowdy and disputatious bunch, which can be a strength 
or a weakness, depending on the situation. Most of what I have said here is de-
batable, and I hope it will be debated in the future. Nonetheless, I think there 
are temptations in responding to change that are not always productive. I rec-
ognize that debate, for many coaches and debaters, is a life-changing activity; 
it is so much more than just an extracurricular activity they did for a year or 
two in college. Naturally they are protective of themselves and the debate they 
love. Even so, I submit that the debate community should reject the following 
temptations as they refashion intercollegiate debate for the new century:

The status quo is a choice. Not really. Of course, the easiest thing to do is just 
go on as before, or decide that debate in the twenty-first century will be just like 
debate in the twentieth century, only more so. But this position flies in the face 
of history, which shows us that debate has always evolved as universities have 
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evolved. We know where the universities are going, and the challenge is for 
debate not to follow, but to lead that change.

Any changes will destroy debate as we know it, or change is always change 
away from quality debate. Many things can make debate “high quality,” and 
probably the sharpest disagreements within the debate community are over what 
the relevant qualities are, and who gets advantaged or disadvantaged by them. 
These disagreements are crucial, because they reveal the underlying values of 
debate and debaters. But claiming that all change would be detrimental is just 
a kind of conversation-stopper; it is just a reassertion of love for the status quo.

Debate made me such a smart person, and made all these ex-debaters such 
accomplished people. If debate is judged on its outcomes, many accomplished 
people can be brought forward as evidence. Yet does this mean debate cannot 
change for fear of losing this outcome? No. Calling for change or reform or 
renewal in intercollegiate debate in no way slights the abilities or accomplish-
ments of debaters, past or present. Debate has contributed enormously to many 
people’s education, and new forms of debate will contribute just as much.

There is always a zero-sum trade-off between time/energy spent in research 
and foregrounding other goals and formats in debate. I am neither qualified 
nor able to say exactly how to strike the right balance among the many ele-
ments of debate, but it is surely another conversation-stopper to imply that 
any and every change takes away from “research” or “information-processing,” 
and therefore degrades the quality of debate. Debate was and is always more 
than research, and this framing of the issue bespeaks an unwillingness to have 
a serious discussion about the ends of intercollegiate debate and the means for 
achieving them.

4. at the croSSroadS: choIceS and QueStIonS

The future directions collegiate debate will take depend on decisions of the 
community; the debate community probably needs to create better spaces in 
which to deliberate that future. In light of this exigency, there are some crucial 
choices and questions that confront debate in the coming century—and the 
coming decade. How these choices are made and how questions are answered 
will largely shape debate.

Coach vs. independent judges. If debate is to remain a competitive practice, 
judging needs to evolve. Not only is debate poorly served by mutual-preference 
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judging, it is a symptom of a larger problem. It is hard to imagine anyone taking 
a college sport seriously if the referees for it were coaches from opposing teams. 
Practical difficulties abound, but the exigency is real. The danger that debate 
will become more and more insular is directly related to using coach judges. 
Recent experiments with “lay” judges need to continue; many more possibilities 
for developing a cadre of judges exist. This will require coaches (and programs) 
to be willing to cede control of tournament outcomes and winning—so much 
the better for the larger social and cultural importance of debate.

Transparency and accountability. The other side of the coin from judging re-
forms is making debate open to public scrutiny and participation. It would be 
incredible if people cared about the outcome of debate tournaments or team 
styles the way they care about schools or teams in college football or basket-
ball. But in those sports, there is a high level of transparency; these sports have 
“publics,” groups of people that are not just theoretically fans, but who watch 
competitions closely, dissect results, discuss strategy, and so forth. For many rea-
sons, debate is in no position to develop this kind of recognition and influence. 
During a discussion about the public image of debate, an anonymous poster 
posed this question:

What percentage of DOF’s [Director of Forensics], coaches, etc. would 
rather soil themselves than have a high ranking administrator from their 
institution spend a weekend with them at a tournament? (e-debate February 
2004)

He received no response; in asking people this question since then, I have gen-
erally gotten some version of the response: “Why would you invite administra-
tors to a tournament?” It is a shame that tournaments are inaccessible, and even 
worse if they are an embarrassment. The debate community needs to make itself 
part of some larger communities. This might happen in a variety of ways with 
a variety of communities, but tournaments need an audience and a public that 
goes beyond other debaters.

Tournaments matter for themselves vs. for something else. How can debate 
distinguish itself from the Chess Club or the video game World of Warcraft? 
Those are two activities that take intelligence and dedication to excel at, yet 
these things are just demonstrations of personal prowess, not the enactment 
of our deepest political values—which debate should be. “Winning” should be 
politically/morally meaningful vs. mere demonstration of (admittedly tremen-
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dous) skills. While there are certainly debaters who only compete for the per-
sonal satisfaction, the popularity of kritik shows that debaters may in fact be 
interested in the larger political meaning of debate, and willing to compete 
toward politically significant standards of argument.

Coarticulation of civic education and debate. Right now, debate, as a com-
petitive activity, seems to be framed in terms of “Who’s the smartest?” with 
“argument in a democratic society” as an afterthought. The renewal of debate 
will require subordinating the frame of debate as personal prowess to debate as a 
civic activity. There are many ways of understanding debate as civic, and many 
ways of changing the activity to enact civic ideals. It is not as if there is a single 
way to articulate civic discourse, and somehow debate must be adjusted to that. 
Debate and goals of civic education should be coarticulated, brought into align-
ment with each other through a thoughtful, deliberate process.

Debate, based on its history (Keith 2007), can become an important force in 
twenty-first-century universities and colleges, with schools ever more focused 
on public service and civic education. John Dewey was right, when he said, in 
The Public and Its Problems, that “the improvement of the methods and condi-
tions of debate, discussion and persuasion . . . is the need of the public.” Inter-
collegiate debate can, and should be, a leader in that change.
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IntroductIon

Democracy demands that people become citizens. It is a mandate that requires 
individuals to move from identities based in private interests to an engagement 
in civic life, speaking as members of a deliberative public. At the dawn of the 
twenty-first century, one of society’s most pressing challenges lies in connecting 
public life to our various institutions, including those charged with cultivating 
an active and engaged citizenry.

Over the past ten years, a revolution has occurred, born of the realization that 
education alone is insufficient to produce capable citizens. These challenges are 
illustrated by recurrent calls for Americans to participate more consistently in 
the structures of public life. Predictably, in this environment, educators at all 
levels—irrespective of discipline or field—are increasingly concerned with cre-
ating and promoting programs that foster service learning, social responsibility, 
and civic engagement. A complex world inundated by instant communication 
and overwhelming information flows demands the acquisition of “technologies” 
to mediate the simultaneous explosion of political speech.

Intercollegiate debate, positioned at the nexus of liberal learning, is uniquely 
located to rejoin the call to renew the promise of the American experiment. 
Debate is a technology that connects the explosion of political speech with a 
civic-oriented vision for the future as well as a mode of speech and inquiry that 
is constitutive of citizenship; people (students) become citizens both in and 
through their participation in debate.
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Citizenship is both an identity and a skill—qualities that are cultivated through 
a liberal education that prizes debate. More than any other activity, debate pre-
pares students to speak as citizens. Students must view themselves as participat-
ing in and being implicated by the vast systems of discourse that comprise civil 
society while at the same time imaginatively engaging in institutional decision 
making. In addition, they must have the skills essential to effective participa-
tion—skills to both consume public discourse and take part in it. In the present 
moment we need to emphasize these prerequisite proficiencies of democracy.

Debate is training for citizenship. As an essential tradition of democracy in the 
Western world, it possesses a rich pedagogy focused on preparing for and invest-
ing in civic life. Such a conception of the role of argument in the civic imagina-
tion is both traditional and contemporary:

We ought, therefore, to think of the art of discourse just as we think of the 
other arts, and not to form opposite judgments about similar things, nor 
show ourselves intolerant toward that power which, of all the faculties which 
belong to the nature of man, is the source of most of our blessings. For in 
the other powers which we possess . . . we are in no respect superior to other 
living creatures; nay, we are inferior to many in swiftness and in strength and 
in other resources; but, because there has been implanted in us the power 
to persuade each other and to make clear to each other whatever we desire, 
not only have we escaped the life of wild beasts, but we have come together 
and founded cities and made laws and invented arts; and, generally speaking, 
there is no institution devised by man which the power of speech has not 
helped us to establish. (Isocrates 1929, Antidosis, II, 327–28)

Isocrates’s paean to the place of speech and argument in human life has stood for 
2,500 years as a touchstone of liberal education. It is an approach that acknowl-
edges the linkage between speech and reason as a distinctive human character-
istic, essential for the organization of human life and society. Even in a world 
rich with information and digital technologies, speech—the basic face-to-face 
interaction where people trade reasons in order to generate knowledge or reach 
decisions—even when mediated, stands at the core of what makes us human.

For a variety of reasons, recent years have been witness to a resurgence of interest 
in public deliberation and participation—even to the point of radical democracy. 
Advocates for public deliberation assert that policy wonks and interest-group 
politics are insufficient on their own to completing democracy’s vision. Rather 
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than mediate power struggles among interest groups, such advocates seek means 
of communication that are adequate to the task of (re)introducing meaningful 
discussion and debate to the policy process while at the same time empowering 
mass participation. In such an environment, at the dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the tools of the fifth century BCE seem more relevant than ever.

More than language is required to make democracy work. As Tocqueville con-
cluded, the success of American democracy rests on structures of civil society 
that support it; democratic institutions in the United States rest on a massive 
understructure of civil society, sustained by forms of communication. From the 
school board to the neighborhood watch, the Rotary Club to the PTA and the 
Red Cross, people come together in nongovernmental groups. In their com-
munion, such groups allow for the realization of what John Dewey called “the 
public”—groups of people (often dispersed across society) who share common 
concerns. As Dewey described it, democracy was more than a set of governmen-
tal institutions (plus voting); it was a mode of associated living. Every social 
interaction is a chance to enact the democratic ideals of debate, discussion, and 
rational argument, noncoercively producing agreement on solutions to prob-
lems. More recently, deliberative democrats, such as Benjamin Barber (2004) 
and James Fishkin (2009), have sought to take seriously this legacy of democ-
racy as reasoned decision making.

Yet, participants in the movement for a return to deliberation realize there will 
be no simple return to the idyll of Athenian democracy (if, indeed, it ever ex-
isted) nor can it be accomplished by nostalgia for the mystic chords of memory 
wrought from the American experience. The world has changed. But so has de-
bate education. In writing a rationale for debate in the twenty-first century, our 
purpose is to articulate how and why intercollegiate debate prepares students for 
civic participation, while also serving as a tool of civic change itself.

Debate trains the mind the way sports train the body, making it more powerful 
and capable. In daily life, in situations large and small, we are called upon to 
receive arguments and invent our own, as part of a process of collective inquiry. 
Cultivating the habits of mind and skills to advance, defend, and judge claims 
is the essence of liberal learning and the staple of knowledge production in the 
academy and beyond. We can no longer take for granted that the only essential 
skill of democratic life is mere speaking. Though there are certainly many va-
rieties of speaking, informed speakers advancing critical arguments over issues 
that matter is the standard of democratic life.
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Liberal education is the education of the “free” (liber) citizen to make decisions 
and engage others. Debate as a mode of liberal learning is incredibly powerful. 
And debate, especially in its highly developed contemporary form, as practiced 
through intercollegiate debate, is a technology of liberal education without 
equal; it is intrinsically cross-disciplinary, applicable to any field and able to 
connect any field to public life.

Despite changes in form and function, a constellation of values has connected 
and distinguished intercollegiate debate for over a century.

Debate is a cross-disciplinary method of collaborative inquiry and intentional 
learning, focused on the controversial public policy issues of the day, empha-
sizing the fundamentals of argument—reasoning, research, communication, 
and practical judgment—through the clash of competing ideas and the habits 
of mind that come from understanding others’ arguments as well as one’s own. 
Although intercollegiate debate is a highly competitive activity, it is profit-
ably viewed from a pedagogical perspective as a leadership laboratory de-
signed to prepare the next generation for entry into the public sphere and the 
process of lifelong learning. From public administration to community activ-
ism, from personal decision making to government policy, and across a wide 
variety of fields from business to education, intercollegiate debate provides a 
liberal education that is the foundation of civic engagement.

How does contemporary intercollegiate debate embody the values and goals 
of liberal education for a democratic society? At its core and from its earli-
est appearance in the American academy in the once wildly popular literary 
societies to its contemporary manifestation in national championship tourna-
ment competition, intercollegiate debate is a well-established and highly suc-
cessful educational practice with substantial educational benefits for all students 
(O’Donnell 2008a). It is, in every sense, what George Kuh (2008) refers to as a 
“high-impact educational practice.” The literature review that follows seeks to 
ground this claim in a body of research. In so doing, it identifies the essential 
skills, virtues, and modes of inquiry that participation in debate fosters: critical 
thinking, leadership training, academic achievement, and ethics of advocacy, 
community building, active, intentional and cooperative learning, and empow-
erment.1 The literature selected for review focuses predominantly on research 

1  Although the review that follows is the product of many hands and has benefited from the 
efforts of many in the working group, a substantial portion of the research was contributed by 
John Katsulas, director of debate at Boston College, prior to the conference.
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concerning intercollegiate debate. The body of work concerning classroom 
debating and other forms of noncompetitive debate have been intentionally 
excluded, although they are equally robust and provide additional testimony to 
the enduring value of debate education. Much of that literature has been col-
lected in an annotated bibliography compiled by Sarah Spring, Joseph Packer, 
and Timothy O’Donnell (see Appendix 1).

1. Critical Thinking
Developing critical-thinking skills is one of the primary goals of American 
education. A survey by the Higher Education Research Institute (2009) of 
22,562 full-time college and university faculty members reported that 99.6% 
of them viewed critical-thinking skills as paramount to undergraduate educa-
tion. Several national reports (Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities 1985; National Educational Goals Panel 1991; National Institute of 
Education Study Group 1984) have identified critical thinking as a major goal 
of higher education.

Many have written about the importance of critical thinking to achieving a free, 
safe, and prosperous society. Richard Franke, a fellow of the National Academy 
of Sciences, observes: “the value of critical thinking is incalculable. From as-
sessing markets to identifying the salient features of a policy to decisions about 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, critical thinking clears a path for ra-
tional judgment” (2009, 22). Argumentation professors Douglas Ehninger and 
Wayne Brockriede recognize that in the nuclear age, it is imperative for society 
to develop leaders with strong critical-thinking skills: “in an age when a single 
bomb can wipe out a great city, critical thinking is not a luxury but a necessity” 
(1978, 3). Edward Panetta and Dale Herbeck argue that critical-thinking skills 
developed by policy-debate training “will help resolve impending geo-political 
crises” (1993, 25).

John Dewey considered critical-thinking skills to be an essential characteristic 
of good citizenship, and subsequent work has demonstrated this connection. 
Critical-thinking skills are a precondition for citizenship engagement and de-
liberation about public affairs (Owen 2004). For example, Jack Rogers (2005) 
shows that debaters are more likely than nondebaters to vote in elections and 
to participate in social and political campaigns.

Debate scholars claim that the teaching of critical-thinking skills is one of de-
bate’s greatest educational achievements. Enhancing critical thinking is “the 
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most frequently cited educational merit of debate” (Omelicheva 2007, 163). 
Glenn Capp and Thelma Capp (1965) list critical thinking as one of the seven 
educational benefits to debate training. James McBath argues that debate pro-
vides an educational laboratory for training students in “critical thinking skills 
through the discovery of lines of argument and their probative value” (1984, 
10). Edward Inch, Barbara Warnick, and Danielle Endres state “that intercolle-
giate debate provides students with an intensive and exciting method for devel-
oping their debating skills and critical thinking abilities” (2006, 354). Austin 
Freeley and David Steinberg contend, “since classical times, debate has been 
one of the best methods of learning and applying the principles of critical think-
ing” (2005, 2).

Lived experience is reflected in the opinion of former debaters’ assessment of 
acquiring critical-thinking skills. Several demographic surveys (Katsulas and 
Bauschard 2000; Matlon and Keele 1984; Williams, McGee, and Worth 2001) 
reveal overwhelming support from former debaters that the activity sharpened 
their critical-thinking skills. In response to the survey by John Katsulas and Ste-
fan Bauschard, Daniel Sutherland, the National Debate Tournament (NDT) 
winner in 1982, replied, “debate significantly enhanced my development as a 
lawyer. I think the major area is in critical thinking—understanding my own 
arguments, coming to grips with my opponents’ arguments and forecasting how 
the judge might evaluate both positions” (Katsulas and Bauschard 2000, 7). 
Cynthia Leiferman, an NDT finalist in 1984, agreed, writing that debate train-
ing taught her how “to think ‘outside the box.’ Creative critical thinking is the 
lifeblood for a successful litigator” (ibid.).

Additionally, empirical research demonstrates that debate training increases 
critical-thinking skills. Several studies comparing debaters to nondebaters sub-
stantiate this link. Kent Colbert’s (1987) study of NDT and Cross Examina-
tion Debate Association (CEDA) debaters found that they scored substantially 
higher than nondebaters on the Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal 
(WGCTA). This research tool measures critical-thinking ability in five areas: 
“inference, recognition of assumptions, deduction, interpretation, and evalua-
tion of arguments” (Colbert 1987, 199). Colbert’s study validated the results of 
prior studies (Cross 1971; Howell 1943; Jackson 1961; Williams 1951) showing 
a link between debate participation and critical thinking.

Using a different measuring technique, studies by Kenny Barfield (1989) and 
Kip McKee (2003) also demonstrate a positive link between debate and critical 



A RAtionAle foR inteRcollegiAte DebAte  33

thinking. Barfield and McKee found that high school debaters scored substan-
tially higher than nondebaters in reading comprehension and thinking skills 
on the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT). Because research proves that higher 
reading comprehension scores on the SAT correlate well with higher critical-
thinking skills on the WGCTA, Barfield and McKee’s findings prove that de-
bate participation enhances critical thinking.

The most definitive evidence comes from a meta analysis by Mike Allen et 
al. (1999), which examined data from 22 studies over 50 years that had ex-
plored the link between communication skills and critical thinking. Most of 
these studies used the WGCTA as their measurement instrument. The cumula-
tive evidence indicated that communication skill instruction increased critical-
thinking ability by 44%. However, “participation in forensics demonstrated the 
largest improvement in critical thinking whether considering longitudinal or 
cross-sectional designs” (Allen et al. 1999, 27). Allen et al. conclude that com-
petitive debate enhances critical thinking more effectively than argumentation 
classes and public speaking. This study provides powerful support for the value 
of competitive debate to improve critical thinking.

Given all of the above evidence, Colbert’s assessment that “the preponderance 
of defendable evidence suggests competitive debate experience can indeed im-
prove critical thinking skills” is a valid conclusion (1995, 60). He also correctly 
points out that the few studies (e.g., Whalen 1991) not demonstrating a link 
suffer from flaws in “design limitations, instrument ceiling, sampling, teaching 
methods, or statistical procedures” (Colbert 1995, 60).

How does debate teach effective critical-thinking skills? There are numerous 
ways. Debate teaches analytical skills, whereby students practice identifying er-
rors in reasoning and proof, recognizing inconsistencies in arguments, assessing 
the credibility of sources, challenging assumptions, and prioritizing the salience 
of points (Murphy and Samosky 1993). Critical thinking requires that deci-
sion makers arrive at conclusions based on a careful examination of the facts 
and reasons, which is the heart of the methodology taught by debate. Jeffrey 
Parcher (1998) argues that the devil’s advocacy approach to debating, whereby 
students argue both sides of a controversy, improves critical thinking. Research 
also shows that critical-thinking skills are developed through consistent prac-
tice, which debate tournament competitions afford to students (McKee 2003)
.
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2. Leadership Training and Career Advancement
Debate is a “premier training ground for the future leaders of this country” 
(O’Donnell 2008b, A38). The former debaters who occupy prestigious leader-
ship positions in law, education, government, politics, and business have long 
constituted an illustrious club. Brilliant lawyers who were former debaters in-
clude Alan Dershowitz, famous criminal appellate attorney and Harvard law 
professor; Thomas Goldstein, cofounder of SCOTUSBLOG and a litigator who 
has argued over 20 cases before the U.S. Supreme Court; Laurence Tribe, pre-
eminent constitutional law professor of Harvard; Erwin Chemerinsky, founding 
dean of the University of California, Irvine School of Law; and Neal Katyal, 
the deputy solicitor general of the United States. Prominent educators include 
three former college presidents: Alexander Meiklejohn of Amherst College, 
Lawrence Summers of Harvard, and David B. Henry of the University of Il-
linois. At least two active college presidents, David Boren of the University of 
Oklahoma and John Sexton of New York University, were debaters. Politicians 
include six U.S. presidents who served during the twentieth century, including 
John F. Kennedy Jr., and numerous U.S. senators and representatives. Titans 
from the world of business include Lee Iacocca, former CEO of Chrysler, Ted 
Turner, the media and entertainment mogul, and Ross Perot, billionaire busi-
nessman and former presidential candidate.

A plethora of evidence exists to support the claim that participation in de-
bate facilitates the professional careers of students. Numerous surveys of former 
debaters have overwhelmingly found that debate participation was a positive 
influence in advancing their careers. Ronald Matlon and Lucy Keele’s survey of 
703 debaters who participated in the NDT found that “successful attorneys, edu-
cators, legislators, businesspersons, and consultants” stated unequivocally “that 
debate was as important as the total of the rest of their education, or more so” 
(1984, 205). A survey of former debaters by Jeffrey Hobbs and Robert Chandler 
(1991) arrived at similar findings, with 86% of the respondents recommend-
ing debate as beneficial training, including 75% of lawyers, 85% of managers, 
97% of ministers, and 84% of teachers. David Zarefsky, a past president of the 
National Communication Association, a distinguished professor of communi-
cation at Northwestern, and an immensely successful debater and coach, says, 
“It’s hard for me to imagine a profession for which debate is not a valuable kind 
of preparation” (Wade 2006).

Evidence from two longitudinal studies comparing the employment success of 
debaters and nondebaters provides empirical support for the claim that debate 
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participation enhances career skills (Rogers 2002, 2005). In the first longitu-
dinal study, Jack Rogers (2002) tracked the performance of 100 freshmen who 
were debaters versus 100 nondebaters over four years. The results showed that 
upon graduation, the debaters received job offers superior to those of the control 
group. Rogers concluded there is “a strong correlation between debate experi-
ence and involvement in professional internships,” which resulted in the debat-
ers receiving a higher rate of job offers upon graduation as compared with the 
nondebaters (2002, 16). In a follow-up study, Rogers (2005) examined the per-
formance of this same group of students over four additional years. Once again, 
the results showed the debate group with superior career advancement. The 
study found that debaters received more job offers in their field, more positive 
evaluations from their supervisors, and slightly higher pay increments.

Especially in the field of law, debate training is overwhelmingly beneficial. A 
survey of 98 law school deans found that 70% of them recommended that stu-
dents should participate in intercollegiate debate (Freeley and Steinberg 2005). 
Most prelaw academic counselors also advise undergraduates to take courses in 
argumentation and debate (Pfau, Thomas, and Ulrich 1987). A survey directed 
to 82 prominent lawyers who were former debaters asking about the benefits 
of collegiate debating revealed strong support for the belief that debate taught 
them skills in oral advocacy, critical thinking, brief writing, research, and lis-
tening (Katsulas and Bauschard 2000). Law school dean Erwin Chemerinsky 
credits his debate training for teaching him skills in analysis, research, and pub-
lic speaking and he claims that “not a day goes by that I do not use the skills 
and lessons I learned in debate in my teaching, my writing, and my advocacy in 
courts” (2008, A11).

While the law remains the preferred career choice for many debaters, the skills 
taught by debate are just as necessary and useful for debaters who want to suc-
ceed in the world of business. Employers recognize this and perceive debating 
experience as a valuable asset. Bill Lawhorn, an economist with the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, speaks about the value of debate training for employers: “De-
baters must have strong research skills, be able to think quickly, and be able to 
communicate well. In addition, debaters must be comfortable performing in 
front of an audience—and having the confidence to do so is a valuable work-
place skill, especially when it comes to making presentations to coworkers or 
superiors” (Lawhorn 2008, 19).

Several large companies have been established and are being operated by for-
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mer debaters. For instance, Michael Beckley, a former Emory debater, and Marc 
Wilson, a former Dartmouth debater, cofounded Appian, a fast-growing soft-
ware company. Beckley and Wilson credit their debate training for affording 
them the presentation skills to persuade clients such as Home Depot to use Ap-
pian’s software instead of that of larger companies such as Oracle and IBM (D. 
Jones 2004). Beckley and Wilson go so far as to say that their company, which 
has grown to 190 employees, would never have existed without their debate 
background (D. Jones 2004). Other former debaters who are CEOs of successful 
companies include Lance Rosenzweig of PeopleSupport, Chuck Berger of Nu-
ance Communications, Mark Astone of Panagraph, Tod Loofbourrow of Au-
thoria, and Cynthia McKay of Le Gourmet Gift Basket (ibid.).

Management consulting firms also recognize the value of hiring debaters. A.T. 
Kearney, a global management firm with offices in 34 countries, has actively 
sought to hire former debaters after being highly impressed with the job skills 
brought by Leslie Mueller, a former Northwestern debater (Ross 2002). Mueller 
now attends debate tournaments to recruit prospective employees because she 
says debaters have superior analytic and communication skills (ibid.).

3. Academic Achievement in the Classroom
College educators overwhelmingly believe that participation in debate increas-
es students’ academic achievement. Melissa Wade, the director of forensics at 
Emory University, who has coached thousands of high school and college debat-
ers over two decades, says that the value of debate training is well documented: 
“the effect on academic achievement has been measured and confirmed to im-
prove critical thinking, research and communication and organization skills” 
(2006, 1). Kent Colbert and Thompson Biggers share this view: “the educa-
tional benefits of debate seem to be well documented: improved communication 
skills; exposure to important social issues of our time; improvement of critical 
thinking ability” (1985, 238).

In fact, there is considerable empirical evidence to prove that academic de-
bate boosts academic achievement. Several studies show that debaters achieve 
higher average grade point averages than nondebaters (Barfield 1989; Collier 
2004; Hunt, Garard, and Simerly 1997; K. Jones 1994). It is also the case that 
almost three-quarters of debaters believe that involvement in debate benefits 
them academically (Hunt, Garard, and Simerly 1997). Jack Rogers (2002) 
found that debaters maintained higher grade point averages than nondebaters, 
matriculated at the same rate as nondebaters, and enjoyed a higher acceptance 
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rate into graduate school programs. In another study, Rogers (2005) determined 
that debaters were more successful than nondebaters in completing their gradu-
ate studies and achieving higher scores on their LSATs and GREs.

Debate participation improves academic performance because it promotes 
numerous skills that are essential to realizing a high level of educational pro-
ficiency. The educational benefits of debate include teaching research skills, 
acquiring cross-disciplinary knowledge about the world, learning how to or-
ganize and construct arguments, improving writing skills, enhancing listening 
and note-taking skills, increasing student self-confidence, and improving time-
management skills.

a. Research
One of the obvious benefits of policy debate is that it teaches research skills in a 
manner “unparalleled in the world of academics” (Fritch 1993/1994, 7). No un-
dergraduate college class assignment requires as much research as debate does. 
Robert Rowland argues that “debate, more than perhaps any other educational 
activity at the university level, teaches students about both the importance of 
research and the wealth of material that is available” (1995, 101). The research 
effort undertaken by debaters over the course of a single year’s topic is often 
greater than the work to obtain a law degree or dissertation (Parcher 1998). 
Many debaters spend as many as 20 to 30 hours per week doing research (ibid.). 
A typical debate team gathers enough evidence to write thousands of pages of 
argument briefs.

This emphasis on research is due to several factors. Because debaters are re-
quired to debate both sides of a topic, they must collect evidence to support a 
myriad of arguments. Debate judges also reward evidence more than oratory. 
There is an expectation that debaters are required to support every point with 
evidence (Panetta 1990). Therefore, everyone has a competitive incentive to 
collect as much evidence as possible. In many cases, the best researchers are the 
most successful debaters (Cheshire 2002).

Because doing research is so integral to competitive success, debaters have a 
strong incentive to acquire excellent research skills. Unlike most undergradu-
ates who specialize in doing research in their own area of academic study, debat-
ers require expansive research skills. Even when a debate topic is confined to a 
particular subject area, for example, reducing U.S. agricultural subsidies, debate 
arguments will emerge requiring research in the fields of economics, political 
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science, law, international relations, the environment, and philosophy. This 
means debaters must learn to use all available library databases as well as locate 
evidence from books, government documents, newspapers, and the Internet.

The process of doing debate research is also making debaters more proficient in 
using computers and a wide variety of new and emerging technologies. On a reg-
ular basis, debaters utilize computerized research databases to conduct research 
(Freeley and Steinberg 2005). While no studies have been done on this point, 
observational evidence suggests that debaters are more skilled than nondebaters 
in using sophisticated searching techniques. Because debaters need to locate 
evidence that supports very precise claims, they become skilled at conducting 
Boolean searches where words such as OR, AND, AND NOT, and NEAR are 
inserted to create relationships among keywords in a search query. Debate also 
teaches techniques in using scanners. Many debate squads now require students 
to produce their research in digital form. This requires debaters to scan evidence 
that cannot be downloaded electronically from books and periodicals.

Debate alumni strongly support the belief that debate participation improves 
research skills. In surveys that ask former debaters how their participation in 
debate has benefited them, developing research skills is always mentioned as 
a valued benefit (Hobbs and Chandler 1991; Matlon and Keele 1984). In the 
most recent studies, the value of research skills has increased in importance. In a 
survey of lawyers who debated during the 1990s, Katsulas and Bauschard (2000) 
found that acquiring research skills was ranked as the second greatest benefit of 
debate participation. A survey by Doyle Srader (2006) of former debaters who 
are now college educators (but not debate coaches) cited the acquisition of 
research skills as the most important educational benefit of debate. In a survey 
of former NDT and CEDA debaters, David Williams, Brian McGee, and David 
Worth report that a high percentage of these debaters viewed the acquisition 
of research skills “to be a valued element of debate participation” (2001, 201).

b. Student Knowledge About the World
The knowledge gained by students competing in debate is wide-ranging and 
substantial. As soon as the college topic area is announced in mid-May, students 
begin background reading on the topic. When the actual topic wording is an-
nounced in July, the intensity of the research effort accelerates to a vigorous 
pace, as debaters scramble to find as many research materials as possible before 
the first tournament in September. From this point forward until the last tour-
nament in early April, arguments are revised and created on a continuous basis. 
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During the course of one debate season, a debate team will produce thousands 
of pages of argument briefs. Individually, every debater will be responsible for 
reading and carefully filing them.

The range of cumulative knowledge accrued from compounding several years 
of debate, is even more astounding. For example, 2009 graduates who debated 
in each of the past four years, have learned a great deal about four public policy 
topics: (1) increasing U.S. economic and diplomatic pressure on China; (2) 
overruling U.S. Supreme court cases involving federalism, school racial segre-
gation, abortion, and military commissions; (3) promoting U.S. constructive 
engagement with Iran, Syria, Afghanistan, Lebanon, and the Palestinian Au-
thority; and (4) reducing U.S. agricultural subsidies.

Any student who debated over these four years would have learned an incred-
ible amount about some of the great issues and controversies of the twenty-first 
century. Should the United States engage or confront China? Can U.S. eco-
nomic pressure force China to respect human rights and intellectual property 
rights? Should the Supreme Court allow the federal government to have greater 
control over state governments? Do U.S. military commission trials for enemy 
combatants violate international law? Can U.S. diplomacy with Syria promote 
peace in the Middle East? Will constructive engagement prevent Iran from de-
veloping nuclear weapons? Will increasing U.S. troops to Afghanistan promote 
peace? Do industrial farming practices threaten the environment? Do govern-
ment subsidies for biofuels reduce U.S. energy dependency and global warming? 
In fact, over a four-year academic debate career, “students grapple with virtually 
every contemporary issue of American public policy” (O’Donnell 2008b).

However, debaters learn much more than topic knowledge. They also learn a 
great deal about political institutions and practice. The policy-systems approach 
essential to intercollegiate debate teaches students about the intricacies of how 
the three branches of the U.S. government operate. Debaters also learn about 
current events because they are forced to imagine the passage of controversial 
policies derived from the yearlong intercollegiate debate topic in a contempo-
raneous political climate that involves political costs and trade-offs with other 
agenda items under consideration. This means that in any given year, the top 
agenda items being pursued in Washington will be hotly debated in the form of 
politics disadvantages. For example, if the topic requires the affirmative team to 
advocate reductions in the U.S. nuclear arsenal, a negative team might argue 
that doing so at this time would trade off with ongoing health care reform efforts. 
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To be prepared to argue politics disadvantages, debaters must be knowledgeable 
about all major legislation pending before the U.S. Congress. Subsequently, in 
addition to the debate topic, students must learn about the pros and cons of a 
host of public policy issues such as universal health care, immigration reform, 
cap-and-trade mandates, ratifying the Law of the Sea Treaty, and free trade bills 
with Colombia, Panama, and South Korea, to name a few.

Since the emergence of critical arguments during the late 1980s, debaters must 
also be prepared to argue philosophy. The Supreme Court topic gave rise to de-
bates about critical legal studies, feminist jurisprudence, Michel Foucault, and 
critical race theory. The China and Middle East topics witnessed debates about 
threat construction, nuclearism, and cultural relativism. The agricultural sub-
sidies topic led to heated debates over the capitalist system and Heideggerian 
critiques of technology and science. In sum, intercollegiate debate offers a rich 
curriculum that fosters learning across multiple fields and disciplines—all at the 
same time.

c. Argument Construction and Organization
Argumentation is one of the important skills for maintaining a vibrant society. 
This is because “argumentation occurs everywhere, and we deal with it as read-
ers, listeners, writers and speakers on a daily basis” (Inch, Warnick, and Endres 
2006, 8). Every professional endeavor involves constructing arguments. Lawyers 
make arguments in support of their clients. Businesses make arguments to sell 
products and services. Legislators make arguments to advocate policy changes. 
Politicians make arguments for why they should be elected. Academics make 
arguments when they teach and publish scholarship. Argumentation is the life-
blood of society.

Competitive debate is an ideal laboratory for training students in the study of 
argumentation. Through it, students acquire fundamental skills in argumenta-
tion, beginning with how to analyze complex problems. Students learn how to 
analyze a proposition by identifying the various issues on multiple sides of con-
troversies. Students learn how to construct valid arguments and are taught that 
sound reasoning and appropriate evidence must support claims. In addition, 
students learn techniques of refutation in order to defeat poorly constructed ar-
guments, and they are taught how to expose flaws in evidence or reasoning. Stu-
dents acquire skills in organizing arguments such as prioritizing the placement 
of arguments as well as packaging them for consumption by multiple audiences. 
Finally, students learn how arguments interrelate and potentially conflict.
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d. Writing
Debate participation improves writing skills in two ways. First, research shows 
that students who become more fluent speakers develop improved writing skills 
(Sperling 1996). By improving the oral communication skills of students, de-
bate indirectly enhances their writing skills. This is borne out by research dem-
onstrating that debaters achieve higher scores on writing exams than nondebat-
ers (Peters 2008). Second, the process of crafting briefing papers and preparing 
speeches enables debaters to practice their writing skills on a regular basis. Writ-
ing debate briefs and cases teaches students how to structure and organize argu-
ments. These skills are beneficial to students who are required to write term 
papers or to answer essay exam questions. Research shows that debate is benefi-
cial in improving students’ writing skills (Matlon and Keele 1984; Rothenberg 
and Berman 1980) and organizational skills (Hill 1982; Semlak and Shields 
1977; Williams, McGee, and Worth 2001). College educators claim that the 
argumentation and organization skills they learned through debate are useful 
for making arguments to administrators and colleagues, and also help them with 
their scholarship and teaching (Srader 2006).

e. Oral Communication, Active Listening, and Note-taking
Debaters consistently rank improved oral communication skills as one of the 
top benefits of participation in debate (Huston 1985; Lybbert 1985; Matlon 
and Keele 1984; Oliver 1985; Williams, McGee, and Worth 2001). Debate de-
velops oral communication skills in a number of ways. The first, and perhaps 
most obvious, is that it develops students’ ability to deliver speeches in public, 
as has been observed by coaches and former debaters (Bernard 1999; Giesecke 
1981; Pemberton-Butler 1999; Sowa-Jamrok 1994), and demonstrated empiri-
cally (Semlak and Shields 1977). Debate provides extensive public-speaking 
practice and improves self-confidence (Matlon and Keele 1984; Pemberton-
Butler 1999; Sowa-Jamrok 1994), two of the most important factors in reducing 
public-speaking anxiety and improving performance (Lucas 1998). The sheer 
number of critiqued speeches a debater presents in a typical debate season is 
not insignificant. Assuming a moderate travel schedule consisting of ten tour-
naments per year, with six debates (at minimum) at each tournament and two 
speeches per debate easily yields a tally of 120 unique speeches in an academic 
year. Most do many more, to say nothing of practice speeches with coaches and 
teammates both before and after tournaments.

However, debate training and practice also teaches other, less formal oral com-
munication skills. Debaters are paired together in two-person teams and must 
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rely on each other to compete successfully. The ability to communicate quickly 
and efficiently and to both give and follow directions, sometimes simultaneous-
ly, is often the difference between a win and a loss in a particular debate round. 
This “cooperative communication,” sometimes referred to as an “interactional 
skill” (Hill and Leeman 1997), between partners is significant skill that trans-
lates easily to the world outside of debate.

Equally compelling is the extent to which debate develops listening skills. Stud-
ies have long established that active listening skills are important, but that most 
people are passive listeners, retaining only 25% of what is heard (Nichols and 
Stevens 1957). Active listening has been cited as an important prerequisite 
for engaging in productive dialogue and for engaging other skills (Goleman 
2000). Improved listening and note-taking ability are frequently cited benefits 
of participation in debate (Freeley and Steinberg 2009; Goodnight 1993; Wood 
and Goodnight 2006). Competing successfully in debates requires effective re-
sponses, and effective responses are possible only when a student has listened 
carefully and taken thorough notes on their counterparts’ arguments.

In addition to presenting and listening to speeches, intercollegiate debate offers 
a unique opportunity to refine advanced communication skills through cross-
examination—a practice that involves interviewing someone with an opposing 
viewpoint, and thereby engages both listening and speaking skills. Conducting 
a productive and respectful cross-examination is difficult to learn but is invalu-
able to public discourse (Hill and Leeman 1997). Further, cross-examination 
provides a unique opportunity for critical listening—evaluative listening—the 
type of listening that results in a judgment, which is particularly useful in pre-
paring and executing a cross-examination (Hill and Leeman 1997). As noted 
by Lawrence Norton, “Selecting the properly worded question to ask at the 
right time and arranging a meaningful series of questions is a real challenge to 
the thought process. Knowing how to select the right answer also is based on 
listening” (1982, 35).

Debaters also have the ability to interact with coaches—both their own and, 
through post-debate feedback, coaches from other schools. This increases oral 
communication skills in two ways. First, the ability to coordinate with your own 
coaching staff to formulate arguments is another “interactional skill”—requiring 
students to work with others in a team-based context to create strategies (Hill and 
Leeman 1997). Current debate practice is no longer “I write the arguments. You 
deliver the arguments,” as characterized in the major motion picture, The Great 
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Debaters. Instead, top-down argument strategies have largely been replaced by a 
more cooperative model in which debaters hold a great deal of decision-making 
power regarding the formulation of the arguments they present while also being 
assisted and counseled in making these strategic decisions by their coaches.

Second, the interaction that debaters have with their judges after debates cre-
ates an additional opportunity to both ask questions and develop their critical 
listening skills—in this situation, their discriminative listening skills, and the 
ability to gather information while seeking to understand the judge’s feedback 
(Hill and Leeman 1997). Developing the habit of asking for and constructively 
receiving criticism while seeking to improve fundamental skills serves debaters 
well in both classroom and workplace settings long after their debate careers 
are over.

f. Self-confidence and Time Management
There are also a number of indirect ways that debate participation helps to im-
prove students’ academic achievement. There is evidence that debating experi-
ence makes students feel more confident in their ability to communicate, both 
orally and verbally (Freeley and Steinberg 2005; Rogers 2002, 2005). This self-
confidence may encourage students to participate more actively in class dis-
cussions and improve their performance when they give oral presentations or 
write term papers. Debate also teaches students useful time-management skills. 
Debaters learn to multitask and process information faster and more efficiently 
than nondebaters (Parcher 1998). Better time-management skills allow stu-
dents to complete their schoolwork in a timely fashion.

4. Ethics of Advocacy
Teaching students ethical advocacy has always been mentioned as an impor-
tant educational benefit of debate (Capp and Capp 1965; Freeley and Stein-
berg 2005; Hunt 1994; Ulrich 1984; Ziegelmueller, Kay, and Dause 1990). To 
enforce ethical conduct by participants, guidelines have been promulgated by 
governing bodies of debate, including the American Forensic Association, the 
American Debate Association, the Cross Examination Debate Association, and 
the National Debate Tournament Committee. Rules prohibiting the misuse and 
fabrication of evidence, rules establishing the eligibility of debaters, and rules 
prohibiting sexual harassment by students and judges have been adopted.

Through their participation in debate, students learn the importance of con-
forming to these standards as well as the benefits of participating in a scholarly 
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community characterized by academic integrity. Coaches teach students how to 
avoid plagiarism and to cite evidence properly. They are also taught never to 
cite evidence out of context. Students participating in debate receive constant 
reinforcement from their coaches, from judges, and from other student com-
petitors, stressing the ethical requirement to obey these communal norms. As a 
result, the misuse, distortion, and fabrication of evidence are extremely rare in 
academic debate.

At the same time, concerns that debate advocacy is unethical because it empha-
sizes competitive success over educational learning have been expressed over 
the years. Some have feared that the emphasis on winning will produce sophists 
who are devoid of ethical responsibility (Gow 1967; Haiman 1964; Horn and 
Underberg 1991). If this were the case, students might be more likely to distort 
the truth and be encouraged to lie. If true, this would be a damning indictment 
of the activity of debate. Fortunately, this perspective has been totally discred-
ited by empirical research (Rogers 2002, 2005). In fact, research demonstrates 
that debaters are less likely than nondebaters to distort the truth and ignore 
conflicting evidence of contrary viewpoints. Moreover, debaters are less likely 
to engage in situational ethics, that is, to conveniently shift their ethical posi-
tion depending on the circumstances (Rogers 2002, 2005).

There is a far stronger case to be made that participation in switch-side de-
bating teaches students to form a sound ethical foundation. For example, Star 
Muir argues that “firm moral commitments to a value system” are “founded in 
reflexive assessments of multiple perspectives” (1993, 291). By forcing students 
to defend both sides of an argument, switch-side debating cultivates a “healthy 
ethic of tolerance and pluralism” and leads students to appreciate the validity 
of opposing belief systems, while “instilling responsible and critical skepticism 
toward dominant systems” (Harrigan 2008, 37). This process of debate and self-
reflection over time produces a more ethical belief system because it is grounded 
in critical thought. Nurturing debate about alternative viewpoints and trying on 
others’ ideas through simulated and situational argument is the essence of a free 
society and the basis for an ethical society.

5. Community Building
Intercollegiate debate has a long history of outreach to a variety of local, na-
tional, and international communities, although efforts to foster alignment with 
constituencies outside of the competitive arena have gathered momentum in 
recent years. Public debates represent one mode of outreach and community 



A RAtionAle foR inteRcollegiAte DebAte  45

building and are an active and visible aspect of many intercollegiate debate 
programs. Such forums allow students who have honed their knowledge and 
skills through competition to bring the benefits of a debate education to larger 
audiences—both on the campus and beyond. The CEDA actively encourages 
intercollegiate debate programs to build community, with a yearly award for the 
intercollegiate program that best realizes these objectives. Countless examples 
emanate from intercollegiate debate programs across the country, and many 
have been backed by strong administrative support—support that recognizes 
the centrality of debate to the mission of the university. One of the signature 
events involving multiple institutions in a public debate competition is the 
James Madison Commemorative Debate and Citizen Forum. Held annually for 
the past decade, the event is adjudicated by lay judges and is attended by large 
audiences from the university and the broader community. With financial back-
ing from the university, this forum is indicative of the power of intercollegiate 
debate to extend the reach of competition to foster civic engagement and public 
deliberation in local and regional communities.

On the national scene, intercollegiate debate also has a distinctive footprint. 
For example, to mark the inauguration of President Barack Obama, the Smith-
sonian Institution sponsored the “Inaugural Debate Series,” which involved 
debates by college teams on the priorities of the new administration (Caputo 
2009). These debates, which attracted large crowds to the Baird Auditorium, 
were held on the National Mall at the National Museum of Natural History 
preceding the inaugural ceremonies. Another recent initiative, spearheaded by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, expands the panoply of public de-
bate options in even more interesting and impactful ways. Initiated by Ibrahim 
Goodwin, an environmental scientist in the agency’s Office of Water, the effort 
joins experienced intercollegiate debaters from different institutions in debates 
central to the science policy concerns of the agency. By bringing the talents of 
intercollegiate debaters to bear in a variety of contexts and environments—
ranging from internal workforce training and rule making to public outreach 
and community decision making—this initiative underscores the relationship 
between debate and deliberation (Mitchell, forthcoming).

Internationally, several organizations merge debate with community building. 
The International Debate Education Association focuses on bringing the meth-
ods of debate to societies where democracy is in its infancy, while the National 
Communication Association’s Committee for International Discussion and De-
bate sponsors long-running debate tours between intercollegiate debate teams 
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in the United States and debating teams from both Britain and Japan. On a 
different tack, several U.S. State Department international youth programs in-
tegrate debate training into curricular design (SEEYLI, Ben Franklin). Research 
testifying to the impact of such initiatives reveals that students who participate 
in such programs are better positioned to push for increased democratic ac-
countability in these postcommunist states (Mitchell et al. 2006).

Although not always formally tied to the organs of intercollegiate debate, per-
haps the most powerful evidence of the benefits of a debate education ema-
nates from the urban debate movement. Spearheaded by intercollegiate debate 
programs, this effort has matured over the past two decades to bring colleges, 
middle and high schools, as well as community organizations and philanthropic 
organizations together in fruitful collaborations designed to bring the virtues of 
a debate education to underserved urban communities. With outposts in more 
than 20 of the nation’s largest cities and tens of thousands of graduates, the 
results have been astonishing. As Will Baker notes, “there is no doubt that 
urban debate leagues using policy debate produce results and engage students 
that other resources have failed to reach” (1998, 69–70). Linda Collier’s (2004) 
empirical study of urban debate students establishes a strong link between par-
ticipation in debate and improvements in reading, self-esteem, decision mak-
ing, GPA (grade point average), and prospects for attending college. Similarly, 
Carol Winkler’s (2010) empirical assessment of urban debate league programs 
in Atlanta finds even stronger correlations between debate and a variety of aca-
demic, behavioral, and social benefits. These students also experience the em-
powering potential of debate. As Edward Lee, a graduate of the Atlanta league, 
explains, debate “allows students to take control of their educational destiny 
and at once make it a site of resistance” (1998, 96).

Furthermore, the benefits of such outreach and community-building initiatives 
positively impact intercollegiate debate programs. Carrie Crenshaw describes 
the benefits that college programs gain from involvement with the urban debate 
movement. College debaters who work with such programs not only improve 
their competitive skills, they benefit from the experience of giving back to others 
(1998, 83–84). In addition, experience with such initiatives helps college students 
to become “well-rounded adults who can see the value of their debate experience 
in a larger context” (83). Larry Moss (2001) validates this approach arguing that 
students who have received debate training are obliged to “utilize those skills on 
behalf of their communities” in order to realize the full benefits of debate.



A RAtionAle foR inteRcollegiAte DebAte  47

Additional examples of debate’s natural association with civic engagement are 
provided in “Alternative Debate Models” (see pp 236–41).

6. Fostering Modes of Inquiry
a. Active Learning
Active learning is a mode of instruction that focuses the responsibility for 
learning on the learner. Charles Bonwell and James Eison (1991) suggest that 
learning is maximized when learners work in pairs, discuss materials while role-
playing, debate, engage in examinations of case studies, and take part in coop-
erative learning. L. Dee Fink explains that active learning occurs when learning 
activities “involve some kind of experience or some kind of dialogue” (1999, 
para. 3)—dialogue with self, dialogue with others, observing, and doing.

Intercollegiate debate fosters each of these learning activities. Dialogue with 
self involves thinking reflexively about topics, including what a person ought to 
think about a topic, and includes self-evaluation of the thinking, writing, and 
speaking, as well as consideration of the role of the knowledge in his or her own 
life. In order to decide what arguments to advance in a given debate, debaters 
must think critically about the topic they will be debating. To evaluate their op-
ponent’s arguments (as well as to select their own), debaters need to assess their 
own thinking on the topic as well as research and prepare briefs and speeches. 
Finally, debaters consider the ways in which the things they learn have impact-
ed their own lives, particularly when the topics involve social issues. Dialogue 
with others involves “intense” discussion about the issue at hand. Debaters en-
gage in these intense discussions not only in their individual debates but also 
with coaches and teammates, with frequent spillover outside of the tournament 
context into a variety of formal and informal social situations. Observation in-
cludes listening to someone else doing something that is related to what they are 
learning about. Debaters are involved in observation when they are listening to 
the speeches of their opponents, listening to practice debates, and listening to 
others debate at tournaments. Lynn Goodnight explains that debaters learn to 
become active listeners, concentrating on the speaker, mentally reviewing what 
has been said, trying to anticipate what will come next, and noting the kind of 
evidence that is being used (1987, 6). Doing simply involves a learning activity 
where the participant “does something.” Debaters are involved in doing the de-
bating, analyzing the material, writing the speeches, presenting the arguments, 
and making the choices that will win debates (Bellon 2000).

Tournament debating substantially increases the intensity of the active learning 
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experience. The drive to win increases the intensity of the discussion, while the 
attention to detail and the need to think reflexively about the argument and 
ideas at hand required to do so are all amplified through the competitive lens.

b. Cooperative Learning
There are five essential elements of cooperative learning: positive interdepen-
dence; face-to-face interaction; interpersonal and small-group skills; individual 
accountability and personal responsibility, and frequent use of group processing 
(Johnson et al. 1991). Each of these elements is thrust upon participants in 
intercollegiate debate. It is unavoidable.

In order to experience positive interdependence, students must perceive that 
they “need each other.” Participants in intercollegiate debate are competi-
tively interdependent. Given the tremendous research, argument preparation, 
and scouting burdens, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, for individu-
als to succeed in debate without the support of the larger team, let alone their 
debate partner (Shelton 1995). As Ehninger and Brockriede explain, “In this 
respect debate may be compared with a group of mountain climbers concerned 
with their mutual safety” (1978, 15). Positive interdependence is manifest in 
intercollegiate debate because students share research resources and strate-
gies and perform individually assigned roles that contribute to the collective 
good. To be successful, debaters and coaches must work together in a variety 
of group processes to share information, coordinate research assignments, and 
work as a squad at tournament competitions. Similarly, to be a member of a 
successful team requires a large degree of individual accountability and per-
sonal responsibility.

Face-to-face interaction and group processing is promoted when students ex-
plain, discuss, and teach what they know to their peers and perform it before 
judges and opponents. Debaters who work on particular assignments are likely 
to share knowledge gleaned through research with the entire squad before tour-
naments, at regular squad meetings, and with teammates before each and every 
individual contest debate. At some tournaments, more experienced debaters 
may serve as coaches for younger debaters. On campus, many of the older de-
baters judge practice debates and work with younger debaters. College students 
who are former high school debaters assist high school debate programs through 
coaching or judging. In addition, many high school debate camps are staffed by 
college students who are responsible for teaching debate to high school students 
(Bauschard 1998).
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Interpersonal and small-group skills, such as decision-making, trust-building, 
communication, and conflict-management skills are also critical because stu-
dents debate in teams of two. At every step of the way—from the beginning of 
the season until the last debate of the academic year—partners must make joint 
decisions about which arguments to advance at the beginning of the debate as 
well as which arguments to rely on in later rebuttals (Goodnight 1987, 3). This 
requires building trust and effective communication between partners. And, 
when conflicts arise—as they inevitably do—debaters must work to manage 
conflicts in order to be successful.

c. Intentional Learning
For Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia, intentional learning is character-
ized by “processes that have learning as a goal, rather than an incidental out-
come” (1989, 363). Marlene Francis, Timothy Mulder, and Joan Stark sharpen 
this perspective by focusing on its essential attributes. Intentional learning 
is “learning with self-directed purpose, intending and choosing to learn and 
how and what to learn. Intentional learning involves five attributes of learn-
ing: questioning, organizing, connecting, reflecting, and adapting” (1995, para. 
2). Success in intercollegiate debate depends crucially on maintaining each of 
these aspects.

To begin with, debaters need to learn not only to question arguments made by 
their opponents but also to question the strength of their own arguments before 
they decide to advance them in debates. At the same time, debaters need to 
organize and synthesize arguments and opinions advanced by myriad sources 
to coherent and concise positions. They must also organize their own research, 
the work of their teammates, and scouting information collected by tournament 
participants. Furthermore, developing arguments and preparing them for pre-
sentation in debates requires making connections between arguments and opin-
ions derived from many different literatures, connecting arguments with those 
advanced by one’s partner, developing a full understanding of the relationships 
between arguments in order to synthesize positions for rebuttal speeches, as well 
as cultivating an awareness of the contested relationships between arguments—
arguments presented in any particular debate as well as those advanced by oth-
ers throughout the academic year.

In order to improve, debaters must critically reflect not only on which particular 
arguments have proved more or less successful but also on their own skills and 
the strengths and weaknesses of their team, as well as the strengths and weak-
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nesses of their opponents. Once strengths and weaknesses are assessed, debaters 
must adapt to those strengths and weaknesses in individual contests in ways 
that privilege their own strengths while exploiting their opponents’ weaknesses.

7. Student Empowerment
In addition to cultivating educational skills, participation in debate has long 
been recognized as having positive benefits in shaping the personality of stu-
dents (Mayer 1936). Because debate requires students to debate both sides of 
controversies, they become more flexible arguers and more tolerant of oppos-
ing viewpoints (Bellon 2000; Muir 1993). There is also evidence that debaters 
are more socially tolerant and less likely to accept conventional social norms 
(Rogers 2002, 2005). This is a unique benefit to switch-side debating. Rog-
ers explains: “as debaters become exposed to various resolutions and topics for 
debate, conduct research on both sides of usually controversial social subjects, 
organize and write briefs for both sides, and go through the process of arguing 
those positions, they have the opportunity to develop a wider view of differing 
social perceptions” (2002, 13–14). Research also shows that debaters are more 
inclined to become members of intercultural organizations and enroll in cross-
cultural classes (Rogers 2005). These tendencies are improved and enhanced 
when debate programs engage in community outreach. Beth Breger observes 
that these programs “encourage a dialogue” that not only results in “profound 
learning” but also “becomes the bridge across the chasms of difference” (1998, 
67). This finding is consistent with empirical research that has linked service 
learning with building citizenship (Morgan and Streb 2001).

Empirical research proves that debate involvement enhances beneficial argu-
mentative skills, while reducing verbal aggression (Colbert 1993, 1994). Debate 
helps students deal with other types of aggression as well. Reflecting on the 
Open Society Institute’s lengthy experience, Breger reports that “debate teaches 
students to command attention with words, provides students with an alter-
nate outlet for day-to-day conflicts, and gives them a tool with which they can 
combat physical aggression” (1998, 66–67). As Melissa Wade explains, “If one 
knows how to advocate on one’s own behalf in a way that will be acknowledged 
by the listener, one does not have to resort to violence to get the attention of 
decision-makers” (1998, 63). This contention has been confirmed by empiri-
cal research that documents a link between debate participation and a sharp 
decline in disciplinary referrals (Winkler 2009).

The personal benefits of debate extend well beyond social attitudes and behav-
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ioral control. Participants often experience debate as a form of personal empow-
erment. This includes feelings of personal efficacy, educational engagement, and 
political agency. Robert Branham explains that debaters evaluate what they are 
told, and therefore come to see their own knowledge about the world as “earned” 
instead of passively received from instructors or textbooks (1991, 20). Many 
authors (e.g., Freeley and Steinberg 2009) have noted that debate experience 
gives students the confidence they need to interact with peers and authority 
figures. Debaters see themselves as citizens who can successfully engage complex 
questions of policy. As Cori Dauber explains, debate teaches students that “they 
ought not be intimidated by the rhetoric of expertise” surrounding policy issues. 
“They know that they are capable of making and defending informed choices 
about complex issues outside of their own area of interest because they do so on 
a daily basis” (1989, 207). This sense of empowerment is not an abstraction. 
Debaters gain the skills and the attitude they need to engage important issues 
in their lives and their communities. Gordon Mitchell (1998, 53) outlines the 
empowering potential of a variety of debate practices. He describes debate as 
a “political activity that has the potential to empower students and teachers 
to change the underlying conditions that cause inequities among schools and 
communities.” Reflecting on their study of Latina involvement in debate, Casey 
Arbenz and Sylvia Beltran conclude, “debate can be a useful vehicle for provid-
ing empowerment and educational opportunities lacking in the public school 
system” (2001, 14).

conclusIon

In addition to its many tangible benefits and time-honored virtues, debate is 
fun. The pleasure that students take in the development and exercise of their 
speaking and reasoning abilities is a major motivation for why they participate; 
debate is exciting, challenging, and enjoyable. Both the competitive and col-
laborative nature of debate combine to create the conditions for participation 
in an activity that is as intense and satisfying as any in the academy—including 
intercollegiate athletics. Along the way, participants form lifelong relationships 
and gain entry to a networked community that is unparalleled in the history of 
American higher education.
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Alumni Testimonials

The most compelling evidence for the benefits of a debate education comes 
from our alumni—those for whom involvement in intercollegiate debate had 
a profound impact on their lives. We hear these stories all the time and we 
take special delight in sharing them when we encounter fellow debaters during 
our journey through life. The testimonials included below were solicited from 
a handful of distinguished alums whose accessibility and eagerness to respond 
rapidly met with the publication constraints of this volume. However, their wit-
ness here only begins to scratch the surface of a much larger alumni testimonial 
project. The power of such testimony is worthy of preservation, not merely for 
the sake of preservation, but because it encourages efforts to solicit, collect, and 
share the stories of the powerful narrative that is debate.

High school and college debate was the most important part of my education by 
far. I learned research, time management, and argumentative skills that put me 
far ahead in my classes and prepared me well for law school. In fact, I found law 
school much easier than college plus debate; I had to figure out what to do with 
all my extra free time, and I was already “thinking like a lawyer,” often a major 
barrier for new law students. Moreover, debate’s requirement of teamwork offered 
fantastic lessons in working with others, dividing responsibilities, and collaborat-
ing to achieve team goals. I can’t say enough good things about collegiate debate, 
or the people I met (and still know) as a result.

Rebecca Tushnet, professor of law, Georgetown (Harvard, 1991–95)

Debate taught me how to think and research more than any class or experience I 
had at Harvard or anywhere else. For some students, including me, the motiva-
tion to compete and the preference to work independently drives them to learn. 
In my experience, six elements made policy debate uniquely valuable:

First, the opportunity to creatively learn about and design research arguments 
is something not available in most classes, where certain required elements are 
taught and proven on exams.

Second, debate taught me to think quickly. Policy debate is not a spectator sport, 
but the speed with which competitors are forced to think and speak in rounds 
trained my brain to work faster.

Third, strategic judgment is required to evaluate and anticipate which arguments 
must be won to win a debate and which can be sacrificed. That judgment is es-
sential for prioritizing work and life after debate.
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Fourth, debate taught me to organize my thoughts to make them clearer. When, in 
college, I started to apply principles of debate like organization, introductory state-
ments, and concluding arguments to my writing, my writing improved dramatically.

Fifth, debate teaches you to get into someone else’s mind, anticipating which 
arguments would be persuasive to a judge and which ones wouldn’t. It is not 
enough to feel that you know the right answer yourself, you have to convince 
another observer of your argument. That ability serves debaters well later in life 
when they have to convince others to take action (be it philanthropic pursuits, 
policy initiatives, business ventures, academic commitments, or just raising inde-
pendent, societally productive children).

Sixth and finally, policy debate teaches you to do something. It is not enough 
simply to make a philosophical argument but one must understand the root 
causes of certain economic, legal, or foreign policy problems and what actions 
can conceivably make the world a better place. That drive led me to the world of 
foreign policy as a career.

For all these reasons, policy debate has been an indispensible element of my edu-
cation and is an opportunity for students from across the country to compete on 
a level playing field. For precisely these reasons, we at CSIS have established an 
internship for 13 years hiring at least one nationally competitive college debater 
as an intern to take advantage of these unique research and analytic skills.

You just can’t get this kind of training anywhere else.
Alexander T. J. Lennon, editor in chief of the Washington Quarterly and senior 
fellow in international security policy at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS), and an adjunct professor of security studies at Georgetown University 
(Harvard, 1987–90).

Debate was the most important part of my high school and college education. The 
training it provided me in analysis, organization, and speaking have been invalu-
able and I literally use the skills I learned in debate every day. It also taught me 
how to manage my time effectively and efficiently. The life lessons it provided were 
equally invaluable. Other than my parents, my high school and college debate 
coaches were the two people who had the greatest impact on my life.

Erwin Chemerinsky, dean and Distinguished Professor, University of California, 
Irvine, School of Law (Northwestern, 1971–75)

My sense of the role debate can play in the collegiate experience comes both 
from having participated in intercollegiate debate, and now, as a college profes-
sor, having observed how debate shapes the college experience. Like all extracur-
ricular college activities from athletics to theater to journalism, debate is not 
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for everyone. And, like all activities, it tends to open some doors while closing 
others. That being said, debate can provide a number of important benefits. It 
can improve a student’s ability to analyze arguments rigorously, to think quickly, 
to speak publicly, and to conduct research, especially on current affairs and policy 
issues. It provides an outlet for individuals to compete in an intellectual forum. 
Lastly, it brings together like-minded students within and across universities, 
providing the opportunity to forge enduring friendships.

Dani Reiter, chair, Department of Political Science, Emory University  
(Northwestern University, 1985–89)

With that amount of immersion, each year tackling a new topic, going through 
the discipline of analyzing, researching, organizing, preparing for refutation, and 
constantly refining in light of new arguments and changing information—those 
skills became instinctive, and have remained so. When I’m confronted with a 
new issue, challenge, or project, my mind immediately goes to questions of iden-
tifying key issues, to research (wouldn’t life have been grand with Google?!), to 
wording and organizing a case, to preparing for objections, and to presentation. I 
don’t wonder about how to approach a new topic, it just comes naturally.

Being coached by George Ziegelmueller and his team of assistants has had an-
other lifelong influence on me—an influence on my own classroom teaching. Al-
though I’m a full-time college administrator, I remain a teacher at heart, and I try 
to teach a public speaking or speechwriting class each semester. I can’t imagine 
having students do a series of isolated assignments without having the opportu-
nity to really improve along the way. You don’t learn to speak by being told what 
to do after the fact, you learn by being coached while you’re speaking. That’s how 
I was coached, and that’s how I teach to this day. So, the instinct to analyze, and 
the value of coaching are the two lifelong impacts of my debate education.

Donald N. Ritzenhein, provost, Macomb Community College, Warren, Michigan  
(Wayne State University, 1964–68).

I was a debater in high school, a debater in college, and a debate coach and 
judge after college. I don’t know any other extracurricular activity that teaches 
students more about more.

Debate teaches substantive material. For full years, I debated topics like space 
exploration, national educational reform (twice), First Amendment case law, 
hazardous waste responsibility, U.S. arms sales, consumer product safety, and 
foreign trade policy. I had to learn about all these topics as well as implications 
flowing from them, ranging from policy issues like government spending and 
federalism and military strategy to the philosophies and deontological constructs 
of John Stuart Mill and John Rawls and Thomas Malthus.
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Debate also, as you would expect, teaches public-speaking skills. I do not contend 
that the uninitiated want to listen to a debate per se—the speed of the speeches 
and the technical jargon used in the “game” of debate will confuse most first 
timers. But the skills learned—clarity, explanation, confidence, organization—
are transferable to many other public-speaking opportunities that audiences will 
enjoy hearing.

More important, to me, than either of these first two benefits is that debate 
teaches how to think on one’s feet. The number of unexpected twists and turns 
in any given debate round are multiple, and the debater who best understands 
and reacts to the unforeseen will win.

But there is something more basic than any of those things: Debate reinforc-
es—if it does not teach for the first time—that there are at least two reason-
able sides to virtually every topic. One does not spend long in competitive 
debate and retain the idea that there are many absolutes that face us in daily 
life. Note: I do not at all mean that there are no moral, religious, and scientific 
absolutes—there clearly are—but I do mean to say that, quantitatively, the 
number of absolutes is relatively few compared to the number of subjects with 
which we deal—personally, professionally, ethically, politically—on a daily 
basis. The debater who is paying attention to this truism is the best debater, as 
he/she can debate either side of an issue in a given competition equally well, 
and is the better person, as he/she can value the arguments made by someone 
who disagrees without simply writing off the disagree-er as a nut/conservative/
liberal/whatever label is convenient. The judge who understands debate best 
knows that the debater in competition is not always—and may well rarely be—
advocating a personally held position but rather is learning and exercising the 
skills of seeing both sides of a question that will serve the debater very well in 
life; the judge rewards those skills even if the position is personally anathema 
to the judge.

Lyn Robbins, senior general attorney, BNSF Railway Company and adjunct professor 
of law, Baylor University School of Law (Baylor, 1983–87)

My favorite definition of leadership is that of General and then President Dwight 
Eisenhower. “Leadership,” said Eisenhower, “is the art of getting someone else to 
do something that you want done because he wants to do it.” With a little “pc” 
in mind, I have a definition I suggest you memorize:

  Leadership is the ability to get people to do things you want done because they 
want to do them.

“because they WANT to do them.” That sounds to me like “persuasion.” Where 
does that word come from? From the Latin “per suasio,” which translates to 
“through sweetness.”
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WHAT? Leadership is about sweetness? Most people who think seriously about 
sound leadership speak in general about possession of solid character and values 
combined with interpersonal and management skills. That is undoubtedly correct.

I would argue that possession of debate skills adds a very important dimension to 
sound leadership. Debate provides the essence of persuasion, which is presenta-
tion of your ideas in a way that leads others to agree with them. Others? Who? A 
debate judge, your colleagues on the floor of Congress, media audiences view-
ing commercials, your boss who allocates scarce resources including pay raises 
to which others have legitimate claims, the soldiers you are about to lead into 
battle, the person to whom you are proposing marriage . . . we could go on.
In debate, winning presentations include knowledge of the audience and the 
use of reason, logic, and evidence in confident and appealing styles designed to 
persuade. In debate, practice makes perfect—or at least better than any other 
reasonable alternative.

My experience has been that leaders who consistently approach people in their 
organizations in persuasive ways develop an atmosphere where people automati-
cally want to do their best almost as a matter of habit, where “follow the leader” 
counts—as opposed to barking out orders and issuing stern directives.

. . . Do you have that short definition of leadership above memorized?
William J. Taylor Jr. is a senior adviser at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies and a former U.S. Army colonel elected to the Infantry Officer Candidate 
School Hall of Fame. He served in tank and rifle battalions in Germany, Korea, and 
Vietnam, where he was decorated for heroism. After participating as a student in Epis-
copal Academy’s debating society from 1948 to 1952, Dr. Taylor coached and directed 
the West Point debate team from 1965 to 1981.

We’re happy to offer our modest tribute to this activity, which we enjoyed as 
participants and support as alumni.

We begin by noting the obvious: debate is ideal preparation for careers cen-
tered on public policy. It’s fascinating to see folks whom we debated, coached, 
or judged on policy issues, now making or influencing those policies. To name 
just a few, Larry Summers, running the economy for President Obama; Austan 
Goolsbee of the Council of Economic Advisers; and Jim Poterba, president of the 
National Bureau of Economic Research. Leaders such as presidential candidate 
John Kerry, presidential adviser Karl Rove, and über political strategist Bob 
Shrum all cut their teeth on policy debate.

A recent feature article in Washingtonian magazine is titled “Why College Debat-
ers Dominate Washington’s Political Scene,” and that pretty well sums it up.
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But these are just a few visible examples. Debaters lead many fields of endeavor, 
in big business, entrepreneurship, education, law, academia, philanthropy. For 
debaters, sustained later-life achievement is the rule, not the exception. That 
speaks volumes about the practical skills debaters develop.

And what are those skills? Everybody’s list would be different, but you’d have to 
include these:

• Intellectual rigor. Debate is a proving ground where logical fallacy, pretense, 
and puffery are quickly detected and ruthlessly rooted out. And though we may 
quibble about decisions in any particular round, debate is ultimately a very meri-
tocratic activity. Whatever your background, with the right stuff you can excel; 
and the smallest college program can, on any given day, knock out the most 
favored competitor—especially if the latter lets up for an instant.
• Rhetorical skill. Yes, it’s been decades since many coaches were professors of 
rhetoric. But rhetoric is still central to the activity, in the sense of getting across 
your point concisely, coherently, and persuasively. A point we’ve often made 
in speaking to business groups is that everyone, no matter the title or position, 
is essentially a salesperson. The power to persuade is what it takes to succeed, 
whether in personal, social, political, or business relationships. Even for the U.S. 
president, as Dick Neustadt famously observed, the real strength of the office is 
the power to persuade. Where else but in debate can you learn how to use that 
power in a competitive situation where your efforts are instantly rewarded with a 
win or brought up short with a loss?
• Creativity. Debate rewards original thinking and out-of-the-box ideas. And of-
ten it demands concept formulation in a matter of seconds. Ex-debaters take this 
for granted, but it is a rare and valuable skill. If you’ve had to respond extempora-
neously to a surprise affirmative case sprung in a tournament elimination round, 
before an audience of peers, there isn’t much that can daunt you in later life.
• Collegiality. Participating in an activity where you can’t win on your own—
where you have to marshal outrageous hours of effort on the part of others and 
return that effort in kind—is great preparation for a future where there are few 
opportunities for “solo” success. Today, most organizational experts will tell you 
that motivating small, flexible, and purpose-driven teams is the direction of the 
modern enterprise. And they might be talking about a debate squad.

For all these reasons, we think that debate remains the single best preparation 
any student can have for whatever the future holds. If anyone doubts this, here’s a 
simple thought exercise: of all the debaters you’ve met since college, have you ever 
met one who regretted participating? Who thought he would’ve learned more by 
hitting the books harder or finding a more fulfilling outside activity? We haven’t.
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We conclude with a literary analogy that once captured our imagination: the 
Great Game as described by the writer Hermann Hesse. This was a mythical ac-
tivity that could capture, through the elaborately symbolic moves of game pieces, 
the interplay of ideas. Similarly, debate is an elaborately structured competition 
deploying ideas as game pieces. Within its rigid framework and time structures, 
skilled players can craft unique, competitive interactions on an immense number 
of topics, political or philosophical. No topic or flight of fancy is forbidden, 
except by the need to prevail against a foe alert for any mistake. 

A cerebral game, yes. But debate also partakes of the adrenaline surge of public 
performance; of harsh, browbeating questions; of desperate improvisation; of sud-
den, bitter defeat; of thrilling, unlooked-for victory. What a ride!

As our own mentor Larry Tribe commented in his memorial to Jim Unger, one 
of the finest coaches ever to grace the activity, what we remember is “debate as 
high art, debate as ritual, debate as relentless analysis, debate as bloodless battle.” 
We salute those who continue to advance this activity, which has done so much 
for us and for so many others. May the next few years keep the activity undimin-
ished, robust, and vital for the generations to come.

Charles E. Garvin and Greg A. Rosenbaum won the 1974 NDT debating for Har-
vard. In 1979, they teamed again to coach Harvard’s 1979 NDT Champion. After 
graduating from Harvard Law School (Charlie took a side trip to Oxford as a Rhodes 
Scholar, while Greg simultaneously earned a master in public policy from Harvard’s 
Kennedy School), both began careers at the Boston Consulting Group. They continued 
to team as principals in Palisades Associates, Inc., a turnaround merchant banking 
firm, where they have put debating skills to work while controlling such companies 
as Expressions Custom Furniture, Richey Electronics, TVC Communications, and 
Empire Kosher Poultry. Palisades became the corporate sponsor of the NDT in 2006 
when the Ford Motor Company Fund did not renew its support. Recently, Palisades 
Associates agreed to continue its NDT sponsorship through at least the 2015 NDT. 
Greg was recently appointed to the NDT Board of Trustees.
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Summary

At the core of debate is the director who sometimes has the title of “coach.” The 
director is sometimes described as a competitive strategist, playing much the 
same role in debate that directors/coaches play in athletics. This view is funda-
mentally incorrect since the very essence of coaching debate involves two key 
pedagogical goals common across higher education. The two key pedagogical 
roles fulfilled by the director/coach are teacher and research-team mentor. The 
director/coach teaches debaters argumentation theory, audience analysis, and a 
host of other topics. But he/she also teaches them how to research and construct 
strong arguments. In this way, the director/coach plays a role similar to the lead-
er of a research team. In addition to the pedagogical roles, the director/coach is 
a mentor, a strategist, a motivator, a planner, an organizer, and often a friend.

Every successful debater has a story about a director/coach who changed his/her 
life. A successful director/coach can have impact across generations of debaters. 
In that way, the director/coach also becomes the institutional memory of the 
activity. Debaters see the competitive demands of the moment, but the director/
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coach can see how competitive practices impact long-term pedagogy. Given the 
many crucial roles that the director/coach plays in debate, it is essential for the 
health of the activity that appropriate standards are in place for evaluating the 
performance of the director/coach and providing the same type of reasonable 
protection against unfair evaluation that the tenure process provides for other 
faculty members. Without those standards, directors/coaches may be evaluated 
based on standards that do not account for the unique demands involved in 
coaching academic debate. The result may be to move the activity toward a 
situation in which more and more of the coaching is done by nonacademic 
instructors whose focus is only on competitive success and who lack either a 
long-term perspective or a pedagogical focus.

The Tenure and Promotion Standards Working Group was convened in order 
to participate in the ongoing national conversations on assessment and promo-
tion and to provide guidance to units as to the most appropriate way to appoint 
and evaluate the performance of professionals in debate and forensics. As we 
note in detail later in this report, debate directors/coaches currently are evalu-
ated based on a wide variety of different standards and through many different 
procedures. While there are many models for evaluating the work of coaches, 
only a few of those models provide the stability that the tenure model provides 
for faculty members in tenure-track positions. This situation is unfortunate. 
First, current trends in appointment and evaluation encourage the use of non-
academic coaches. A tenure model, in contrast, produces a culture dominated 
by directors/coaches with a focus on long-term pedagogy. Second, it means that 
directors/coaches lack the protections of other faculty members. As a conse-
quence, in a difficult economic or ideological climate, it may be much easier to 
get rid of a debate director/coach than other faculty members, a situation that 
may create instability in the forensics program itself. Third, there is a danger 
that the incredible time commitment involved in coaching debate may not be 
rewarded appropriately because the evaluative standards do not account for the 
pedagogical, professional, and intellectual work of the director in furthering the 
pedagogical goals of the activity.

To address these difficulties, the tenure and promotion group believes that there 
are two appropriate models for evaluating the performance of debate coaches. 
One approach treats the director/coach as a normal tenure-track faculty mem-
ber, but broadens what can count for academic research. Under this approach, a 
season of debate should be evaluated as itself a form of research in the same way 
that a theater production would be considered creative research for a faculty 
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member in a theater department. A few schools already have had the vision to 
embrace this model. A second approach treats the role of coaching debate as 
essentially similar to that of faculty who in addition to teaching have a profes-
sional performance dimension to their academic assignment. In this way, coach-
ing responsibilities would be evaluated as a kind of professional performance in 
the same way that the work of a librarian or an academic scientist is viewed as 
professional performance.

The working group recognizes that when a university grants tenure to an indi-
vidual, the institution is making a commitment that can extend for 25 or more 
years. Some universities may be wary of making such a commitment to a debate 
director/coach, fearing that the director/coach will not continue to work with 
debate over the long term and instead focus on teaching, administration, or re-
search. The working group believes that institutions can confront this situation 
by specifying the responsibilities of the director/coach. For example, some institu-
tions may want to create a title and position description for debate that specifies 
the duties of the debate director/coach and makes clear that any grant of tenure 
applies in the context of the particular position description. The director/coach 
would be able to earn tenure with all the rights and privileges associated with it 
and could be promoted to professor under this approach. Transfer to an alternative 
tenure line would require review by appropriate administrators as is common with 
many university appointments such as with department chairs, directors of gradu-
ate studies, and basic course directors. The university might give the director/
coach a particular title to make this point clear, in the same way that some univer-
sities have a different title for a clinical professor than for other faculty members.

A proposed “Standards for Evaluating the Performance of Faculty Debate 
Coaches,” is included at the end of this document. This document was approved 
by the attendees at the Developmental Conference on Debate at Wake Forest 
and also by the Board of Trustees of the National Debate Tournament at the 
same conference. Since the conference, it has been approved by the National 
Debate Tournament (NDT) committee, the American Forensic Association, 
the Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA), and the Western States 
Communication Association. Based on the endorsement of debate organiza-
tions, the standards should be considered by deans and department chairs in 
crafting the appointment and evaluation standards for future generations of 
coaches. The standards also may lead to a shift back toward directors/coaches 
having the protections of tenure, a development that would provide stability to 
the coaching ranks and also help maintain a pedagogical focus in the activity.
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While our focus has been on debate coaches, we think it quite likely that a very 
similar situation applies to directors/coaches working with forensics and that 
the same standards that we are proposing for debate would be appropriate in 
that context as well.

Debate scholarship embraces a wide array of topics, research methods, and 
modes of presentation and publication. Although we consider this diversity of 
scholarly practice a great strength of our field, it brings with it potential dif-
ficulties as well. Notable among these is the complexity of assessing records of 
scholarship that include elements not easily captured by the typical categories 
used in tenure, promotion, and merit review.

Although this document is meant to provide guidelines to assist institutions 
in the creation of tenure and promotion-related documents we recognize, of 
course, that each case of professional assessment is an internal matter of depart-
ments, colleges, and universities with their own evaluative standards. Directors/
coaches expect to be assessed with the same rigor as their colleagues in other 
fields. We do not presume this document will supersede procedures at individual 
institutions. Rather, it offers a perspective on the value of scholarly practices 
that, though distinctive to debate research, may not be as familiar to scholars 
and reviewers in other fields. Additionally, the guidelines do not offer an ex-
haustive account of the many roles fulfilled by the director/coach in debate.1

In what follows, we first provide an overview of debate in order to explain the 
importance of the activity and then review the status of tenure and evaluation 
standards among directors/coaches in various types of programs across the coun-
try. A mass e-mail was used to ask directors/coaches to submit information about 
the nature of their current appointment (tenure track, term appointment, and 
so forth) and the standards through which their performance is evaluated. In 
addition to seeking information about appointment and evaluation standards 
for current coaches, we reviewed material from previous developmental confer-
ences and the statement of debate coaches labeled the Quail Roost document 

1   We are heavily indebted to the NCA Performance Studies Division: Tenure and Promotion 
Guidelines for Understanding and Evaluating Creative Activity, n.d. for the language of these 
previous two paragraphs. Additional references include Voice and Speech Trainers Association, 
Inc., Promotion, Tenure and Hiring Resources, 2002; Association for Theatre in Higher 
Education, Guidelines for Evaluating the Teacher/Director for Promotion and Tenure, August 
1992; Good Practice in Tenure Evaluation: Advice for Tenured Faculty, Department Chairs 
and Academic Administrators: A Joint Project of the American Council on Education, the 
American Association of University Professors, and United Educators Insurance Risk Retention 
Group, 2000.
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(named after the place where the conference was held), as well as information 
about how faculty in theater and academic professionals in positions similar 
to that of a debate director/coach are evaluated. Following the review of cur-
rent appointment and evaluation practices, we develop a case for the proposed 
two tracks for evaluating the performance of debate coaches. We conclude with 
draft standards.

an Overview Of Debate

The fundamental goal of academic debate in all its forms is to provide students 
with the critical analysis and advocacy skills they need to build a strong case 
for a position related to a public controversy. Debate accomplishes this goal 
through a process in which students prepare for and then attend tournaments 
on a stated topic. The students, usually in teams of two, research all aspects of 
the topic, along with underlying issues relevant to the topic, and then prepare 
positions in order to support and oppose the topic.

The topic is usually a broad statement of policy (or value implying policy) that 
potentially can be supported or opposed in many different ways. To be success-
ful therefore, debaters must have strong positions related to all of these different 
ways of supporting or opposing the topic. While the focus of debaters is often on 
competitive success, that emphasis on competition pushes them to hone their 
research, critical-thinking, argument-construction, and presentation skills. 
The competitive aims of the activity are tied directly to the pedagogical goal 
of training students to present strong and ethical positions on a public issue. In 
this way, tournaments are best understood as a kind of advanced laboratory for 
teaching public argument. Debate provides a laboratory not only for teaching 
argument but also for testing the value of various proposals on a given topic. It is 
thus both a place for training future policymakers and a place for testing policy 
proposals. From the perspective of the debater, competitive success may be the 
primary goal of participation. From the perspective of the director/coach, how-
ever, the desire of debaters for competitive success is a powerful prod pushing 
them to fulfill the pedagogical functions of the activity.

Over the course of a debate season, a team (or individual debater) might com-
pete in as many as a dozen tournaments, comprised usually of six or eight pre-
liminary rounds, followed by a single elimination tournament of teams seeded 
based on the preliminary results. The process of tournament debate pushes stu-
dents to do enormous amounts of research and other preparation for tourna-
ment competition. The process also forces students to work continuously to 
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strengthen positions on the topic because opposing teams are researching coun-
terarguments to the positions they have developed. Once again, competition 
serves a pedagogical function.

It should be evident that while debate is often compared to other competitive 
activities, especially athletics, it is fundamentally different from those activities. 
In athletics, the fundamental goal of the competition is the competition itself. 
In debate, in contrast, the competitive aspects of the activity are a means to a 
pedagogical end. Debaters are motivated by the competition to do an enormous 
amount of work researching and preparing arguments, work that they would 
never do in the same quantity or with the same intensity without the competi-
tive motivation.

Why do universities invest in academic debate? The answer is that the power of 
tournament debate for training students in public argument and advocacy has 
been demonstrated for almost 100 years. Many academic programs use simula-
tions of various kinds to train students to confront a given issue. For example, 
both within and outside universities, crisis simulations are common for prepar-
ing professionals for a crisis in public health, foreign policy, and so forth. The 
simulation serves as an educational laboratory to prepare the students on the 
topic. Debate is best understood as a more general type of educational laborato-
ry, a laboratory that gives students the basic skills they need in order to develop 
and defend a persuasive and ethical case related to an important public issue.

a review Of tenure anD evaluatiOn StanDarDS anD 
appOintment StatuS in COntempOrary Debate

We received 29 institutional responses to our query concerning the status of 
tenure and evaluation standards for debate coaches. Ten of the responses in-
volved institutions with nontenure-track appointments while the remaining 19 
responses included at least one tenure-track appointment. Several institutions 
reported a mixture of tenure-track and nontenure-track appointments. In total, 
the responses represent a wide variety of institutions with one single common 
denominator—they employ at least one full-time debate director/coach.

After analyzing the responses, three items for consideration emerged. First, 
there is little uniformity concerning the categorization of debate-coaching ac-
tivities. Second, there is a wide continuum between institutions that require 
debate directors/coaches to achieve the same publication record as their tra-
ditional faculty colleagues and institutions that do not have any requirements 
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for scholarship from their debate coaches. Third, there are alternative models 
for evaluating debate as a creative research activity that may help resolve the 
institutional pressures for increased scholarly production.

Although total uniformity across institutions is impossible, it is our opinion 
that these items demonstrate that the status of debate directors/coaches across 
the academy varies so widely from institution to institution that it is difficult to 
train, prepare, and evaluate current and future generations of debate coaches. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that none of the responses included an active debate 
director/coach with the rank of full professor with tenure, and that our anec-
dotal evidence suggests that few debate directors/coaches have been promoted 
to full professor in the modern era.

Item One: How Do Institutions Account for Debate-coaching 
Activities?
Categorizing debate-coaching activities as scholarship, teaching, and/or service 
represents a major discrepancy between institutional approaches to evaluating 
debate coaches. Although there is a persuasive argument that debate-coaching 
activities intersect all three of these traditional categories, few institutions per-
mit debate directors/coaches to submit their activities within all three catego-
ries. Instead, with a few notable exceptions, institutions have generally moved 
toward treating debate-coaching activities as either teaching or service.

The majority of institutions surveyed consider debate coaching as primarily a 
teaching-related activity. As such, most institutions offer course reductions to 
allow their debate directors/coaches more time to focus on their debate obliga-
tions. The number of reductions changes from institution to institution, but the 
use of course reductions is consistent across a broad range of institutions. Be-
yond course reductions, however, the standards for evaluating debate-coaching 
activities as teaching vary widely.

One struggle that debate directors/coaches consistently confront is how to 
articulate teaching effectiveness outside of competitive success. One director/
coach resents the connection between teaching effectiveness and competitive 
success because despite how effectively a debate director/coach teaches his/her 
students, “Student talent is still an extremely important intervening variable.” 
The responses demonstrate that traditional measures of teaching effectiveness 
such as student evaluations are rare for a director’s/coach’s debate-related activi-
ties. We suspect that few of these traditional student evaluation measures would 
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be appropriate for determining the teaching effectiveness of a debate director/
coach As a result, rather than focusing on measures for effectiveness, institu-
tions are increasingly developing descriptions of the connections between de-
bate-coaching activities and the educational benefits associated with participa-
tion in intercollegiate debate.

Despite the fact that there is a trend toward considering debate coaching as 
teaching, there is very little consensus on the level of specificity necessary to es-
tablish the connection between coaching and the educational benefits of debate. 
Some institutions have very specific lists of debate-related activities, such as “Di-
recting undergraduate research projects,” while other institutions have general 
statements, such as “Extracurricular student guidance, such as faculty adviser for 
the undergraduate student organization.” As a result of the vague nature of some 
descriptions, debate directors/coaches sometimes find themselves explaining the 
basic connections between their debate-coaching activities and teaching while 
other directors/coaches have the luxury of focusing on explaining their success 
within specific categories already recognized by the department.

Although the majority of institutions categorize debate-coaching activities as 
teaching, there are several institutions that consider these activities as solely 
service related. A research-one institution’s tenure and promotion document 
categorizes debate coaching activities under the service section with a list of 
other activities such as, “Advising student groups.” The director/coach of this 
institution described his/her institutional categorization of debate as follows, 
“Debate vaguely counts under ‘service.’” This categorization of debate is not 
limited to research-one institutions. A small private university explicitly evalu-
ates debate coaching only as service. The tenure and promotion document pri-
oritizes teaching as 50% of the evaluation with research and service split at 25% 
each. The director/coach of this institution wrote, “I teach the same number 
of courses as the other faculty, have the same research expectations, the same 
number of advisees and committees, and other university service and then I do 
debate on top of that.”

We acknowledge that every academic institution has unique goals and ap-
proaches to its academic culture. The result of the current categorization 
scheme, however, is that different universities end up describing the same exact 
coaching activity as either teaching or service, but not both. For example, some 
institutions consider judging at intercollegiate debate tournaments a unique 
area for instruction. According to one institution, “The faculty member is asked 
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to critically engage the ideas and performance of student competitors, then to 
render a decision and provide an oral as well as written critique of the event to 
the students involved. These activities are recognized and rewarded as teaching 
activities.” A separate institution, however, evaluates judging as second-level 
service when the debate director/coach presents an “oral debate critique before 
an audience.” Judging debates is a prime example of an activity that can persua-
sively be articulated as both teaching and service. However, when institutions 
only evaluate debate-coaching activities as either service or teaching it forces 
similarly situated activities to be relegated to one portion of a debate directors/
coaches consideration evaluation.

Institutions differ between categorizing debate coaching as teaching and/or ser-
vice, but one consistent paradigm throughout the responses is that coaching 
debate is not considered a “traditional” scholarly activity. None of the responses 
included a standard of evaluation wherein debate-coaching activities are con-
sidered the equivalent of publishing peer-reviewed articles or having a book 
published by an academic press. As we will review in items two and three, the 
relationship between coaching debate and scholarship is complicated by alter-
native models of evaluation, but none of the responses support an evaluation of 
debate activities as traditional scholarship.

Item Two: Expectations for Scholarship
The second item that emerges from the responses is that the expectations for 
debate directors/coaches to produce scholarship exist on a wide continuum. 
On one end of the spectrum, debate directors/coaches are expected to achieve 
the same publication record as their traditional faculty colleagues. Five of the 
nineteen institutions with tenure-track debate directors/coaches have the same 
publication expectations for their debate directors/coaches as for their tradi-
tional faculty. The responses represent a variety of institutions ranging from 
a Carnegie research-one university that requires two publications in journals 
of “high quality” per year to private institutions that require 10 publications 
in peer-reviewed departmentally approved journals. The tenure and promotion 
documents for these departments do not distinguish between debate directors/
coaches and traditional faculty with regard to research.

Almost all of the debate directors/coaches at this end of the spectrum cited 
an institutional philosophy that debate directors/coaches should be treated the 
same as the other faculty with regard to publication expectations. One direc-
tor/coach wrote, “The publication requirement is the same as [for] anyone else 
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in the department—no special privilege for debate.” Another director/coach 
noted, “despite the fact that 45% of my job is assigned service with the debate 
program, there is not much weight assigned to debate once you get out of our 
department . . . we are expected to publish ‘or perish’ as it has been put.” In ad-
dition to having the same publication expectations, these institutions do not 
count scholarship on the practice of debate at the same level as traditional aca-
demic research unless it is published in one of the top journals as designated by 
the department. In short, this end of the spectrum does not recognize debate as 
a scholarly activity, creative or otherwise.

On the other end of the spectrum, institutions do not require their debate direc-
tors/coaches to engage in any scholarship. There were over 25 debate directors/
coaches represented at this end of the spectrum and all of them were nontenure-
track appointments. The positions ranged from directors with the full privileges 
of a tenured professor except with periodic reviews to one-year adjunct appoint-
ments. The majority of these debate directors/coaches have reduced teaching 
obligations and are evaluated on their debate-related activities and their class-
room-teaching effectiveness. Several of these positions are located outside of an 
academic department and therefore the debate director/coach is evaluated by a 
university administrator. Within this end of the spectrum, there is a wide variety 
of institutions from research-one universities with multiple directors/coaches 
to small private teaching colleges with one director/coach. The one common 
characteristic is that none of these institutions require their debate directors/
coaches to engage in scholarly activity.

While the overall publication expectations vary from institution to institu-
tion, there are fewer and fewer debate directors/coaches today who fall some-
where in the middle. In the middle, debate directors/coaches are expected to 
publish some traditional academic research, but not as much as their tradi-
tional faculty peers. Only three institutions have explicit middle-ground stan-
dards for scholarly research. Two of the three institutions had vague language 
suggesting that the debate director/coach should demonstrate a consistent 
record of publication, but acknowledged that the unique demands associated 
with the position require the institution to evaluate a candidate’s overall con-
tribution. The most explicit middle-ground standard was set by a research-
one institution. At this institution, the research requirements for a traditional 
faculty member require a candidate to either publish two peer-reviewed ar-
ticles for each probationary year or publish an academic book and five peer-
reviewed articles. This institution, however, has a separate description for the 
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debate director/coach, which requires that person to publish at least five peer-
reviewed articles during his/her probationary period. Despite the attempt of 
these three institutions to carve out a middle ground, the overall responses 
suggest that unless an institution adopts an alternative model for evaluat-
ing debate-coaching activities the trend is decidedly in the direction of more 
publications and less distinction between debate directors/coaches and tradi-
tional faculty or toward hiring nontenure-track debate directors/coaches with 
no expectations for scholarship. In the latter situation, directors/coaches lack 
the protection and status afforded by tenure.

Item Three: Alternative Models for Evaluating Debate Coaches
Four of the institutions surveyed utilized alternative models for evaluating 
the activities of their debate coaches. The four institutions represent a large 
research-one institution, two midsize state universities, and one small private 
university. All of the institutions have tenure-track debate coaches. Despite the 
diversity of institutions, the one characteristic they share is that they evaluate 
debate-coaching activities as a form of scholarship. One institution’s tenure and 
promotion document is adapted from the Quail Roost Conference report and 
acknowledges that “Within the Department of Communication, the Director 
of Forensics is a unique position with unique evaluation requirements.” The 
document goes on to describe how the responsibility to be well versed in the 
relevant literature on the debate resolution permeates all parts of being an ac-
tive debate director/coach including directing undergraduate research projects, 
judging intercollegiate debates, and effectively preparing students for competi-
tion. The debate director/coach submits these materials in an annual portfolio 
that is considered a form of research for their tenure and promotion materials.

Two of the institutions borrow their model directly from the performing arts 
and theater in particular. The tenure and promotion document from one of 
these institutions identifies “Direction of forensic activities” under the category 
“Scholarship and Other Creative Activities.” The document outlines the stan-
dard as follows, “Creating and managing a nationally competitive forensics pro-
gram and providing leadership at the national level in competition debate are 
the primary indices of achievement in this category.” In this model, the debate 
director/coach submits a portfolio describing how his/her activities satisfy this 
standard, and external reviewers evaluate the candidate’s success. The other 
institution utilizes a “career variable interest agreement” that counts debate as 
a professional activity that is modeled after the standards used to judge the pro-
fessional activity of theater professionals. These alternative models suggest that 



78  navigating oPPortunity

a deeper understanding of debate coaching as a form of scholarship can help 
resolve the tension between requiring scholarship for tenure and promotion or 
moving the debate-coaching position to a nontenure-track appointment.

iS a tenure mODel apprOpriate fOr aCaDemiC Debate?
The focus on the competitive nature of academic debate along with analogies 
often drawn in the media between debate and intercollegiate athletics might 
lead some to argue that the tenure model is not appropriate for a debate director/
coach. While the working group recognizes that the tenure model will not fit all 
institutions, we also believe that it is the most appropriate model for maximizing 
the value of debate as a means of training future leaders and producing research on 
argumentation. A tenure model is appropriate for a debate director/coach for the 
same reasons that it is appropriate for other faculty members. The tenure model 
both provides appropriate protections for the director/coach and ensures that the 
director/coach will be viewed as a valuable faculty colleague within an institution 
and not as a second-class citizen. The director/coach has a great deal to offer his/
her colleagues in terms of depth of knowledge of public policy, and an under-
standing of effective management of a research team, for that is what a debate 
squad is. This expertise may be lost to the department and larger institution if the 
director/coach is not viewed as regular faculty member. Directors/coaches lacking 
a tenure-track appointment are often denied the opportunity to participate on 
faculty or graduate-student committees. Not only do such rules unfairly harm the 
career of the director/coach, but they deny to the institution the many insights 
about argumentation and public policy that a director/coach can provide.

In addition, the tenure model is needed to protect and nurture academic debate 
as a subfield in argumentation studies. While academic debate is a highly com-
petitive activity, from a pedagogical perspective it is best viewed as an extremely 
intense form of leadership coaching in order to train the next generation of 
leaders in a host of fields related to the public sphere. A tenure model is widely 
seen as appropriate for faculty teaching and doing research in all areas of the 
curriculum. Precisely the same point applies to debate. The presence of tenured 
faculty in any subfield guarantees a focus on pedagogy and research. In debate, 
tenured faculty members provide both institutional memory and a focus on the 
larger educational purposes of the activity.

twO mODelS fOr appOintment anD evaluatiOn Of Debate 
COaCheS

The review of appointment status and evaluation standards of debate direc-
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tors/coaches indicates that there are many different models for appointment 
and evaluation of debate coaches. However, only a few of those models provide 
the stability and protection of a tenure-track appointment and account for the 
unique demands of coaching debate. Debate directors/coaches have responsibili-
ties and demands on their time that are very different from those of other faculty 
members. An appropriate model for appointment and evaluation of debate direc-
tors/coaches needs to take into account those responsibilities and demands.
Coaching debate is a form of teaching, but the time demands are much greater 
than for traditional classroom teaching. Consider the example of a director/
coach with a squad of five teams that travel actively and three more that par-
ticipate occasionally. In order to prepare these teams for tournament travel, a 
director/coach would have to spend many hours and several evenings a week 
working with the teams on arguments and listening to practice debates. A team 
of this size would need to travel to eight or more tournaments a semester in or-
der to provide each of the active teams with adequate competition. Even if the 
director/coach of the team had help in some form, he/she would need to go to 
at least eight tournaments and more likely 10 or more a year. Each tournament 
requires a four- or five-day commitment, including travel days. The time de-
mands we have described are typical for debate coaches. Many directors/coaches 
spend even more time than in the typical example we have described. There are 
similar time demands for forms of debate that are focused on individual, rather 
than team competition.

Of course, directors/coaches do far more than simply prepare teams for travel 
and attend tournaments. Directors/coaches also recruit high-quality students 
to their college or university, engage in a variety of alumni-related and other 
outreach activities, host public debates, do public relations for the program and 
university, along with many other activities.

Why do directors/coaches spend so much time working with debaters? Another 
way of considering this point is to ask why such an incredible time commitment 
is justified in an academic sense? The short answer to this question is that the de-
baters of today are the academic, business, legal, and political leaders of tomor-
row. As is demonstrated in the reports of other working groups, academic debate 
has served as an excellent training ground for people who go on to shape soci-
ety. Debate teaches people the research, critical thinking, and advocacy skills 
they need to deal with problems in the public sphere and elsewhere. Student 
newspapers often compare the work of the debate director/coach to the work of 
a football or basketball director/coach. In terms of the time commitment, this 
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comparison is exactly on target. In terms of the impact of the director/coach, 
however, the comparison is deeply misleading. A successful basketball director/
coach trains the next NBA point guard or power forward. It is no exaggeration 
to say that a successful debate director/coach might train a senator, Supreme 
Court justice, or president. Former debaters are widely represented in profes-
sions related to public argument including law, academia, business, politics, and 
government. And the debate director/coach accomplishes the aim of training 
these future leaders without the support system found in athletics by putting 
in very long hours working with gifted students. A number of studies of higher 
education recently have emphasized a coaching model. Academic debate is per-
haps the strongest and most successful example of a discipline using that model.

The key point is that appointment and evaluation standards need to take into 
account the time demands of the director/coach and the importance of the work 
that the director/coach is doing. Two basic problems are present in the current 
appointment and evaluation models. First, many directors/coaches are evalu-
ated based on standards that do not account for the unique demands of coach-
ing debate. For example, the time demands on directors/coaches mean that they 
have far less time to work on traditional academic research than do normal 
tenure-track faculty members in research appointments. It is unsurprising that 
debate directors/coaches have not produced as much traditional research as oth-
er faculty members, given the time demands we have described. This means that 
applying traditional research standards to debate directors/coaches is inappro-
priate in nearly all cases. A similar problem occurs in cases where the program 
attempts to account for the work demands of coaching debate by providing a 
course release from teaching or other small benefit. While helpful, the demands 
of coaching a season of debate cannot be balanced by the provision of a small 
benefit, such as a course release.

Moreover, the application to debate of traditional standards for research is 
inappropriate because it does not recognize as legitimate the unique forms of 
research that are produced by debate. Debate directors/coaches assist their de-
baters in developing innovative arguments on a given topic. The debaters then 
test those arguments rigorously in competition against teams in the region or 
throughout the nation. This testing process is a form of peer review, quite simi-
lar to what occurs at journals. The ideas produced in this competitive process 
are a form of research. In the arts, it is widely recognized that projects produced 
in collaboration by a faculty member and a student are a form of creative activ-
ity. Similarly, the arguments produced by the collaboration of directors/coaches 
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and debaters are best understood as creative research. Applying traditional stan-
dards of research to debate directors/coaches is fundamentally unfair because it 
fails to recognize the work of the director/coach along with his/her students in 
producing creative research.

In order to validate the creative research produced by the collaboration of di-
rectors/coaches and debaters, the working group recommends that in conjunc-
tion with the American Forensic Association, debate organizations create an 
online journal focused on best practices in creative public-policy research. In 
addition to providing an outlet for best practices in debate argumentation, the 
journal also might publish policy analyses about contemporary policy contro-
versies drawn from debate research. The editorial board of the journal would 
review samples of creative research submitted on a given topic and then publish 
online those examples of creative research meeting the standards of the journal. 
The focus of the online journal would be on best practices in creative research 
related to the particular debate topic and thus would not compete with the 
mission of existing journals, such as Argumentation and Advocacy. However, the 
existence of the online journal could validate the importance of the creative 
research produced in the collaboration of directors/coaches and debaters. The 
online journal also might be a way for the debate community to participate in 
the dialogue about public policy in the public sphere.

The second problem is that in attempting to account for the time demands 
on debate coaches, many institutions have created nontraditional academic 
appointments for debate coaches. These appointments do account for the de-
mands of the activity, but often lack the protections provided to tenure-track 
or term-appointment faculty members. This situation threatens the stability of 
coaching. In a difficult economic time, a debate director/coach may be let go 
simply because he/she lacks the protection of tenure. Also, debate directors/
coaches are much more subject to the vagaries of shifting academic ideologies 
than are faculty members with tenure-track appointments. Another unfortu-
nate effect of present standards is to encourage institutions to hire nonacademic 
coaches, usually a recent former debater, to direct a program. This coaching ar-
rangement may produce an activity in which the focus is almost exclusively on 
competition as opposed to pedagogy. It also means that directors/coaches rarely 
have a long-term perspective.

It seems clear that the solution to the problems we have identified is to create 
appointment and evaluation models that both account for the unique demands 
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of coaching debate and provide appropriate academic protections for coaches. 
Our goal in this report is to provide clear, equitable, reasonable, and attainable 
standards for annual performance evaluation and promotion. While recogniz-
ing that institutions may take many approaches to appointment and evaluation 
standards for a debate director/coach, the working group believes that two pos-
sible models for establishing clear, equitable, reasonable, and attainable stan-
dards merit particular attention.

Model One—A Professional-Performance Model
Under the professional-performance model, a debate director/coach would be 
appointed and evaluated in the same way that professionals with teaching, but 
not research responsibilities, are appointed and evaluated. In this view, a debate 
director/coach would be evaluated based on his/her professional accomplish-
ments in coaching debate, along with normal teaching and service responsi-
bilities. The professional accomplishments in debate would be assessed through 
a professional-responsibility portfolio that might include one or more of the 
following:

• A summary of team-building and other coaching efforts carried out by the 
director/coach;
• A summary of team performance at tournaments in the review period;
• A sample of research briefs created during the debate season. This material 
might be published in the online journal on best practices in debate argumen-
tation;
• A summary of the director/coach’s work as a judge in debate and how this 
judging functioned as a means of carrying on an academic dialogue concerning 
research relevant to the debate resolution;
• Information about public debates and other events in which the debate 
squad participated;
• A summary of pedagogical efforts training coaches and future directors of 
debate;
• A summary of efforts to secure external funding for research, program-
ming, and/or outreach and development programs, for example, Urban Debate 
Leagues (UDLs);
• A summary of alumni development and other outreach efforts;
• Traditional academic research in argumentation and debate in journals such 
as Argumentation and Advocacy, Contemporary Argumentation and Debate, 
and Argumentation or the proceedings from argumentation conferences such 
as Alta, ISSA (International Society for the Study of Argumentation), and 
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OSSA (Ontario Society for the study of Argumentation), outlets that have 
played a key role in the development of argumentation and debate/forensics 
theory and practice (note that such research is not a required part of the ap-
pointment);
• Other appropriate information bearing on the professional performance of 
the director/coach.

The professional-responsibility model recognizes that the demands of coaching 
make it difficult or impossible for a debate director/coach to fulfill the research 
mission of other tenure-track faculty members. Rather, the position should be 
evaluated in the same way that a clinical professor or other professional with 
teaching responsibilities is evaluated. For example, the basic course director at a 
number of universities is evaluated under a model in which professional perfor-
mance takes the place of research in the evaluation scheme. Similarly, a clinical 
professor managing something like a clinic or laboratory would be evaluated 
based on his/her work in the clinic or laboratory as well as teaching, and not 
based on publications. Some universities may want to give the debate coach a 
particular title analogous to clinical professor in order to account for the nature 
of the position.

The professional-responsibility model provides an appropriate way of accounting 
for the massive time commitment associated with, and the pedagogical impor-
tance of, coaching debate. Under this approach, a debate director/coach could 
be placed in a tenure-track faculty line with all the rights and privileges thereof, 
but evaluated under the professional-responsibility model. The director/coach 
could be tenured in this position and post-tenure remain in it continuing to 
fill the position as director/coach. Alternatively, the professional-responsibility 
model could be used for renewable term appointments of three or five years. The 
tenure-track model is preferable because it provides greater stability.

The professional-responsibility model accounts for the substantial commitment 
that acting as a debate director/coach requires and provides an appropriate 
means of specifying the appointment assumptions and evaluating the perfor-
mance of a coach.

Model Two—Debate Performance as a Form of Research in a 
Tenure-Track Model
While the professional-responsibility model is an appropriate means of evalu-
ating the performance of a debate coach, the working group believes that the 
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debate-performance model is preferable. Under this approach, a season of de-
bate would be viewed as itself a form of research in the same way that directing 
a theatrical production is viewed as a form of creative performance in theater. 
This model accounts for the enormous demands of debate and also recognizes 
that academic debate is itself an enormously research-intensive activity. In the 
course of a debate season, the arguments produced under the direction of any 
director/coach reach literally hundreds of debaters, judges, and other coaches. In 
that way, the ideas are presented and tested in a public setting at least as rigorous 
as the peer-review process for academic publication. The debate-performance 
model is the most appropriate model for appointment and evaluation of a debate 
director/coach at any university with a strong research mission. At such institu-
tions, there is every danger that a faculty member on a nonresearch appointment 
may be viewed as a second-class citizen. Recognizing that debate performance is 
itself a form of research provides a means of fairly evaluating the work of a direc-
tor/coach and minimizing the danger that the director/coach will be viewed as 
academically inferior to other research faculty. Under this approach, a debate 
director/coach would be evaluated based on his/her research performance in de-
bate, along with normal teaching and service responsibilities.

The debate-performance model requires a means of assessing the research di-
mension in a season of debate in a way similar to that used in theater to assess 
the creative performance value in a theatrical production (examples of such 
standards are included as an appendix to this document). A similar approach is 
sometimes used in journalism and other disciplines. Drawing on the experience 
in theater and other academic disciplines, debate directors/coaches could be 
evaluated based on one or more of the following:

• A portfolio of research materials including research briefs representing a 
broad sample of the team’s research efforts over the course of the debate sea-
son. This material might be published in the online journal on best practices 
in debate argumentation;
• A summary of the director/coach’s work as a judge in debate and how this 
judging functioned as a means of carrying on an academic dialogue concerning 
research relevant to the debate resolution;
• A two-page statement explaining the intellectual importance of the re-
search produced over the course of the season;
• A summary of pedagogical efforts training coaches and future directors of 
debate;
• A summary of efforts to secure external funding for research, program-
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ming, and/or outreach and development programs, for example, Urban Debate 
Leagues (UDLs);
• Peer-review statements on the research performance of the team by debate 
critics certified for their excellence in argument by the National Debate Tour-
nament, the Cross Examination Debate Association, and other appropriate 
debate organizations, operating under the general sponsorship of the American 
Forensic Association, the leading professional organization in argumentation 
studies. In theater, peer reviewers are certified by leading organizations and 
their views are consulted on the quality of theatrical productions. A similar 
process would work well in debate and be much easier to organize because of 
the tournament-focused nature of the activity. The standards needed to be 
classified as a peer critic would be validated by debate organizations and the 
American Forensic Association;
• Traditional academic research, including research focused on pedagogical 
issues in argumentation and debate in journals such as Argumentation and 
Advocacy, Contemporary Argumentation and Debate, and Argumentation or 
proceedings from argumentation conferences such as Alta, ISSA, and OSSA, 
outlets that have played a key role in the development of argumentation and 
debate/forensics theory and practice (note that such research is not a required 
part of the appointment);
• Other appropriate information bearing on the professional performance of 
the coach.

The debate-performance model provides an appropriate model for appointing 
and evaluating the academic performance of debate coaches. It recognizes the 
immense demands placed on directors/coaches and provides a means of evaluat-
ing that performance that does not risk labeling the director/coach as a non-
research and therefore lesser faculty member. Rather, it recognizes that a sea-
son of debate involves just as strong and rigorous a commitment to academic 
research as does participation in the peer-review publication process. Under 
this approach, a debate director/coach could be placed in a tenure-track faculty 
line with all the rights and privileges thereof, but evaluated under the debate-
performance model. The director/coach could be tenured in this position and 
post-tenure remain in it continuing to fill the position as director/coach.

In relation to the debate -performance model, the working group urges relevant 
debate and forensics organizations to study the most appropriate means of cer-
tifying peer reviewers. In addition to conducting reviews of tenure and promo-
tion materials, these reviewers might be used in some cases as part of the annual 



86  navigating oPPortunity

evaluation or third-year review process. It is important that debate and forensics 
organizations establish rigorous standards for validating status as a peer reviewer 
in order to guarantee that reviews produced by the peer reviewers receive the 
careful consideration that they deserve.

appOintment expeCtatiOnS

In order to clearly establish appointment expectations, it is important that letters 
of appointment specify the responsibilities of the director/coach and the criteria 
under which his/her performance will be evaluated both in terms of the annual-
merit process and in terms of promotion and tenure. The letter of appointment 
should articulate the relationship of the director/coach and the debate/forensics 
program to the mission of the program, department, college, and university.

prOmOtiOn tO prOfeSSOr

In addition to providing a model for promotion to associate professor with ten-
ure, it is important to provide an appointment model and associated standards 
for promotion to professor. Provision of a model under which distinguished de-
bate directors/coaches can be promoted to professor is important for two reasons. 
First, the promotion to professor is a sign of substantial professional accomplish-
ment. Without that alternative, even the most distinguished director/coach 
may be considered a second-class citizen in the department. Second, because 
attaining the rank of professor takes both time and considerable professional 
accomplishment, directors/coaches who attain this rank will have long experi-
ence with the activity. These directors/coaches play a crucial role in providing 
institutional memory within the activity and maintaining a focus on pedagogy.

Each of the models for appointment and evaluation that were described earlier 
could be used to set standards for promotion to professor. The faculty member 
would again use the portfolio process, but with the aim of demonstrating that 
he/she was a major intellectual leader in the activity, as defined by the criteria 
for evaluating the portfolio under either the professional-performance or the 
debate-performance models.

merit evaluatiOn

As we noted in a review of the current status of appointment and evaluation 
standards in debate, many directors/coaches currently are on nonacademic ap-
pointments. This method of appointment lacks the stability of the tenure-track 
model and deprives both debate as a subfield and also particular academic insti-
tutions of the insights that the director/coach can provide on a host of academic 
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issues related to public policy, value argument, argumentation, and means of 
managing a research group. Therefore, while we believe the tenure model is the 
most appropriate approach for appointing and evaluating debate coaches, we 
also believe that regardless of the model it is essential for directors/coaches to be 
evaluated through the same merit-evaluation process as other faculty members, 
although by criteria appropriate for the director/coach as outlined in this docu-
ment, and to have access to the same kinds of rewards as other faculty members
.

tranSfer tO alternative evaluatiOn appOintmentS

It is important to recognize that the appointment and evaluation standards ap-
ply only to cases where faculty members remain actively involved in debate. 
Meeting the standards for appointment and promotion under either the profes-
sional-performance or the research-performance models would not necessarily 
qualify the individual to shift his/her appointment to a traditional research-
oriented appointment. Since the individual would not have been tenured under 
a research model, his/her accomplishments would not necessarily qualify him/
her for such an appointment. This approach has two advantages. First, it en-
courages debate directors/coaches to remain in the activity by providing them a 
path for promotion first to associate professor with tenure and then to professor. 
This should help keep senior directors/coaches involved in debate. Second, it 
answers the fear of some that debate directors/coaches will be tenured under a 
nonresearch model and then retire from debate to the department and become 
unproductive. This would not be possible because the appointment of the di-
rector/coach should specify not only his/her assignment to debate, but also that 
promotion and tenure were accepted under a nonresearch model. Thus, the fac-
ulty member could transfer out of debate into a traditional tenure-track faculty 
line only with the approval of relevant promotion and tenure decision makers 
at a given school.

COnCluSiOn

The Tenure and Promotion Standards Working Group believes that current ap-
pointment and evaluation standards in many cases do not account for the unique 
demands of coaching debate and fail to provide the stability of the tenure-track 
model. Current practices also encourage programs to move to a model in which the 
director/coach is a nonacademic and the focus of the program is purely on competi-
tion. The working group believes that this trend is unfortunate and that alternative 
standards are needed. In this report we have developed a case for two models for 
appointment and evaluation. In the final section, we include draft language that 
we hope will be endorsed by various organizations associated with academic debate.
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Appendix: Standards for Appointment and Evaluation of Debate 
Coaches
Preamble—The pedagogical value of debate for training the next generation of 
leaders in business, academia, the law, and the public sphere is well known. A 
debater of today often becomes the successful lawyer, academic, business leader, 
or even senator, Supreme Court justice, or president of tomorrow. Given the 
pedagogical value of debate, it is important to have appointment and evalua-
tion standards that account for the unique demands of tournament debate. The 
time demands of working intensively with a group of gifted students to prepare 
them for tournament competition against other gifted students are enormous. 
Appointment and evaluation standards must account for both those demands.

It is in recognition of both the importance of the director/coach and the need 
for appointment and evaluation standards that account for the nature of debate, 
that     endorses the following standards:

mODel One—a prOfeSSiOnal-perfOrmanCe mODel

Under the professional-performance model, a debate director/coach is appoint-
ed and evaluated in the same way that professionals with teaching, but not 
research responsibilities, are appointed and evaluated. Professional performance 
replaces research in the appointment and evaluation standards applied to the 
coach. Professional accomplishments in debate should be assessed through a 
professional-responsibility portfolio prepared by the director/coach in the nor-
mal evaluation cycle for the institution. That portfolio should include one or 
more of the following:

• A summary of team-building and other coaching efforts carried out by the 
coach;
• A summary of team performance at tournaments in the review period;
• A sample of research briefs created during the debate season. This material 
might be published in the online journal on best practices in debate argumen-
tation;
• A summary of the director/coach’s work as a judge in debate and how this 
judging functioned as a means of carrying on an academic dialogue concerning 
research relevant to the debate resolution;
• Information about public debates and other events in which the debate 
squad participated;
• A summary of pedagogical efforts training coaches and future directors of 
debate;
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• A summary of efforts to secure external funding for research, program-
ming, and/or outreach and development programs, for example, Urban Debate 
Leagues (UDLs);
• A summary of alumni development and other outreach efforts;
• Traditional academic research, including research focused on pedagogical 
issues in argumentation and debate in journals such as Argumentation and 
Advocacy, Contemporary Argumentation and Debate, and Argumentation or 
proceedings from argumentation conferences such as Alta, ISSA, and OSSA, 
outlets that have played a key role in the development of argumentation and 
debate/forensics theory and practice (note that such research is not a required 
part of the appointment);
• Other appropriate information bearing on the professional performance of 
the coach.

Under the professional-responsibility model, the debate director/coach should 
be evaluated in the same way that a clinical professor or other professional with 
teaching, but not research, responsibilities is evaluated. For example, the basic 
course director at a number of universities is evaluated under a model in which 
professional performance takes the place of research in the evaluation scheme. 
Similarly, a clinical professor managing a clinic or laboratory would be evalu-
ated based on his/her work in the clinic or laboratory as well as teaching, and 
not based on publications. Some universities may want to give the debate direc-
tor/coach a particular title analogous to clinical professor in order to account for 
the nature of the position.

The professional-responsibility model provides an appropriate way of account-
ing for the massive time commitment associated with, and pedagogical impor-
tance of, coaching debate. Under this approach, a debate director/coach could 
be placed in a tenure-track faculty line with all the rights and privileges thereof, 
but evaluated under the professional-responsibility model. The director/coach 
could be tenured in this position and post-tenure remain in it, continuing to 
fill the position as director/coach. Alternatively, the professional-responsibility 
model could be used for renewable term appointments of three or five years. The 
tenure-track model is preferable because it provides greater stability.

mODel twO—Debate perfOrmanCe aS a fOrm Of reSearCh in a 
tenure-traCk mODel

While the professional-responsibility model is an appropriate means of evaluat-
ing the performance of a debate coach, the debate-performance model is a more 
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appropriate model at institutions with a substantial research focus. Under this 
approach, a season of debate is viewed as itself a form of research in the same way 
that directing a theatrical production is viewed as a form of creative performance 
in theater. This model accounts for the enormous demands of debate and also 
recognizes that academic debate is itself an enormously research-intensive activ-
ity. In the course of a debate season, the arguments produced under the direc-
tion of any director/coach reach literally hundreds of debaters, judges, and other 
coaches. In that way, the ideas are presented and tested in a public setting at least 
as rigorous as the peer-review process for academic publication. Recognizing that 
debate performance is itself a form of research provides a means of fairly evaluat-
ing the work of a director/coach and minimizing the danger that the director/
coach will be viewed as academically inferior to other research faculty.

The debate-performance model requires a means of assessing the research di-
mension in a season of debate in a way similar to that used in theater to assess 
the creative performance value in a theatrical production. Drawing on the ex-
perience in theater, debate directors/coaches should be evaluated based on one 
or more of the following:

• A portfolio of research materials including research briefs representing a 
broad sample of the team’s research efforts over the course of the debate sea-
son. This material might be published in the online journal on best practices 
in debate argumentation;
• A summary of the director/coach’s work as a judge in debate and how this 
judging functioned as a means of carrying on an academic dialogue concerning 
research relevant to the debate resolution;
• A two-page statement explaining the intellectual importance of the re-
search produced over the course of the season;
• A summary of pedagogical efforts training coaches and future directors of 
debate;
• A summary of efforts to secure external funding for research, program-
ming, and/or outreach and development programs, for example, Urban Debate 
Leagues (UDLs);
• Peer-review statements on the research performance of the team by debate 
critics certified for their excellence in argument by the National Debate Tour-
nament, the Cross Examination Debate Association, and other appropriate 
debate organizations, operating under the general sponsorship of the American 
Forensic Association, the leading professional organization in argumentation 
studies. In theater, peer reviewers are certified by leading organizations and 
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their views are consulted on the quality of theatrical productions. A similar 
process would work well in debate and be much easier to organize because of 
the tournament-focused nature of the activity. The standards needed to be 
classified as a peer critic would be validated by debate organizations and the 
American Forensic Association;
• Traditional academic research, including research focused on pedagogical 
issues in argumentation and debate in journals such as Argumentation and 
Advocacy, Contemporary Argumentation and Debate, and Argumentation 
or the proceedings from argumentation conferences such as Alta, ISSA, and 
OSSA, outlets that have played a key role in the development of argumenta-
tion and debate/forensics theory and practice (note that such research is not a 
required part of the appointment);
• Other appropriate information bearing on the professional performance of 
the coach.

The debate-performance model provides an appropriate model for appointing 
and evaluating the academic performance of debate coaches. It recognizes the 
immense demands placed on directors/coaches and provides a means of evaluat-
ing that performance that does not risk labeling the director/coach as a non-
research and therefore lesser faculty member. Rather, it recognizes that a sea-
son of debate involves just as strong and rigorous a commitment to academic 
research as does participation in the peer-review publication process. Under 
this approach, a debate director/coach could be placed in a tenure-track faculty 
line, with all the rights and privileges thereof, but evaluated under the debate-
performance model. The director/coach could be tenured in this position and 
post-tenure remain in it, continuing to fill the position as director/coach.

appOintment expeCtatiOnS

In order to clearly establish appointment expectations, it is important that let-
ters of appointment specify the responsibilities of the director/coach and the 
criteria under which his/her performance will be evaluated both in terms of 
the annual merit process and in terms of promotion and tenure. The letter of 
appointment should articulate the relationship of the director/coach and the 
debate/forensics program to the mission of the program, department, college, 
and university.

prOmOtiOn tO prOfeSSOr

Each of the models for appointment and evaluation that were described earlier 
could be used to set standards for promotion to professor. The faculty member 
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would again use the portfolio process, but with the aim of demonstrating that 
he/she was a major intellectual leader in the activity, as defined by the criteria 
for evaluating the portfolio under either the professional-performance or the 
debate-performance models.
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Pathways to Innovation in Debate 
Scholarship

Research and Scholarship Working Group 

Chair
Gordon R. Mitchell, University of Pittsburgh

Members
Peter Bsumek, James Madison University
Christian Lundberg, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill
Michael Mangus, University of Pittsburgh
Benjamin Voth, Southern Methodist University

Advisory Members
Marie-Odile Hobeika, Wake Forest University
Michael Jensen, National Academies

The Research and Scholarship Working Group of the third National Develop-
mental Conference on Debate (NDCD) was tasked by the conference steering 
committee to:

Foster research and scholarship by examining the culture and prevailing 
norms among debate professionals toward research and scholarship, identify 
opportunities for innovation in scholarship, examine existing outlets and 
imagine new possibilities for research and scholarship about debate and/or 
by debaters.

This charge comes at a time when the scholarly dimension of the debate en-
terprise is undergoing significant transitional pressures. To understand the 
character of these pressures, it is helpful to situate the current challenges and 
opportunities within a broader historical context. One way to frame the pre-
vailing milieu is to compare the 2009 NDCD to the two previous major debate 
developmental conferences at Sedalia, Colorado (1974), and Evanston, Illinois 
(1984).1 As Donn Parson notes, the 1974 Sedalia Conference “clearly created 
a call to research in forensics,” encouraging forensics practitioners to expand 
their scholarly commitments. This call was reflected in resolutions that aimed 
at “recognizing the diversity of methods possible in forensic research; increas-
ing the dissemination of forensic scholarship; having professional organizations 

1  For a treatment of the 1974 Sedalia Conference, see Parson (1990) The reports produced by 
the Sedalia Conference are available in McBath (1975). Proceedings from the 1984 Evanston 
conference are collected in Parson (1984).
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sponsor and support forensic research; and focusing on the characteristics of 
those engaged in forensics” (Parson 1990, 69).

One of the first orders of business for participants attending the 1974 Sedalia 
Conference was to pin down definitions of key terms that would guide confer-
ence deliberations. Accordingly, the group defined forensics as “an educational 
activity primarily concerned with using an argumentative perspective in examin-
ing problems and communicating with people” (McBath 1975, 11). Notably, this 
definition reflected a “shift in thinking from forensics as activities to forensics 
as perspective for scholarship” that “profoundly influenced subsequent delibera-
tions” (McBath 1975, 12).

A prominent theme percolating from Sedalia concerned the importance of po-
sitioning forensics as a scholarly endeavor, not merely a game or sport. Toward 
that end, Sedalia conferees called for debate programs to integrate with academ-
ic departments, for graduate programs to redouble training of future forensics 
leaders, and for all members of the forensics community to embrace scholarly 
research as a part of their professional portfolios (McBath 1975, 12–21).

A few Sedalia conferees underscored these overall recommendations with de-
tailed commentary. For example, David Zarefsky joined with Malcolm Sillars to 
write an essay on “Future Goals and Roles of Forensics,” advancing the thesis, 
“scholars and teachers in forensics should define their interests primarily in terms 
of their substantive scholarly concerns, rather than their roles as administrators of ac-
tivity programs” (Sillars and Zarefsky 1975, 83, emphasis added; see also Rieke 
and Brock, 1975, 129–36). This commitment to scholarship was reinforced by 
a shift in nomenclature echoed by other Sedalia conferees, with the sport-ori-
ented “coach” terminology giving way to terms like “forensics specialist”—a 
preferred label for describing debate professionals (see, e.g., Hagood, 1975, 101; 
Keele and Andersen 1975). As Sillars and Zarefsky put it, the sportified “debate 
coach” definitions have “permitted the hiring of inexperienced candidates for 
positions often defined as non-tenured, with extensive work loads and a range of 
responsibilities that precludes the time and energy needed for serious scholar-
ship” (1975, 91–92).

The rationale for defining forensics as a scholarly enterprise becomes apparent 
when one considers how academic scholarship contributes to the long-term vi-
tality of intercollegiate debate by securing institutional support for the activity, 
bolstering the intellectual freedom of participants, and engendering mutually 
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informing conversations between debate scholars and interlocutors beyond the 
debate community. As the Sedalia conferees concluded, “programs without any 
academic affiliation decrease the likelihood that the forensics specialist will be 
perceived as a scholar whose work is vital to the educational process, and in-
crease the likelihood that competitive activity programs will be regarded as ends 
in themselves” (McBath 1975, 14).

It is noteworthy that a mere ten years later, Sedalia’s ringing call for scholarly 
research dropped out of the final documents of the Evanston conference almost 
entirely, save for a few passing references in material produced by the Tenure 
and Promotion Working Group (Parson 1990, 69, 71). We might hypothesize 
two reasons for this omission. First, it is possible that the call for redoubled 
scholarly research relating to debate advanced by the Sedalia conferees was an-
swered, rendering further dwell-time on the issue superfluous. It is certainly the 
case that in the years between Sedalia and Evanston, debate-related scholarship 
flourished in a number of outlets, including the NCA-AFA summer conferences 
on argumentation (Alta conferences) and the Journal of the American Forensic 
Association. But there is a second, perhaps more troubling explanation that ac-
counts for the Evanston conference’s exclusion of scholarly research from its 
agenda. Perhaps an intensifying trade-off between time spent in pursuit of con-
test debating and time spent in pursuit of research agendas by debate academics 
forced a choice resulting in Evanston’s narrower developmental focus.

Whatever the rationale for the narrow scope of the second National Develop-
mental Conference on Forensics, it is clear that a now thirty-five-year gap in in-
stitutional attention by debate leadership organizations to the direction of and 
prospects for debate-related scholarship warrants redress. As we will detail more 
fully in the following section, a number of structural trends at the level of con-
test debating and in the academy more generally have exerted substantial pres-
sures on the character and volume of debate scholarship. Just as time demands 
are intensifying on coaches to field competitive teams, requirements for tenure 
and promotion are simultaneously escalating. This double bind has coincided 
with increased competition for slots in the quality journals that traditionally 
served as outlets for debate scholarship, or in some cases outright redefinitions 
of the missions of journals to limit their value as venues for debate scholarship. 
Adding another twist to this already vexing knot, the increasing “professional-
ization” of debate, reflected in the decline of tenured debate coaches, has less-
ened incentives for the coaches to produce debate-oriented scholarship.
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Perhaps the greatest paradox resulting from this constellation of factors is that 
it is growing hard to produce and define a constituency for debate scholarship at 
the very moment in our public life when such academic work is vitally needed 
to bolster the quality of public deliberation. This conundrum heightens the sa-
lience of our working group’s charge, to “imagine new possibilities” for debate 
scholarship, and to “innovate” by theorizing novel opportunities for forensics 
specialists to produce academic research. In what follows, we address this chal-
lenge by initially assessing key status quo norms and practices that enable and 
constrain possibilities for scholarly publishing in the intercollegiate policy-de-
bate community (Part One); next, considering how debate’s collaborative mode 
of knowledge production has potential to leverage academic knowledge produc-
tion (Part Two); and then, taking stock of how the rapid evolution of online 
digital publishing and the advent of social Web media implicate efforts by foren-
sics specialists to participate in scholarly conversations beyond the tournament 
grid (Part Three). These preliminary sections pave the way for our closing seg-
ment (Part Four), which lays out the working group’s specific recommendations 
and their accompanying rationales.

Part One: StatuS QuO trendS in reSearch and SchOlarShiP

The tradition of forensics specialists actively producing scholarly manuscripts 
for academic publication has eroded as debate tournament competition has be-
come ever more labor intensive. Heightened sportification of the debate activ-
ity, general decline of interest in scholarly knowledge production on the part of 
forensics specialists, and reduction of tenure-stream faculty lines for directors of 
debate are but a few symptoms of the underlying problem Sedalia diagnosed but 
did not treat.

Debate sportification presents most forensics specialists with a Hobson’s 
choice—produce academic scholarship or coach a successful team, but try both 
at your own peril. Travel schedules, research assignments, and three- to four-day 
tournaments combine to exercise a temporal tyranny over those forensics spe-
cialists who struggle to find time for academic pursuits beyond the competitive 
tournament grid. With so much of the time invested in coaching and traveling 
coming at the expense of teaching and researching, professional priorities de-
value academic research. Should one choose to pursue a research agenda and 
the attendant promises of professional advancement, the choice risks exile from 
the place one once called home—the tournament site. Thus two realms of rhe-
torical production, which once were so fruitful in their collaboration, become 
estranged. One result is that some of the most talented scholars are cornered 
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out of the competitive debate activity because it does not allow them the time 
or incentive to work on other interests such as publishing and teaching (Parson 
1990, 70). Noting that forensics directors shoulder “a combination of teach-
ing, coaching, travel, and administrative duties that boggles the mind,” Zarefsky 
(1980, 21) warned against the tendency of these duties to crowd out scholarly 
endeavors.

Matthew Brigham’s (2008) informal survey of publishing trends on issues relat-
ed to competitive forensics from 2000 to 2005 (with a comparison to the com-
munication field’s flagship journal in its first six years of publication: 1915–20) 
sheds light on contemporary manifestations of this phenomenon. From 2000 to 
2005, 100 articles and 83 book reviews appeared in Argumentation and Advocacy. 
From this group, only 10.1% (19 of 183) of those published pieces touched on 
issues relating to competitive forensics, with 15 of the 18 full-length articles on 
forensics coming in two special issues (the 19th was a book review).

Comparing these data with earlier trends, one finds that in its first six years, the 
field of communication’s flagship journal regularly featured articles on competi-
tive forensics—from 1915 to 1920 there were 260 articles and 97 book reviews. 
Of the 260 articles, 48 (18.5%) were related to competitive forensics, as were 
15 of the 97 (15.5%) book reviews. Therefore, of the 357 total entries in this 
journal during this time, 17.6% (63) covered competitive forensics. In stark 
contrast, there were zero articles in the Quarterly Journal of Speech relating to 
competitive forensics from 2000 to 2005.2

While the sheer intensity of labor involved in contemporary intercollegiate 
debate accounts for some of the difficulties facing young participants seeking 
to launch academic research careers, there are also sociological factors compli-
cating the debate-to-scholar metamorphosis. Intercollegiate debate is a social 
activity shaped by both competitive and collaborative forces. While competi-
tive pressures provide motivation for debaters to do research in order to defeat 
opposing teams, ésprit de corps spurs team members to work harder with each 
other on common projects designed to leverage contest-round preparation.

Before a debater presents a new argument at a tournament, for example, the 
idea has likely been brainstormed collaboratively by partners and other team 
members, and has been critiqued and refined following coach feedback during 
practice sessions. The tournament setting adds additional layers of feedback pro-

2  The previous two paragraphs are adapted from a study by Matthew Brigham (2008).
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vided by debate opponents and judge comments. Debaters become accustomed 
to a variety of resources at their disposal: fellow debaters, case lists, old research 
from former topics, blogs, and e-mail listserves with hundreds of subscribers.

Indeed, debate competitors are socialized into a rapid-reward economy in which 
their work efforts receive frequent scrutiny from varied audiences. However, 
the motivational spur provided by this instant-feedback culture can become a 
hindrance when debaters transition to the academic community, where peer re-
view timelines are notoriously long. For journal submissions, authors can often 
expect to wait many months (even years) between rounds of editorial feedback. 
And most basically, in an academic world where assessment criteria are often 
vague or even nonexistent, scholars find few counterparts to the tournament 
trophies and speaker point awards that motivate intercollegiate debaters.

The Sedalia Conference advanced a powerful vision for forensics educators. 
Noting a growing disconnect between academic departments and forensic pro-
grams, Sedalia laid out a series of goals that could help to bridge this divide. 
Unfortunately, while the adopted resolutions were helpful in imagining a new 
future for forensics, they were less useful in marking precise routes charting 
courses to such imagined futures. We have already observed how the 1984 de-
velopmental conference in Evanston failed to bridge this gap, and although the 
Quail Roost draft document on tenure for forensics educators (Dauber et al. 
1993) emphasized that directors of forensics should be judged comprehensively 
in tenure and promotion decisions, it developed few innovations designed to 
stimulate scholarly knowledge production beyond the tournament grid, at most 
suggesting that forensic directors be provided with research assistants to help 
them in their presumably solitary publication activities.

Part twO: cOllabOrative KnOwledge PrOductiOn in debate

Once a solitary enterprise, academic research is fast evolving into an activity 
where multiple scholars commonly produce knowledge by working together in 
pairs or teams.� In part, this trend is a natural response to the growing complexity 
and interdisciplinary nature of research topics, whose multifaceted dimensions 
often overtax the expertise and capability of solo investigators. But changes in 
the academy’s information infrastructure also play a part in facilitating collec-
tive scholarly work. Digital interconnectivity, circulation of sophisticated social 
networking software, and the advent of flexible communication tools, all make 
collaborative knowledge production increasingly feasible.
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While coauthorship is common practice within academic fields such as medicine, 
economics, the natural sciences, and even some branches of the social sciences 
(Aonuma 2001, 7), the tradition of collaborative research is less well established 
in the humanities, although the winds of change are blowing. Amid commentary 
calling for new modes of knowledge production in the academy (Jensen 2007) and 
more teamwork in rhetorical scholarship (Aune 2007), surveys document an uptick 
of multiple-authored publications in the field of communication (Kramer, Hess, 
and Reid 2007). The publishing landscape is shifting in ways that favor intellectual 
communities (such as intercollegiate debate) that are able to cultivate and support 
cross-disciplinary, collective knowledge-production projects.

Co- and group-authored research provides socialization opportunities and ma-
terial resources that may enable forensics specialists to get a foothold in the 
world of academic writing. For undergraduate debaters turned graduate stu-
dents, it provides a support network much like the teams that supported their 
competitive and intellectual development. For forensics specialists in non-
tenure-stream positions who wish to be taken seriously in academic contexts, 
collaborative research provides a bridge from a service role to scholar role, 
consistent with the forensics specialists’ historical role in shaping the field of 
speech communication.

Coauthorship seems particularly well suited for members of the debate commu-
nity because it enacts a familiar process of internal deliberation and argumenta-
tion. Mirroring the creation and refinement of argument briefs for competitive 
debate, the collaborative brainstorming, revision, and decision making that 
goes into coauthored scholarship involves reworking arguments for eventual 
presentation to wider publics. Debate teams have honed both formal and infor-
mal procedures for co-coordinating intellectual work. These procedures, driven 
primarily by the pressures of tournament preparation, constitute a rich store-
house of tacit knowledge. Consider that the following modes of engagement in 
the Debate Authors Working Group approach each have distinct correlates in 
the competitive forensics setting.

• Research-area brainstorming and agenda setting, including roundtable discus-
sion to project the upcoming year’s academic projects and set research priori-
ties (correlates with debate team research-assignment brainstorming).
• Manuscript workshopping, featuring constructive criticism of drafts in prog-
ress generated from multiple perspectives (correlates with small-group research 
teams working on focused debate assignments).
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• Revision strategy and execution, involving group conversation regarding how 
best to respond to “revise and resubmit” peer review (correlates with debate-
team strategy sessions focused on how to adapt argument strategies in light of 
judge feedback).
• Delivery practice, executed in practice sessions for oral presentation of re-
search reports to professional audiences (correlates with debate-team practice 
rounds).

The occasion to work together on scholarly projects affords debate authors op-
portunities to identify and develop points of overlap between the competitive 
forensics skill set and the skill set utilized in the generation of publishable aca-
demic work. Again, key research skills mobilized in the Debate Authors Work-
ing Group model have correlates in competitive forensics.

• Multitiered latticework of documentation: Many scholarly publications require 
authors to undergird their claims with multiple layers of support in the form 
of footnotes and citations (correlates with conventions of debate brief writing, 
with “extension” briefs backing up “frontline” arguments).
• Ésprit de corps: Authors depend on stimuli from others to break out of cre-
ative ruts and maintain writing momentum (correlates with patterns of social 
support forged in competitive forensics work groups).
• Audience adaptation: Successful authors learn to reach multiple audiences by 
adapting prose accordingly (correlates with the debater’s inclination to adapt 
arguments for a rotating array of diverse judges and opponents).
• Division of labor: Scholarly work groups differentiate tasks and parcel them 
out based on skill specialization (correlates with a debate team’s segmentation 
of assignments to maximize work efficiency).

The preceding lists illustrate how the Debate Authors Working Group model 
supports scholarly knowledge production by mobilizing skills developed in com-
petitive forensics. This overlapping skill set correlates with work-flow patterns 
that enable collaborating forensics specialists to “double dip” research efforts, 
for example, by workshopping scholarly manuscripts during long van rides to 
and from tournaments, developing academic research projects during periods 
of downtime at the tournament site, or even using the judge feedback portion 
of oral critiques to brainstorm new scholarly projects growing out of arguments 
raised during contest rounds. But the model also promotes intellectual flex-
ibility by drawing from the naturally eclectic and interdisciplinary knowledge 
base found in the forensics community. From the start, intercollegiate debaters 
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are forced to think outside of and beyond disciplinary boundaries. By engaging 
diverse topics, debaters necessarily hone modes of thought and research that 
are detailed yet holistic, sophisticated yet flexible. However, when they enter 
graduate school, former debaters often face pressure to immerse themselves in 
a narrow disciplinary matrix and winnow drastically their research focus. Such 
pressure can further complicate the competitor-to-researcher transition.

The Debate Authors Working Group model has potential to counterbalance 
this phenomenon by providing a mechanism for debate scholars to maintain 
contact with the interdisciplinary network of thinkers cultivated in the com-
petitive forensics community. By activating these networks of potential schol-
ars, former debaters can engage in collaborative research and publication that 
transcends disciplinary boundaries. An additional benefit of these scholarly net-
works flows from the widespread sense of intellectual curiosity within the debate 
community. As Cass Sunstein (2007) notes, any group that does not maintain 
an atmosphere welcoming of dissent is likely to be overtaken by group polariza-
tion and groupthink. Thanks to the interdisciplinary nature of debate training, 
forensics specialists can transcend some of the “turf wars” that typically charac-
terize each discipline’s desire to “one up” all others by pointing to its unique and 
exclusive claim to knowledge.

More widespread collaborative knowledge production in the forensics commu-
nity will not guarantee a positive future for a sportified activity currently in flux 
and increasingly under scrutiny. But the prospect of forensics competitors pooling 
their talent and energy to share the vital lessons of debate with the wider world 
at least brings into focus a number of hopeful possibilities. Grant monies could 
be awarded competitively to young debate scholars wishing to buy out portions 
of their judging commitments at intercollegiate debate tournaments, freeing the 
scholars to work collaboratively on publishing projects at the tournament site. 
Rigorous and theoretically grounded systems for academic knowledge coproduc-
tion could enable current and former forensics specialists to increase scholarly 
productivity, thereby strengthening the pillars of institutional support that enable 
intercollegiate debate to thrive over the long term. Instantiating norms and hab-
its of coauthorship may also make conditions more favorable for argumentation 
scholars to pursue the sort of interdisciplinary research that is common in fields 
such as medicine and public health, where collaborative knowledge production is 
acknowledged as an essential response to the challenge of analyzing multifaceted 
phenomena.
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Part three: debate SchOlarShiP in a digital age

As sociologist Langdon Winner observes, “technological artifacts have politics” 
(1986, 19). In other words, choices about communication technologies carry 
political implications, since patterns of sociality are embedded within techni-
cal tools (Keith 2002; McMillan and Hyde 2000). Fortunately, Winner notes 
that, “by far the greatest latitude of choice exists the very first time a particular 
instrument, system, or technique is introduced” (1986, 29). Winner’s insight 
punctuates the salience and timeliness of the 2009 Wake Forest NDCD, which 
comes at a moment when the intercollegiate policy-debate community faces the 
daunting challenge of understanding precisely how rapid technological change 
might transform its norms, practices, and even identity as an intellectual en-
deavor (Edwards 2006).

One technology particularly worthy of consideration in this context is what can 
be called a Digital Debate Archive (DDA)—an online database that archives, 
tracks, organizes, and publishes argumentation presented in tournament contest 
rounds. The general concept of a debate argument archive is nothing new, as 
the linear “caselist” record of arguments advanced in contest rounds is now 
an institution in National Debate Tournament (NDT) and Cross Examination 
Debate Association (CEDA) circles. However, the possible turn to a more am-
bitious information architecture presents fresh challenges and novel choices. 
How might near-term choices regarding information architecture and commu-
nity norms shape the future trajectory of the archive? Does the NDT/CEDA 
community have a real mechanism for facilitating collective discussion and re-
flective decision making on this issue? Who will be the gatekeepers determining 
what content is included and in what form it is presented in a DDA? What in-
centives will debaters have to share their ideas beyond the contest-round space?

Contest-round debating and argumentation pedagogy have evolved iteratively, 
with principles from policy debate informing many argumentation textbooks 
(e.g., Hollihan and Baaske 2004; Rieke and Sillars 1997; Winkler, Newman, 
and Birdsell 1993), and concepts from argumentation theory shaping the flow 
of tournament competition. The advent of a DDA is likely to recalibrate this 
relationship, with the ensuing alterations carrying potential to yield new forms 
of knowledge production. For our purposes, a DDA organized in a fashion that 
facilitates the tracking of arguments through time could prove to be a significant 
research resource for scholars seeking to study argumentation.

As a historical archive, a DDA could document argument strategies and research 
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approaches to particular debate topics, providing a valuable storehouse of data 
for future scholars interested in studying the intellectual history of argumenta-
tion and debate. This function could also support new avenues of scholarship 
that would investigate argumentation processes by utilizing academic debate as 
a social “laboratory” (Hagood 1975). Here, the work of academic debaters could 
itself become an object of study, with the digital archive providing a unique por-
tal for researchers to access phenomena that take place in tournament contest 
rounds. For example, one might study how new argument formations struggle to 
gain recognition as legitimate contributions to policy dialogue, or conversely, 
how they are excluded. Similarly, the content of argumentation advanced on a 
particular topic could serve as the basis of scholarship, with inquiry focused on 
how topical arguments unfold in the contest-round setting, and the resulting 
generalizations compared with argumentation trends unfolding in wider spheres 
of public deliberation.

The scholarly and pedagogical uses of a DDA could be facilitated or frustrated 
depending on the format of the archive. A DDA format that privileges peda-
gogy and scholarly research, perhaps by emphasizing sorting and classification 
functions, might yield an archive that is teaching and research friendly, with 
a possible trade-off in competitive utility for tournament contest-round par-
ticipants. Pondering these trade-offs, it is also possible to visualize ways that 
a research- and teaching-friendly DDA might potentially transform the com-
petitive contest-round process itself. For example, a DDA organized to provide 
a mechanism for public recognition of original and innovative research (i.e., 
possibly through delicious.com-style bookmarking), could both alter the com-
petitive reward economy and create new opportunities for debaters to amplify 
their work products to wider audiences. Consider that currently, Evazon (Ker-
pen n.d.) operates a clearinghouse for commodity exchange of finished debate 
speaking briefs. One section of the Web site lists the “most popular authors” 
of such finished briefs, ranking them by statistical measures of the number of 
briefs sold on the Web site. A DDA with sorting and tracking features could 
support similar competitive indices, perhaps with statistics recognizing debaters 
whose original arguments were subsequently picked up and run by other teams 
in contest rounds, or debaters who fashioned the greatest number of original 
arguments on a given topic.

If a DDA created knowledge toward extra-competitive ends, such as scholarship 
and debate community outreach, the social capital of participating in collec-
tive knowledge production might exceed the competitive incentive for with-
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holding information goods (van den Hooff et al. 2005). CEDA provides some 
insight into how such incentives could work. Awards for coach scholars and 
public debate programs offer opportunities to acquire “social capital” for extra- 
competitive outcomes within the organization. This outwardly oriented knowl-
edge production could have a positive impact on the relationship between de-
baters and other individuals, such as department chairs and deans, who provide 
funding for programs but may not know the intricacies of the activity. By pro-
viding these figures with access to the copious argument briefs produced for 
intercollegiate debate competitions, a DDA could create deeper connections 
with the academy and introduce a new system for rewarding inventive research.

Roughly speaking, the act of publishing research entails preparing material for 
public uptake, securing editorial sanction, and then announcing the event to 
facilitate circulation.3 For many years, this process was structured largely as an 
economic transaction between authors and printing press owners, with editors 
often serving as gatekeepers who would vet and filter material. Readers relied on 
markers of professionalism (quality of print and ink, circulation, reputation of 
editors) to judge the relative credibility of publications. In the academy, referees 
employed similar metrics to assess a given writer’s degree of scholarly authority, 
metrics that were rooted in principles of publication scarcity and exclusivity—
that a scholar’s caliber was in part demonstrated by the ability to persuade edi-
tors to publish his/her work.

Acceleration of Internet communication and the advent of digital online pub-
lication destabilized these arrangements fundamentally. Publication, previously 
a one-to-many transaction, has become a many-to-many enterprise unfolding 
across a complex latticework of internetworked digital nodes. Now Weblogs, 
e-books, online journals, and print-on-demand book production and delivery 
systems make it possible for a whole new population of prospective authors to 
publish material in what Michael Jensen (2008), National Academies direc-
tor of strategic Web communications, calls an “era of content democracy and 
abundance.”

In content abundance, the key challenge for readers and referees has less to 
do with finding scarce information, and more to do with sorting wheat from 
the proverbial chaff (the ever-burgeoning surplus of digital material available 
online). In the debate community, this is what drives forensics specialists to 

3  Portions of this section are adapted from Goodnight and Mitchell (2008), and Woods et al. 
(2006).
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comb through and process copious data in preparation for contest rounds. In 
the wider world, the pressing nature of this information-overload predicament 
has spurred invention of what Jensen (2007) calls “new metrics of scholarly 
authority”—essentially, new ways of measuring the credibility and gravitas of 
knowledge producers in a digital world of content abundance.

For Jensen, traditional “authority 1.0” metrics, such as book reviews, peer-re-
viewed journal publications, and journal “impact factors,” are gradually being 
supplanted in popular culture by “authority 2.0” metrics such as Google page 
ranks, Blog-post trackbacks, and Diggs. Jensen’s point is not that these new 
metrics of scholarly authority are necessarily superior to the old measurement 
tools, or that they are especially reliable or appropriate for assessing any given 
author’s credibility (especially in an academic context). His point is that they 
are developing very fast, and becoming more widespread as markers of intel-
lectual gravitas:

Scholarly authority, the nuanced, deep, perspective-laden authority we hold 
dear, is under threat by the easily-computable metrics of popularity, famous-
ness, and binary votes, which are amplified by the nature of abundance-
jaded audiences. (Jensen 2008, 25)

While Jensen (2008, 25) sees this current trend from an era of content scarcity 
to an era of content abundance as a “revolutionary shift,” a “cultural U-turn so 
extreme it’s hard to comprehend,” he also eschews determinism by stipulating 
that this “is a transformation we can influence.” One key avenue of influence 
entails invention and refinement of what Jensen terms “authority 3.0” met-
rics—sophisticated instruments that track and measure knowledge creation and 
dissemination in ways that blend traditional “authority 1.0” principles such as 
peer review with newfangled digital tools such as Reference Finder (a National 
Academies Press “fuzzy matching” search tool) and Microsoft’s Photosynth.

Certainly the new metrics present tools for debaters to measure the credibil-
ity of online publications, a task that is becoming ever more salient as digi-
tal material increasingly finds its way into debate research and tournament 
advocacy. But a personal connection hints at something greater—Jensen’s 
brother was a successful high school debater under Randy McCutcheon at 
East High School in Lincoln, Nebraska, so Jensen knows all about inherency, 
index cards, and spread delivery. And in the debate community’s early efforts 
at collaborative online knowledge production (such as Debate Results, Planet 
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Debate, Cross-x.com, and caselist wikis), Jensen sees seeds of new metrics of 
scholarly authority.

Consider what takes place in a debate tournament contest round, one held 
under today’s conditions of digitally networked transparency. Debaters present 
their research on both sides of a given topic, citing evidence to support their 
claims. Those claims (and increasingly, the precise citations or exact performa-
tive elements supporting them) are often transcribed and then uploaded to a 
publicly available digital archive (a process streamlined by laptop flowing). The 
yield is a remarkably intricate and detailed map of a whole set of interwoven 
policy controversies falling under the rubric of yearlong national policy-debate 
resolution.

Who cares about this? Of course debaters and forensics specialists preparing for 
the next tournament take interest, as the map provides a navigational tool that 
leverages preparation for future contests. With refinement, online caselist wikis 
could be transformed into publicly accessible databases designed to provide re-
sources to policymakers, journalists, and others for interactive study of national 
policy controversies such as the 2009–10 topic area on nuclear weaponry. Let us 
say a reporter for the Global Security Newswire is following the START arms 
control beat. With a visit to a DDA, she could not only pull up hundreds of the 
contest rounds where arms control was debated, she could click through to find 
out how certain teams deployed similar arguments, which citations were getting 
the most play, which sources were cited most frequently by winning teams, and 
which citations on arms control were new at the last tournament. Such post-
mortem analysis of the debate process could enable nondebaters to hypothesis 
test by “replaying the chess match”4 that took place at unintelligible speed dur-
ing a given contest round (see also Woods et al. 2006).

The marriage of a DDA with Jon Bruschke’s ingenious Debate Results online 
resource could pave the way for a host of new statistical measures with great 
salience for a wide array of audiences. Internally, the debate community could 
benefit from development of a new set of measures and corresponding rewards 
associated with research outcomes. Who are the most productive individual re-
searchers in the nation? The most original? Which debater or forensics special-
ist has the greatest “research impact factor” (a possible metric measuring whose 
arguments tend to be picked up and replicated most by others in contest-round 
competition). A system for tracking and publishing answers to these questions 

4  Michael Jensen’s clever phrasing.
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could open up a new symbolic reward economy, with potential to counter the 
drift toward sportification entailed in a strict tournament-outcome-oriented re-
ward structure. The same system could be used to track frequency and mode of 
source citations, yielding statistics that could answer such questions as: Which 
experts on nuclear weapons policy are cited most frequently in contest rounds? 
Which experts are cited most broadly (on a wide range of subtopics)? When 
a given expert is cited by one side, who are the experts most likely to be cited 
by the opposing side? Scholars are increasingly using similar data to document 
their research impact during professional reviews (see Meho 2007). Since the 
intercollegiate policy debate is driven by an intellectual community committed 
to the rigorous standards of evidence analysis and hypothesis testing, a strong 
case could be made that citation in that community is more meaningful than a 
Web-site hit indicating that a scholar’s work product was viewed by an anony-
mous person browsing the Internet (this is a good example of the difference 
between a 3.0 and a 2.0 scholarly metric).

Once an enterprise born from the difficulties of engagement with public audi-
ences, academic debate became estranged from its audience-centered origins 
during the mid-twentieth century. The rise of tournament competition as an 
organizing telos augured debate’s ascetic turn, characterized by heightened spe-
cialization, intensified insularity, and fetishization of technique. Rewards for 
participation in debate rose, but so did entry barriers. Participation rates shrunk, 
and the activity took on the patina of an exotic sporting event, even attracting 
a cable sports television network to cover several NDTs in the new millennium.

In charting a course for the future of forensics, the Sedalia conferees envisioned 
the debate community rounding into a scholarly enterprise that would grow 
from its audience-centric roots to tackle research questions on such topics as 
political campaign debates, conflict resolution, public opinion formation, and 
processes of persuasion (see McBath 1975, 35–36). Now debate’s digital turn 
opens up opportunities for forensics specialists and debaters to recoup the audi-
ence dimension of argumentative practice, without jettisoning the wondrous 
enterprise of fast-talking, evidence-intensive, dynamically reflexive tournament 
debating.

Choices regarding a DDA’s architecture will shape the incentive structure that 
influences participation rates, demarcate lines of editorial authority, and affect 
the commodity status of debate knowledge production. On another level, the 
basic philosophy underlying a DDA will determine whether the technology pre-
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serves intercollegiate debate as a primarily insular space or transforms it into a 
more public enterprise. Furthermore, depending on which design features are 
selected, a DDA could either reinforce prevailing norms of competition, or in-
troduce new elements into the picture that change the nature of intercollegiate 
debate entirely.

The foregoing analysis highlights salient dimensions of the NDCD Research 
and Scholarship Working Group’s deliberations conducted before, during, and 
after the third developmental conference. Working group members began by 
placing the steering committee’s charge in historical context, analyzing previ-
ous developmental conferences’ treatments of debate scholarship, and taking 
stock of the role that academic knowledge production has traditionally played 
in constituting the debate community’s academic roots. Next, the working 
group assessed status quo trends relating to the challenge of producing forensics 
scholarship in a milieu characterized by heightened sportification of the debate 
activity, erosion of tenure-stream director lines, the advent of digital scholar-
ship in an age of “content abundance,” and increased popularity of collaborative 
coauthorship as a mode of knowledge production in the academy writ large. 
These lines of analysis prepared the ground for formulation of seven specific 
recommendations, outlined in the following resolutions. Each of the resolutions 
was presented during the NDCD’s closing plenary session and endorsed by the 
full body conference participants.

reSOlutiOnS PreSented by the reSearch and SchOlarShiP wOrK-
ing grOuP and endOrSed by the ndcd Plenary SeSSiOn

1. The National Developmental Conference on Debate (NDCD) recommends 
that forensics organizations improve online digital systems for archiving and dis-
tributing debate knowledge production. Toward that end we suggest pursuit of 
a participatory-design process that maximizes benefits of digital archives for the 
contest-round participants, production of peer-reviewed scholarship, and public 
engagement.

RATIONALE: An integrated, specialized, and technically advanced archival 
system, or Digital Debate Archive (DDA), has potential to vastly change the 
landscape of intercollegiate debate (Woods et al. 2006). Yet there is presently 
no clear consensus about what specific features a DDA ought to include, nor 
how such an archive ought to be utilized. Functional concerns about gatekeep-
ing and incentive structures, technical issues about the security and privacy 
of information stored in a DDA, as well as the concepts, tools, and software-
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engineering processes that might be used to build one, have yet to be sorted 
out. The long-term success of a DDA may hinge on the degree to which these 
outstanding issues are resolved through design processes that prioritize broad-
based participation and bottom-up input.

Community-specific computing projects are often hampered by a tendency to 
utilize nonspecialized software in order to minimize costs and responsibilities 
(Merkel et al. 2004, 1–2); however, a DDA would be most functional if pur-
pose-built to fit the idiosyncratic conventions of debate competition. Building 
a custom-tailored archive could be best accomplished by a process akin to what 
Merkel et al. (2004) refer to as long-term participatory design, utilizing ethno-
graphic techniques and emphasizing end-user involvement during the software-
engineering process in order to produce a sustainable system capable of “sup-
porting groups . . . as they identify ways that technology can be used to address 
organizational and community level problems, and as they develop plans to take 
on projects involving technology” (Merkel et al. 2004, 2). Rather than turning 
over the primary responsibility for software projects to engineers, a sustainable 
participatory approach “see[s] community groups as owners of the projects, not 
designers” (p. 7) and encourages adaptation over time to specific user needs.

In the context of a participatory model for software development, the poten-
tial for disagreement over the details of a DDA can be seen as an asset rather 
than a liability. Participatory design focuses on “the empowerment of workers 
so they can codetermine the development of the information system” (Clem-
ent and Van den Besselaar 1995, 29) and thereby produces community-specific 
artifacts that allow programmers implementing a system to better account for 
users’ needs. Participatory techniques are often employed for community-spe-
cific projects “because they are deemed more appropriate to the activities than 
other available conceptualizations” (Törpel 2005, 178). A participatory process 
grounded in a debate-like format could uniquely leverage the community’s ar-
gumentative and collaborative skills to construct a DDA with capabilities that 
would far surpass prefabricated solutions.

While we wish to leave open the possibilities for development of a DDA, we of-
fer some specific suggestions to initiate a discussion about the technologies and 
concepts that could facilitate the archives’ usefulness as a tool for contest-round 
preparation as well as scholarship and public engagement. Edgar Codd’s seminal 
work in the field of database design can serve as a springboard for conceptualiz-
ing the potential of a DDA; his relational model consists of describing relation-
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ships between atomic units of data (see Codd 1970). With data stored in nonde-
composable domains and organized by relationships among those domains, the 
information archived in a database can easily be presented to users in configura-
tions that are independent of its internal representation (i.e., the format used 
by the computer to store the data). For example, a debater’s file on a particular 
position for use in a contest round can be understood as the relation of a series 
of blocks; those blocks as the relations of specific arguments; those arguments 
as the relations of taglines, citations, and quotations; and those citations as the 
relations of authors, titles, journals, and so on. Each constituent unit can be 
linked to other relations as well: the authors cited in a particular contest round, 
the evidence produced by a particular researcher on a team, and so on.

Modern database-driven Web applications frequently employ a Model-View-
Controller pattern (see Jazayeri 2007), and a DDA might be well served by 
this approach. The data model, typically powered by a database, consists of the 
logical components of the information used by the application (e.g., debater, 
tournament, round, argument, citation, quotation), as well as their properties 
(e.g., a tournament’s name and location) and the relationships among them 
(e.g., each quotation has exactly one cite). Data are inputted or modified by 
controllers and exposed to users through views, which translate machine-stored 
information into human-readable templates.

Multiple views allow the same data set to be displayed to users with different 
templatic representations for different contexts. It is this feature that may hold 
the most potential for making the knowledge produced in contest debating use-
ful for academics and the public. The possibilities for computing metrics of au-
thority from this information could facilitate interest in a DDA from scholars 
outside the debate community. Moreover, while a debater preparing for a tour-
nament might be primarily concerned with a view constructed in the format of 
a traditional caselist—the set of arguments read by one team in contest debates 
at a particular tournament—a DDA could also be used to create a dynamically 
generated annotated bibliography encompassing the vast amount of research 
conducted by the debate community over the span of a season. An array of al-
ternative views could make the work products of contest rounds more accessible 
to myriad scholarly audiences, thereby raising the debate community’s research 
profile.

2. The NDCD recommends establishing a publishing outlet that translates 
knowledge produced in contest debating into double peer-reviewed academic 
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journal articles. Ideally, the journal will showcase debate’s collaborative re-
search model and its ability to impact live public argument with timely in-
terventions.

RATIONALE: Sometimes undergraduate students convert their debate re-
search into term papers, and occasionally more advanced scholars develop 
dissertations or scholarly articles from topic-area reading they pursued while 
coaching. Yet for the most part, the voluminous work products flowing from 
policy-debate competition never reach wider audiences beyond the debate com-
munity, and sometimes are never even read in contest rounds. This mothball 
effect is a shame, not only because the rest of the world might benefit from 
debate-driven insight but also because young debaters and coaches stand to bol-
ster their scholarly credentials by converting the fruits of their research into 
peer-reviewed publications. Timely Interventions: A Translational Journal of Public 
Policy Debate is designed to facilitate such conversion by carrying the following 
types of essays:

1. Policy advocacy essays, where authors pull together their research on a partic-
ular policy position (e.g., affirmative case), and write up the case for a general, 
educated reading audience.

2. Controversy review essays, where authors isolate a particular point of salient 
disagreement featured in contest-round competition, clarify for a general, edu-
cated reading audience why the controversy warrants extended study, and ex-
plain how the arguments from contest round debating deepens understanding of 
the controversy under review.

3. Source review essays, where authors isolate a particular expert whose pub-
lished work is receiving significant attention in intercollegiate policy-debate 
competition, detail ways that the source is informing the policy argument, and 
reflect on how the debate experience yields resources for better understanding 
the expert’s role in the policy debate for general, educated audiences.

4. Forum exchanges, where top experts in the field utilize a debating format to 
elucidate salient aspects of pressing public policy issues.

As with scholarly, peer-reviewed publications, prospective authors would sub-
mit draft manuscripts falling into one of the above categories to an editor in 
chief, who would then solicit peer review from members of the editorial board 
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(see Appendix 1). As referees with debate experience, peer reviewers would be 
asked to apply evaluative criteria associated with quality debate argument (e.g., 
claims stated clearly and convincingly, arguments backed up by support, evidence 
thoroughly cited), as well as criteria associated with the challenge of translat-
ing “debate speak” into accessible prose understandable for a general, educated 
readership. This latter set of criteria is especially important, given the vision that 
Timely Interventions cultivates a wide readership among policymakers, journal-
ists, citizens, and others interested in learning about that year’s given topic area 
through a debate prism. As an online publication, Timely Interventions would pub-
lish individual manuscripts serially, upon successful completion of peer review 
and copyediting. With this procedure, the journal enables articles carried under 
its banner to be peer reviewed not once, but twice. Prior to going through a round 
of traditional review by anonymous referees drawn from the ranks of the editorial 
board and topic-area experts, article content will likely already have been honed 
and tested during debate contest-round competition. As the NDCD Tenure and 
Promotion Working Group notes, “this testing process is [itself] a form of peer 
review, quite similar to that which occurs at journals.” The resulting two-tiered 
system of “double peer review” is designed to ensure that journal content meets 
prevailing academic standards for rigorously validated scholarship.

3. The NDCD recommends that the American Forensics Association Re-
search Committee exercise professional leadership by including in its annual 
reports updated lists that identify opportunities for innovation in forensics 
scholarship intersecting with issues of public concern.

RATIONALE: The tradition of forensics specialists actively producing schol-
arly manuscripts for academic publication has eroded as debate tournament 
competition has become ever more labor intensive. Yet the intensity of com-
petition alone cannot account for the dearth in scholarship related to debate. 
Another important factor is the intellectual history of forensics and argumenta-
tion studies in the speech communication tradition. Over the past 50 years the 
role of debate in the discipline has changed from a leading one to that of a bit 
player. As David Zarefsky notes in his history of argumentation in the speech 
communication tradition “debate does not get enough respect” (1994, 6). There 
are several reasons for the intellectual marginalization of debate, perhaps none 
more significant than the eclipse of debate by argumentation studies. Zarefsky’s 
(1994) history of argumentation studies illustrates the significant role played by 
scholarship related to debate in the emergence of argumentation studies. Early 
works such as Douglas Ehninger and Wayne Brockriede’s Decision by Debate 
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(1963) “offered a broader perspective of the debate activity” by lifting debate 
from the context of intercollegiate competition and applying scholarship re-
lated to debate to broader social contexts such as argumentation and decision-
making (Zarefsky 1994, 4). According to Zarefsky (1994, 6), this development 
shifted forensics specialists’ scholarly agenda from the species (debate) to the 
genius (argumentation), producing a rich vein of scholarship and providing fo-
rensics specialists with a newfound relevance in the field of speech communica-
tion and beyond.

One advantage to the shift from debate to argumentation studies for the fo-
rensics specialist was that it afforded scholars an expansive scope of research 
topics. Once argumentation became a way of looking—a critical perspective—
anything from a speech to a piece of music became fair game for scholarship 
(Brockriede 1975). However, this also meant that the scholarly pursuits of the 
forensics specialist were taken further and further afield from the specialists’ 
“other job”—coaching debate. Today, there are three pressing reasons to refocus 
scholarship on debate, and in doing so, revive the tradition of the forensics spe-
cialist as academic researcher. First, the prevailing need to bolster the quality 
of public deliberation points to the value of scholarship designed toward that 
end. Second, much of the intellectual work currently being done by scholars 
in a variety of fields including communication studies, public administration, 
political science, sociology, and psychology, and by professional practitioners 
who promote and facilitate opportunities for public dialogue and deliberation, 
tend to either downplay or denigrate debate as a general concept (see, e.g., Flick 
1998; Schirch and Campt 2007; Tannen 1998). Third, general understanding of 
the debate process tends to suffer in a climate where many citizens use dueling 
monologues such as presidential debates, or Crossfire -style television programs 
as benchmark referents informing their notions of what debate entails.

Forensics specialists are in a unique position to address these problems and jump 
start an innovative scholarly tradition, which can revive debate as a public de-
liberative practice and elevate debate in scholarly circles. No community of 
scholars is more aware of the collaborative and cooperative aspects of debate, 
more able to catalogue the advantages and disadvantages of advocacy-based 
deliberative processes, or more capable of organizing, designing, and hosting 
public debates. In addition, our community of scholars is uniquely positioned to 
analyze, assess, and critique the strengths and weaknesses of debate formats and 
designs. Furthermore, by raising the profile of debate as a topic worthy of schol-
arship we also provide young scholars, who too often feel torn between coach-



114  navIgatIng oPPortunIty

ing forensics and pursuing a scholarly career in academia, with an opportunity 
to do both. As the survey conducted by the Civic Engagement Working Group 
at this very conference demonstrates, most debate programs are already organiz-
ing and hosting public debate events. Scholarship that analyzes and reflects on 
these events is relatively low-hanging fruit for most forensics specialists and is, 
at this moment in time, ripe for the picking. Processes of collaboration, public 
deliberation, and dialogue are the wave of the future—national and local gov-
ernments, organizations and corporations, and communities are all looking for 
ways to promote public engagement and facilitate better deliberative processes. 
As William Keith stated succinctly in his keynote address to our gathering, 
“Yet while the deliberation train is leaving the station, intercollegiate debate is 
not on it.” That train (a renewed emphasis on deliberation and public engage-
ment) will be ill suited to serve the public good if it leaves the station without a 
healthy understanding of and commitment to debate.

An annually updated list of suggested topics for scholarly research related to de-
bate and issues of public concern should: (1) help reinvigorate the tradition of 
debate scholarship; (2) encourage students of debate to make their vast knowl-
edge of debate and deliberation available to wider audiences; and (3) provide 
forensics specialists, especially young scholars, who wish to position their re-
search firmly within the communication studies tradition, with resources and 
guidance.

4. The NDCD encourages research and scholarship on topics relating to con-
test debate-round practice such as argument trends, frameworks, tournament 
governance, coaching pedagogy, and other related topics. We also encourage 
debate scholars to extend these research findings to matters of wider public 
concern. We encourage Contemporary Argumentation and Debate to review 
and publish such scholarship on a quarterly basis.

RATIONALE: Broadening the footprint of debate-related scholarship requires 
the pursuit of two kinds of scholarly work. The first type of scholarship (perhaps 
best reflected in resolution no. 2) aims to translate the immense amount of 
research, thought, and strategizing that takes place over the course of a debate 
season into useful scholarly work. In advocating this goal, we do not intend to 
argue for a wholesale shift to translational research on the part of forensics edu-
cators. Rather, we also think it incumbent on the debate community to redou-
ble production of scholarship on debate-round theory and practice. Toward that 
end, it is important not only to utilize Contemporary Argumentation and Debate 
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as an outlet for scholarship relating to contest-round trends, but to reach other 
outlets as well. In making the case for the public benefits of debate as a mode of 
knowledge production, we might increase the attractiveness of contest debate-
round-related scholarship for a broader audience. Alternately, in making the 
case that debate practices themselves are worthy objects of scholarly inquiry, 
we also might help to make the case that contest debating is an important and 
rigorous mode of scholarly production.

5. The NDCD encourages the formation of a mentoring group as a resource 
for emerging scholars. This group will be composed primarily of former de-
bate coaches comfortable with providing advice and possible review of schol-
arship. The purpose of this group is to encourage young scholars to produce 
quality debate research and to provide positive relationships for continuation 
of the debate scholarship tradition.

RATIONALE: The debate community produces a substantial number of strong 
academics and scholars. The acute demands of debate coaching often lead coaches 
to graduate or informally retire into academic circles. These individuals may not 
be able to provide the intense coaching and research support common to active 
coaches but they are often interested in supporting debate through mentoring re-
lationships. Through an active solicitation process it is recommended that a list of 
willing former coaches be added to accessible and relevant Web sites maintained 
by organizations such as the American Forensics Association.

Such mentor coaches could provide direction in collaborative scholarship proj-
ects coauthored with junior coaches and give direct feedback on manuscripts 
coaches are preparing on their own—particularly those that are relevant to de-
bate theory and practice. Additionally, mentors could suggest research agendas 
for emerging debate coaches. Finally, mentor coaches might be a resource in 
the formal processes of tenure and promotion, serving as external reviewers and 
advisers in tenure case construction.

Mentoring is a traditional and reliable means for improving retention with 
communities such as the debate-coaching community. In broader academic set-
tings, mentoring has shown a positive relationship to research activity among 
emerging scholars (Paglis, Green, and Bauer 2006). Such mentoring will likely 
improve the quality of research and provide a measure of accountability that 
encourages emerging coaches to prioritize their research work alongside their 
coaching responsibilities. Moreover, the experience of mentors can help new 
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coaches make sense of the unique demands of coaching that conventional se-
nior academics may have little practical advice to provide. How does one bal-
ance coaching and research? How can I delegate my role as a director of foren-
sics to allow time for research? These are the kinds of questions that a mentor 
can help a young debate coach address.

6. The NDCD should recommend that the American Forensics Association 
adopt guidelines for collaborative coauthored scholarship.

RATIONALE: In response to concerns regarding abuses such as authorship 
inflation and downplaying the contributions of junior scholars and graduate 
students, there have been considerable efforts to address coauthorship as part of 
ethical research conduct (Drenth 1998; Kwok 2005). Professional associations, 
institutions, and research journals have developed sophisticated guidelines and 
practices to determine issues such as who may qualify as a coauthor, how coau-
thors should be listed in a given article, and what forms of academic recognition 
are due to each scholar participating in a collaborative project (see, e.g., Ameri-
can Psychological Association 2001; Biagioli et al. 1999).

Inspired in part by these examples, but noting that there is little discussion of 
collaborative research protocol within the communication field in general and 
the intercollegiate debate community in particular, the Schenley Park DAWG 
(Debate Authors Working Group) formed a committee to craft its own coau-
thorship guidelines. These guidelines (see Appendix 2) provide a framework 
for intellectual collaboration that enables satisfying and rewarding production 
of high-caliber academic work. They lay out the stages of knowledge produc-
tion for each project, calling for the substantial involvement of all contributing 
authors in the key creative dimensions of conceptual invention, research, and 
writing/revising (cf. Flanagin, Fontanarosa, and DeAngelis 2002; Jones; 2000, 
13).

The guidelines seek to preemptively address potential controversies regarding 
who qualifies as an author and the order in which authors should be acknowl-
edged in published material. This is an important objective given research 
showing that disputes stemming from coauthorship arrangements can negative-
ly affect research team morale (Wilcox 1998). Roland Wolseley defines a coau-
thor as “the writer of approximately half a book’s text, sharing equally on space, 
earnings, and expenses, and participating fully in decision-making” (1980, 20). 
However, real-world collaboration cannot always be so clearly divided (Day and 
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Eodice 2001, 137; see also Fox and Faver 1984). The draft guidelines attend to 
this issue by clearly enumerating the responsibilities of the lead author, senior 
author, and other coauthors.

Since a key challenge involves convincing institutional audiences of the value 
of collaborative work products, the guidelines are also accompanied by a work-
sheet (see Appendix 3) designed to make transparent each coauthor’s contri-
butions to any given project. Such transparency has potential to reduce the 
phenomenon of “honorary authorship,” or “ghostwriting,” a problem in the 
medical field where the proportion of authors whose published contributions 
do not meet authorship criteria is significant, even reaching 21.5% in one jour-
nal (Bates et al. 2004, 87–88; Laine and Mulrow 2005). Future efforts to make 
contributions to collaborative work products more transparent might involve 
publication of detailed contributor lists, which already appear in some journals 
(Yank and Rennie 1999). And as the concept of collaborative knowledge pro-
duction evolves in the forensics setting, methods to incorporate and acknowl-
edge practical contributions to the research effort could develop in tandem. 
For example, Wake Forest University undergraduate debaters Alex Lamballe 
and Kurt Zemlicka recently taught at a debate workshop dedicated to improv-
ing high school students’ research and speaking skills. Part of the curriculum 
involved teachers working with students to contribute directly to the 2007 U.S. 
presidential-debate process. Following the workshop, Lamballe and Zemlicka 
folded discussion of their teaching experiences into a larger collaborative re-
search project. By contributing statistical analysis, background research, and 
commentary, Lamballe and Zemlicka were able to join the project as coauthors 
of an academic manuscript. Lamballe and Zemlicka’s example could be repli-
cated in other contexts, such as undergraduate debaters satisfying coauthorship 
requirements by contributing contest-round research to collaborative research 
projects. Such a trend would mirror developments in research fields where prac-
tical contributions (e.g., providing patients or research material, carrying out 
a pilot study, collecting the data) already figure significantly in coauthors’ self-
disclosure of contributions to articles (Hoen, Walvoort, and Overbeke 1998, 
218; cf. Bates et al. 2004).

7. The NDCD endorses the establishment of a U.S. Congressional Speech 
and Debate caucus and encourages that caucus to foster debate research and 
scholarship, including the publication of a topic-area packet, and support of 
a participatory-design process, oriented toward refinement and development 
of an open source digital debate archive.



118  navIgatIng oPPortunIty

RATIONALE: The NDCD Alumni Networking Working Group’s initiative to 
create a “Speech and Debate” Caucus in the U.S. Congress presents numerous 
professional development opportunities for forensics specialists. In the area of 
scholarship, the caucus could leverage efforts to heighten the research profile of 
the academic debate community by reviving the congressional practice of pub-
lishing research packets on each year’s intercollegiate policy-debate topic and 
providing resources to support participatory design of an online digital debate 
archive.
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Appendix 1: Preliminary Prospectus for A New Online Journal 
Carrying Forensics Scholarship
timely interventiOnS: a tranSlatiOnal JOurnal Of Public 
POlicy debate

A publishing outlet that translates knowledge produced by the academic policy 
debate community, showcasing debate’s collaborative research model and its 
ability to impact live public argument with timely interventions.
Editor-in-Chief: Gordon R. Mitchell
Forum Editor: Christian Lundberg
Advisory Board Chair: Robert P. Newman
Founding Members of the Editorial Board
Erwin Chemerinsky, founding dean, University of California-Irvine School of Law (Northwestern 

University debate alum)
David Coale, partner, K&L Gates (Harvard University debate alum)
Cori E. Dauber, associate professor of rhetorical studies, University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 

(Northwestern University debate alum)
Ellen Dorsey, executive director, Wallace Global Fund (University of Pittsburgh debate alum)
Lindsay C. Harrison, associate, Jenner & Block LLP (University of Southern California debate 

alum)
Michael Horowitz, assistant professor of political science, University of Pennsylvania (Emory 

University debate alum)
Lee Huebner, director, George Washington University School of Media and Public Affairs North-

western University debate alum)
Paul Kerr, analyst in nonproliferation, Congressional Research Service (University of Vermont 

debate alum)
Jeff Kueter, president, George Marshall Institute (University of Iowa debate alum)
J. Scott Maberry, partner, Fulbright & Jaworski LLP (Northwestern University debate alum)
Jeffrey G. Lewis, director, Nuclear Strategy and Nonproliferation Initiative, New America Foun-

dation (Augustana College debate alum)
Allan J. Lichtman, professor of history, American University (Brandeis University debate alum)
Heather Ann Logue, professor of philosophy, University of Leeds (University of Pittsburgh debate 

alum)
Briana Mezuk, Robert Wood Johnson Health & Society Scholar, University of Michigan Center 

for Epidemiology & Population Health (University of Pittsburgh debate alum)
Catherine H. Palczewski, professor of communication and director of debate, University of North-

ern Iowa (Northwestern University debate alum)
Rodger Payne, professor of political science and director, Grawemeyer Award for Ideas Improving 

World Order (University of Kansas debate alum)
Daniel J. Povinelli, professor of biology, University of Louisiana-Lafayette, Project Director Na-

tional Chimpanzee Observatories Initiative (University of Massachusetts debate alum)
John C. Roberts, dean emeritus and professor, DePaul University College of Law (Northwestern 

University debate alum)
Lyn Robbins, senior general attorney, Burlington Northern and Santa Fe Railway (Baylor Univer-

sity debate alum)
Greg Rosenbaum, president and founder, Palisades Associates (Harvard University debate alum)
Paul J. Skiermont, partner, Bartlit Beck Herman Palenchar & Scott LLP (University of Kentucky 

debate alum)
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Cyril V. Smith, partner, Zuckerman Spaeder LLP (Dartmouth College alum)
Benjamin K. Sovacool, assistant professor of public policy, National University of Singapore (John 

Carroll University debate alum)
Philip Wander, presidential professor of communication, Loyola Marymount University (Southern 

Illinois University debate alum)
Lesley Wexler, assistant professor, Florida State University College of Law (University of Michi-

gan debate alum)
Danielle Wiese, assistant professor of communication Studies, Grand Valley State University 

(University of Michigan debate alum)
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Appendix 2: Draft Guidelines for Coauthorship of Work Products
Authorship is a significant aspect of academic research, one that deserves care-
ful and rigorous treatment, given its ethical and professional implications. It 
is important that participants in collaborative debate research projects have 
a clear, common understanding of the standards for authorship at the outset 
of each project. As intellectual collaboration is the lifeblood of intercollegiate 
academic debate, it is appropriate that sound and workable guidelines be devel-
oped for translating collective intellectual labor into professional argumenta-
tion scholarship.

I. Coauthorship guidelines for collaborative debate research.5

The practice of coauthorship should involve the substantial involvement of all 
contributing authors. Substantial involvement is defined by the following crite-
ria, which must be met by each individual who will be listed as an author in the 
final work. To qualify as a coauthor, collaborators must contribute at least one 
substantial dimension of work in each of the following four creative categories.

A. Inventional Process: The initial phase of project design sets the founda-
tion for subsequent collaboration. Thus, coauthors should help conceive the 
project, map the goals and methods for completion of the project, and/or 
contribute substantial intellectual labor throughout evolution of the project 
as its trajectory shifts in light of new understandings and research findings.

B. Writing and Revising: Substantial written contributions to the collab-
orative work effort justify the use of the term “author” in the first place; 
however, “authorship” can be understood in a broader sense to include 
both the initial contribution of substantial writing and the contribution of 
substantial written revisions later on in the process. Both of these activities 
imply a deep investment in the construction of the work at hand. Thus, a 
coauthor may be understood as an individual who drafts substantial original 
material or makes written contributions by proposing substantial revisions 
throughout the creative process.

5  These guidelines are adapted from a document generated in 2006 by the Schenley Park 
Debate Authors Working Group (DAWG). Exemplars for the DAWG guidelines were drawn 
from guidelines established by the NHMRC/AVCC (National Health and Medical Research 
Council/Australian Vice Chancellors’ Committee) Statement and Guidelines on Research 
Practice (1997), http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/funding/policy/researchprac.htm#6. Guidelines 
developed in other areas of study were also consulted, including those produced by the Journal 
of the American Medical Association.



124  navIgatIng oPPortunIty

C. Research: Given the importance of research both in terms of the produc-
tion of scholarly works and the development of arguments for the intercol-
legiate academic debate contest round, research should play an important 
role in the collaborative process of coauthorship. For this reason, substan-
tial contributions in this area include setting the initial research agenda 
through a cooperative process of identifying where the working group 
should seek out relevant information and what kinds of information are 
most important to the completion of the project, working through primary 
and secondary source material in order to identify the most important ele-
ments to include in the final project, and finally synthesizing the research 
that has been completed so as to craft a final coherent product.

D. Final Approval: As with any collaborative work effort, it is impor-
tant that all individuals involved, should they wish to be identified as 
authors, give their consent to the final project. This avoids confusion, 
controversy, and delegitimation of the work effort after it has gone on to 
the publishing phase.

II. Order of Authors6

To ensure that all participants have a common understanding of research re-
sponsibilities, and to avoid confusion, it is important to establish the order of 
authors, including a lead author and a senior author (if appropriate). 

A. The lead author (listed first) will be responsible for:
• Contributing key written material;
• Corresponding with journal editors and conveying necessary information to 
other members involved in the project;
• Synthesizing material contributed by coauthors, for example, by knitting to-
gether sections, generating thesis statements and implications or conclusions;
• Confirming that the content contributed to the project meets the ethical 
and quality standards of the group;
• Making final decisions about the order of authors and those included in the 
acknowledgments.

B. The senior author (listed last) will be responsible for:
• Mentoring the first author in the above tasks;

6  Suggestions on the order of authors are adapted from the British Sociological Association, 
“Authorship Guidelines for Academic Papers,” 2001, http://www.britsoc.co.uk/Library/
authorship_01.pdf.
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• Providing senior leadership and guidance to the entire group of coauthors 
throughout the process, from development of the concept to final submission 
of the manuscript.

C. Those who have made significant contributions (as defined above) are en-
titled to be included as coauthors. Where there is a clear difference in the size of 
these contributions, this will be reflected in the order of these authors.

D. All others who fulfill the criteria for coauthorship with equal contributions 
will be included in alphabetical order of their last names. 

E. If all authors feel that they have contributed equally, this can be indicated in 
a footnote or by directing readers to these guidelines.
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Appendix 3: Draft Coauthorship Worksheet
This worksheet breaks down a single scholar’s contributions to a collaborative 
work product. Categories and concept derived from the Schenley Park Debate 
Authors Working Group Guidelines for Co-Authorship of Work Products 2.0.

To qualify as a coauthor for a scholarly article, contributors must demonstrate 
“substantial involvement” in each of the following areas listed below: inven-
tion; research; writing and revising.

• Invention

• Research

• Writing and Revising

Qualitative description of 
contribution in this area

Check at least one box
[   ] Involvement in initial project conception
[   ] Assistance in mapping goals and 
methods for project
[   ] Intellectual contribution to drive project 
evolution

Name of coauthor:

Title of article:

Check at least one box
[   ] Involvement in setting the research 
agenda
[   ] Retrieval of primary or secondary source 
material
[   ] Synthesis of research for presentation 
in article

Qualitative description of 
contribution in this area

Qualitative description of 
contribution in this area

Check at least one box
[   ] Contribution of substantial written text
[   ] Contribution of suggested revisions
[   ] Execution of substantial revisions
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Development and Advancement in 
the Coaching Profession: A Report on 

Professional Debate Coaching Positions and 
Benchmarks for the Profession

Development and Advancement in the Coaching Profession Working Group

Chair
David Hingstman, University of Iowa; co-author, Taylor Hahn, Clarion University

Members
David Cram Helwich, University of Minnesota
Scott Harris, University of Kansas
Brian Lain, University of North Texas
Jake Thompson, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Research Assistant
Sean Lowry, James Madison University

Summary

A sound and sustainable intercollegiate-debate program will balance its pedagogi-
cal mission and its pursuit of competitive success to suit goals of each institutional 
sponsor. Debate ought to be pedagogy driven but also is sustained by competition, 
a key element of an intercollegiate-debate program. Combined, the advantages 
to a program are numerous. Notably, debate competition attracts and retains able 
students. The presence or absence of a competitive debate program affects enroll-
ment decisions, and high-school-debate programs are encouraged to visit cam-
puses for university-sponsored debate tournaments and high school summer insti-
tutes. Excellence in debate requires many hours of library and Internet research, 
discussion of potential argumentative approaches to the topic, practice in organiz-
ing and presenting arguments under pressure of time limits, and critical review of 
previous performances. Motivating and proving themselves through competition, 
intercollegiate debaters are often the most articulate, resourceful, and thorough 
participants in undergraduate and graduate courses.

Intercollegiate competition gives students the opportunity to be evaluated by 
a diverse national group of argument critics who are familiar with the subject 
matter and well-trained in the special requirements of competitive argumenta-
tion. Debate tournaments are “seminars in argument practice” for future profes-
sional and academic settings, populated with enthusiastic students and instruc-
tors. Active involvement in a debate team reflects the academic commitments 
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of the university among a group of other distinguished institutions, providing a 
unique opportunity for debaters to hone what they are learning, to meet with 
existing and future contributors, and to network with students and future col-
leagues at professional and graduate schools. Colleges and universities benefit 
from the favorable publicity for academic programs and fundraising opportuni-
ties that debate competition generates.

This volume elsewhere makes the case for strong faculty involvement in di-
recting and supervising intercollegiate-debate programs. Yet the tasks faced by 
professionals—financial, travel, on-campus tournament and summer program 
administration, recruitment and retention of team members, preparation of stu-
dents for competition, and intercollegiate tournament transportation, judging, 
and coaching—are both complex and time-consuming. Contemporary com-
petitive debate requires the assistance of a staff of professionals, whether those 
professionals are also graduate teaching assistants, university staff employees, 
or volunteers. The Working Group on Development and Advancement in the 
Coaching Profession (“DACP Working Group”) was convened to examine the 
variety of professional debate coaching positions represented at institutions 
across the country and to discuss best practices for using the services of coach-
ing professionals and creating opportunities for advancement.

VarietieS of ProfeSSional CoaChing PoSitionS

Using data available from the Bruschke debateresults.com Web site for 112 col-
leges and universities participating in the Cross Examination Debate Associa-
tion and/or the National Debate Tournament during the academic year 2008–9, 
the DACP Working Group developed a typology of coaching positions. The 
first category, with 51 positions, is made up of tenure-track faculty who are di-
rectors or codirectors of the debate or forensics program. This category includes 
both faculty members who are eligible for full tenure and those who qualify 
for administrative tenure. Fully tenured faculty receive tenure for their overall 
contributions to research, service, and teaching in their departments. They are 
eligible to advise graduate students and teach graduate seminars, and serve on 
departmental and university-wide committees. Should such faculty decide at 
some point after tenure to give up directing the debate or forensics program, 
they have the option of doing so if thereafter they meet applicable departmental 
standards for regular faculty performance. Administratively tenured faculty receive 
tenure primarily on the basis of their record as directors of the debate or foren-
sics program. They are expected to continue active involvement in the debate 
or forensics program for the length of their academic careers, and service on 
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graduate student committees or other departmental bodies, as well as voting 
rights, may be optional. Both fully tenured and administratively tenured faculty 
have classroom teaching obligations and standard university benefits packages 
as part of their employment contracts. Salary levels generally match the pay 
scale for assistant, associate, and full professors, although salaries are negotia-
ble depending upon experience. Since many colleges and universities pay on a 
nine-month basis, directing summer debate institutes on campus may involve 
significant additional compensation.

The second category, with 22 positions, includes nontenured faculty directors of 
debate or forensics on term contracts where a PhD or equivalent is part of the 
job requirements. These contracts typically range from one to three years in 
length, and are renewable indefinitely based upon satisfactory performance. The 
job title may include the words “instructor” or “adjunct professor,” and salary 
levels are commensurate with those negotiated with other nontenured faculty 
with valuable professional or administrative experience. The expectations and 
benefits packages are usually comparable to those of university employees who 
are classified as “professional staff,” although there are usually undergraduate or 
graduate teaching requirements attached to these positions. These directors are 
more likely to have obligations to organize and supervise summer debate insti-
tutes as part of their regular contract duties. But ordinarily they are exempt from 
general departmental service and graduate committee work.

The third category, with 17 positions, we have called lecturers, even though 
there may be substantial overlap with the category of nontenured faculty direc-
tors of debate or forensics in job expectations and compensation. The differenc-
es lie in the required educational achievement (usually MA, JD, or equivalent) 
and in teaching duties, which are limited to undergraduate courses. Compen-
sation rates and benefits packages are generally somewhat less generous than 
those for term faculty appointments, and these coaches are less likely to be full 
directors of debate or forensics and/or directors of summer debate institutes. 
The employment contracts are also less likely to be renewable, as there are 
high turnover rates for such positions. Persons in these positions often return to 
graduate school to earn higher-level degrees or to law or business schools after 
the completion of their appointments. This type of position is sometimes used 
to fill a temporary vacancy in a category-one or -two director’s job when leaves 
of absence, illness, or late-year resignations occur. These positions may also be 
occupied by part-time or visiting lecturers.
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The fourth category, with 14 positions, includes those who hold part-time or full-
time staff positions. To our knowledge, these people are not affiliated with partic-
ular academic departments. Usually they are supervised and funded through stu-
dent activities or dean of student offices, although endowments created through 
alumni foundation contributions may be used to pay program expenses and fund 
salary lines. The staff member may be protected by some form of administrative 
tenure, ordinarily after a three-year period of exemplary job performance, if the 
position is renewable. But the duties of the position will not be transferable to 
office employment other than directing or supervising the debate program un-
til approved by the university administration. At several institutions, the staff 
director also supervises the summer debate institute and receives compensation 
for that work through the regular salary line. Some programs create one- or 
two-year staff positions for debaters who have just graduated and want to help 
their younger colleagues for a short time before they move on to graduate or 
professional schools.

The final category, with seven programs identified, involves student management 
of the program, with no faculty or staff responsible for the actual day-to-day op-
erations of the program, although they may advise or coach on an ad hoc basis. 
There may be alumni or other volunteers who help with coaching and travel 
for minimal compensation and without employee benefits. As in the case of the 
staff positions, the student organizers generally report on their activities and 
expenditures to a dean of students, a director of student activities, or student 
government officers.

With respect to departmental affiliations, almost all of the faculty or profes-
sional staff positions are associated with departments of communication studies, 
although a few are sponsored by departments of political science or public pol-
icy, or through centers for undergraduate excellence established by provost or 
college president initiatives. In addition to student activities or student govern-
ment funding, staff positions may be supported by offices of summer programs or 
continuing education.

the rationale for DiVerSity anD teamwork in Debate CoaChing 
aS a ProfeSSion

The unique values and challenges associated with intercollegiate policy debate 
as a cocurricular and extracurricular activity for students stem from the fact that 
it encourages educational achievement incentivized by intense intellectual and 
verbal competition. Few opportunities exist in the undergraduate experience 
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that combine preparation in researching and writing public policy arguments, 
training in oral advocacy, and rigorous practice in making strategic choices un-
der pressure of limited time. Add to that mix the inducement of peer recog-
nition for advancing to the group of 16 or 32 teams in an elimination-round 
system producing champions at each tournament. Students who favor academic 
over athletic interests are enthralled by debate’s promise. It is not surprising to 
faculty members that debaters read more, articulate more clearly, and contribute 
more to class discussions than other students. While the typical undergraduate 
may spend winter or spring break on the beach, debaters are in libraries or class-
rooms preparing for the next set of regional or national tournaments.

Supporting this unique activity administratively over a number of years requires 
a staff with a wide range of skills and experiences. Illustrating these skills are the 
categorically different ways that staff members interact with students. Some de-
bate educators recognize debaters primarily as students who represent their col-
leges and universities when they travel to intercollegiate tournaments. Those 
travels need to be funded, arranged, and accounted for, and so departmental 
and collegiate administration and student government relations, airline and ho-
tel bookings, and financial reconciliation practices must be developed. At the 
same time, new students need to be recruited and national visibility achieved 
through high school and college outreach and on-campus tournament and sum-
mer workshop programs. Others work with debaters primarily as students of ar-
gumentation, oral persuasion, and public policy, and need to understand and 
teach how to utilize Internet and library databases and book collections, how to 
use computer technology and word processing to transform literature into advo-
cacy materials, and how best to arrange practice sessions in basic oral advocacy 
skills both at home and between tournament rounds. Still others see debaters 
and graduate student assistants as participants in an activity that is an extension 
of the academic curriculum. They emphasize mentoring those students so that 
what they learn from intercollegiate competition will relate to what happens 
in the college classroom. Care is taken to see that course work is completed 
before or after students travel, that students pursue curricular interests that work 
synergistically with the topics of public policy debate, that their preparation for 
postgraduate educational experiences is carried through, and that other college 
students have an opportunity to observe and learn from models of policy advo-
cacy through public and on-campus debates.

Popular television programs about competitive practices in law, business, and 
medicine, such as Law and Order, The Office, or Gray’s Anatomy, reflect a con-



132  navigating opportunity

temporary understanding of the complexity where substantial individual and 
collective benefits are developed and supervised through a team-staffing ap-
proach. Yet the popular conception of many debate programs is that they can 
be conducted by a single charismatic faculty or staff member who shepherds a 
group of energetic young people into a national championship team. This (mis)
conception is reproduced in the imagination of Hollywood through movies like 
The Great Debaters. While there may have been a grain of truth in this portrayal 
of a slice of academic life in the United States of the 1940s, the reality of com-
petition as a primary driver of the debate activity itself guarantees that it is no 
longer a faithful representation. Both the professions and academic debate have 
become more complicated and demanding for participants because of the genius 
mobilized by the response to competitive pressures. The required expertise has 
multiplied as the demands now extend beyond argument form and speaking 
competence to a wide range of coach demands discussed later in this essay.

However strongly we might wish for a return to some Golden Age of academic 
debate, we cannot undo years of observation, thought, and information gather-
ing layered in the literature of disciplines relevant to public policy, a complexity 
that advances with each season. Additionally the heuristic debaters use, the 
requirement to document each argumentative stance, advance authoritative ar-
guments. We do not discount the breadth and sophistication of the information 
sources that each of us consult on a daily basis to make decisions in our own 
lives. Would we expect any less of young policy advocates?

Division of labor and specialization of functions are the hallmarks of modern or-
ganizations, and academic cocurricular programs need to follow the model. This 
explains both the growth and diversity of coaching positions, with tight university 
budgets accelerating the existing trends. Graduate student assistants in programs 
with academic departmental affiliations, for example, are expected to master the 
different categorical skill sets at various points in their involvement as coaches, so 
they may work very closely with students on research, argument production, and 
advocacy practices in one year and become supervisors, accountants, and event 
planners in the next year. Recent alumni, interested volunteers, and graduate 
students outside of regular departmental affiliations might be engaged episodically 
to help the team effort in defined or unspecified ways, and their involvement 
increases the supervisory burden on exiting faculty. Some programs have empha-
sized increasing numbers of program participants to justify stronger support from 
student services, and each additional intercollegiate competitive team broadens 
and magnifies the demands on faculty and staff.
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In the remaining sections of our report the working group considers how those 
who organize debate programs, successful both educationally and competitively, 
are responding both to the challenges facing all cocurricular college and univer-
sity programs and to the demands peculiar to intercollegiate debate.

founDationS for ProfeSSionalizeD CoaChing in new Debate 
ProgramS

Schools that do not currently have a competitive-debate program have the 
potential to create a dynamic and academically inspired form of competitive 
scholarly advocacy while simultaneously establishing a powerful recruitment 
mechanism for prospective students. Unfortunately, it is uncommon for a uni-
versity to unilaterally establish a well-funded and well-coached debate program. 
In most cases the creation (or revival) of a debate program begins with the 
collective desire and dedication of a group of students. For students who want 
to establish a competitive debate program at their university, a number of strate-
gies can be used to compel official university support.

Groups interested in engaging in competitive National Debate Tournament 
(NDT)-Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA)-style policy debate 
are entering an exciting time in the debate community where digital resources 
are making research and networking increasingly accessible. Those develop-
ing programs should be encouraged to choose their own topics and resolu-
tions, but they should also make use of the massive resources available by 
focusing on the official NDT-CEDA resolution. New initiatives in the field of 
open-source debate make evidence sharing, such as the Open Caselist, a power-
ful tool for new programs to engage and compete against established teams. It 
is no coincidence that the winners of the NDT tend to be the schools with the 
largest coaching staffs, but the increased distribution and free sharing of evi-
dence and resources have made smaller debate programs increasingly capable 
of competing against larger institutions. We are now seeing the beginnings of 
increased resource sharing, with multiple initiatives focusing on regional evi-
dence sharing for groups of developing debate programs. This is one example 
of dramatic changes occurring in the community that are capable of opening 
the doors for new participation in debate. Regardless of outside influence, 
such as an organized campaign by preexisting debate organizations to increase 
resource distribution, students are independently capable of establishing the 
foundations for a larger competitive program. The following suggestions are 
a nonlinear set of options available to students who wish to establish a struc-
tured and coached debate program, and eventually developing the capability 
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to maintain multiple professional teaching positions, such as those discussed 
earlier in this chapter.

For the sake of university recognition, a group of students interested in forming 
a debate team should focus on initial recruitment and faculty sponsorship. Initial 
team recruitment can begin by contacting other student organizations, such as 
political groups, interested in policy discussion in order to establish a base of stu-
dent interest. All options should be considered, but groups such as the College 
Democrats or College Republicans are logical places to start. Developing pro-
grams should also focus on distributing information in debate-oriented courses. 
Some examples of suitable courses for information sharing are conflict, debate, 
argumentation, persuasion, and public-speaking seminars. There is no benchmark 
number of students who should be active participants in a developing debate 
team, but organizers should be mindful of any potential minimum membership 
required by their student government. Failing to meet this minimum requirement 
could potentially foreclose on the potential recognition of the new debate squad 
as an official student group that is eligible for school funding.

In addition to interested students, many universities require that officially rec-
ognized organizations have a faculty sponsor in order to obtain funding. It is 
highly desirable that a faculty sponsor be interested in coaching, preferably 
with a background knowledge of the activity. If no available faculty member 
has a knowledge of competitive NDT-CEDA debate, a developing debate team 
should work with any interested member of the university faculty who is willing 
to contribute to the developing program. Students and interested faculty mem-
bers will find a plethora of information available on the Internet concerning 
the duties and obligations associated with coaching a debate program. If stu-
dents and faculty sponsors are incapable of devoting themselves to competitive 
policy debate, developing programs should consider the alternative of engaging 
in campus-based public debates with the intention of eventually transitioning 
to other forms of competitive debate. Either way, funding and school recogni-
tion are critical to the development of any debate program.

Upon establishing a base of student interest and faculty support for the develop-
ing program, an interested group should work to obtain a steady source of fund-
ing. In the early days of a program, most teams need to work through the normal 
budgetary process of student organizations, most often requiring the approval of 
student government bodies. A number of issues arise from student-based fund-
ing, as can be seen in student-government appropriations processes. First, these 
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kinds of funding sources tend to be unreliable in the long term, due to the quick 
turnaround of student government representatives. Second, students who are 
unfamiliar with the budgetary needs of a competitive-debate program are often 
unwilling to allocate the appropriate funds to a program, sometimes not real-
izing that debate requires extensive travel and evidentiary purchases. Finally, 
student-based appropriations threaten to divorce a debate program from aca-
demic avenues of support, implying that the program is a club rather than an 
academically focused competition. The fragile nature of student-based funding 
sources makes the establishment of a long-term source of support essential to 
the continued survival of a developing debate program.

In order to ensure long-term stability, developing debate programs should strive 
to establish a fixed source of funding from a steady support system. Ideally, a 
program should be established within a department (most commonly a depart-
ment of communication) in order to gain a popular support basis while simul-
taneously gaining recognition as a purely academic organization. Other sources 
of funding and support can be found through provosts, deans, and department 
chairs. If the university formerly had a debate program, alumni should also be 
contacted and asked to support a revival of the activity, either through donation 
or by contact with the appropriate university administration, directly or sending 
a letter of support. Support should be procured through a strategic presentation 
focusing on the well-documented benefits of a competitive-debate program (see 
Colbert and Biggers 1985; Hill 2002; O’Donnell, “A Rationale for Intercolle-
giate Debate,” pp. 27–56).

A successful and secure debate program requires the establishment of dedicat-
ed coaching positions and funding by the university. The amount of coaching 
available to a debate team is largely contingent on the amount of funding that 
a university is willing to dedicate to the program, but a number of strategies can 
ensure continued financial support. The vast majority of qualified (and experi-
enced) coaches are equally capable of teaching at a college level. Universities 
should try to hire coaches who have the potential to assist the debate team 
department sponsor with its teaching commitments. A joint coach/teacher po-
sition will allow developing programs to establish their place in the department 
and be identified as a part of the academic program. In addition, coaches who 
have the potential to teach classes have opportunities to find prospective debat-
ers in their classes.

From a purely financial perspective, university officials should recognize that 
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forgoing professional staff coaches is not a wise cost-saving measure. The nature 
of competitive debate requires each competing team to provide a qualified judge 
to enter the judging pool. Generally, coaches fill this roll, but if a student-run 
team wants to compete, they have to hire a judge from a third party. The cost 
of judging on a round-to-round basis varies with a floor of $30 per judged round 
and a ceiling as high as $100 per round at national tournaments. The unpre-
dictable market of available third-party judges makes the hiring of these judges 
costly and inefficient. Hired coaches allow debate teams to circumvent this pro-
cess and ultimately provide more resources for the money expended. Another 
disadvantage of hiring third-party judges is that they offer no coaching to the 
student-run organization. It might be slightly more costly to hire a university-
employed coach, but this small cost increase vastly adds to the resources avail-
able to students participating at tournaments.

Universities also have much to gain by procuring professional coaches. Sched-
uled travel and accommodation requirements make student supervision essen-
tial to a responsible university-sponsored debate program. Transporting students 
to a debate competition often requires transportation in passenger vans, which 
undergraduate students are usually excluded from driving because of insurance 
problems. For universities that do not have a fleet of vehicles, a debate pro-
gram has to rent vans for tournament travel, which can be problematic since 
most rental agencies require customers to be older than the average college stu-
dent. Furthermore, it is preferred that students be supervised given the distance 
and time involved in many competitive tournaments. This regular travel and 
resource management requires a responsible individual to be accountable for 
budgetary issues, such as registration fees and hotel costs. While many debaters 
are completely capable of handling the responsibilities of debate team adminis-
tration, this is an unreasonable burden to place on active competitors. Football 
players would never be expected to handle hotel reservations, transportation 
requirements, and equipment procurement. The same logic should apply to de-
baters, who are heavily disadvantaged when they do not have easy access to 
coaching and administrative support.

Developing programs and coaches should be aware of the travel and research 
time that must be dedicated to competitive debate, which can be a deterrent 
to faculty members who lack experience in the activity. Fortunately, qualified 
coaches are generally aware of the obligations that come with a career as a pro-
fessional debate coach. If a program has trouble maintaining the work required 
to sustain a competitive team, universities with masters programs in related dis-
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ciplines should consider the creation of debate assistantships. These positions 
are often established by a sponsoring department and are a useful way of ensur-
ing a consistent stream of new and energetic coaching resources.

The NDT-CEDA community can facilitate the creation of new debate programs 
through a number of initiatives. Initially, the community should undertake 
greater efforts to promote debate actively to universities that are not affiliated 
with a competitive debate community. Debate alumni working at universities 
without active debate programs provide an easily accessible means of promoting 
debate to new audiences. NDT-CEDA should also consider establishing district 
representatives who serve as official contacts to new programs trying to join the 
debate community. By providing easily accessible forms of contact with commu-
nity representatives, NDT-CEDA can help students and new coaches through 
the process of increasing their funding and coaching support staff.

how ProfeSSional CoaCheS tailor Debate Program aCtiVitieS 
to Collegiate exPeCtationS anD reSourCeS

Most young coaching professionals learn quickly that they serve many more 
constituencies, and not only the students who show up to prepare for the first 
tournament. Academic departments want faculty or instructor coaches and 
graduate student assistants to play an active role in the intellectual life and 
service obligations of the department. The debate program must contribute to 
the department’s sense of academic mission and its desire for university and 
national recognition. University administrators expect the program’s activities 
to be well publicized, and its participants to respect university rules of con-
duct as well as to attain grades, and other indicators of academic achievement 
well beyond those of average student performance. Interested alumni take pride 
in the accumulated records of team victories in national tournaments and of 
post-graduate accomplishments among individual debaters as a continuation 
or amplification of what the debate program meant to them as undergraduates. 
Competing intercollegiate program directors encourage coaches to hold com-
petitions and travel and demand in subtle ways that their staff become active 
members of the professional debate community. High school program directors 
want advice, coaching help, and workshop or regional tournament sponsorship 
in exchange for assistance in recruiting new participants.

Best Practices Approach to Directing a Program
Balancing the numerous and sometimes conflicting demands of these constitu-
encies on a debate program requires careful planning and (re)negotiation from 
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the earliest years of a coaching professional’s career. While this report cannot 
hope to enumerate every element of a management strategy within the limits 
of its textual space, it will sketch the outlines of a “best practices” approach 
to supervising and directing an intercollegiate-debate program in light of the 
multiple-constituency problem. The discussion is organized around two aspects 
of program development: generating strong institutional support and deploying 
that support wisely.

Generating Institutional Support
To craft an appeal for more resources that can reach across the range of col-
legiate constituencies, the coaching professional must first frame the discussion 
of the justification in terms of what those resources can do. That frame should 
articulate what this working group terms “meta-level program goals,” or the 
purposes that will guide the day-to-day decisions of coaching professionals and 
staff members and can be referenced in program review and evaluation. The 
special value of the meta-level goals statement is that it both informs and warns 
the constituents that the program is enabled as well as restrained by diverse 
expectations. One frequently stated goal is curricular: to explain how and why 
the debate team’s ability to meet educational objectives of the particular college 
or university can be enhanced or undermined by institutional decisions about 
funding levels. Setting forth the role of argumentation and debate training for a 
program tied to a department of communication is usually a straightforward ex-
ercise. Making the case for a specialized debate program to be a subsidiary proj-
ect of a humanities or social science college may call for more detailed research 
and thought, including meeting with prominent academicians both within and 
outside the institution.

Another goal is competitive: to describe the opportunities for intercollegiate 
debate that are available to the students and the logistical challenges posed by 
a yearlong process of institutional participation in debate circuits. To the extent 
possible beforehand, coaching professionals should be frank about the financial 
and staffing requirements necessary to achieve different levels of national vis-
ibility and tournament success. For this goal, coaching professionals often solicit 
specific information from other directors whose programs they seek to emulate 
or from directors employed by schools that university administrators consider 
“peer institutions of higher learning.”

A third common goal relates to public outreach and visibility. How will the 
program develop and cultivate contacts with important stakeholders within and 
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outside the college or university? What adjunct activities will be conducted 
in connection with the competitive intercollegiate debate squad for publicity 
purposes? For example, sponsoring a summer debate institute for high school 
or college students can be useful in recruiting, employing staff and students, 
generating academic credit hours, and developing ties with colleagues across the 
nation. Yet such summer programs may not achieve these goals as well as simply 
having staff and students seek positions in workshops sponsored by other uni-
versities, for example, if the facilities, schedule, or cost structure of the school 
make it impossible for the programs to compete with those institutions for a 
limited market of potential enrollees. Furthermore, time spent planning and or-
ganizing a summer program trades off with coaching and administrative efforts.

Finally, coaching professionals must carve out a place for themselves and their 
career plans in the goals statement. What opportunities will the program create 
for professional development among the members of the coaching staff? How 
will coaches obtain the administrative and other skills they need to run a small 
nonprofit enterprise competently and to network effectively with its various 
constituencies, and what forms of advice and supervision should the institu-
tion implement to ensure fairness and accountability? Some meta-level goals 
statements call for a university-level board of overseers composed of faculty and 
administrators who have a special interest in the program and who can be called 
upon to defend it when potentially adverse circumstances arise. If the institu-
tion employs faculty or staff with previous debate or forensics program experi-
ence, those individuals should be among the first called upon to serve on such 
boards. These structural specifications within program goals statements work 
to the benefit of both coaching professionals and the institutions that employ 
them. Most postsecondary schools no longer assume that a teaching contract 
is a commitment to a lifetime of service, especially if opportunities for tenure 
and promotion are not part of the agreement. It is only fair to both coaches and 
schools that professional skill-building be inscribed into the basic structure and 
operation of the debate program.

Deploying Resources
Once the goals statement has been formalized to the satisfaction of the coach-
ing professionals, then attention needs to be given to the second aspect of the 
program, the wise use of resources. Preparation of budget-planning documents is 
one essential step if the program is to have any hope of sustainability. If possible, 
program directors should collaborate with university administrators and founda-
tions to draft a clear Memorandum of Understanding about funding sources and 
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financial accountability for the debate program. Many institutions are willing 
to provide travel and equipment resources, in addition to staff salaries and office 
space, for program start-up, but that funding is often couched in terms of “seed 
money” that may not be renewable without strong evidence of program success 
and service expansion. The criteria for funding renewal and increases should 
be set forth clearly in the memorandum. Also, acceptable forms of external 
or alumni support and strategies for seeking it should be detailed in the docu-
ment. College and university foundations are often willing to open fundraising 
campaigns for promising programs of undergraduate excellence, but they are 
sensitive to the risk that special appeals may reduce alumni or external funding 
for the general operating budget or scholarship accounts. Nevertheless, close 
relations with these foundations at schools with a tradition of support for debate 
enable coaching professionals to locate addresses, debate records, yearbooks, 
and other sources of information for reunions and other alumni contacts. Final-
ly, program directors should familiarize themselves with the institution’s rules 
for financial authorization and reconciliation. Policies about cash advances for 
team travel, documentation requirements for tournament expenses, limitations 
on institutional liability for accidents and other problems, and proper proce-
dures for trip approval and credit reconciliation should be thoroughly reviewed 
with the help of university administrators.

Another important issue of resource management that can be the subject of 
advance planning is the question of institutional location and networking. 
When institutions are looking for places to cut their operating budgets, they 
look first to isolated or small programs that seem to lack constituencies that 
might complain loudly and persistently about defunding or deep cuts. Hence it 
is in the interest of the debate program to increase the strength and diversity 
of linkages to academic and administrative centers within the institution. For 
academic units, these ties can be strengthened by emphasizing subject-matter 
connections between policy debate and institutional research and scholarship 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels. Some schools, for example, have de-
partments or centers that research foreign policy or identity issues that appear 
regularly and in some depth within the annual policy debate topic. In addi-
tion to solidifying agency relationships that will protect the program in times of 
trouble, such networking creates opportunities for undergraduate and graduate 
students to document in a more permanent way the extensive research and 
argument construction efforts of each competitive season. 

In our enthusiasm to recommend networking, the working group does not want 
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to conclude without a caveat. Whatever initiatives are undertaken, coaching 
professionals must be careful to structure them in a way that avoids excessive 
demands on their time. Conceptualizing the debate team as a bridge between 
different epistemic communities in colleges and universities is an excellent 
framework for making argumentation and debate central to intellectual life. 
Opportunities to bring in students who may not be traveling to intercollegiate 
competitions regularly or at all, but who could benefit from on-campus and 
other public-debating experiences, should be pursued wherever possible for the 
sake of the program as a whole. But in most instances, the coaching profession-
al’s work will be evaluated primarily according to the basic outlines of program 
review: numbers of students served, competitive distinction of the program, and 
outcomes such as graduation rates and professional school admissions.

SPeCial ProfeSSionalization iSSueS for internS anD graDuate 
aSSiStantS

The future of debating activities in American colleges and universities depends 
on the willingness of undergraduate participants to give back to the activity 
they love. While some will make that contribution in the form of generous fi-
nancial support for debate programs and volunteer judging and coaching work, 
many others will be called to replace directors of forensics and assistant coaches 
when they retire or move to other jobs. This final section of the working group 
report will discuss how future coaches and faculty members can make a smooth-
er transition from participant to forensics professional.

A. Post-undergraduate Interns
In hard economic times, more college graduates are putting off graduate and 
professional school for internships and other temporary employment. Intercol-
legiate-debate programs sometimes create opportunities for their recent gradu-
ates to work with their squad in argument preparation, practice sessions, and 
tournament coaching and judging. What should these assistant coaches keep in 
mind so that the experience reinforces the desire to enter the coaching profes-
sion when the internship ends?

Probably the most important thing to remember is that a career, like Rome, is 
not built in a day. Some think that their contribution to the short-term success 
of the debaters will be the sole measure of their value in professional life, even 
though much of what needs to be learned lies outside of tournament compe-
tition. Moreover, some believe that they can improve on the merits of their 
own undergraduate performance by living vicariously through the triumphs of 
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those who follow. But giving in to these temptations actually can make it less, 
not more likely that an internship will lead to full-time coaching. First of all, 
it is easy to assume that working too hard on research will have no bad conse-
quences. The role of researcher trades off with the role of judge if the research 
compromises fulfilling the commitment of judging. Judges who fall asleep dur-
ing morning rounds do not merit a reputation for competency. A full year of 
overwork also risks burnout. Second, excessive ego involvement in the success 
of particular teams is a recipe for professional disaster. Interns who were patient 
when they were competitors while interacting with judges and other students as 
competitors, often turn into surly inquisitors when they cannot extricate their 
egos e from the results of particular rounds.

Interns can shape their coaching experiences in positive ways to reap the pro-
fessional benefits of an early start. Initially, the intern can keep his/her options 
open by exploring productive intersections between policy debate research and 
potential professional or academic concerns. Rather than spreading themselves 
too thin by concentrating on case-specific arguments, interns might see an op-
portunity to investigate some issues in depth from a disciplinary or practical 
perspective. In addition to developing a specialization for later study, interns 
may better educate debaters by improving instruction on how arguments can 
be developed and defended strategically. Should the proposal to establish an 
online debate research database be implemented, interns would have a channel 
for beginning a publication track record.

Another path to professional recognition opens from viewing the internship 
experience as a chance to discover what good coaches do by closely observ-
ing their mentors in action. Interns sometimes forget that their new position 
will and should change their relationship with former coaches as well as with 
their former colleagues. Interns should pursue every opportunity to participate 
in coaches’ meetings and to ask practical questions about the programmatic rea-
sons behind the judgments that coaches reach both during and between tour-
naments. Silence maintained out of misguided deference to authority figures 
could slow or even reverse professional development. At the same time, interns 
must recognize that their former colleagues who are still debating are no longer 
the same kind of friends they were in previous years. The legal restrictions on 
consensual and nonconsensual personal relationships that most colleges and 
universities impose on all faculty and staff, are ignored by interns at their peril 
because administrators consider all coaches to hold a supervisory position. 
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B. Graduate Student Assistants
Most graduate students who coach intercollegiate debate are planning careers 
in the discipline of communication studies, although future literary, political 
science, and legal scholars and practitioners, among others, also participate in 
the activity. Debate coaching is an excellent addition to the graduate educa-
tional experience because it sharpens dialectical understanding that is essential 
to critical scholarship and it develops skills in teaching advocacy practices. It 
can also help both scholars and practitioners prepare for administrative roles in 
academic and professional organizations. Nevertheless, as our earlier discussion 
suggested, coaching work alone does not qualify people for a wide range of posi-
tions that include responsibility for directing forensics programs. This section 
will suggest ways that graduate students can better coordinate their academic 
and coaching experiences to achieve maximum benefit and increase their op-
tions for continuing involvement in the debate-coaching profession.

For graduate students who have or share primary responsibility for directing a 
program, our previous discussion about recruiting and training staff, publicizing 
the squad’s existence, and expanding its activities seems most relevant. If the 
program is not sponsored by the student’s academic department, it would be 
wise for the graduate student to determine and then explain carefully to advisers 
in advance the likely extent of the student’s investment of time and energy in 
debate coaching, which are usually much greater than the demands of ordinary 
instructional positions Also, the graduate student should demand and reach a 
clear (preferably written) understanding with the program’s sponsoring units 
about compensation and initial funding commitments.

Communication studies departments have been and continue to be the pri-
mary institutional home of debate programs, and there are many opportuni-
ties to earn master’s and doctoral degrees while coaching intercollegiate and 
campus debate. Teaching assistantships typically provide a stipend that covers 
tuition for a full schedule of courses in exchange for coaching duties and two 
to four class assignments per year. Graduate students typically register for three 
seminars (nine credit hours) per semester, and are expected to write a major 
paper at the end of each seminar. To remain eligible for teaching and coach-
ing assistantships, graduate students must maintain what institutions define as 
“normal academic progress” toward their degrees. Maintaining a proper balance 
among their responsibilities of teaching class, keeping up with seminar readings 
and assignments, and coaching and traveling with debaters is a major challenge 
for many young graduate students. There was a time when faculty members at 
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research-one universities were all too willing to give doctoral students a grade 
of incomplete when they were unable to finish their seminar papers before the 
end of the semester. The consequence of this “gift,” however, was that some stu-
dents piled up a large number of incompletes that then had to be cleared from 
their transcripts, at the expense of summer and inter-semester break periods, 
before those students could take their comprehensive examinations and prepare 
their dissertation prospectuses. At most of these universities, strongly discour-
age graduate students from asking for incompletes. Instead, these students are 
encouraged to compromise their final essays, and to use future vacation periods 
to recover from the rigors of the semester and edit their manuscripts for conven-
tion presentation and publication submission.

What are graduate students asked to do in assisting with debate programs that 
makes it essential to devote planning time and psychic energy to working and 
studying efficiently and effectively? First, graduate students usually work di-
rectly with undergraduates on a daily or weekly basis in preparation for and 
participation in tournament competition. In most instances, the enjoyment 
that graduate students get from performing these tasks is the reason why they 
chose to coach debate, so there is little regret about the many hours involved. 
On campus, graduate students conduct debate squad meetings, listen to prac-
tice debates and speeches, help debaters get started on research assignments, 
edit and critique the written arguments prepared by debaters, and strategize po-
sitions against the cases of their more able opponents. On tournament trips, 
graduate students often drive university vehicles to the competition site, help 
students register for housing, enter the tournament, find food, provide four or 
more rounds of debate judging, and work with teams intensively during the 30 
to 60 minutes of preparation time before each debate begins. Second, graduate 
students are often asked to direct or assist in conducting local debate tourna-
ments on campus, which sometimes involve more than 100 high school debate 
teams, as well as to participate in judging at high school tournaments within 
their metropolitan area. They are sometimes an integral part of recruiting ef-
forts for new debaters. Third, graduate assistants are expected to meet whatever 
financial documentation requirements apply to team travel. They sometimes 
receive university credit cards in their names, which require them to file travel 
reconciliation data and receipts on a monthly basis or lose charging privileges 
for tournament travel. Finally, graduate students are occasionally asked to make 
travel arrangements or perform other administrative chores for the program.

Given this list of potential duties, it is easy to see why graduate student coach-
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ing is time-consuming. While a graduate student who is coaching debate typi-
cally receives a reduction in teaching load of one course per semester, the re-
sponsibilities involved in debate coaching tend to be much greater than those 
associated with teaching a course. Despite the heaviness of the burden, most 
graduate students who are not yet ABD assume the extra load stoically, reassur-
ing themselves that they are doing what they love and that there are limited 
coaching positions available at doctorate-granting universities.

The primary recommendation of this working group is not to discourage gradu-
ate students who are potential coach professionals from getting involved in 
coaching, but rather to urge graduate student assistants to do whatever they 
can to protect their status as future academicians eligible for quality academic 
positions that offer the benefits of tenure and promotion. At times, this means 
that graduate assistants must choose to reduce their commitment to the coach-
ing activities so that enough time will be available for reading and reflection on 
course materials, for writing and presenting papers at professional conferences 
and for publication, for improving their classroom teaching skills, and for enjoy-
ing some semblance of a social life.

Graduate students are vulnerable to adverse health effects from stress and over-
work, and deserve some time and space to relax and heal. Perhaps this means 
that they will travel to only three tournaments rather than five each semester 
in fulfillment of their assistantship requirements. It should be the responsibility 
of debate directors and their faculty colleagues to adjust their expectations of 
graduate assistants involved in debate coaching so that those students have time 
to learn and to exercise important nondebate academic skills.

In concert with fair and sensitive treatment is the suggestion that doctoral ad-
visers help graduate student assistants give careful consideration to the kind of 
academic positions for which they wish to qualify after reaching ABD status. 
Expectations for tenure-track assistant professors at research-one institutions 
in the United States have expanded prodigiously in the past 20 years. In ad-
dition to completing their dissertations prior to interviews, finalist candidates 
for academic positions are often expected to have published an essay in a major 
disciplinary journal by the time of application. Even tenure-track positions in 
which debate coaching is a primary or major responsibility or at a non–research-
one institution where effectiveness in classroom teaching is a more important 
concern than research, candidates are expected to show on application abun-
dant evidence of their work presented at scholarly conferences and in smaller 
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publications. Once selected for these positions, tenure-track assistant professors 
are expected to pick up the pace of publication, with dissertations published as 
books and articles in major disciplinary journals expected prior to the granting 
of tenure.

Doctoral students who coach debate are thus forced to make tough career choic-
es that determine whether or not they will continue their involvement in de-
bate activity after completing their dissertations. In these decisions, they must 
carefully consider offsetting risks. On the one hand, that their involvement in 
debate coaching may slow their publication record, thus diminishing eligibility 
for academic positions at major universities. On the other hand, giving up de-
bate coaching either in graduate school or after completing their dissertations 
will remove a major reward of their professional lives. Fortunately, there are 
still a healthy number of tenure-track academic positions in the United States 
that take into consideration the competing demands of coaching, teaching and 
research at the time of the tenure decision. Other essays in this book suggest 
new ideas about how to combine argument work with students and cutting-
edge publication possibilities in the communication and public policy disci-
plines (see, e.g., Mitchell, “Pathways to Innovation in Debate Scholarship,” pp. 
93–126). This working group concludes by heartily endorsing these recommen-
dations and encouraging graduate students to investigate ways in which online 
and specialty journal publications could lead to innovations in interdisciplinary 
research and practice.
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The fact that debating has existed (in one form or another) from the classical 
era to the twenty-first century is proof of the capacity of debate and those who 
engage in it to innovate. The ancient Greeks would scarcely recognize a modern 
debate round where students who have flown in from distant cities take notes 
on laptop computers and use evidence from sources they have downloaded from 
the Internet. Despite those differences, our debate ancestors would recognize 
the ongoing commitment to a competition of ideas present in contemporary 
debate.

Thomas Edison, perhaps one of the most innovative individuals in history, ar-
gued that “discontent is the first necessity of progress” (Edison 1996). A brief 
review of the literature related to intercollegiate debate makes it clear that we 
have no shortage of discontent. The National Development Conference on De-
bate challenged us to think about how the creativity inspired by that discontent 
might influence debate in the twenty-first century. This essay will discuss how 
debate might improve its innovative process and how that process will be influ-
enced by factors outside of our activity.

Enhancing thE ProcEss of innovation

As we think about innovation in debate, we might be tempted to think only 
about innovation as a serendipitous process: discovery by accident or necessity. 
However, innovation can occur intentionally. Treating innovation as a part of 
our responsibility as educators would require us to regularly and deliberately ask 
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important questions, challenge old assumptions, and take action in the face of 
change, rather than merely being moved by it.

As a first principle, innovation in debate must become intentional. This does not 
mean that we direct our experimentation to achieve predetermined outcomes. 
Rather, it means that we are intentional in creating spaces within our activity 
for innovation to flourish. We participate in an activity that is constructed of 
rules and norms of our choosing. Making different choices about these can fuel 
innovation. For example, we might choose to utilize the debate topic as a ve-
hicle to encourage innovation. The topic is a critical variable in the way debate 
functions, and altering our approach to it can have significant results.

Developing topics with nongovernmental agents, no agent at all, or the debate 
community as agent can encourage a very different type of discussion than cur-
rent topics focused on the U.S. federal government as the agent of change. Those 
debates might assess the efficacy of political action, the morality of individual 
agency, and the ability of the community to impact the wider world. Another 
choice might be to select a topic area with resolutions that rotate each semester or 
month. The rolling focus would alter the way in which students pursue research, 
argument construction, and the execution of the debate round itself.

The debate community has already used the structure of tournaments to cre-
ate spaces for innovation. However, tournament directors could choose to go 
much further than changing time limits, shifting within a narrow range of judg-
ing assignments, or canceling one round in favor of public debates. Changes in 
judging could build bridges with a wider community or provide educational op-
portunities for students and other interested individuals. Another choice might 
be to alter the structure of tournaments to require that one or more rounds be 
judged by a member of the community. If our goal is to provide more students 
with in-round experiences, we could offer debaters who have been eliminated 
the opportunity to judge in some capacity on elimination-round day.

Second, the debate community must consistently subject innovation to evalua-
tion through a deliberative process. Debate encourages students to think through 
problems and ideas, to assess them from a multitude of angles, and frequently to 
imagine a world different from the one in which they live. Coaches and debaters 
do a good job (generally) of hashing out the implications of argumentative in-
novations. Unfortunately, we have not always subjected other kinds of innova-
tions that influence debate to the same deliberative process.
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Technological advances in research are one good example. The explosion of 
online research resources such as LexisNexis has dramatically changed debate. 
The ability to research electronically has equalized the playing field between 
schools that had large libraries and those that did not. Students now have ac-
cess to a wider array of experts and material in a more timely fashion than 
ever before. However, the integration of this technological innovation into our 
practice has had a profound effect on the ways that students and faculty func-
tion at tournaments and on the types of arguments that are made in debate 
rounds. This essay takes no position on whether those innovations were good 
or bad. The point is that as a community we have not evaluated how electronic 
research would change us or how we might change our policies and processes to 
deal with the influx of these innovations.

Our governing bodies and the coaching community must make decisions about 
innovations in a deliberative fashion. We must measure every innovation 
against the core values of our activity: transparency, accessibility, equity, diver-
sity, and the creation of communities of learners. And we must also assess how 
innovations will impact our community’s understanding of ethical and profes-
sional obligations.

Third, we must be reflective in our innovation. We should engage criticisms of 
our activity and apply our deliberative model to a process of evaluating current 
assumptions about debate. We commonly hear coaches and debaters argue that 
we should use what we learn on any topic to engage our political system. We 
should be no less committed to engaging our own structures. Setting aside what 
we believe to be true about debate and its benefits, we must ask whether we 
really are producing the learners and learning communities necessary for the 
twenty-first century. Asking this question does not require us to argue that the 
present state of the activity is unsatisfactory. But we cannot be sure that we are 
meeting our objectives unless we periodically test whether what we say about 
ourselves is true.

It may be time to have the debate about debate. Forums such as eDebate have 
been the site of many discussions about the purpose of debate, whether debate is 
truly open to all people, and what our public responsibility is. Perhaps it is time 
to turn our powerful critical lens inward and spend a season talking about who 
and what we are and want to be. Even if an entire season were not devoted to 
this subject, it may be worthwhile to devote time at a number of major tourna-
ments to discussions about these questions. The Owen L. Coon Forum held 
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for many years at the Northwestern tournament set aside two hours during the 
tournament for such discussion.

It may be time to talk about our view of competition. Much of what we do in 
debate is organized around a particular view of competition. Perhaps it is time 
to move beyond discussions about what it means to “win” a debate. The criteria 
for winning incentivize certain practices. What exactly are we choosing to in-
centivize? What do we want to reward?

Closely tied to our views of competition and winning are our views about the 
only lasting record of what happens in a tournament debate—the ballot. Many 
of us grew up with judges who would write a page describing the round and 
dutifully check the boxes at the top of the ballot to assess our performance in 
five categories, awarding an appropriate number of individual speaker points 
to us, our partners, and the other team. The written ballot as a tool to convey 
the reason for decision has gone the way of the dodo, and speaker points are 
now given in decimals. Speaker points seem to have become disconnected from 
meaningful criteria, and, instead, reflect a general sense of whether the debater 
is competent. It may be time to rethink the feedback judges provide to students. 
We never hope to lose the in-depth critical review of a student’s arguments that 
a conversation about a specific debate can provide. But perhaps we should ask 
judges to rethink the ballot and speaker points to reflect a more meaningful set 
of criteria that address educational priorities that extend beyond any individual 
debate round.

We also need to examine the judges’ role during a debate. We devote very little 
time and attention to training judges. Arguably judge training should be part 
of a program of professional development. A focus on professional development 
could shift our view of the judge as a passive, neutral observer of the debate to 
the judge as an active participant in the creation of the argumentative moment 
in a round. As a participant, a judge might have a very different role. That role 
might include asking questions, evaluating evidence, providing feedback to the 
teams, or even giving a preliminary assessment of the arguments before the re-
buttals. If our goal is education, we might better serve that goal by allowing this 
expanded role.

The good news is that there is a wealth of material to inform our reflections. 
Those who have come before us have discussed many ways to improve our pro-
cesses. We could begin our work by engaging in a process of retroactive enrich-
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ment and looking at ideas that might have been rejected in another context or 
under conditions different from those that exist now.

Finally, our innovations must keep our activity relevant to the academy and to 
our communities. Debate has an opportunity to provide skills and experiences 
that are important to our society. We can share those benefits with many who 
choose to participate in debate, but we should also make an effort to provide 
those benefits to a wider community.

Many debate programs conduct public debates. As valuable as these debates 
are, there may be ways to enhance their impact. Rather than asking people to 
come to an auditorium to hear our students discuss an issue of current interest, 
debaters might more effectively go to an audience and conduct a debate on an 
issue that is important to them. Debating in front of smaller groups may create 
an interactive experience that enriches our students and others. Posting and 
archiving debates online might allow those who cannot attend a public debate 
to access the event on their own time.

Debaters produce an enormous quantity of research over the course of a year. 
Much of this work is exhaustive and of a very high quality. After the season,  
the work typically goes into a file and stays there until another topic requires it. 
The community should think about ways to make the accumulated work of the 
season more publicly accessible in traditional publication formats, or electronic 
venues such as blogs or wikis. In addition to providing a service to those inter-
ested in the subject, a publication project such as this could assist students and 
tenure-track faculty in acquiring publication credit.

DEbatE innovation anD thE twEnty-first cEntury acaDEmy

Debate programs depend on the good will and resources of colleges and univer-
sities. Innovations will invigorate our activity only if they are consistent with 
the values and goals of the broader academy. During the past decade, leading 
national educational policy organizations have undertaken comprehensive 
studies of the state of higher education (Altbach, Berdahl, and Gumport 2005; 
Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges 2009; National 
Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise 2007). A review 
of their work provides insight into some external variables that should influence 
the future direction of intercollegiate debate.
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Debate as a High-impact Practice
The various assessments of higher education arrive at fairly uniform conclusions 
about the work that colleges and universities need to do in the next century. 
The American educational system has achieved fairly good results during its 
history, but the burden on it will be great and the consequences of failure will 
be high. Nothing less than our economy, our civil society, and our future may 
depend on the ability of educational institutions to meet future needs.

Educators are developing a catalog of what they refer to as “high-impact prac-
tices.” These practices engage students in undergraduate research, provide op-
portunities for extensive mentoring experiences, and find ways to connect stu-
dents’ academic experiences to their world outside the classroom. The debate 
community must pursue innovations that further the argument that debate is an 
outstanding high-impact practice.

First, institutions are looking for high-impact practices that enhance students’ ability to 
function in a world with a strong global focus. There is a general consensus that cul-
tural competency is critical to the educated person in the twenty-first century. 
As technology has increased our ability to communicate and as the global econ-
omy has become more interdependent, the world has become smaller. The crises 
we face, such as climate change, terrorism, economic inequality, and poverty are 
global in nature and will require a sophisticated understanding of culture, his-
tory, and international affairs to manage them. There is great concern that we 
are not doing enough to educate our students to be effective participants in this 
global public square (Reimers 2009).

Debate must continue to make the case that it does a better job than many oth-
er academic programs of preparing students to function effectively in a global 
society. Many of the problems tackled in contemporary debate topics provide 
opportunities for students to think about problems in a global context, and they 
encourage students to evaluate the global consequences of American actions.

Additionally, our community has had a history of sponsoring international de-
bates. The experience heretofore has been limited to tours, with international 
teams visiting our country or an American team visiting a willing international 
partner. Some other debate organizations such as the International Debate 
Education Association engage in regular international competitions. It is time 
for the policy of the Cross Examination Debate Association and the National 
Debate Tournament community to embrace expanding competition to include 
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international partners. Tournament formats that rely on technology to connect 
competitors may make this possible. Imagine a future where tournament results 
include teams from Russia, Japan, or Egypt with the same regularity as they now 
include teams from California, Texas, and North Carolina.

A second set of high-impact practices encourages students to think in cognitively com-
plex ways. Higher education in the twenty-first century must produce students 
who can deal with complex problems in an environment fraught with ambi-
guity. Barriers between disciplines are breaking down, and the truly educated 
person must be able to integrate knowledge from a variety of disciplines. Just 
as problems of climate change, terrorism, economic inequality, and poverty are 
global, they are also complex. We are looking for citizens, scholars, and leaders 
who can think creatively and bring new approaches to the challenges we face.

Debate is an outstanding vehicle for encouraging students to think in cogni-
tively complex ways and to be creative as well as strategic. Moreover, the ability 
to think through hypothetical outcomes and to evaluate competing positions 
creates a level of comfort with ambiguity that will allow our students to exercise 
leadership in situations in which information is incomplete.

A third goal of high-impact practices is to create students who are literate in a world 
awash in information. Our students must be technically literate: they must under-
stand the way in which technology produces and disseminates information. Our 
students must also be information literate: they must be able to assess the quality 
of the information they consume. And our students must be literate about the 
conduct of scholarship: they must fully understand the strengths and limitations 
of the research methods that result in new knowledge.

Debate will be most successful in its innovative efforts if it enhances the literacy 
of our students in key areas. Debaters were early adopters of the Internet and the 
research capability that it created. Debate and argumentation pedagogy must 
continue to emphasize the ability of the form to teach students to critically 
evaluate information. Moreover, a focus on critical reading of texts and the ex-
tensive testing of ideas provides insight into the process of developing complex 
ideas and thoroughly examining them.

Fourth, strong communication skills are always in demand. The skills of speaking, 
writing, and participating in groups are even more critical in the information 
age. There is significant concern that this generation of students is losing its 
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ability to communicate clearly because of its dependence on technology. In-
novations in debate must continue to emphasize basic communication skills.

Innovation and the Economics of Intercollegiate Debate
The financial collapse of the early twenty-first century has left Americans skep-
tical about the effectiveness of many institutions. Companies that have served 
as the bedrock of the economy, such as General Motors, have gone into bank-
ruptcy. Financial institutions that held the life savings of many have collapsed, 
leaving nothing but ruined dreams in their wake. And government regulators 
who were supposed to protect the interests of consumers seem to have been 
ignorant of or indifferent to the risky practices that were the source of the col-
lapse. The result is one of the highest unemployment rates since the Great 
Depression, growing numbers of home foreclosures, and massive government 
deficits as the Obama administration borrows against our future to safeguard 
our present.

Higher education has not and will not emerge unscathed from this period of 
skepticism that asks whether institutions are operating in an honest and re-
sponsible manner. The steadily increasing cost of a college education has raised 
eyebrows, engendering calls for state and federal governments to examine the 
business practices of the higher education industry. Iowa Senator Charles Grass-
ley and New York Attorney General Andrew Cuomo have engaged in rigorous 
investigations of student lending and international programs, and the expecta-
tion is that this is just the beginning of the scrutiny that colleges and universi-
ties will face (Fain 2008).

As lawmakers increase scrutiny of higher education, university budgets will face 
significant pressure (Laidler 2008). The economic downturn has substantially 
reduced education budgets for public schools. Plummeting endowments have 
placed private schools in difficult fiscal positions. The decline in the value of the 
stock market and the evaporation of many investments has reduced the amount 
of money many families have available to pay for their children’s college educa-
tion. And declining economic fortunes have increased the pressure on govern-
ing boards to keep tuition increases to a minimum, even as the demands on the 
universities’ budget for salaries, research infrastructure, facilities, and technol-
ogy increase (Broad 2008).

Financial conditions in higher education have always had an impact on the prac-
tice of intercollegiate debate (Nichols 1936). Debate costs money. There are trav-
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el costs, judging fees, the logistics of tournaments, and preparation costs. Tourna-
ment debating originally came into being as a way for schools to allow a larger 
number of students to participate in a greater number of debates for less cost. The 
continuing economic crisis and the desire to reduce university expenditures will 
put at risk of being cut programs that are not essential to the core mission of the 
institution. Universities have even begun to cut costs in sacred cows like athletics, 
eliminating entire sports and cutting amenities for revenue sports such as football 
and basketball (Belson 2009). These reports of belt-tightening measures should 
leave no doubt that intercollegiate debate is entering a time in which it may have 
to work harder to cut costs and justify its expenditures.

The assumption that debate tournaments should take place on college campuses 
around the nation may have to be reexamined. During the economic downturn, 
colleges and universities have followed businesses in reducing conference travel 
and other travel budgets. Even athletics programs have had their travel budgets 
tightened (Abrams 2008).

Traveling to other universities to compete may become a phenomenon of the 
past. Smaller budgets may require the community to find other ways to conduct 
debates. Advances in technology may make those alternatives more viable than 
ever before. Corporate America is already exploring such solutions as Web con-
ferencing to connect employees. This essay will discuss the implications of tech-
nological advancement on debating later, but economics may play a significant 
role in accelerating the integration of such technology into the debate format.

Scrutiny of college costs has consequences beyond budget cuts. In order to de-
termine whether consumers are “getting what they pay for” and to evaluate 
whether state and federal investments in education are paying off, many have 
called for the evaluation of educational institutions on the basis of outcomes. 
The Spellings Commission report (2006) is the most notable example of this 
outcome focus. The philosophy espoused in that report has spread to the agen-
cies that accredit colleges and universities. As a consequence, administrators 
are interested in whether academic programs can provide data demonstrating 
that they do in fact teach students the skills they claim to teach.

Debate has not taken advantage of the opportunity to gather data on the skills 
and abilities of our students on a broad scale. Tournaments could provide us the 
opportunity to gather data on skill development in public speaking, writing, re-
search, critical thinking, and so on. As we evaluate innovations in tournament 
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management programs and online results management databases, we should 
think about how we can prioritize gathering data on students’ skill levels. These 
data, encompassing an enormous number of students from a wide variety of in-
stitutions, across a number of years, could give us some powerful tools to justify 
debate and debate-program funding to administrators. We must think about 
gathering data that go beyond wins, losses, and speaker awards.

Debate Innovation and the Age of Cloud Computing
Educause is a collection of educators who care about the integration of technol-
ogy in higher education. In 2007 they undertook a careful evaluation of how 
technological innovations will change the character of the work done by col-
leges and universities. Their seminal report on the synergy between higher edu-
cation and technology provides fertile ground for thinking about how debate 
might innovate in a world defined by technology (Katz 2008).

The characteristics of new technologies make the consequences of their in-
troduction quite different from previous innovations. Phenomenal increases in 
computing power, miniaturization, and digitization have created revolutionary 
rather than evolutionary change. We can now process information at a much 
more rapid rate and we can share that information much more quickly. The 
result has been advancement at a breathtaking rate.

Technology is now ubiquitous. It is present in nearly every aspect of our lives; 
and where it is not currently present, we are actively seeking to integrate it. 
Technology is smaller and more portable than ever before, allowing us to have 
technology nearly anywhere. Computer networking and wireless connections 
make it possible to use technology to connect ourselves to others a room or a 
continent away. Social networking sites and iPhones as well as television and 
computers, e-mail, and text messages combined to make the swearing in of Pres-
ident Barack Obama the first Web 2.0 inauguration (Jones 2009).

Technological evolution is hard to predict, but is essential for debate to evolve. 
It is apparent that the twenty-first century will provide innovations that debate 
must engage in order to remain relevant to students and educators as a means 
of creating communities of learning. Our community can take advantage of the 
opportunities technology presents to radically alter debate practices.

We must devote more attention to how we choose technologies and what the 
consequences of adopting those technologies might be. Choosing some techni-
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cal directions may foreclose the adoption of others. We must discuss whether 
we want to embrace the open-source model of technology or engage with com-
mercial entities for purposes of technological development. These questions are 
difficult to answer and will require that we learn more about the technologies 
we might embrace.

One of the most important lessons we can learn from prior technological inno-
vation is the value of openness and accessibility. Advancements in tournament 
management such as the contributions of Jon Bruschke, Rich Edwards, Gary 
Larson, and Ross Smith are important models for decisions because they embod-
ied the values of transparency and openness. When appropriating technology 
into our practices, we must make sure that these technologies are appropriate. 
The double meaning of that term should not be missed. Unless we make the 
right choices, the technology that we choose must be appropriate or it will ap-
propriate the community.

Technology will allow debate practices to become more effective. Current in-
novations such as social networking, paperless debate, and virtual debating, as 
well as near-future possibilities such as online debating or open-source evidence 
production hold tremendous advantages for the community. In “Deliberating 
Debate’s Digital Futures,” Carly Woods et al. (2006) consider the implications 
of the integration of a single new technology of a “Digital Debate Archive” for 
the practice of debate. These changes hold promises in efficiency, argumen-
tation, and beyond. However, these resources may also negatively impact the 
community, eliminating some key skills, fragmenting the community, increas-
ing resource disparities, or reducing spaces for innovation. As we move forward, 
the community must thinking carefully about these implications.

Technology has already changed our view of the university as a physical place. 
Many students are enrolled in online courses, and a few for-profit institutions do 
not even have a physical campus. Technology may similarly disconnect the con-
cept of a debate tournament from a physical space.

Travel impacts debate in many ways. Costs can be considerable, and travel takes 
students away from school and many coaches away from their families for sig-
nificant portions of time. The long tournament days can be grueling. The toll 
on health and professional development can be significant. And the burden of 
travel may create a barrier to encouraging novice debate. Technology might 
provide a way to facilitate competition without the physical travel.
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As the quality of technology increases, the ability of individuals to use technol-
ogy to work together is enhanced. Stable Internet connections, high-quality 
low-cost sound and video equipment, and high-speed data transfers make com-
puter-assisted communication much more feasible and reliable than ever before. 
The success of unified communication technology will make technology-facili-
tated gatherings as easy as a phone call.

The growth of participation in virtual worlds by video gamers illustrates the 
potential for technology to change debate practice. One study reports that the 
number of hours spent by residents in virtual worlds has doubled, from 10.8 
million hours in 2007 to 28.3 million in 2008. One virtual world, Second Life, 
nearly quadrupled its population during that same time frame to 12.2 million 
(“A Second Coming” 2008). Virtual collaboration is being explored by a num-
ber of corporate entities. For example, the Obama inaugural group had built vir-
tual conference centers in the Second Life platform (Jones 2009). Colleges and 
universities are not far behind. Harvard has its own Second Life Island, where it 
actually teaches courses (Crush 2008).

There have been a few attempts to conduct debates using online platforms, al-
though technological limitations have made such attempts difficult. The avail-
ability of communication technologies and the economic pressures of the next 
several years should combine to incentivize the use of these platforms to hold 
debates. Freeing tournaments from the constraints of location, time, and travel 
could be the result. We might hold a debate by e-mailing digital video files 
containing each speech. Judges could watch the video files at their convenience 
and render a decision via e-mail. Debates could be held in real time via video-
conferencing technology. Or we might even hold a tournament in a tournament 
hotel on an island in Second Life.

Anyone who has ever made a twelve-hour drive home from a tough tournament 
might readily embrace the idea of holding debates from the comfort of his or 
her own office. However, there are benefits to the current tournament model. 
Engaging in face-to-face educational interactions has value. Learning how to 
travel and seeing other campuses enriches students. And the opportunity to en-
gage with colleagues on a regular basis is professionally meaningful for coaches.

The community must determine what is valuable about the tournament experi-
ence and find ways to use technology to balance the personal and economic 
demands of travel with the benefits of face-to-face interaction. A mixed solu-
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tion might set up regional tournament sites where teams would travel shorter 
distances but still engage in national competitions using technological connec-
tions with other regional sites.

conclusion

Each developmental conference has asked its participants to think about where 
we will find ourselves at the next developmental conference. Interestingly, a 
review of those earlier essays demonstrates that many of the concerns we have 
today were shared by those who came before us. The commitment by the debate 
community to enhance communication and argumentation skills, to be relevant 
to the academy, to be faithful to the interests of the institutions that sponsor 
us, and to improve the level of civil discourse in society is strong. Each genera-
tion has taken that commitment seriously and has done its best to maintain the 
health and well-being of intercollegiate debate. Undoubtedly this generation 
takes its obligation just as seriously. If we are intentional, and use the tools that 
make us special among academic programs, we will give the participants in the 
next developmental conference much to write about.

References
Abrams, J. 2008. “College Teams Are Feeling the Squeeze from Fuel Costs.” New York Times, 

October 3, p. 3.
Altbach, P.G.; R.O. Berdahl; and P.J. Gumport. 2005. American Higher Education in the Twenty-first 

Century: Social, Political, and Economic Challenges. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press.

Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges. 2009. Strategic Imperatives: New 
Priorities for Higher Education. Washington, DC: AGB Press.

Belson, K. 2009. “Universities Cutting Teams as They Trim Their Budgets.” New York Times, May 
4, p. D1.

Broad, M.C. 2008. “We’re Controlling Spending: College Presidents Are Making Hard Choices to 
Keep Tuition Affordable.” USA Today, December 1, p. 11A.

Crush, P. 2008. “Virtual Worlds-Virtually Speaking.” Human Resources, December 1, p. 38.
Edison, T. 1996. Thomas Alva Edison Quotes. http://www.thomasedison.com/quotes.html (accessed 

July 8, 2009).
Fain, P. 2008. “Why Colleges Can’t Shake the Feds.” Chronicle of Higher Education 54, no. 43 (July 

4): 1.
Jones, K. C. 2009. “Obama’s Is First Web 2.0 Inauguration.” TECHWEB, January 20. http://www.

informationweek.com/news/government/showArticle.jhtml?articleID=212901451/ (accessed 
June 6, 2010).

Katz, R. 2008. The Tower and the Cloud: Higher Education in the Age of Cloud Computing. Washing-
ton, DC: EDUCAUSE.

Laidler, J. 2008. “Colleges Tighten Budgets.” Boston Globe, November 30, p. 1.
National Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise. 2007. College Learning 

for the New Global Century. American Association of Colleges and Universities. http://www.
aacu.org/advocacy/leap/documents/GlobalCentury_final.pdf (accessed May 24, 2009).



162  navIGatInG opportunIty

Nichols, E. 1936. “A Historical Sketch of Intercollegiate Debating: II.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 
22: 591–602.

Reimers, F. 2009. “Global Competency Is Imperative for Global Success.” Chronicle of Higher 
Education 55 (January 30): 1.

“A Second Coming for Virtual Worlds.” 2008. PR Week, March 28, p. 24.
Spellings Commission. 2006. A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher Education. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.
Woods, C.B.; M. Brigham; B. Heavner; T. Konishi; R. Rief; B. Saindon; and G.R. Mitchell. 2006. 

“Deliberating Debate’s Digital Futures.” Contemporary Argumentation & Debate 27: 81–105.



Best tournament Practices: recommendations and data  163

Best Tournament Practices: 
Recommendations and Data

Best Practices Working Group
Chair
Rich Edwards, Baylor University; co-author, Jon Bruschke, California State University–
Fullerton

Members
Brent Brossmann, John Carroll University
Adrienne Brovero, University of Mary Washington
Shruti Chaganti, James Madison University
Mike Davis, James Madison University
John Fritch, University of Northern Iowa
Mike Hall, Liberty University
Gary Larson, Wheaton College
Will Repko, Michigan State University
Ross Smith, Wake Forest University

ExEcutivE Summary

The committee was charged with reviewing a host of possible tournament 
practices; the initial agenda was a three-page single-spaced document with 
a list of more possible topics than any committee could dispense within two 
days. The group chose to focus on those issues that seemed most salient and 
least governed by any other body. In the end, a surprisingly large number of 
issues did get discussed and converted into concrete recommendations. Those 
recommendations immediately follow two initial caveats.

First, the initial recommendation recognizes that this committee was not 
able to cover all pertinent topics and that some ongoing forum is necessary 
to give full consideration to the evolving issues of tournament administra-
tion. These recommendations should therefore not be interpreted as the 
only issues tournament directors should consider or plan for. The committee 
came to the conclusion that ongoing consideration of tournament proce-
dures is a very useful exercise, and that a continually updated document 
containing the recommendations of best practices would be a very useful 
product.

Second, the committee sought to balance the need to identify core values 
with the tournament directors’ need for concrete recommendations. Where 
concrete recommendations are given, they were offered with the recommen-
dation that a “best practices” recommendation was not binding, and that the 
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demands or goals of particular tournaments or divisions might make other 
choices better ones.

The seven final recommendations of the committee are:
1. Recommendation: a council of tournament directors should be convened to 
review tournament practice and publish a “best tournament practices” document.
2. Recommendation: as a best practice, tournament competition administra-
tive procedures should be transparent and communicated in advance of the 
tournament.
3. Recommendation: as a best practice the debate community should consider 
replacing the 30-point scale with a suitable standardized alternative such as the 
100-point scale (70–100) adopted by Wake Forest in 2007 and 2008.1

4. Recommendation: as a best practice, our community should strengthen its 
support for novice debate competition.
5. Recommendation: as a best practice, our community should mindfully 
structure tournaments to incentivize values beyond competitive success.
6. Recommendation: as a best practice, tournament information should be 
centralized and tournaments should utilize the most current tabulation and 
Web-based platforms.
7. Recommendation: as a best practice, judge placement protocols should use 
ordinal rankings and seek to have all judges hear their full commitments.

The full resolutions and an extended discussion of them, drawn from notes 
of the meeting, follow. All resolutions were reviewed and edited by the full 
committee and, except where otherwise noted, received consensus support. 
All text that precedes the phrase “final report commentary” was language 
included in resolutions presented by the Best Practices Working Group and 
adopted without objection at the Plenary Session of the Developmental 
Conference. Following the discussion of recommendations is a short report 
on other items of discussion that did not result in recommendations and an 
appended list of original agenda questions.

1. Recommendation: A Council of Tournament Directors Should 
Be Convened to Review Tournament Practice and Publish A “Best 
Tournament Practices” Document.
Rationale:
• Several issues of tournament procedure, such as calendaring, scheduling, 

1  The dates were added during the write-up of the final report and were not reported at the 
conference.
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team composition (including mavericks and hybrids), judging obligations, 
round pairing (including preset procedures, the evening of brackets, the order 
of tiebreakers), speaker point scales, judge conflict norms, and others, require 
ongoing review, research, revision, and innovation.
• There is no other appropriate forum for the presentation and debate of these 
issues.
• Tournament directors are in the best position to review and implement tour-
nament procedures.
• New tournament directors would benefit greatly from a published list of is-
sues, possible solutions, and best practices.
• The Best Practices Working Group should produce a draft of recommenda-
tions as a starting place for the Best Practices document.

Logistical notes: All tournament directors should be invited to participate at 
a meeting; some virtual connection component should be included so that 
people not physically present can participate. The Council should be convened 
at least once annually. Ongoing virtual discussion and document production 
is appropriate. This year’s meeting will occur between the California swing 
tournaments. The agenda will be to develop a comprehensive list of tournament 
procedures and recommended practices.

Final Report Commentary
Although the Committee was able to make several specific recommendations, 
such as the use of a 100-point scale and ordinal judge ratings, a much larger 
list of issues remains uncodified. These issues will be repeatedly faced by 
tournament directors without a document offering community guidance on 
how to handle them. There was support for a draft of the Best Practices 
document to be created prior to the inaugural meeting of the Council 
of Tournament Directors, and the presumption was that the Council of 
Tournament Directors would meet at least yearly to review the extant 
document for possible revisions and to consider issues not in the document 
that may have become prominent.

There was a feeling that [the] Council of Tournament Directors should start by 
codifying the resolutions of the Best Practices Working Group into their initial 
document.

Undoubtedly, important initial work of the Council of Tournament Directors 
will be to establish governance procedures, membership requirements, and the 



166  navigating oPPortunity

like. It is important to note that the Best Practices Working Group felt that 
tournament directors—and not other actors—were the people who should 
compose the Council and make recommendations about Best Practices. 
Although charges of undemocratic governance are all too common in the 
policy debate community, the Council of Tournament Directors would be a 
definitive step forward in making the issues, consequences, and community 
feelings transparent. Absent such a group and such a document, tournament 
directors must make decisions without any codified procedure and without any 
community input. The Best Practices Working Group recommends that the 
Council of Tournament Directors strive to make their decision making inclusive.

Finally, it is worth emphasizing that this group should consider tournament 
calendar issues. A concern was that no other body seeks to discuss and seek 
community input on the tournament calendar. A particular issue that gave rise 
to the Council of Tournament Directors recommendation was a concern that, 
although novice divisions average 17.4 teams,2 many divisions have only single-
digit entries and that although novice divisions are generally offered, they do 
not always have large entries. Part of the concern may be that the tournament 
calendar is not well coordinated in a way that maximizes novice division en-
try size. This issue in particular, and those like it, are the issues that the Best 
Practices Working Group charges the Council of Tournament Directors with 
addressing.

Other issues of discussion in the Best Practices Working Group that the Council 
of Tournament Directors might address included: The appropriate number of 
rounds for novice division and the value of workshops in lieu of debates, judge 
placement in novice division, limited evidence divisions, as well as the issues 
presented in subsequent resolutions.

2. Recommendation: As a Best Practice, Tournament Competition 
Administrative Procedures Should Be Transparent and 
Communicated in Advance of the Tournament.
The problem: During tournaments debaters constantly ask coaches: “When does 
the next round start? Which round is high-high? Why did I hit the top seed? 
Where do we go for food? When do the pairings come out? Where do I leave 
my tubs? How was this round paired?” It’s easy to blame the debaters for not 
keeping track of the tournament book, but sometimes there is a simple lack of 

2  Data provided by Brent Brossmann taken from debateresults.com; full data are presented 
below in Recommendation 4.
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transparency. Sometimes the tournament book is overwhelming, making the 
information less accessible.

It is the conclusion of the Best Practices Working Group that there is a need 
for more transparency, in the form of easily accessible, relatively standardized 
information. As a bonus, we think this can serve as a template or checklist for 
both old and new tournament directors of decisions to be made and items to be 
communicated to tournament participants.

Implementation: There should be a checklist of decisions that need to be made in 
planning for a tournament. Much of this can be implemented using a template 
structure that will be available on Debate RESULTS http://www.debateresults.
com. (However, it will not make those procedural decisions for you.)

Final Report Commentary
Particular issues included: The type of judge placement system in use, including 
the use of judge placement in novice and JV divisions; the release time of pair-
ings, which may be intentionally withheld to facilitate a full lunch or rest break; 
expectations about the length of disclosure time; how rounds are paired (which, 
if any rounds, are high-high, etc.); how brackets are evened (how decisions 
are made about which team will get pulled up, etc.); whether hybrid or mav-
erick debaters are allowed, and if they are, how their results will be tabulated 
(whether they can clear, whether they are eligible for speaker awards, whether 
they can win, etc.).

There was a strong feeling that the information should be in a central place, 
perhaps in a distinctive and independently linked portion the invitation. A 
particular recommendation was that the debateRESULTS.com http://www.de-
bateresults.com Web site would generate a checklist of particular issues to be 
decided for tournament directors to complete, perhaps with a link to Best Prac-
tices recommendations, and that the information would be presented in a more 
accessible way for tournament participants. Presently, issues like the number of 
divisions offered and the round a tournament is expected to clear appear on a 
quick fact sheet and independently of the invitation. A “tournament rules” page 
might serve a similar function.

Finally, there was a feeling that some sort of feed might be created to commu-
nicate changes and tournament announcements, and that one item of transpar-
ency was to identify how tournament information would be distributed.
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3. Recommendation: As a Best Practice the Debate Community 
Should Consider Replacing the 30-point Scale with a Suitable 
Standardized Alternative such as the 100-point Scale (70–100) 
Adopted by Wake Forest for 2007 and 2008.
Point Inflation and Compression: It has been a well-known phenomenon that 
points assigned by judges have been both inflating and compressing in recent 
years. It is now typical that the standard deviation (the range determined by 2/3s 
of judge point awarded) is less than 1. At the 2009 National Debate Tournament 
(NDT) with 3,276 scores, the average was 28.08 and the standard deviation was 
.54 with over 1/3 of the scores being 28. At the point that the standard deviation 
approaches the smallest discrimination a judge can make (1/2 point), speaker 
points lose most of their ability to reliably discriminate performance with the 
small remaining variability in the points assigned by judges having an amplified 
and idiosyncratic impact on the outcome, particularly for speaker awards.

Final Report Commentary
Gary Larson provided data concerning the point distribution.

The two central concerns on which there was consensus were: (1) the ballot 
should be adjusted to allow judges to provide greater discrimination, and (2) a 
new system should be standardized so that judges could become familiar with it, 
facilitating cross-tournament consistency.

There were dissenting voices that noted some tension between the two goals. 
The 100-point scale was possible only because there was not ubiquitous use of the 
30-point scale, and other candidates to obtain the goal of greater differentiation 
do exist, such as the University of Southern California quarter-point scale.

Although the 100-point scale did receive the endorsement of the Best Practices 
Working Group, and although the Best Practices Working Group did recognize 
the value in a standard system, there should be some room for tournament 
directors to continue to experiment and innovate new scales that might provide 
valid means of differentiating debater performance.

Further, there was some difference of opinion about the data presented. 
Although the Wake Forest data do show a smooth curve, given the Central 
Limit Theorem (which states that all large samples tend to take the shape 
of a normal curve) such results would be expected even given random 
chance. Scales with 1-standard deviation units might be problematic for 
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some applications, but simply treating the data as categorical rather than 
continuous is a possible solution. There are many well-established means of 
analyzing categorical data.

4. Recommendation: As a Best Practice, Our Community Should 
Strengthen Its Support for Novice Debate Competition.
We should continue to support novice debate. Best practices may include:
• Making a commitment to foster novice debate wherever feasible;
• Developing ways to lower the bar for entry into competitive debate;
• Expanding novice workshops as part of the tournament experience;
• Maintaining the integrity of novice divisions even when entries are very low;
• Rotating judge selection processes through divisions to ensure judge quality;
• Increasing the consistency of speaker point assignments in the novice divi-
sion by providing guidance to the judging pool.

Tournament directors are providing opportunities for novice debate. In the 
2008–9 season, 49 of 76 tournaments (64%) had teams enter a novice division. 
Sizes ranged from 2 to 49 teams, with a mean size of 17.4 entries and a median 
of 13. Fifteen of the tournaments had single-digit novice entries, suggesting a 
need for a stronger commitment to novice debate.

A best practice for developing novice debate is to determine ways to lower 
the entry bar. Contemporary novice debate practice is to include all options 
open to varsity debate. This can be overwhelming to people new to the activ-
ity. Practices such as using limited evidence pools and employing nondebate 
graduate students as judges should provide easier transitions into competitive 
debate.

Another best practice is to encourage novice workshops during tournaments. 
Reducing the number of competitive rounds by one to provide novices opportu-
nities to discuss new concepts and network with themselves and coaches should 
enhance education and community.

An effort to maintain the integrity of the novice division is also important. Tra-
ditional constraints such as not meeting a team multiple times in preliminary 
rounds are not as important in novice debate if the alternative is to compete 
against debaters in higher divisions.

It is also a best practice to rotate the order by which judges are assigned within 
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different divisions. Prioritizing varsity and junior varsity debates in every round 
would result in novice debaters being judged consistently by critics who are not 
easily placed.

It is a best practice to create a consistent understanding of how speaker points 
should be assigned in the novice division relative to the junior varsity and var-
sity divisions. Tournaments should provide guidance to judges as to whether 
novice speaker points should be assigned relative to other novice debaters or 
relative to debaters in the varsity division.

Final Report Commentary
It is worth noting that the recommendation made by the Best Practices Work-
ing Group is that “it is also a best practice to rotate the order by which judges 
are assigned within different divisions.” This is not the same as endorsing the 
use of a mutual preference system in the novice division either identical to or 
different from a mutual judge placement system in the open division. Indeed, 
the suggestion that judge pools might also include graduate students without 
debate training highlights this fact.

As will be discussed in relation to Recommendation 7, there is a need to provide 
novice competitors with educational judging, but there is also a need to develop 
judges. A system that excludes certain judges from all divisions is contrary to the 
goal of developing new judges, who may go on to become coaches or program 
directors.

5. Recommendation: As a Best Practice, Our Community Should 
Mindfully Structure Tournaments to Incentivize Values Beyond 
Competitive Success.
Whereas:

1) Almost all of the community’s, and any given program’s, discretionary 
resources are spent on tournaments,

2) Competition is a powerful incentive,
3) The practices and values tournaments currently reward may be 

relatively narrow, and
4) Our conception of tournament, as limited in time and space may be 

narrow,
We believe tournaments should use incentives and be structured so as to:

1)	 Be humane. Adequate time for meals, socializing, and sleep should be 
guaranteed by a workable schedule.
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2)	 Be safe. Tournaments should account for the need for safe travel to and 
from the tournament.

3)	 Create a workable and enforceable schedule that accounts for (in 
addition to, socializing, and sleep) time spent in tabulation, pre-round 
preparation, judge decision making, and post-round critiques for both 
preliminary and elimination rounds. Limits on the length of the overall 
day should be established; in most instances, this should not exceed 
twelve hours.

4)	 Create, in more instances than currently exist, opportunities for 
service, debate community building, training, public debate, and public 
research that take advantage of opportunities unique to the gathering 
of a large number of debaters and coaches in a single location.

5)	 Consider means of limiting demands on coaches so as to be consistent 
with the above.

Final Report Commentary
Although less specific than other recommendations, this recommendation was 
strongly endorsed and motivated by the desire to more thoughtfully consider 
how our goals as educators match the ways that we reward practice. It recognizes 
that tournament competition is the overriding motivation that drives almost all 
of our current practice, and as such the most successful reforms are those that 
align tournament reward structures with pedagogical goals.

In particular, the Best Practices Working Group felt that tournament sched-
ules should be altered, usually in ways that limited the number of preliminary 
rounds, such that all tournament participants could get more rest. There was a 
strong endorsement of enforcing schedule times, and the Best Practices Work-
ing Group felt that tournament directors should maintain schedule times even 
when tournament participants were stretching those times to prepare for any 
given round.

Two specific practices that were discussed were (1) requiring as a condition of 
entry that participants demonstrated that they had participated in a public de-
bate during the semester that the tournament is held in, and (2) requiring that 
an academic paper based on debate-related research be submitted at registra-
tion. Those academic papers could be ranked and recognition given for them, or 
the paper ranking could be included as a tiebreaker. Although the paper ranking 
task would be large, it is not greater than the conference paper rating tasks of 
many National Communication Association divisions.
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Above all, the Best Practices Working Group feels that far too often tourna-
ment practice becomes an end in itself and not a powerful tool that professional 
educators can use to shape practice in a productive, healthy, and pedagogically 
enriching way. Greater attention should be given to aligning tournament com-
petitive practice with overall forensic values.

6. Recommendation: As a Best Practice, Tournament Information 
Should Be Centralized and Tournaments Should Utilize the Most 
Current Tabulation and Web-based Platforms.
Rationale:
• There are many advantages to a standardized repository for tournament in-
formation, including:

o  Facilitation of research due to a standardized format;
o   A single location for important tournament information, including invi-

tations, schedules, and updates, making it easier for tournament partici-
pants to find the information they need;

o   Improved sharing of tournament-relevant data with necessary parties, 
including judge preference information, judge conflict information, tour-
nament updates, etc.;

• Tabulation software that is compatible with Web-based data formats is much 
more efficient than tabulation software with noncoordinated data formats;
• Those who program the centralized data repositories should share format in-
formation to other software developers.

Logistical notes: The current state-of-the-art Web platform is debateresults.com, 
and the current state-of-the-art tabulation system is the Computer Assisted 
Tabulation (CAT) program. Programs that are compatible with the CAT and 
debateresults.com conform to this recommendation.

Final Report Commentary
A number of the Best Practices Working Group’s other recommendations re-
quire that certain decisions be codified into tournament tabulation software, 
or that tournament directors have, for example, the ability to communicate on 
a central portal. This necessitates that tournament directors use the most up-
to-date software and tournament participants enter those tournaments through 
central data portals.

In addition, college policy debate has largely relied on the volunteer work of a 
relatively small number of programmers to conduct its business in an electronic 
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age. Given this reality, there really is no ready labor force capable of compiling 
data from disparate formats into a single, comparable data set for the very many 
times that such data collection would serve the community.

7. Recommendation: As a Best Practice, Judge Placement Protocols 
Should Use Ordinal Rankings and Seek to Have All Judges Hear 
Their Full Commitments.
Rationale:
• Ordinal rankings accomplish all of the goals of category-based systems and 
provide additional flexibility.
• It is disadvantageous to the long-term viability of the judging pool to either 
overuse highly preferred judges (because it contributes to burnout) or to un-
deruse less preferred judges (because it stunts their professional development).
• For large tournaments, empirical evidence suggests that it is possible to place 
judges to their full commitment and still provide judging for all teams that, with 
limited exception, will fall in the top 50th percentile. It is reasonable to expect 
that a handful of debates (less than 5%) may have judges that are rated by some 
teams as low as the 67th percentile.3

• There is not agreement on whether mutuality or preference should be maxi-
mized within the ordinal ranking systems. Some feel that team ratings about 
judging should be honored to the maximum extent possible and they favor 
schemes that maximize preference. Others feel that high mutuality and lower 
preference would reduce judge compression (a team being judged repeatedly by 
a smaller pool of judges) and argument overspecialization. Tournament direc-
tors should pursue their own systems in this regard.

Exceptions: The value to placing all judges to their full commitment notwith-
standing,
• It is expected that some judges may judge slightly fewer than their full com-
mitment.
• All tournaments should begin with sufficient rounds of judging in excess of 
what is necessary to finish the tournament.
• This recommendation should not discourage tournament directors who wish 
to do so to retain additional judges to improve the quality of the pool, reduce 
the overall judging load on entered judges, or both.
• These recommendations may not pertain to some tournaments with unique 
goals (such as round-robins or national championship tournaments).

3  These conclusions are based on data Gary Larson presented concerning the 2008 CEDA 
national tournament.
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Final Report Commentary
Mike Hall and Brent Brossmann presented research evidence that some judge 
“compression” has occurred; that is, teams are being judged repeatedly by a 
smaller pool of critics than they have been historically.

Brent Brossmann reported that, when decisions as opposed to rounds debated 
are considered, for the top two teams at the NDT and Cross Examination De-
bate Association (CEDA), an average of 10¼ judges rendered 33% of their 
decisions, and 25¼ judges rendered 56% of their decisions. Each of those teams 
had different slates of judges with some overlap.

Mike Hall presented historical data from a sampling of large tournaments held 
in 1967, 1968, and 1969. In 1967 there were 66 total ballots rendered for dif-
ferent teams at common tournaments for a possibility of 66 unique judges. Out 
of those 66 ballots, there were only 4 judges that any team had more than once 
and no judge that any team had more than twice. In 1968, there were 58 bal-
lots, 5 judges had judged any team more than once, and only one instance of 
a judge hearing a single team 3 times. In 1969, 49 ballots were considered and 
there were 8 judges that heard one team twice and no judge who had heard any 
individual team more than 3 times. The overall pattern of repeat judging was 
about 16%. As a caveat, Hall opined that judge compression would be higher if 
regional tournaments were included in the data set.

A related issue concerns the number of debates that teams participate in. An-
ecdotal recollections of the committee members cited teams that had competed 
in as many as 162 rounds in earlier historical eras, mostly the 1970s but also in-
cluding the early 1980s and late 1960s. Researcher Shruti Chaganti discovered 
that 2008–9 First Round bid applicants all had competed in between 72 and 112 
rounds. If indeed teams in the past had more rounds overall and more rounds 
at regional tournaments, and contemporary teams have fewer rounds and more 
rounds at national tournaments, it could well be that there is more judge com-
pression in the contemporary era than there has been in the past.

Others were of the opinion that, regardless of the state of historical research, 
judge compression is obviously a very real phenomenon at contemporary de-
bate tournaments. A strong consensus emerged that judge compression was not 
healthy for the overall community. Some feared a “balkanization” where teams 
of different styles never met before a neutral critic to compare and contrast their 
differing issues and emphases. Others feared judge overuse—that small numbers 
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of highly preferred judges are increasingly being called on to judge beyond their 
commitment in order to maximize the preferences of the teams. A final concern 
was that the need to place highly preferred judges in debates between teams of 
vastly contrasting styles had the effect of privileging that very small number of 
debates. As an empirical matter, it was demonstrable that in some instances 
placing judges in those debates first had the effect of lowering the overall judge 
ratings for all other debates.

An important consideration to note is that there was widespread consensus 
that, however team preference was to be maximized, current practice frequently 
results in a number of judges not fulfilling their full commitment. This is unde-
sirable because it increases the demands on the rest of the judging pool and fails 
to develop new judges who may not be strongly preferred.

Discussion made it clear that some judges were receiving systematically low 
preferences because they engaged in undesirable educational practices, while 
others were being excluded simply because they were unfamiliar to the partici-
pants. No resolution on the issue was reached, although this does seem like fer-
tile ground for the Council of Tournament Directors to consider, and in particu-
lar some means of distinguishing between new judges who are simply untested 
with experienced judges who are widely unpreferred is beneficial.

OthEr iSSuES Of DiScuSSiOn that DiD nOt rESult in 
rEcOmmEnDatiOnS

There was some discussion of the value of large tournaments. Some expressed the 
opinion that the debate community as a whole tends to give undue emphasis to 
tournament size. On the other hand, the power of large tournaments to compel 
practice that might not otherwise occur (such as requiring evidence of public de-
bate participation as a condition of tournament entry) was also evident.

There was extensive discussion of the relationship and value of national ver-
sus regional competition and the fact that teams now compete in fewer rounds 
than they did historically; there were references to teams that competed in 162 
rounds during a season, or attended 17 or more tournaments. Generally, action 
on this item was referred to the Council of Tournament Directors.

There was much discussion and a strong consensus that more emphasis should 
be given to the construction of the tournament schedule. In particular, tourna-
ment directors should identify pairing release times, round start times, decision 
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times, food break times, and student break times that are realistically reflected 
in the schedule. That is, the times should give participants a reasonable amount 
of time to prepare for the rounds after the pairings come out, judges should have 
an adequate amount of time to reach and communicate a decision, and food 
breaks should be recognized as a set-aside period of time, not simply as round 
preparation time. Implementation of this was referred to the debateresults.com 
Web site, which took charge of creating a “schedule generator” function.

Some discussion concerned the use of a central debate evidence database, with 
deadlines that enforced limitations on the addition of new evidence. The over-
all idea was to have a central, Web-based place where teams would upload 
all of the evidence they intended to read at a tournament, and evidence not 
posted there was inadmissible. A number of logistical issues were discussed. 
The overall goal of making tournament preparation more manageable and less 
all-consuming seemed to enjoy support. There was a concern that during-tour-
nament research demands were contributing to a large degree of burnout and 
unhealthy practice; an evidence deadline might address this issue. The logisti-
cal viability of such a system remains open.

The student academic verification rules were discussed. There seemed to be 
consensus that some after-NDT academic verification was likely to be required 
by the NDT Committee.
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Appendix: Original Agenda
The following is the informal range of topics the Best Practices Working Group 
considered as a possible agenda. It is presented here so that future bodies, such as 
the Council of Tournament Directors, have a documented list of possible issues 
that they might consider.

PrOPOSED agEnDa:
Tournament Scheduling and Entry Considerations
• Available divisions: Is a shortage of novice or JV divisions a problem? If so, 
what can be done to encourage these divisions and to encourage entries in them?
• District tournaments: What, if any, problems do we presently have with 
numbers of regional/district-level tournaments? What could be done to encour-
age greater participation in such tournaments?
• Qualification systems: Should the NDT reconsider the first or second round 
at-large qualification system?
• Tournament Atmosphere/Structure (Big Picture): How can we best make a 
debate tournament a livable experience? How many prelim rounds/tournament 
days are optimal for the invitational tournament? Eight? Seven? Six?
• Tournament Communication: How should tournaments communicate to 
participants procedures, etc.
• Academic accountability: Are changes necessary in competitive practices 
relating to academic eligibility? Are changes necessary in applicable rules con-
trolling the number of semesters of tournament eligibility?
• Allowing hybrid/maverick debaters: Do invitational tournaments allow this 
practice? Is there a reason to make a recommendation to invitational tourna-
ments concerning this practice?
• Judging obligations: Are changes in judging obligation systems necessary to 
improve the availability/quality of judging at tournaments?
• What is the state of Web-based tournament entry systems? Are changes nec-
essary? What does the future hold?

Tab Room Procedures
• What is the future for tournament tabulation software? PlusTab 2, Tab Room 
on the PC are being developed.
• What is the future of ballot retrieval. Are there superior ways to distribute 
ballots and retrieve results? Given the digital transition, what is the future?
• How should rounds be paired? Preliminary rounds could be random or seeded 
and if seeded a predictable method would be needed. 
• What power-matching systems should be used? High-high versus high-low?
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• How should brackets be constituted? Should a pull be the weakest opposition 
records and where should pullups be placed in the new bracket, by pulling up 
middle to middle and/or bringing leftovers down?
• What are the best judge assignment systems? Should assignment be made by 
ordinal judge rankings as with the National Debate Tournament? 
• Should mutual preference be used? If so how many categories should be used 
and what should be the size of categories? Or should a system of director’s evalu-
ation of judge quality be utilized, as happened in the past and common in high 
school practice). Should random assignment be considered? Should method 
vary by round? 
• Is speaker point inflation a problem? If so, what is the solution? For example, 
consideration of a higher point ballot. Other alternatives for ranking for speaker 
awards could consider opposition wins, combined numbers (e.g., opposition win 
& high/low speaker points), deviation from judge mean points, ranks.

Tournament Rules & Procedures
• Post-round comments: What feedback system(s) would best provide sound 
forensic education? Does our community have a problem with civility? Would 
recommendations in this area be useful? Do we need a community norm con-
cerning the amount of time allocated to post-round discussion?
• What should be the rule for online access during a round of competition? Is 
there a way to allow online access without facilitating delivery of briefs from 
out-of-round researchers/coaches? Is this even desirable? Are community norms 
a strong enough corrective against abusive practices?
• What should be the rule/norm for judge conflict? Are there issues that should 
be discussed here, or are present norms working sufficiently well? Should com-
petitors be allowed to register a Web-based conflict with a judge, or should such 
a report always come from the judge? For judges who might be unsure of the 
community norm, should the norm be made specific?

Debate Program Management
• The digital transition: What are the problems (transporting tubs, envi-
ronmental implications of paper use, copying costs, in-round management of 
briefs)? What are the available solutions?
• Recruitment: Is there a need to discuss recruiting practices?
• Evidence collection: Does our community need a standard for source cred-
ibility/qualification/conflict of interest or is this properly an in-round subject for 
argument?



Section III: Community and Organization 
Building
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Consolidating Debate Governance: Working 
Group Recommendations

Governance Working Group
Chair
Gordon Stables, University of Southern California

Members
Andrew Barnes, Georgia State University
Dan Cronn-Mills, Minnesota State University, Mankato
Terri Easley, Johnson County Community College (KS)
Vik Keenan, Baruch Debate, City University of New York
Eric Morris, Missouri State University
ML Sandoz, Vanderbilt University

IntroductIon

The governance working group was asked to explore the status of intercollegiate 
policy debate associations and recommend improvements in organizational 
structure. Our working group solicited input from a range of debate organiza-
tions and included participation from leadership of several organizations and 
perspectives drawn from the conference participants. This document presents 
our conclusions.

Our report offers a summary on the state of organizational governance, looking 
across the policy debate landscape, and suggests longer-term recommendations 
concerning systemic change. The report also contains a series of action items 
that could help the community to function better in the near term. More im-
portant, we hope the report can spur community deliberation regarding funda-
mental changes in how debate administers the activity.

StatuS of organIzatIonal governance—How do we govern?
The challenge of governing intercollegiate debate is frustrated by the decen-
tralized, fragmented, and often overlapping nature of the activity, with author-
ity divided among several organizations. Each policy-debate program decides 
which policy-debate organizations to join, typically on an annual basis. The 
mix-and-match system finds most programs joining some or all of the following 
organizations: the American Forensics Association (AFA), National Debate 
Tournament (NDT), Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA), Ameri-
can Debate Association (ADA), and Phi Ro Pi. Moreover, these memberships 
collectively are not inclusive of all schools that participate in policy debate and 
fail to integrate with many other organizations that deal with nonpolicy debate.
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Each organization has its own emphasis and expertise, self-defining as fulfilling a 
unique purpose. The memberships define their function with emphases ranging 
from broad novice participation to selection of a national champion. Yet col-
lectively the memberships combine to form the larger policy-debate community 
with shared interests.

The structure is characterized by organizational traits that differentially mo-
tivate rules and regulations, resulting in disparate statutes across overlapping 
functions and jurisdiction. Basic student eligibility standards, for example, are 
generally set by the American Forensics Association, but many of the other 
organizations also contain clauses that allow them to directly follow or adjust 
those AFA standards. This ensures that even when one organization acts it 
often has a direct influence on the activities of the others. For example, when 
the AFA changed its eligibility rules for intercollegiate competitions, moving 
from academic time-blocks to academic years, organizations that relied on these 
rules were largely unaware of the decision to change and then had to scramble 
to adjust their rules and practices. Technological developments are also making 
linkages more apparent. For example, as the recording and publication of debate 
videos are becoming more common, organizations often look to each other to 
determine fair use standards without logic for who decides.

When organizations attempt to synchronize, coordination is often ad hoc. Each 
organization was designed to perform certain basic functions for its members 
(provide regional representation, collect dues, often host a national tourna-
ment, determine the rules and standards for its specific competitions, etc.) 
and each of these functions is repeated in various committees and officer corps 
across organizations. As organizations mature, other responsibilities are added 
(antidiscrimination officers, press committees, Web-site management, etc.), 
exacerbating fragmentation and overlap. The result is a patchwork in which 
committees and officers that are often motivated to cooperate are nonetheless 
charged with specific responsibilities and “turf” that compete.

This system might be viewed as benign, an inefficient system without material 
harm. Yet there are costs. While the number of policy-debate programs is argu-
ably stable, there is also a declining number of full-time forensics professionals 
who are asked to shoulder these responsibilities. The term “forensics profes-
sional” intentionally identifies the historical concept of tenure-track personnel 
who were expected to engage professional responsibilities as part of their tenure. 
Certainly nontenure coaches provide such services, often filling the gaps with 



Consolidating debate governanCe  183

nonfaculty coaches. Over time, absent institutional commitment from profes-
sional directors, we increasingly rely on the goodwill and benevolence of very 
busy coaches who are not rewarded for such service. There is also a distortion in 
the nature of volunteer service where the greater numbers of coaches gravitate 
to jobs directly involving competition-related activities, leaving professional 
development issues in search of leadership.

Generally, debate organizations are situated to perform their core functions of 
managing competition, yet they are poorly organized to anticipate and prepare 
for overarching issues. For example, the media environment requires that de-
bate organizations play a significant role in managing the brand of policy debate 
with outside organizations. Yet it is also apparent that when too many organi-
zations “represent” policy debate with larger audiences, the voice lacks reach, 
authority, or coherence. For these reasons, we believe that the policy-debate 
community should consider greater organizational coordination.

StatuS of organIzatIonal governance—SIgnS of IntereSt In 
greater coordInatIon

Several indicators suggest that there is interest in greater coordination, admit-
tedly in an uneven manner. The 1996 “merger” of the NDT and CEDA is one 
important sign that the community recognized the problems of dividing gov-
ernance. Ending a split that had lasted over a quarter century, the two orga-
nizations agreed to a common annual topic. The merger produced substantial 
changes in the debate community, from altering regional travel patterns to in-
fluencing the ongoing dynamic of which programs defined themselves as inter-
ested in policy debate.

On closer inspection, the CEDA/NDT merger represented the first step toward 
bringing together institutions that shared community values about the nature 
of academic debate. It brought schools together that might be regionally proxi-
mate, but did not typically compete against one another. The adoption of a 
joint topic might be considered the 1.0 version of an organizational merger. The 
accommodation, however, did not make any effort to streamline how the or-
ganizations functioned. Each organization continued to mark its own regional 
boundaries and elect its distinct national and regional officers. Functionally, 
each debate program was represented by two separate officials but there was 
little rationale for the duplication. Even though the member schools were al-
most an inclusive overlap, they continued to elect two regional representatives, 
with similar (but not identical) boundaries. In the Southwest, this created issues 
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where schools did not have a single region for local competition. This caused 
practical problems such as the inability to coordinate local travel planning, and 
it undermined any effective sense of local governance. While some regions in-
formally took steps to coordinate their efforts, the organizations continued to 
use two different maps to represent the same programs until 2009. In the spring 
of 2009 the first efforts to coordinate the regions took place in the Southeast 
and across the West. Currently the organizations still elect two officers for each 
region, but these efforts at coordination are the first steps toward a single model 
of regional governance. The idea that each school would have one regional 
representative assigned to look after its national interests underlies the concept 
of a 2.0 merger or a truly integrated national organization.

Jointly hosting national tournaments is another area where greater coordina-
tion is needed, and there are small signs of progress. Every spring the NDT, 
CEDA, ADA, and PRP each host a national championship. Several regions 
host championships for novice and junior varsity students. Even before con-
sidering regional end-of-the-season tournaments or national qualifiers, at least 
seven tournaments that claim to recognize some form of national champion 
take place from the end of February until mid-April. At present there is no 
mechanism to coordinate the scheduling or hosting of these events. Because 
most of these tournaments rotate hosts, when and where a tournament is hosted 
can have a tremendous influence on the turnout and composition of the event. 
This dilemma is even more pronounced because several of the tournaments 
require so many classrooms that they often can be held only during the host 
school’s spring break.

In 2000 (the fourth year following the CEDA-NDT merger), both national 
tournaments were hosted in Kansas City. Different institutions hosted each 
tournament (University of Missouri Kansas City hosted the NDT and Jefferson 
County Community College hosted CEDA Nationals), but schools could at-
tend both events consecutively in the same city. This has not been repeated, 
and now the two tournaments are often scheduled on consecutive weekends 
in very distinct locations. In 2009, for example, many schools made the 1,500 
mile trip from Pocatello, Idaho, to Austin, Texas, in one and a half days to 
compete at both CEDA and the NDT. This is the result of a difficult process 
of coordinating hosting bids and organizational needs. Again, there are limited 
signs of progress. In 2010, The University of California at Berkeley will play 
host to both tournaments, using the same campus and hotel facilities, over an 
eight-day period. There are certainly advantages and problems of a joint tourna-
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ment, but the current process has not generally been able to coordinate these 
tournaments, to say nothing of how the tournaments influence all of the other 
national and yearend tournaments.

Another important moment in the recognition of a greater need for organiza-
tional coordination took place in 2008. A very public controversy involving the 
internet posting of a video showing an ugly post-round confrontation between 
coaches and judges at the 2008 CEDA Nationals tournament forced the entire 
policy-debate community to consider its shared linkages. The incident created 
a media frenzy that exposed policy debate to a great deal of scrutiny from local 
media, educational press, and university administrations. Because the incident 
took place at CEDA Nationals, CEDA was thrust into the role of respond-
ing to media and institutional inquires. Understandably the AFA, NDT, PRP, 
and ADA were concerned about CEDA being the lead organization discussing 
the matter with the national media and the administrations of member institu-
tions. Simply drawing distinctions between that event and an organization or 
tournament are nuances that fail to resonate in the larger academic and media 
conversation. Even within CEDA there was tension about who and how the 
organization should release public statements.

A year after these events it is apparent that despite pedagogical differences we 
all share a common brand of policy debate. The passage of a CEDA code of 
professional conduct, now being modeled by the AFA and by other non–policy-
debate organizations, can be seen as recognition that every coach, student, and 
program is interconnected, aware that our problems cannot be limited to just 
one tournament, program, or organization.

The final sign of recognition of a need for greater institutional coordination is 
the conference that has produced this report. The conference grew out of the 
ideas of the chair of the National Debate Tournament and the leadership of 
the Cross Examination Debate Association, but it could not have produced so 
much energy and effort, to say nothing of its large turnout, without a collective 
sense that debate professionals wanted this event. It was significant not just 
because it had been so long since the last professional development conference, 
but also because debate professionals gathered not to talk about the upcoming 
topic or to have a competition. This larger gathering of professionals, many pay-
ing their own way because of limited organizational funding, took place because 
debate professionals saw the need to move beyond the traditional ways that we 
gather at tournaments.
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StatuS of organIzatIonal governance—InteractIng wItH 
larger communItIeS

The 2008 CEDA Nationals controversy is thus not the only example of how the 
debate community has trouble communicating with the larger world. Increas-
ingly, there are occasions when outside communities reach out to the policy-
debate community and when the policy-debate community wants to speak in 
larger settings. This section addresses the nature of this challenge in our current 
model of governance.

Historically, debate professionals have resisted efforts to speak in collective 
voices, preferring instead to have their own distinct communication strate-
gies, with individual programs favoring autonomy. We are comfortable with 
selecting champions and relating to individual administrative, community, 
and alumni support. How one program chooses to explain the rationale for its 
efforts may differ from its neighbor’s, and debate coaches have long respected 
these differences.

Yet, this decentralized model can create problems when outside actors approach 
what they perceive to be the single entity of policy debate. If an individual 
is interested only in a specific tournament, directing that inquiry is easy, but 
how does one answer a query about the larger community? These are not hypo-
thetical questions. In the past few years, debate coaches and organizations have 
been approached by media, documentary filmmakers, college sports television 
networks, network studio writers, organizations hoping to expand debate in his-
torically black colleges and universities, and multimedia companies seeking to 
expand online debating. Some segments of the debate community may be wary 
of outside overtures, especially from for-profit organizations, but it would be 
folly to believe that our well-respected community of colleges and universities 
should be institutionally incapable of even considering such arrangements.

Currently, we are not legally or organizationally constituted to easily address 
simple requests such as providing consent forms for filming. We do not retain 
regular counsel to review contracts. Our organizations are incorporated in states 
across the union and have varying levels of insurance needed to oversee so 
many students and professionals each season. We are not yet comfortable an-
swering questions about how our obligations to our home institutions intersect 
with our collective actions. We also take for granted that just about any member 
can compete against any other member at a given tournament, but this may not 
be assured in a world of exclusive contracts. Perhaps more fundamentally, most 
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of our governing documents are almost exclusively focused on managing our 
competitions.

We are not positioned to consider even basic questions such as: who speaks 
for us? Simply put, we do not have a procedure for the collective to enter into 
relationships with other organizations. Many will remember the several-year 
relationship that the NDT developed with College Sports Television (CSTV). 
In that case, even when faced with an organization interested in promoting col-
lege debate through their network it was difficult for debate to respond. Even 
after it was decided that the NDT was interested in a partnership, questions 
persisted about who possessed the legal authority to sign contracts representing 
the organization and its membership. Even in this best case situation, where an 
outside media organization is self-motivated to publicize our national tourna-
ment, negotiating such an arrangement is very difficult.

The problems involved in the CSTV negotiations illustrate a larger issue. As 
our information age makes it simpler to distribute information, we see a growing 
interest in activities that teach critical-thinking skills. Outside actors are un-
likely to sympathize with claims that we are institutionally incapable of making 
collective judgments and signing contracts. It is very likely that if our institu-
tions fail to provide the channels for our member schools to negotiate greater 
visibility and access to emerging communication technologies, they will negoti-
ate such deals on their own and without collective deliberation.

The responsibility to proactively engage larger communities does not require 
debate programs and institutions to abandon the many unique characteristics 
that make competition debating distinct. If an organization is primarily con-
cerned with maximizing opportunities for students who do not have forensics 
experience in high school, this mission certainly can be reconciled with that 
of another organization that is primarily interested in determining a national 
varsity champion. We must find ways to acknowledge our differences, even as 
we recognize the benefits of enhanced coordination.

wHat’S next? movIng toward greater coordInatIon

That the college policy-debate community is interested in taking the needed 
steps toward greater organizational coordination is far from guaranteed. Each of 
the above-mentioned steps has been marked by controversy, and they are only 
the beginning of substantive change. As much as we endorse the short-term ac-
tion items contained in this report, they alone cannot resolve our governance 
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problem. If the community were truly willing to move toward coordination, we 
would need to accept significant institutional reform of each organization and a 
redistribution of certain core responsibilities.

At a fundamental level, the community would need to accept the essential prin-
ciple that “we” are willing to recognize these common linkages in the legitimacy 
of a single primary organization. This effort will likely involve the delicate bal-
ance of a federal model of organization, where each of the current organizations 
clearly defines itself by its core mission and then agrees to function as part of the 
larger structure. Each organization should retain its core identity or its unique 
rationale, a process that could be enhanced by removing redundant legislative 
tasks. If an organization is interested in promoting debate among students with-
out prior competition experience, it need not also be tasked with regulating 
each and every debate competition. As the central part of this organizational 
restructuring, we need to move core functions, such as eligibility, tournament 
scheduling, questions of educational climate and conduct, publicity, and legal 
incorporation into some central organization.

The committee was heartened by the response of the conference to the recom-
mendation for increased coordination. Far from dismissing the importance of 
increased coordination, the assembly encouraged even greater centralization, 
going as far as strongly recommending the creation of a full-time executive di-
rector and staff for this new organization. Ross Smith of Wake Forest Univer-
sity noted the success that other debate organizations, including the National 
Forensics League and the National Association of Urban Debate Leagues, have 
employed with this model of a full-time executive complementing the work of 
the coaching community.

Our working group strongly supports the role that a full-time executive direc-
tor and staff can play in this new structure. When this suggestion was raised 
within the individual organizations over the past few years, the question gener-
ally turned to the feasibility of generating the funding for salary, benefits, and 
office needs. This important suggestion would necessitate changes in our basic 
financial model. At present, most of the debate organizations generate revenue 
to provide for some annual expenses (such as summer business meetings and 
annual awards), but the overwhelming economic model is built upon using an-
nual dues to defer the costs of the national tournaments. At present none of 
the organizations pays full-time staff and when one considers the difference be-
tween even the combined budgets of all of the national tournaments and what 
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would be needed for a full-time director, intercollegiate policy-debate organiza-
tions will need to pursue a different business model. Rich Edwards of Baylor 
University noted that the National Forensics League has a much larger base 
of members, events, and competitors; this broader base allows them to support 
full-time leadership.

The question of national leadership would require the community determine 
who would hire this staff, another reason to determine the location of central 
governance. At present none of the organizations are well-suited to this task. As 
we surveyed past and present leadership from across each of the organizations, 
we noted the remarkable extent to which individual experience with a specific 
organization led officers to conclude that some other organization was better 
suited to this task. Theoretically the challenge is simply to gain consent of the 
members to make the appropriate legislative changes. In reality, there are two 
sets of barriers that closely resemble what used to be understood as inherency: 
structural and attitudinal barriers. Without the tool of fiat, the college commu-
nity will need to decide how best to overcome these challenges.

To build a unified structure, the college community must be willing to empower 
the leadership of the AFA, NDT, CEDA, ADA, and other related organizations 
to begin building these common foundations. The unified structure will also 
require the identification of individuals who are willing to serve as transitional 
leadership, especially until a sustainable revenue stream develops.

Each organization has some of the necessary institutional components and all 
must be willing to cede some of their responsibilities. All of the organizations, 
for example, build upon sections of the AFA code that include questions of 
competitor eligibility. Every institution is incorporated and has officers devoted 
to organizing their records and collecting dues. Most of the organizations have 
some form of tournament sanctioning procedure, even if many have evolved 
into perfunctory exercises. Both CEDA and the NDT contain legislative assem-
blies that provide for local representation. These are tasks that relate to each 
specific organization, but they also identify areas where a common system would 
serve the larger community. At the very least, this could work as a federalized 
system in which the central organization provides clear standards for matters 
such as competitor eligibility.

To make the needed changes these organizations would revise their governing 
documents in accordance with a larger organizational blueprint. This would 
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eliminate duplicate positions and committees, and it may necessitate a new no-
menclature to describe the interorganizational relationships. It may be instruc-
tive to consider each organization as a caucus entity functioning within the 
larger structure, ensuring that specific interests and preferences are preserved 
for like-minded members, but allowing uniformity where it makes sense. ADA-
sanctioned tournaments would therefore still be able to generate and operate 
within specific rules to govern their competitions, even as much of the rule 
making would flow from the unified national system of regional representatives.

It is also not obvious which organization should become the new organizational 
hub. The NDT would need a major overhaul of its infrastructure, which would 
force it to be responsible for a great many aspects of debate in which it currently 
has no involvement. CEDA would need to change cultures, from an organiza-
tion that has been historically defined in opposition to other models to a base-
line structure. The AFA would need to establish ties to communities of coaches 
that no longer have historical ties with the organization. The AFA and PRP 
would need to be dramatically restructured to represent all of intercollegiate 
debate. Alternatively, the community could choose to create a new organiza-
tion. This enjoys some cognitive simplicity, but it very clearly runs the risk of 
magnifying all of the current coordination problems.

concluSIon: empower tHe organIzatIonal leaderSHIp to Start 
workIng

It is far less important what name the central organization uses than that the 
membership endows it with the legitimacy to truly represent intercollegiate 
policy debate. The final action step recommended by this committee is to em-
power the leadership of each of the policy-debate organizations to function as a 
working group to begin examining and drafting the specific steps that necessary 
to represent policy debate in a single entity. These steps should be developed in 
active coordination with the membership and provide the ability to identify a 
specific, near-term timeline for the introduction of specific legal and legislative 
changes.

If each of the organizations played an active role in developing new guidelines, 
with a process that involves the membership, change could be possible. The 
scale of the task is daunting, but the importance of this effort requires such ac-
tion. Without a coordinated voice, the community will continue to fragment 
and become a weakened presence when engaging outside entities. While there 
is surprising consensus regarding the advantages of consolidating governance, 
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without the license to exercise leadership, changes will remain hostage to full 
schedules and inertia.

Finally, only a unified membership has the possibility to reach out to the larger 
forensics community. There are substantial pedagogical differences among the 
programs that define themselves as “policy-debate” programs, but we continue 
to compete against one another. There are many other institutions that also 
support forensics but have specific pedagogical goals. In a world with a uni-
fied structure there is the possibility of allowing these kinds of disagreements to 
function naturally and indeed to provide a healthy means of discourse. Imagine 
how differently high school speech and debate organizations such as the Na-
tional Forensics League would have evolved if member schools were told that 
their interest in new forms of debate, such as Lincoln-Douglas or Public Forum, 
would require them to leave the “policy-debate” community. This is the history 
of the past few decades of intercollegiate policy debate and it has not made us 
stronger, just more divided.

It is an exciting thought to imagine a future world of intercollegiate debate 
where disagreeing about how our students should engage each other does not 
require leaving one community or one organization. Such changes are possible 
with greater organizational coordination.

actIon Item: aSSeSSment In forenSIcS

The educational foundation of forensics is well-established. Numerous scholars 
have expounded on the cocurricular nature of the activity (e.g., K. Bartanen 
1998; Church 1975; Millsap 1998; Stenger 1999). And as Dreher (2008, 26) 
notes, “forensics is at its core an educational activity.”

Yet both in debate and individual events, forensics is taking little heed of con-
temporary educational practices. In particular, it is not utilizing contemporary 
educational assessment practices on a regional or national level. Educational as-
sessment should be second nature to directors of forensics. As Pellegrino, Chu-
dowsky, and Glaser (2001, 2) contend, “assessment is always a process of reason-
ing from evidence.” Reasoning from evidence is a core principle and practice 
underlying policy debate and individual events.

The request for forensics to engage in assessment practice is not new. More than 
three decades ago, Mills (1979, 1) argued:
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If the area of forensics is to regain its former academic and co-curricular 
prominence, directors of forensics need to adjust to changing philosophies 
and needs. They must clarify the aims and goals of forensics programs, estab-
lish the significance of co-curricular offerings in forensics, and demonstrate that 
forensics deserves a place of prominence in speech communication depart-
ments. (emphasis added) 

K. Bartanen (2006) reiterated the need for forensics to engage in programmatic 
assessment. The need is clear, yet the forensic community has largely failed to 
engage in rigorous assessment of its practices and standards.

Educational assessment serves a number of specific functions, including the vali-
dation of how well students are learning. It justifies the effectiveness of educa-
tional practices, establishes high academic standards, and measures the progress 
of students, programs, and organizations in meeting high academic standards 
(Pellegrino, Chudowsky, and Glaser 2001).

Zelna and Cousins (n.d.) identify seven reasons to engage in assessment. As-
sessment serves to:
1. Reinforce or emphasize the mission of your unit
2. Modify, shape, and improve programs and/or performance (formative level)
3. Critique a program’s quality or value compared to the program’s previously 
defined principles (summative level)
4. Inform decision making
5. Evaluate programs
6. Assist in the request for additional funds from the university and external 
community
7. Assist in meeting accreditation requirements, models of best practices, and 
national benchmarks

All seven reasons should resonate with members of the forensic community 
(especially no. 6 on requesting additional funds).

Forensics is not at the forefront of contemporary education; it has fallen behind 
on the very practice at which it excels—reasoning from evidence.

Proposals
The governance working group addressed the issue of the forensics community’s 
engaging in educational assessment. One of the most important forward-looking 
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steps that the debate community can take is to enhance the sophistication of 
its assessment techniques. The working group believes that both intercollegiate 
policy debate and individual events defend themselves primarily through anec-
dotal evidence. Forensics must participate in the same practices as the rest of the 
educational community and establish national assessment profiles. The gover-
nance working group offers three specific proposals:

Proposal 1
Forensic organizations must participate in the development of national assess-
ment profiles for intercollegiate policy debate and intercollegiate individu-
al events. Rationale: The profiles need to be on a national level rather than 
owned/controlled by any one forensic organization. Individual forensic orga-
nizations may add to the profiles to address components that are unique for 
the particulars of their debate and/or individual event programs, but the basic 
foundation should remain stable across all organizations.

Proposal 2
State, regional, and national forensic organizations should contribute funding 
to support scholar(s) who undertake the task of developing the assessment pro-
files. Rationale: The creation of the documents will be time intensive, demand 
particular knowledge sets, and require testing before national distribution/im-
plementation. Such a task is beyond the scope of a volunteer and deserves the 
time and attention of a funded scholar.

Proposal 3
The forensics community should create an online database for collecting and 
sharing information gathered from individual programs that use the national 
profiles. Rationale: A national database enables scholars to coordinate efforts 
based on the national profiles. The data may be used for local programs, as well 
as by state, regional, and national associations.

On both the formative and summative level, forensics needs to step to the fore-
front and engage in systematic educational assessment of student learning out-
comes.

In 1990, Kay posed a question that the forensic community has yet to answer: if 
they are of value to the departments asked to support debate (Kay 1990). Assess-
ment profiles will provide forensics with the evidence to answer the question.
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actIon Item: coordInate communIty college natIonalS and 
ceda natIonalS

For decades, Phi Rho Pi has been the tournament designated to crown a com-
munity college national debate champion. Despite continued support for the 
tournament division, schools that primarily compete in policy debate have been 
declining for the past five years. In the past few Phi Rho Phi tournaments, there 
have been only three schools in the policy-debate division.

Phi Rho Pi is a weeklong tournament that hosts various forms of debate events 
as well as individual events. The entire event is held at a hotel and a school that 
exclusively competes in policy debate must commit to an entire week since pre-
liminary debates are scheduled over several days to leave room for other events.

In light of the economic downturn, many schools cannot afford to attend the 
tournament. The cost of travel to the location, tournament fees, hotel rooms, 
and meals for eight to nine days amounts to a huge chunk of a program’s budget.

Recently, community college directors have sparked efforts to coordinate a 
championship tournament that would facilitate more participation. Offering a 
shorter and more cost-efficient championship policy-debate tournament is not 
meant to deter programs from Phi Rho Pi. Programs that include a variety of 
formats attend Phi Rho Pi because it is designed for a program that does mul-
tiple forensics events.

The governance working group thus offers two proposals:

Proposal 1
The Cross Examination Debate Association National tournament should host 
a community college breakout at the 2010 CEDA Nationals held at Berkeley. 
Many community college programs are on the West Coast and more community 
college programs have attended CEDA Nationals than Phi Rho Pi in the past 
five years. Adding a day to a tournament most community college programs al-
ready attend provides more opportunities at a much lower cost. After the break-
out, feedback will be solicited about long-term possibilities for a community 
college national championship.

Proposal 2
The Cross Examination Debate Association should create a vice president of 
community college affairs. This officer would serve on the executive council as 
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a consistent voice for community college programs. Additionally, this position 
would coordinate future possibilities for a community college championship 
tournament.

actIon Item: poSItIve vIdeo content

While occasional audio and video recording of debates is a long-standing prac-
tice, recent events have reopened questions about the value of the practice. 
Through the 2004-6 CSTV coverage of the NDT, there were several disputes 
over the availability of particular contestants for video coverage. The most no-
table event was the 2008 posting on YouTube of a post-round argument between 
two coaches that brought negative publicity to the forensic community. Reac-
tion to that argument, and the publicly posted debate that preceded it, led to 
the cancellation of a program and challenges for other programs.

Since 2008, many tournament invitations have included policies on videotap-
ing. The most common policy is to allow video recording by all participants 
for educational use, including private sharing, but to impose barriers on public 
posting. While such policies have certainly reduced the number of rounds pub-
licly available, it has preserved a reasonable Web presence of debates. While 
the 2008 incident vividly demonstrated the ability of one person with a video 
camera to impact the entire community, the process of determining what is ac-
ceptable practice varies by the situation.

Although videos can have a negative impact, such technologies have many 
potentially positive benefits as well. Videotapes of the better debates could ac-
celerate the learning curve for younger debaters, provide a positive image for 
external communities, help to include those in the community who cannot 
afford to attend every tournament (or remain through finals!), and provide a 
richer sense of community (Morris 2006).

Furthermore, the benefits of video are not limited to formal debates. Many tour-
nament moments, and in particular awards assemblies, provide a positive win-
dow into the community. Anyone who has dealt with individuals unfamiliar 
with debate knows that certain questions recur (Why do they speak so fast? 
Why do they work so hard?). Having a public, video-based FAQ might provide 
a useful resource of effective communication with these people.

Public display of video is a balancing act. Students have legitimate concerns 
about public use and misuse of their images. Preserving a forum where students 
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can make arguments that they might not want tied to their future careers is 
important. Those who invest time and energy in video recording have reasons 
for doing so, and those reasons also are an important part of the dialogue. All of 
these concerns will be balanced inevitably, so balancing them in an open and 
deliberative process is more likely to lead to agreement about how the commu-
nity should handle such questions. Clarification of such norms might help the 
community if there is a future incident comparable to the 2008 one.

The governance working group thus offers two proposals:

Proposal 1
The policy-debate community should authorize and endorse, either through 
current organizations or newly emerging structures, the creation and distribu-
tion of positive video content about policy debate. This content might include 
answers to commonly asked questions, particular presentations at assemblies, 
educational presentations from particular camps and coaches, synopses cele-
brating particular tournaments, and so on. Such video need not be filmed ex-
clusively by community members—it may be possible to encourage amateur 
filmmakers to get involved through the creation of contests that offer either 
recognition or small monetary prizes.

Proposal 2
The policy-debate community should develop a more unified community posi-
tion about private efforts to videotape and distribute debate contest rounds. 
Such a discussion could include consideration of the following: a process for 
widespread intracommunity private sharing of video content; clarification of 
whether tournament competitors have a right either to avoid being recorded or 
request that recordings not be made available to others; a process for selecting 
the high-quality debates for public publication; a centralized process of manag-
ing permissions for public use of recorded video, including opt-in or opt-out 
processes for particular students or programs, and so forth.
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Directors of debate programs have never had a problem explaining the value of 
the activity. Whenever questioned on the subject, coaches are quick to tick off 
the advantages of debate participation: critical thinking and argument formula-
tion, research skills, audience analysis, extemporaneous speaking, organization, 
constructive and comprehensive skepticism, and real-time analytical skills. 
Rarely missed in such exchanges is the opportunity to drop the names of in-
fluential individuals who personally cite the crucial role debate played in their 
own lives: nearly every U.S. president and Supreme Court justice, corporate 
giants like Lee Iacocca, civil rights leaders such as Malcolm X, even pop-culture 
figures such as Harry Connick Jr. “Debate alumni” have served as evidence of 
the claim that debate produces an informed, productive citizenry with obvious 
benefits for all of society.

Yet, while debate educators have had no problem identifying these debate 
alumni as essential contributors to a thriving diverse, liberal democracy, we 
have ignored the substantial (human, organizational, financial, and other) re-
source this pool of talented individuals can be for the forensics community of 
their origin. Certainly some schools have wisely maintained contacts with their 
alumni (Emory, Northwestern, and Wake Forest stand out as three examples), 
with excellent results for program stability and strength. More schools need to 
strengthen the bonds with their own debate alumni. But the one area with the 
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greatest potential (and that until now, has received the least attention) is the 
intercollegiate relationship with former debate participants. As a community, we 
have not taken advantage of the ties we have with thousands of successful and 
influential leaders.

Before detailing these advantages, a bit of definitional detail is necessary. What 
does it mean to be a “debate alum” and what criteria constitute the category? 
Participation is a broad term that encompasses all manner of action—from the 
student who sacrificed sweat, tears, and time to win national championships to 
the kid who never sniffed an elimination round, and may never have had the 
chance to travel. Is a degree of success necessary? Of course not—the ranks of 
debate coaching have always been filled with exceptional coaches who were 
never that successful as debaters. What about the debate “groupie”—the one 
who showed up at meetings or helped out with tournament-hosting duties but 
never competed? For the purpose of our analysis, these “topicality” debates are 
unnecessary and perhaps even detrimental. Self-identification should be privi-
leged, the intrapersonal judgment the standard. Do they consider themselves 
alumni of our activity? Do good feelings of their time in the activity remain? 
Can they identify particular skills established or honed from their experiences 
with debate? If building up alumni networks is our goal, turning away those who 
self-identify as debaters is a losing strategy.

Our essay is divided into four parts. Part I identifies which groups have special 
responsibilities to establish and maintain institutional relationships with alum-
ni. Part II explores the advantages these relationships can have for schools and 
the larger debate community. Part III details one specific project—a Congres-
sional Speech and Debate Caucus (CSDC)—with the potential to transform 
intercollegiate policy debate’s alumni relations into political power. Finally, Part 
IV briefly provides helpful tips for programs that want to improve their own 
alumni relations.

Part I: agent SPecIfIcatIon

National Organizations
Whose responsibility is it to maintain alumni relations? We begin at the top—
the activity itself, as constituted in national organizations. Currently, policy 
debate is akin to professional boxing in the 1980s, with multiple “ruling bod-
ies” governing across fluid jurisdictions. There are three organizations: National 
Debate Tournament (NDT) operating under the rules of the American Forensic 
Association; the Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA), which spun 
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off from the NDT community in the 1970s only to be part of the “topic merger” 
in the 1990s; and the American Debate Association (ADA). Very few, if any, 
schools competing in intercollegiate policy debate are dues-paying members of 
only one of these, and many are members of all three organizations. There are 
other organizations operating at the collegiate level, including the National 
Educational Debate Association, which emphasizes “debate as a practical edu-
cational activity . . . rewarding advocacy skills that would characterize other 
public forums,”1 and Phi Rho Pi, which facilitates debate for junior colleges.2 
While recognizing the broad range of forensic activities occurring across the 
country, our focus is on the intersectional activities of ADA, CEDA, and NDT 
debate.3

Each of these organizations—ADA, CEDA, NDT—has as one of its primary 
objectives to assist with program growth and maintenance. Clearly the devel-
opment of strong alumni networks is a direct means by which national orga-
nizations can achieve this goal. More important in terms of the function of 
national debate organizations, awareness is needed that prior experience in the 
activity makes people not only alumni of a particular program but of the intercol-
legiate policy-debate community as well. Cross-institutional ties already exist in-
formally—the spontaneous conversations occurring when two people meeting 
in business or other settings discover they each share policy debate in common. 
Formally facilitating these conversations and establishing networks of debate 
alumni should be a focus of national debate organizations.

Debate Programs/Coaches
The most successful debate programs have, not coincidentally, been the ones to 
make the strongest efforts to develop alumni relations. Debate coaches need to 
be the first contact for debate alumni. Even when coaches are new to the pro-
gram or were not the coach at the time particular alumni participated, they still 
share the knowledge of debate itself, giving them the ability to “speak the same 
language” as the alumni. This common frame of reference gives the coach or di-
rector an excellent starting point for establishing communication with alumni. 
As the leader of the current program, the coach also speaks from a position of 

1  See http://www.neda.us.
2  See http://www.phirhopi.org.
3  This is not a move of exclusion, but intended merely to focus discussion on these three bodies 
in order to make the point as to how these organizations can be most productive as conduits 
for public policy debate in the United States. A comprehensive listing of debate organizations 
would rightly contain the extensive activities at the secondary school level, including the 
National Forensics League and the National Debate Coaches Association.
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authority, representing the debate program alumni to which the alumni feel a 
connection. Finally, even more so than national organizations, coaches have a 
strong incentive to maintain alumni relations for purposes of program stability.

University Administrators
Administrators have a stake in claiming debate success for the larger university 
reputation. This already occurs when school presidents and academic provosts 
cite accomplishments of the debate team as evidence of the school’s academic 
excellence. The historical reputation of debate as an extracurricular activity 
emphasizing scholarly traits such as research and critical thinking gives it a 
unique status compared to other intercollegiate competitions.

Achievements worth promoting do not end at graduation. The successes of de-
bate alumni are fertile ground for administrators seeking to enhance perceptions 
of their university and looking for models from which to draw inspiration for 
current student bodies.

University Development
Directors of debate and alumni and advancement departments can perceive 
each other as rivals, competing for funding from the same alumni sources. Rath-
er than competitors fighting over the same slice of pie, they can act as team 
with the common goal of strengthening ties with alumni. The responsibility for 
establishing, improving, and maintaining alumni relations is the very mission 
of University Development. Combined with the particular knowledge of debate 
programs, the experience and skills of University Development staff are perfect-
ly suited to the task of growing alumni networks. The key is for these university 
departments to understand the importance of expanding these networks beyond 
the walls of individual institutions.

Part II: advantageS

Like all alumni groups, former debaters can provide resources for programs. 
Traditionally, alumni are asked to donate monetary resources to the university, 
whether for scholarships, facility upgrades, or undesignated funds. For many de-
bate alumni establishing successful careers, this normal means of alumni support 
is a logical conclusion.

But debate alumni have so much more to offer. Career placement is one area 
where debate alumni can be very helpful. Internships, graduate assistantships, 
and opening positions hold tremendous potential as an avenue for alumni assis-
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tance. Law firms are always seeking intelligent, hardworking young people with 
experience in argument research; and debaters, like any students, are interested 
in finding employment. This mutually beneficial relationship is not limited to 
the field of law. Over the past decade, public policy think tanks in Washington, 
DC, have provided internship opportunities to graduating debaters, with the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies being the first to reach out to the 
debate community (initiated by Harvard alumnus and NDT champion Alex 
Lennon). Other institutions, such as the Pardee RAND Graduate School of 
Policy Studies in Santa Monica, California, have followed suit.

Recruitment of capable students into the world of debate is another opportunity 
for debate alumni to grow the activity. Whether they are children of former de-
baters or alumni’s friends with children interested in debate, alumni can serve as 
an extension of the university and the policy-debate community, reaching out 
to draw in future debaters.

Finally, debate alumni can often be resources themselves, in the form of exter-
nal marketing. Involvement in charitable activities in the local community or 
simply being a “celebrity” face of debate, alumni can enhance fundraising proj-
ects with their support. When coaches and university administrators cite the list 
of famous people who debated, they are using alumni in this capacity.

In addition to employing debate alumni to garner resources, debate programs 
can draw upon alumni as sources for recovering institutional memory. “War sto-
ries” are not just entertaining ways to pass the time during dinner; oral history is 
a means of solidifying the bonds between generations of debaters. This sharing 
creates depth, expanding the scope of programs beyond merely contemporary 
actors. Of course, alumni can serve in an informal capacity when judging de-
bates at local tournaments or providing advice to young coaches.

Alumni can also step in and serve in a formal management capacity. The expe-
rience of the Georgetown University (GU) Debate Program in the early 1990s 
is a perfect example. Alumni from Emory and Northwestern who were working 
in Washington, DC, stepped in as “emergency coaches,” keeping the George-
town program afloat and enlisting the help of distinguished GU alumni such 
as Justice Antonin Scalia to advocate for greater institutional support of the 
debate program. Their efforts paid off with the hiring of a new director and an 
NDT championship in 1992. This story resonates perfectly with the notion of 
former debaters being alumni of the activity, as well as of the schools from which 
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they matriculated. The main players in the Georgetown story did not debate at 
Georgetown; they just happened to be in a position to step in and save a legend-
ary program. This is the kind of transinstitutional support intercollegiate debate 
can tap into with proper attention to alumni relations.

While alumni have a lot to contribute to intercollegiate debate, they also re-
ceive benefits from their reconnection with the activity. The placement oppor-
tunities discussed above serve both parties. The students gain employment or 
at least experience in a potential career field, while the alumni’s organization 
gains from the efforts of the debaters. Human resources promote policy debate, 
as nondebaters observe firsthand the unique talents debaters offer.

Intangibly, these relationships are invaluable as relationships as well. The friends 
in every town on the tournament schedule, the “nostalgia networking” between 
alumni able to maintain contact through the debate community, the bonds 
shared by people who devoted (and for some, continue to devote) their lives to 
intercollegiate debate—it is no exaggeration to claim that the impacts of such 
relationships are “decision-rule level impacts,” in the nontechnical “it’s often 
why we coach.” And the “add-on” advantage of such relationships can be very 
tangible: retention through mentorship. Being able to draw upon the wisdom of 
alumni would be an amazing asset for the policy-debate community in address-
ing recruitment and retention concerns—both of programs and coaches. Their 
experiences in college debate and the transition from debate to the “real world” 
(academic or business professional) would be a wellspring for young people try-
ing to follow their successful paths. Lucy Keele, longtime Cal State Fullerton 
director, has often spoken of the “long gray line” in referencing the NDT or-
ganization’s makeup of debate alumni. That line is profitably envisioned not as 
one linear strand but rather as a complex series of interlocking strands travers-
ing back and forth between the communities of academic professionals, current 
debate programs, and the political and business worlds where former debaters 
now make their home—a web formed by our shared experience with debate.

Part III: congreSSIonal SPeech and debate caucuS

As a general proposition, a Congressional Caucus is Congressional membership 
organization that is bipartisan, bicameral, and dedicated to the advancement 
of a common interest. The concept of “speech or debate” is actually of consti-
tutional significance to Congress because Members may not be prosecuted for 
what they say in legislative proceedings—a protection of free speech that pre-
dates the First Amendment (Art. I, sec. 6, cl. 1 of the U.S. Constitution).
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An elementary listing of general rules for Caucuses (or Congressional Member 
Organizations) can be found at the House Committee on House Administra-
tion Web site at http://cha.house.gov/member_orgs.aspx.

There were several goals suggested for a CSDC. First, we wanted to locate mem-
bers of Congress who have had significant experience with academic debate and 
test just how important that experience was to their subsequent careers. Second, 
we wished to establish lines of communication between the academic debating 
community and policymakers. These lines could lead to specific activities or 
transmission of information that may be of use as some of America’s brightest 
students delve deeply into any year’s topic. And third, we hoped the CSDC 
could be an effective mechanism to foster real debate in Congress—operation-
ally defined as reasoned exchanges on public policy that foster bipartisanship. 
This last point is the most ambitious, but is perhaps the best reason for Congress 
to establish a caucus when examined from the point of view of the institution.

Anyone who has followed recent debates in Congress can see the need for fos-
tering exchange of ideas across party lines. Climate change, health care, immi-
gration reform, and financial reform are but a few of the issues currently falling 
victim to a lack of constructive dialogue. On the outside, a few institutions are 
trying to bridge the gap. One of the best-known groups trying to forge agree-
ment is the Bipartisan Policy Center (see www.bipartisanpolicy.org), which is 
run by Jason Grumet—a talented fellow, a friend, and, yes, a former debater.

Jason was one of the first people in Washington with whom Scott Segal spoke 
about the CSDC concept. After some thinking on his own, Jason has graciously 
offered to assist us by allowing the center to be a platform for putting the caucus 
together. Given its avowedly bipartisan nature, we cannot think of a better 
place to germinate ideas, host meetings, and provide some needed organization-
al support. And frankly this is a great way for our project to get a running start.

Part Iv: PoSt-round advIce

The potential for developing broad and deep alumni relations within programs 
and across the discipline of intercollegiate policy debate is huge. The advantag-
es of such institutionalized ties are varied and significant. But as has often been 
the case in policy debate, the plan is the key. How do we get from here to there?

When teaching our students how to become better debaters, we are likely to 
mention two common methods: model the actions of those already succeeding 



CONstruCtiNg alumNi NetwOrks  205

and practice. These same methods apply equally well to the individual institu-
tion seeking to improve its own alumni relations.

There are several successful models from which to choose an intended course. 
The University of California at Berkeley rebuilt a policy-debate program almost 
from scratch by tapping into an alumni base excited to reconstitute a Bears 
squad that is, after less than a decade, one of the top five programs in the nation. 
The debate programs at the University of Kansas, Northwestern University, and 
Wake Forest University have maintained national preeminence by maintain-
ing strong alumni relations. And Emory University combined alumni relations, 
corporate sponsorship, and the philanthropic goals of urban debate outreach to 
create a network unparalleled in its power and performance as a leader in debate 
and community service. While they have each been extremely successful, these 
programs also have differing histories and approaches to offer other institutions 
looking for a template to employ.

Two additional tips can be helpful. First, modern communication tools make 
the creation and maintenance of alumni networks easier than ever. The Inter-
net is the ultimate tool for networking, with Facebook the principal example. 
Every university has a Web presence. Using the institution’s information tech-
nology infrastructure allows debate programs to build off of a sturdy foundation. 
Creating an alumni information link on the debate home page, including biog-
raphy sections, and providing alumni with e-mail lists are just a few ideas. The 
value of using online resources to build and strengthen alumni networks is not 
limited to individual institutions. National debate organizations already have 
their own Web presences and can employ the same methods listed above. The 
Cross Examination Debate Association has used information technologies to 
successfully expand participation in the topic-formulation process, with CEDA 
blogs providing real-time updates from the topic committee meetings. Online 
social networks such as Facebook are already being used by individuals and some 
debate programs at individual universities; the full potential of such channels 
has yet to be realized. The key will be coordination between the various orga-
nizations, both to reduce inefficient redundancies and to ensure that alumni do 
not fall through the cracks between the ADA, CEDA, and the NDT.

Second, it is important to give agency to alumni. Rather than be viewed either 
as one-way recipients for information about the latest accomplishments of the 
squad or ATMs from which to withdraw another donation, alumni need to be 
recognized for the variety of roles they can play. Judging or coaching at local 
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tournaments, acting as liaisons between the academic and the political or busi-
ness arenas, guest speakers for campus events, mentors for young debaters and 
coaches, and advocates on behalf of debate in conversations with university 
administrators are just a few of the ways alumni can be positive forces for con-
temporary debate. Providing alumni with a formal means of communicating and 
for acting as a singular agent can help maximize this potential. The creation 
of debate alumni councils directed by alumni as advisory boards to the debate 
team offers just such a mechanism. At the national level, development of a col-
lege debate alumni association with delegates from each college debate program 
(past and present) might invigorate the process of building cross-institutional 
alumni networks that could bolster the intercollegiate policy-debate commu-
nity in the aforementioned ways.

concluSIon

Anyone who has ever debated in college has a story to tell about their own ex-
periences with alumni and the thrill it gave them to learn about “the good old 
days.” And those who exhausted their eligibility and whose current debate ego 
runs only on the fumes of past wins know the vicarious pleasure to be gained 
from communicating with today’s debaters. As a community, we have never 
lacked appreciation for a good war story. What we have lacked is a better sense 
of organization and (ironically) planning. The need for having better alumni 
relations and the benefits to be accrued from institutionalizing those ties is not 
a difficult case to make in front of a debate audience. Attention now must turn 
to the daily work of establishing and nurturing those connections in ways that 
benefit the debaters of yesterday, today, and tomorrow. The age of the World 
Wide Web has given us tools previous generations did not have. With a little 
work up front, the intercollegiate policy-debate community can make an invest-
ment in alumni relations that pays dividends for generations to come. “Standing 
on the shoulders of giants” is a phrase used to describe the credit given to the 
leaders of previous eras by current leaders. But before we can stand on them, we 
must first reach out with a welcoming hand on those shoulders, and reintroduce 
ourselves.
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Appendix: Notable Former Debaters from Various Fields
Lamar Alexander: governor of Tennessee and Republican presidential candidate
Jackson Browne: singer and song writer
Jimmy Carter: president of the United States
Hillary Rodham Clinton: first lady of the United States
William Jefferson Clinton: president of the United States
Harry Connick Jr.: singer and song writer
Admiral Crowe: four-star admiral, chairman of the Joint Chiefs, ambassador to Great Britain
Alan Dershowitz: noted attorney and Harvard law professor
Mark Fabiani: Special Counsel to the White House
Thomas Foley: Speaker of the United States House of Representatives
Bob Graham: governor of Florida and U.S. senator
John Graham: director, Institute for Policy Studies at Harvard
Phil Gramm: U.S. senator and Republican presidential candidate
Arianna Huffington: TV commentator and web page host
Lee Iacocca: CEO, Chrysler
Lady Bird Johnson: first lady of the United States
Lyndon Johnson: president of the United States
Barbara Jordan: U.S. representative
John F. Kennedy: president of the United States
Richard Lugar: U.S. senator and Republican presidential candidate
Michael Mazarr: analyst at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, editor of the Wash-

ington Quarterly
George McGovern: U.S. senator and Democratic presidential candidate
Zell Miller: governor of Georgia
Richard Morris: political adviser to President Clinton
Edmund Muskie: U.S. senator and presidential candidate
Richard Nixon: president of the United States
Michael Punke: director, Center for Competitive Trade
Ann Richards: governor of Texas
Susan Rook: news anchor for CNN
Franklin Roosevelt: president of the United States
Theodore Roosevelt: president of the United States
Robert Rubin: Secretary of the Treasury
Antonin Scalia: justice of the U.S. Supreme Court
Nadine Stroessen: president, American Civil Liberties Union
Laurence Tribe: preeminent constitutional law scholar
James Q. Wilson: preeminent political scientist and government scholar
Woodrow Wilson: president of the United States
Albert Wynn: U.S. representative
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The debate coaches who convened the first developmental conference at Seda-
lia in 1974 provided a clear definition of educational benefits associated with 
teaching debate. They agreed that debate and forensics were educational activi-
ties “primarily concerned with using an argumentative perspective in examin-
ing problems and communicating with people” (McBath 1975, 11). Thirty-five 
years later, this educational perspective remains relevant, even if the practice of 
debate that it engenders may differ radically. Debating and coaching debate still 
have at their core the competitive examination of public controversies through 
a communicative exchange.

The second developmental conference echoes the first in its rationale for coach-
ing intercollegiate contest debate: its participants support the activity because it 
provides the finest education for students interested in thinking critically about 
common social problems and in communicating those thoughts to others. George 
Ziegelmueller and Donn Parson defined these goals to “include the acquisition of 
skills in the evaluation and testing of arguments through rigorous analysis, and 
in the construction of arguments through synthesis” (1984, 37). They go on to 
discuss the need for professional coaching positions to support debate, explaining 
that debate coaches fulfill multiple roles, including student adviser, classroom 
teacher, and program administrator. Debate is a rigorous activity with rewards 
that reflect the work and dedication of its participants and their coaches. Debate 
coaches fulfill a role similar to that of lab leaders in the scientific community. 
While it may be possible to produce research without the advice and direction of 
a leader, having a professional lead the research team improves performance and 
it is often associated with a more enjoyable learning environment.
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The underlying reasons educators teach debate have not changed much over 
the course of the past thirty-five years. We aspire to teach students to think 
critically about the world around them and to effectively advocate public con-
cerns in a variety of situations. There are, however, new and timely challenges 
in our collective effort to fulfill our basic mission. Communication has evolved 
tremendously since the last conference at Northwestern University in 1984 and 
even more since the first intercollegiate contest debate in the United States 
took place in 1892. As a communication activity, debate has not been immune 
to the sweeping changes in the speed, scope, and access to information that 
have resulted from technological advances and globalization. As we reflect on 
these changes, coaches need to think carefully not only about how we use tech-
nology to retrieve information but also about the effect that technology has 
on debate and on our students. Technology and information systems are not 
the only issues confronting debate, however, for the most important elements 
driving the activity of debate are about pedagogy in general, elements that have 
been with us since the early debates took place among the Mayans, the Greeks, 
the Buddhists, and others.

Mirroring a charge levied against the Sophists, many contemporary critics of 
competitive policy debate believe that our specialized discourse has undermined 
the teaching of debate as a method of training in public speaking. The rate at 
which debaters speak is not the only concern raised; there are disagreements 
about the relationship that debate should have with political activism, what 
level of responsibility debate educators have to correct historic economic, ra-
cial, and gender divides, and debate as a competitive versus a cooperative en-
terprise. These disagreements require us to ask: What are the educational goals 
that we hope to share with students when we teach debate? If those goals and 
the practice of debate differ, what is to be done, if anything? These questions 
drove our group’s dialogue and shaped this document. We do not hope to pro-
vide a blueprint for resolving conflicting pedagogical approaches, but rather to 
provide a framework to facilitate discussion of these issues.

The remainder of this essay will be divided into three sections. The first section 
isolates the pedagogical goals of debate educators in teaching debate. We con-
nect traditional goals with their contemporary counterparts in the twenty-first 
century. The second section discusses the growing instances in which argumen-
tative practices may bring some of the goals into conflict. In the third and final 
section of the paper, we offer suggestions for improving the practice of debate 
that might alleviate some of the tension between competing modes of debate 
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pedagogy. An essential step in improving the practice of debate is to make a 
commitment to a set of standards for program self-evaluation.

I. PedagogIcal goals of debate educators

The first intercollegiate contest debate in the United States was between Har-
vard and Yale in 1892 (Ringwalt 1897). By the turn of the twentieth century 
many colleges and universities were participating in the competitions. As de-
bate become more popular and widespread, its practitioners began to recognize 
the need for a forum where they could discuss their teaching methods with 
other professionals in the field, and so the Quarterly Journal of Public Speak-
ing was founded in 1915. Shortly after the journal was established, a scholarly 
debate took place about the goals and practices of intercollegiate contest de-
bating, which centered on many of the same issues we confront today. For ex-
ample, there were concerns that debating had become insulated from the public 
and that this distance was damaging to the educational goals of the activity 
(Atchison and Panetta 2009). For some, the shortsighted emphasis on competi-
tion obscured pedagogical goals as well, as instructors were producing much of 
the material that was used in debates, removing the student from the crucial 
practice of research (Lane 1915). The Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking, the 
predecessor to the Quarterly Journal of Speech, provides a rich source of material 
regarding this early dispute about debate.

One of the major players expressing his concern that debating was becoming 
merely a game was William H. Davis, professor of English at Bowdoin College. 
Davis (1916) agreed that debate can function solely as a game, but that this 
conception deters the activity from reaching its full potential. For Davis, debate 
offered a way for individuals to more effectively participate in a democratic so-
ciety and critically evaluate the world around them. He argued that it was only 
possible to realize these benefits if debaters and coaches could acknowledge that 
there is some larger truth and that the research and debate rounds pave the way 
for our understanding of that truth. If coaches and debaters treat debate merely 
as a search for a win over their opponents, then they will have lost the recogni-
tion that the primary importance of debating is not to emerge victorious, but 
rather, that one receives a valuable education in preparing for and practicing 
debate.

In “Game or Counterfeit Presentment?” J.M. O’Neill, professor of rhetoric at 
the University of Wisconsin, disagreed. He argued that teaching and coach-
ing debate as a game does not limit its value in promoting the democratic 
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character of its participants, but rather paves the way for creating informed 
citizens. For O’Neill, debate teaches individuals how to locate and articulate 
positions on both sides of a question without privileging one side. In this way 
“Facility in the three R’s of debating—research, reasoning, and rhetoric—is 
the proper object of instruction and practice in debate” (O’Neill 1916, 194). 
Both Davis and O’Neill recognized the extrinsic benefits of participation in 
debate, although they disagreed on whether the practice of debate as a game 
allows a realization of larger hopes for the activity. Other authors in the early 
twentieth century recognized the educational benefits of debate, but did not 
necessarily take sides on whether or not debate should be viewed as a game. 
In his Science and Art of Debate, Edwin Shurter argues that, “Perhaps no study 
equals debate in the acquirement of the power of logical thinking combined 
with clear expression” (1908, 11). Many of these early authors were united by 
their passionate defense of the capacity of debate to promote reflective think-
ing on the part of its participants.

Today there remains an agreement that a fundamental goal of the debate edu-
cator is to facilitate access to rigorous educational opportunities. Other activi-
ties such as athletics, academic competitions, and cocurricular experiences may 
approximate different pieces of the pedagogy of debate, but the synthesis of 
intensities emanating from competitive debate may be unique in the academic 
world. There is a variety of educational opportunities available to our students, 
and forensic educators have multiple goals related to these positive outcomes. 
We have loosely grouped the educational benefits that coaches emphasize into 
three areas: research, participation in contest rounds, and the group interac-
tion that comes from integration into a community. Through this division, we 
hope to highlight the role that competition plays in intensifying the learning 
experience and the ways that debate provides a means to absorb and generate 
meaningful clash in a wide array of contexts. These benefits include exposure to 
innovations in information processing as well as building such skills as the abil-
ity to process large amounts of information quickly and efficiently.1 In addition 
and perhaps more important, we connect the benefits of competitive debate to 
university mission statements that promise to increase students’ creative think-
ing abilities and to broaden their understanding of a global community.

1  One example of new information processing would involve a “paperless” debate system 
(Hardy 2009), even though the students using such a system are encouraged to flow “on paper” 
instead of their computers. Computer flowing has become increasingly common as a means of 
processing arguments in the round, although the students using this technique often go back 
and forth between paper and screen.
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Intercollegiate policy debate demands that participants invest substantial 
amounts of time in understanding the annual resolution. A policy debater typi-
cally begins topic research in July and carries on an active research program into 
early April of the following year. While there are several forms of intercollegiate 
debate, most lack the research rigor associated with policy debate. Some forms 
of student-driven debate, for example, are not structured to support the kind of 
rigorous research and season-long clash characteristic of policy debate. There is 
little academic comparison between a yearlong investigation of a policy propo-
sition that hinges on dozens of hours of adjudicated debate at a single tourna-
ment and a series of extemporaneous oppositional speeches that often do not 
require an investment of time to generate cited research. In Argumentation and 
Debate, Austin J. Freeley and David L. Steinberg identify the primary benefit of 
debate as the promotion of critical thinking, a position supported by many oth-
ers in the field (e.g., Patterson and Zarefsky 1983). Freeley and Steinberg (2005, 
2) define critical thinking as, “The ability to analyze, criticize, and advocate 
ideas; to reason inductively and deductively; and to reach factual or judgmental 
conclusions based on sound inferences drawn from unambiguous statements of 
knowledge of belief.” Alfred Snider and Max Schnurer (2006) connect the need 
to think critically with the increasing volumes of information at our fingertips. 
They argue that now, more than ever, debate provides a valuable skill in sort-
ing useful research from the vast amount of information that is available. The 
crucial skill that coaches teach students is how to differentiate between infor-
mation that is available and research that is credible and useful. Evidence—its 
credibility and the role it plays in a public controversy—is being tested in the 
Internet age in a way that we could not have previously imagined (Miller 2002). 
The interrogation of evidence quality has been a core of the practice of coach-
ing debate for nearly a half-century and it is a skill we continue to share with 
our students today (Newman and Newman 1969).

Many participants and coaches have noted the benefits that come from teach-
ing students to be good researchers. Freeley and Steinberg (2005) isolate several 
benefits of teaching students to conduct research, including the development 
of proficiency in inquiry, the acquisition of a detailed knowledge of contempo-
rary issues, proficiency in writing, and proficiency with computer technology. 
Teaching students to do research includes providing an advanced understand-
ing of how to use online databases, such as LexisNexis, as well as providing 
an intimate understanding of the print resources available at a given institu-
tion’s library. And, as the scholarship on argumentation has evolved to include 
a number of forms of evidence such as narrative testimony and visual rhetoric, 
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coaches now regularly work with students on debate arguments that include 
such representations (Blair 2004).

While many benefits can be linked to teaching students systematic research 
habits, other benefits are accrued by teaching students to effectively use the 
research in contest rounds. Invention, arrangement, delivery, style, and memory 
in relationship to the deployment and advocacy of research and evidence in 
debate can help expand a student’s preparation for leadership, training in argu-
mentation, training in critical listening, and reflexive judgment about impor-
tant social issues (Freeley and Steinberg 2005). One of the widely recognized 
benefits of participation in contest rounds is the thinking process that is encour-
aged by the rapid progression of argument and the synchronicity of specific clash 
in relationship to abstract clash and the meaning of the debate resolution, the 
ballot, and the process.

Another outgrowth of encouraging critical thinking is that it prepares indi-
viduals to effectively participate in a democratic society. Snider and Schnurer 
(2006), Patterson and Zarefsky (1983), Rogers (2005), and Davis (1916) argue 
for a connection between teaching debaters to engage in critical thinking and 
their participation in democracy. Rogers studied the effect that debate training 
had on a student’s participation in basic democratic processes such as voting 
and found that “Debate students were much more likely to consistently vote in 
political elections” (Rogers 2005, 16). He also discovered that, “The positive 
correlation between debate and political volunteerism was strong. Over three-
quarters of the debate students were directly involved in political campaigns, 
party work, and/or student organizations” (ibid.), corroborating with empirical 
research what many debate coaches have sensed intuitively.

Not surprisingly, many universities make it a goal to prepare their students to 
adequately participate in American democracy. In its mission statement, the 
University of Iowa (2005) promises to help undergraduates prepare for life be-
yond college by “Communicating to them the value of community involvement 
and participation in democratic governance.” The University of Georgia (2007) 
hopes to shape its students into an “enlightened and educated citizenry,” while 
part of Towson University’s (2006) mission statement reads like an endorse-
ment of the democratizing effects of debate: “The liberal arts core, combined 
with a commitment to students’ co-curricular experience, also serves to develop 
intellectual and social skills that will guide students as contributing members 
of the workforce and of a democratic society.” The ability of debate to produce 
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informed citizens fulfills a mission of colleges and universities, as does the next 
pedagogical goal of teaching debate, providing individuals with communication 
skills that can be used in both small and large group settings.

Colleges and universities increasingly emphasize the benefits of smaller class 
sizes and more contact with teachers for an improved undergraduate learning 
experience. Participation in intercollegiate policy debate provides an academic 
setting in which students have significant contact with each other, students 
from other schools, their coaches, and coaches from across the country. Debate 
coaches are also able to foster the leadership skills of their students through 
collaboration on some of the crucial aspects of the team. These skills are highly 
prized by businesses (Jones 2004; Ross 2002) in that individuals who are capable 
of thinking critically and working with others are able to successfully tackle 
challenging assignments. Prominent universities also recognize the value of 
collaborative interaction and involvement. Among them, Macalester College 
(n.d.) explains that “Students . . . should be able to apply their understanding 
of theories to address problems in the larger community.” Dartmouth College 
(2009) connects the need for debate and community, stating as one of their core 
values the support of “vigorous and open debate of ideas within a community 
marked by mutual respect.” Our students learn to manage a challenging com-
munity environment at a relatively young age.

The advantages related to shaping students into productive members of a larger 
community are not limited to interactions with their own team. Traveling to 
tournaments provides competitors with access to trained professional educators 
from across the country, giving them the opportunity to learn not only from 
their own coaches but also from opposing coaches. As part of the larger com-
munity of scholars, professional debate educators, in adjudicating and critiquing 
the debating of students from around the country, are intellectually responsible 
to their peers and the debaters of other institutions in an immediate and direct 
setting. This responsibility is reflected in the goal of teaching all debaters to 
recognize that they are part of a global, multicultural community. Needless to 
say, J.M. O’Neill’s (1916) call to facilitate the skill of rhetoric is especially im-
portant when addressing disparate communities. An underlying rhetorical skill 
that debate encourages in its students is the ability to adapt to audiences. The 
application of techniques to address particular problems requires the capacity to 
assess an audience and to ethically adapt to that group. Dating back to the early 
days of intercollegiate debate, the first question most students ask after learning 
the name of the opposition for a debate is who will judge it? For many in debate, 
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this becomes a reflexive exercise that travels with former debaters into their 
chosen professions. Sensitivity to audience in our increasingly diverse world is 
an essential life skill.

A number of universities have instituted leadership programs in the past twenty 
years. As Freeley and Steinberg indicated, the intercollegiate debate program 
has served as a native site of leadership training for decades. There is a vari-
ety of compilations of famous debaters who succeeded in all walks of life that 
can serve to inspire the current generation of competitors. That wide-ranging 
list includes: Justice Samuel Alito, musician Jackson Browne, physician Henry 
Heimlich, Congresswoman Barbara Jordan, broadcaster Jane Pauley, law profes-
sor Nadine Strosser, and economist Lawrence Summers. In addition to the lead-
ership function, the debate program is ideally suited to teaching students the 
methods needed to manage small group communication environments. These 
skills are needed throughout life and in every interaction, let alone the need to 
manage a wide range of professional fields in the twenty-first century. We look 
to small groups to generate the innovations needed to improve the quality of 
life for humans in all fields of endeavors and a debate program is a site where 
students work in small groups over the course of several years to puzzle through 
issues generated by the debate process. The effective coach provides both lead-
ership training and group communication skills to members of the squad. Over-
all, the pedagogical benefits of debate are significant, both as a result of, and 
pointing to, an animating level of controversy that continues to drive an inter-
rogation of the benefits, the structure, the purpose, and the unique synthesis and 
rigor of competitive debate.

II. controversy, contemPorary debate, and Pedagogy

In this section, we highlight a challenge to debate pedagogy: the emergence 
of argument strategies that do not demand a predetermined point of stasis for 
a debate to take place. By calling into question this long-standing assumption, 
advocates of in-round stasis construction maintain that the range of issues and 
strategies used in a debate is more expansive and educationally enriching for all 
participants. Alternately, traditionalists would assert that debate loses its defin-
ing characteristic, a shared agreement, and becomes simply an argument rather 
than a rigorous and balanced academic debate.

There are at least three types of debate in which traditionalists would claim that 
incommensurable approaches are exposed. First, some teams assert they are not 
required to debate the national policy topic. In such cases, a team posits a claim 
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that some concerns trump the obligation to address the proposition. Second, 
some teams contest the value of debate as a mode of communication. Debate 
is treated as a device that allows entrenched authorities to sustain power. Fi-
nally, some believe that the space used for contest debates could and should be 
transformed into a location for political activism, or even replaced by discussion 
where wins and losses take a backseat to a different meeting of the minds.

Currently, the community is working through what some believe are irreconcil-
able visions of debate. One vision finds its roots in the contract and National 
Debate Tournament (NDT) eras of policy debate described by William Keith 
in his keynote essay to this convention. The traditional approach has evolved 
throughout the years to the point that the resolution is the agreed-upon point 
of stasis. In the contract era of debate, elaborate multipage agreements predeter-
mined the points of clash. With the innovation of tournaments where multiple 
schools could participate, the contract went from an explicit agreement to an 
implicit one. As the period that Keith describes as the NDT era emerged in the 
1950s and 1960s, both the stock issues and the resolution proscribed a well-
defined implicit point of stasis for the debates. As policy analysis took root in 
debate in the 1970s, the stock issues lost their influence, and we were left with 
the resolution serving as the point of stasis. And, as many readers recall, there 
was a dispute over the role that the resolution itself should serve in a debate in 
the 1970s when we worked through the counterwarrants and operational defini-
tion of the resolution debates. While that was a dispute about what elements 
of discussion should be foregrounded, the controversy was no less heated than 
the issues we look at today when we discuss what the point of clash should be 
in a debate.

When we step back from the debates themselves and attempt to provide an 
explanation of some controversial contest debates, we observe a conflict over 
the role that stasis plays in debate. The traditional perspective operates under 
the assumption that the annual policy resolution is the point of stasis, and argu-
mentation proceeds from that point. For many who affirm the need for a prede-
termined point of stasis, there are several important pedagogical benefits. They 
begin with the assumption that by locating the point of stasis in the resolution, 
there is a commitment to competitive balance. The point of clash is not some-
thing that is crafted by a team to suit its own competitive advantage. Both sides 
start with a transparent set of issues and their work revolves around exploiting 
niches in resolution-based argumentation.
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Advocates of this approach contend that when the point of stasis is determined 
in the contest debate, this rewards those who adopt new ground, and the result-
ing debate may have no link to the substance of the annual proposition. The 
repetitive set of tactical arguments independent of the resolution, it is argued, 
undermines the competitive balance constituted by resolution-based debate. 
And, there are many who would claim that lacking a cooperative moment be-
fore a debate leaves one without an actual debate. Scholars in the field of politi-
cal theory have noted that to think that some element of consensus ends debate 
is a common misconception. Consensus does not represent a certain agreement. 
Rather, embedded in a shared agreement are the conditions of debate. By affirm-
ing a shared claim, we can thus argue and debate (Shively 2000).

A second pedagogical benefit of the resolution’s serving as the point of stasis for 
a debate is that students learn, in detail, about controversial public policy issues. 
If one looks back on the list of policy resolutions dating to 1947, the breadth 
of issues covered by each generation of debaters is truly remarkable. To vacate 
the role that the resolution plays in policy debate would deny many students, 
who would like to regularly address the annual resolution in their debates, the 
educational benefits associated with the interrogation of the political case in 
controversy. For coaches and students interested in debating a particular set of 
issues, the topic-selection process affords the entire community the chance to 
focus on a set of issues for the year.

Traditional policy debate advocates believe a third pedagogical benefit of reso-
lution-based debate is that judges are able to make decisions that are the result 
of interpreting arguments from within a shared worldview. A team’s arguments 
are discussed in a post-debate critique from within a shared paradigmatic world-
view. In arguments between students who do not share a paradigmatic world-
view, judges are often left to work through the conflict without a clearly defined 
and collectively shared roadmap. Some of those debates can be decided, in part, 
by the worldview the judge brings into the debate, although such decision mak-
ing is frustrating for both competitors and judges alike.

For adherents to the traditional mode of debate, when one retreats from ground-
ing stasis in the annual proposition, there are two predicted intellectual justifi-
cations that surface. First, there is the claim that the existence of a resolution 
(without substantive content) and time limits is enough of a point of departure 
to allow for a debate. For traditionalists, this move seems to reduce the existing 
stasis to the point that it has no real meaning. How does the resolution mold 



Controversies in Debate PeDagogy  221

the argument choices of students when one team refuses to acknowledge the ar-
gumentative foundation embedded in the sentence? What educational benefit 
is associated with the articulation of a two-hour and forty-five minute limit for 
a debate and decision where there is not an agreed point of departure for the 
initiation of the debate? Second, advocates of moving away from a resolution-
based point of stasis contend that valuable arguments do take place. Yes, but 
that argumentation does not meet some of the core assumptions of a debate 
for someone who believes that treatment of a stated proposition is a defining 
element of debate. Participants in a debate need to have some type of loosely 
shared agreement to focus the clash of arguments in a round of debate. Adher-
ence to this approach does not necessarily call for the rejection of innovative 
approaches, including the use of individual narratives as a form of support or 
the metaphorical endorsement of the proposition. This perspective on contest 
debate does, however, require participants to make an effort to relate a rhetori-
cal strategy to the national topic.

When we step back from the debates themselves and attempt to provide an ex-
planation of the practice, we observe an important pedagogical struggle over the 
role that stasis plays in debate. The traditional perspective operates under the as-
sumption that the annual policy resolution is a point of stasis, and argumentation 
proceeds from that point. The critical perspective views a debate as a site where 
competitors negotiate the stasis. While there are coaches who hold the traditional 
view, others are committed to the benefits associated with negotiating the point of 
stasis in the contest debate. And, there is a well-defined rationale for that approach. 
The alternate path takes root in the critical turn in the university community at 
large and in the debate community itself beginning in the early 1990s. The criti-
cal perspective calls for debaters and judges to interrogate many assumptions often 
taken as a given in a particular debate round. We will outline a rationale for this 
perspective that will provide a pedagogical defense of it.

Just as there are benefits to accepting points of stasis prior to a debate, one 
potentially enriching element in intercollegiate debate involves the possibil-
ity of argumentation that simultaneously challenges the loci of agreement for 
debate and enhances deliberative discussion. In other words, the possibility of 
debating about the very practices of debates—how to evaluate arguments, the 
role of the resolution, the meaning of advocacy—is one of debate’s essential 
characteristics. The “debate about debate,” or the process of defending and set-
ting competing parameters, can occur in many ways. At times, those decisions 
occur implicitly or prior to the contest round itself, as when two teams agree 
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that narrating personal experience is the most meaningful way to defend or 
reject the resolution. In other instances, agreement may be partially constituted 
through acceptance of speech times and the existence of a common topic, but 
the role of the judge and the value of particular forms of evidence are debated 
in the round. This built-in space for reflection gives the debate community ac-
cess to a set of skills such as critical thinking and the application of creativity, 
both of which are significant for a deliberative process that matters to everyone 
and maintains flexibility. Being able to fully defend a perspective, including the 
framing of that perspective, relies on a nascent public space open to a critique 
of itself and its own expectations. The public space of debate, conceived more 
as a public intersection than as a predetermined vision of what a public should 
be, is certainly built on mutual agreement and common notions of how debates 
take place, but it is equally built on the capability of debating the validity of its 
own construction.

This self-reflexive check on debate distinguishes it from other communicative 
activities, such as conversation. Mari Boor Tonn (2005), professor of rhetoric 
and communication studies at the University of Richmond, contends that sim-
ply conversing over an issue can lend itself to groupthink—who can dominate 
the conversation?—whereas debate takes principles such as an agreed-upon 
topic and a competitive platform as starting points for the creation of argu-
ment options. Because one of those options includes debating about debate, 
the significance of the choice of what to say and how to say it is rarely lost on 
students or coaches. Not only do words and ideas matter, but so does their fram-
ing and their arrangement. The idea that a debate could feature an argument 
questioning the existence of that very form of debate in the first place sounds 
tautological or even vacuous, but it actually demonstrates the extent to which 
debaters, coaches, and judges (the debate community) commit themselves to 
full engagement with a topic. Not only are debates about debate possible in the 
activity, they occur regularly and are a prominent component in the develop-
ment of advocacy skills, small-group negotiation, and expressing confidence in 
an academic setting. Allowing the point of stasis itself to be open to discussion, 
arguing about what we should debate in the first place, enhances the radically 
democratic potential inherent in the activity. Our realities are full of norms pro-
claiming to uphold or improve a given notion of society, a certain stasis to add 
comfort to our perspective. Norms are contingent upon the context in which 
they are accepted, gesturing to debate as a crucial means for teaching skepticism 
and questioning, both of which are able to develop in even more intense and 
valuable ways through the practice of debating debate. Some may see this de-
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fense as an extension of post-structuralism into debate, but it is instead perhaps 
the inevitable outgrowth of the goal of teaching debaters to critically evaluate 
the world around them. It then becomes far more intrinsic and far-reaching 
than simply a contemporary sensibility because the crafting of a space for debate 
that includes putting itself on the table may be what defines debate.

The effects of allowing debaters themselves to negotiate the point of stasis have 
been discussed in a variety of contexts. In 2004, Contemporary Argumentation 
and Debate published a series of articles in a forum discussion about the influ-
ence of the division between policy and nonpolicy teams in NDT/CEDA de-
bate. These authors discuss the effect that challenging the traditional point of 
stasis can have on debate practice. In “Debate’s Culture of Narcissism,” Roger 
Solt (2004) describes the effects of this division and notes that the clash has 
produced some challenges to the traditional conceptions of debate pedagogy, 
but has also presented us with some opportunities.

Some of the challenges include the connection of personal experience to argu-
ment, as this may encourage emotional displays and public shouting matches 
(Parcher 2004; Solt 2004). Jeff Parcher (2004) is concerned with the public 
character of the disputes and the way that using personal experience as evidence 
within debates means that arguments against these teams inevitably become 
personal. When discussing incidents such as these, coaches would be advised to 
remember that the judges are not the only audience to the debate.

As we move forward, intercollegiate debate faces moments that may fundamen-
tally alter both our practice and pedagogy. For example, policy debate faces a 
changing informational landscape that brings both increased opportunity and 
increased scrutiny. Our pedagogical practices stand to benefit from the possibil-
ity of remote video debates, growing access to resources, and improved ability to 
communicate with a larger audience. However, that access comes at the price 
of exposing internal debates for consumption by parties with little familiarity 
and no vested interest in the institutions of intercollegiate debate. William 
Keith cites the danger in designing deliberative forums that participants may 
be skeptical of participating in an institution that is “just talk” without influ-
ence (Keith 2002). For some, deliberation is an impediment to timely action. 
Contemporary debate faces the opposite dilemma—visibility of unconventional 
styles raises the question—why aren’t you just talking? Yet, the pedagogy of 
speech communication is rooted in an impulse to democratize communication 
(Keith 2008). In the strong sense, democratization means the expansion of not 
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only who communicates but also how we communicate (Kohn 2000). Debate 
educators and participants would be wise to remember that any broadening of 
how we communicate occurs against the backdrop of whom we are addressing. 
The overlapping publics that form the audiences for debate (fellow debaters, 
university supporters, and a larger more anonymous mass public) both empower 
and constrain our pedagogical choices. The problems of “narrowcasting” and 
group polarization may arise if we fail to take into account the latent larger 
public audience on which intercollegiate debate depends for institutional sup-
port (Keith 2002). Each argumentative choice may generate new intellectual 
avenues for our colleagues or raise the ire of an audience. As a result, we should 
consider both innovation and preservation as pedagogical responsibilities.

The need to balance innovation and preservation was particularly apparent at 
the 2004 National Debate Tournament where several debates and interviews 
were filmed by College Sports Television (CSTV). Administrators, alumni, and 
high-school debaters are a constant set of secondary audiences who are inter-
ested in the character of argument in intercollegiate debate. That by itself is 
not a reason for coaches to discontinue teaching critical argumentation, but it 
would behoove the community to reflect on Parcher’s (2004) and Solt’s (2004) 
concerns that continued division within the debate community harms the ped-
agogical experience for everyone.

While some in our profession lament the loss of the self-contained policy-de-
bate environment of the 1970s and 1980s, many changes in the practice of 
debate have enriched the quality of debate. In fact, many of the more interest-
ing debates that take place today are the result of questioning the excesses of 
modeling the role of public-policy analysis in the 1980s. In any truly democratic 
system, there will be individuals who dissent against the majority of the commu-
nity. In some sense, the criticism of debate from within is inevitable given that 
it provides such a protected space for discussion. If one of the benefits that we 
hope to promote is the democratic engagement of informed citizens, then the 
toleration of dissent within the debate community is essential to the toleration 
of dissent in the public sphere.

The risk of incoherence or a breakdown in respect between debate-community 
members is balanced by the benefit of the consistent scrutiny that critics have 
applied to the traditional norms and procedures of debate. Many challenges 
to the traditional liberal public sphere and its emphasis on formal norms of 
equality, access, and toleration focus on the absence of substantive equality or 
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participation by groups excluded on the basis of race, gender, class, and sexu-
ality. The university is an important site for debates over affirmative action, 
diversity, and representation. Intercollegiate debate provides an opportunity to 
confront issues of identity politics, distributive justice, and collective responsi-
bility where persuasive, rather than executive, means are required. The stron-
gest challenges to traditional paradigms and rhetorical styles within debate have 
generally arisen from students and coaches who lack the significant resources 
enjoyed by some (Bruschke 2004). Given the backlash against “political cor-
rectness” imposed from above, cultivating an intercollegiate community that 
consistently positions students to grapple with these issues could provide an 
important alternative model.

Those who are committed to the traditional conception of intercollegiate 
policy debate should, in fact, celebrate the opportunity to test argumentation 
against a diverse range of objections. While this may create some discomfort for 
participants at the moment a debate is decided, the experience is an invaluable 
one for the student when measured over a longer period of time. In a diverse 
world, our students will come face-to-face with a variety of approaches to cases 
of controversy over their lifetimes. Evolving critical methodologies and argu-
mentative styles that push existing limits create content that follows academic 
innovations and deepens awareness of scholarship and research programs that 
might not be familiar academic offerings at the student’s own university. All 
academic institutions (particularly communication departments) run the risk of 
solidifying a particular paradigm or approach too strongly. Conducting research 
that is presented and evaluated outside of the classroom environment creates 
genuine interdisciplinary encounters.

Our mass-mediated information age has transformed competitive debate from a 
private dialogue into an extended public conversation that can encourage the 
participation of nondebating students, university administrators, alumni, and 
other community members. While this phenomenon attests to the power of 
competitive debate to galvanize and facilitate public-policy deliberation, the 
ease of recording debate performance and the potential for the global distribu-
tion of those conversations should force coaches and students to reflect on the 
speech.

Intercollegiate debate provides a safe space for students and teachers to inter-
rogate the controversial issues of our time. It encourages and supports students 
who are taking risks in their advocacy and working to improve as researchers, 
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speakers, and leaders. As competitive debate expands to more fully include in 
its membership people with varied and distinct worldviews, the norms of de-
bate practice will continue to be challenged. This should be celebrated and 
cultivated because competitive intercollegiate debate is one of the few educa-
tional venues that provides students with the opportunity to challenge social 
and political norms. As always, this development should be celebrated with the 
cautionary note that our speech must continue to account for the impact it has 
on secondary and tertiary audiences.

Debates occur in a globalized public space where recordings of these events can 
be made readily available for observation and commentary by anyone with In-
ternet access. Student dialogue is not always a protected temporality of speech, 
but Internet availability also allows intercollegiate debate to serve as a galvaniz-
ing force for the participation of other stakeholders in our conversations about 
controversial issues. The democratization of information technology exponen-
tially expands the ability of each of us to influence not only our immediate but 
also our global communities. As educators, we must teach our students that 
their speech in this environment is indeed public. This is not to say that all 
of those risks should be avoided but that they should be acknowledged and 
understood. One responsibility of debate educators is to preserve a respectful 
space that encourages others to add their voice to the conversation and does not 
jeopardize the opportunity of other debaters.

While some may lament the current status of intercollegiate policy debate, we 
believe that the skills associated with debate are put to good use by alumni. Those 
trained in debate can make public arguments in support of their position. They 
are also aware of the profound impact that a distinct audience can play on the 
outcome of an argument. Whether speaking at a local school-board meeting or 
addressing the Supreme Court of the United States, debate alumni use the skills 
acquired through rigorous training to improve the world in which they live.

Other criticisms of debate from within include perspectives on its gender and 
racial disparities, a criticism that hits at the heart of many universities’ emphasis 
on diversity. The difference between discussions of these issues in a typical aca-
demic setting as compared to their discussion within a debate is that in a debate 
they cannot simply be externalized as outside of the matter at hand, but rather 
must be confronted at that time and place. In this way debate is self-reflexive 
about its commitment to diversity and provides a useful forum for challenges to 
a traditional and privileged mainstream.
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III. reconcIlIng contemPorary PractIce and tradItIonal 
PedagogIcal goals

While we strongly endorse the benefits associated with debate, there is a need to 
acknowledge some of the problems the community faces. There are debates in 
which there is very little genuine argument. When teams start from incommen-
surable worldviews, the benefits of debate are limited. And, for more than a half 
century there has been a criticism that intercollegiate debate is an exercise in 
speed-reading that has forgotten the value of teaching students about persuad-
ing a public audience. This is a recurrent concern expressed both by alumni and 
by people with a passing interest in the activity. For example, a recent feature 
story written by a sympathetic author on the debate program at the University 
of Georgia highlighted a point–counterpoint between noted alumni on the vir-
tues of speed in debate. Former governor Roy Barnes lamented the introduction 
of speed debate in the 1960s while former Christian Coalition leader Ralph 
Reed acknowledged the advantages of his capacity to speak quickly (Johnston 
2008).

In this section, we frame a series of suggested points of contemplation by 
hitchhiking on the three Rs of debate—rhetoric, research, and reasoning—
proposed by J.M. O’Neill in 1916. Audience is a core concept tied to any 
definition of rhetoric. We affirm the need to respect everyone participating in 
the community. From there we look at the continuing evolution of research in 
debate. Our immediate concern is the erosion of tests of evidence credibility 
in debate, which reflects the age of Internet evidence. Finally, we take a self-
reflective look at the reasoning skills we share with students. Our suggestion 
is that programs engage in self-assessment of not only the reasoning skills we 
share with students but also a wide-ranging set of issues that impact the opera-
tion of a debate program.

One of the core values of intercollegiate debate is that it encourages participants 
to develop an ability to understand, appreciate, and respect different perspectives 
on substantive controversies as well as different approaches to the competitive 
activity. A key aspect to competitive success is to be aware of what one is answer-
ing, thus debaters must necessarily identify and evaluate the arguments that the 
other side is making. This need to appreciate different perspectives applies to 
three aspects of the debate process: the issues, the other team, and the audience. 
Criticisms of debate practice that focus on the delivery of the participants argue 
that debate is disconnected from an analysis of audience, but ignore the ways 
that debate promotes an externally oriented perspective of the world.
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The debate process facilitates the ability to understand different perspectives on 
issues in many ways. The fact that the debater switches sides and debates both 
sides of a question develops an appreciation of the fact that there are some valid 
arguments in support of most issues. In addition to the impact that advocat-
ing a variety of positions has on understanding different perspectives on issues, 
researching one’s response to an opponent’s claims also furthers this goal. The 
intensive research that a debater conducts in preparing for competition usually 
begins with reading the sources in support of the opposition. A thorough under-
standing of what the other side is contending and what warrants are employed 
to defend those claims is a critical aspect of crafting a successful response. The 
desire to win an argument in a competitive format provides a unique incentive 
to seek out the rationale for perspectives on issues that may differ from the pre-
conceived ideas that the debater brings to the enterprise.

Debate also fosters greater respect for one’s opponents, contributing to another 
advantage of the debate process—the ability to disagree with someone in a civil 
manner. If one can understand and appreciate difference, one is more inclined 
to rely on the tools of debate and argumentation—reasoning, research, and 
rhetoric—to answer the disputed claim.

Our students must learn how to understand, appreciate, and respect alternate 
perspectives on issues that are controversial. While many in our profession are 
able and willing to defend the contemporary debate experience (with or with-
out rapid-fire delivery styles) to be a rigorous academic exchange, it would be 
wise for coaches to show how debaters can adapt to a debate that is an open pub-
lic exchange of ideas. While the actual contest debate may be a highly techni-
cal discursive exchange, debaters should be encouraged to find communicative 
outlets to improve speaking skills and to hone audience-adaptation techniques.

While the twenty-first century has complicated our understanding of audience, 
it has also called into question what we define as appropriate debate research 
and the methods used to share and store that material. We are interested in 
the evolving formatting of what is presented as evidence in debate. While our 
group is not uniformly in support of a system of open-source debate it is an issue 
we briefly address here. Making evidence more usable for novices is something 
that coaches need to further consider. Regardless of the outcome of the open-
source matter, coaches need to reflect on ways to make research more usable 
for our novices. One possibility is that of using evidence packets for novice 
divisions. This would be designed to lower the entry-level barriers to participa-
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tion in policy debate, which, even at the novice level, can be steep. The use of 
packets could lower the dropout rates of novice debaters in at least two ways: 
first, packets would increase the predictability of arguments in the novice divi-
sion, making the likelihood of clash higher, and second, packets would decrease 
the research burdens on novice debaters.

Another concern of the working group is the need to reflect on the production 
of evidence and the transition to an alternative evidence type that is different 
from the traditional “card.” Utilizing the citation standards of, for example, 
an academic essay, has been suggested as a way that debaters could paraphrase 
evidence rather than relying on a direct quotation (Solt 2004). The ben-
efits of this might include a more easily accessible presentation style that is 
more closely related to speaking in public rather than for an elite audience, 
and it also would comprise excellent preparation for academic work. The cur-
rent debate practice of using a short quotation often focuses the debate on 
what is said or how much is said, rather than on who said it. While there are 
some debates about qualifications, these are not as widespread as one might 
think, given that all evidence is presented essentially as a testimonial. Using 
a more stringent method of qualification and the presentation of papers, akin 
to that at an academic conference, might increase the role that coaches have 
in teaching students about the quality of information that they find. Viewing 
the production of evidence more as a production of academic material would 
encourage students to internalize the information that they research and pro-
vide an argument with that information.

Another issue the coaching community may confront in the next few years is a 
move to open-source debate. This system is conceptualized as a system that ex-
pands current case-listing efforts to include the full piece of evidence that is used 
in the debate. There are weaker and stronger versions of open-source debate. 
The weakest versions could include something like a post-tournament, once-a-
semester submission of evidence that has been read to that point. The strongest 
versions of the system would be a submission of any new pieces of evidence that 
have been read after every debate at every tournament, a system that would also 
take considerably more work to process and police. One variant of open-source 
debate that may be attractive to individuals wanting to honor the work of the 
most competitive debaters while correcting increasingly lax academic standards 
would be to construct a system where individuals would provide the full-text 
version of articles from which they have pulled quotations. While this would 
make the retrieval of their evidence relatively easy when combined with a tra-
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ditional citation, it could alleviate some concerns over free-riders who did little 
to no work, and would also allow individuals to more easily access the context of 
the source that is being quoted. An open-source system might allow coaches at 
smaller programs to shift some of their valuable time away from researching or 
leading research efforts and more toward the rewarding work of strategy discus-
sions with the debaters. Coaches may be able to increase their focus on teaching 
students how arguments are constructed as well as briefing them on the basics of 
an argument, as there would be a pool of readily available resources from which 
they could draw. Additionally, an open-source system might encourage more 
coaches to focus on the public-speaking component of debate.

Some in our group have reservations about both the operation of an open-source 
system and its effect on the coaching profession. Some believe that open-source 
debate might reduce the incentive for debaters to do their own work. Others 
are concerned that the uploading of information might not be done in a timely 
and transparent fashion. Finally, there is a lingering concern that while technol-
ogy is always sold as an improvement of the work environment, we often find 
ourselves increasingly tethered to technology and our need to produce yet more 
research for debates with each new wave of innovation.

It is also important to acknowledge that among the growing requisites to 
participation in intercollegiate debate, participation in high-school debate 
is now among them (Brushcke 2004). Further expanding the scope of par-
ticipants beyond individuals with a high-school-debate background would 
broaden the educational reach of debate as well as provide increased oppor-
tunities for traditionally disadvantaged populations to participate. Strong 
novice programs require the active involvement of an engaged coach, as 
fellow students rarely have the time to coach novices as well as maintain 
their academic and competitive duties.

O’Neill’s claim of debate’s capacity to teach reasoning skills is something that 
coaches have trumpeted for generations. We work in an era in which academic 
programs with a portfolio of rigorous systematic evaluations will receive support 
from university administrations, granting agencies, and our own alumni. Our 
evaluation process should assess not only the reasoning skills we attempt to 
impart, but the entire range of pedagogical objectives addressed in this essay. In 
addition to evaluating our pedagogical goals, a review program should evaluate 
our progress in successfully implementing changes in debate praxis. There are a 
few questions that should be addressed in any assessment program. For example, 
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does debate as we practice it genuinely achieve the stated goals outlined in this 
essay? And, are our choices in teaching, coaching, and directing debate guided 
by information and/or tradition? Debate coaches are true believers in our art, 
and have experience and intuition to support what we do. Some positive re-
search (although limited) provides support for the educational values of debate, 
but, obviously, that practice is not without its critics or skeptics.

Since the days of Protagoras, educators, students, and interested observers have 
valued the educational benefits of participating in debate. Those engaged in 
contemporary competitive, evidence-based policy debate are deeply convinced 
of its merits. Our experience provides strong anecdotal evidence that we do 
achieve the myriad of learning objectives identified earlier in this essay. Never-
theless, there has been limited systematic investigation that tests our practices 
in achieving those educational aims. And while the limited research provided 
does tend to provide support for debate practice in achieving enhanced cogni-
tive skills and values (Chandler and Hobbs 1991; Colbert 2002), positive results 
are not unquestioned (Greenstreet 1992). Quite simply, more study is needed.

For reasons of accountability, and to improve our ability to select the best avail-
able practices for achieving our objectives, ongoing review and introspective 
study are recommended. While such study may support the activity of debate 
as it is practiced, conducting research on the educational outcomes of debate 
participation should not presuppose positive results. Just as we will learn from 
positive support for our intuitive belief in debate, the discovery of harmful con-
sequences of debate practice or lack of support for debate practice may guide our 
ability as debate educators to improve the experience for our students.

Opportunities for the publication and dissemination of new findings through 
our conferences abound. And, participation in such research and scholarship 
should promote the professional development and institutional support for 
many debate programs. Further, participation in systematic research about the 
success of debate provides opportunities for partnerships across the academy, 
not only among the community of debate scholars but also with professionals 
in educational leadership and research, sociology, psychology, political science, 
and other disciplines.

Many coaches collect the statements of debate students and alumni, letters of 
support from constituencies that we serve, and employers and graduate and pro-
fessional school teachers of our students and alumni. Such stories and testimo-
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nies provide materials for public relations and program promotion. However, if 
systematically collected, coded, and organized, the same subjects could provide 
material appropriate for genuine evaluation of our success in designing prac-
tices to achieve goals. Research should not be limited to one approach: qualita-
tive and quantitative methods are warranted, and data may be gathered from 
longitudinal investigation, interviews, survey data, focus groups, testing, and 
generally, all available resources. The input of students who do not continue in 
debate should be sought, as well as the rationales of institutional administrators 
and faculty who elect to discontinue programs.

Beyond simply engaging in research about the large-scale practice of debate, 
we also have to be aware of the goals that our programs hope to achieve. The 
role of debate educator presents a variety of responsibilities. These roles include 
coaching individual debaters and debate teams but should not be limited to that 
role. Educators working within debate programs minimally face the responsibil-
ity for program maintenance. Hopefully, they will be able to strengthen the de-
bate program’s ability to foster learning opportunities for participating students. 
Controversy about practice is certainly not new to academic debate, appearing 
almost simultaneously with its emergence. Our goal is not to suggest ways to 
eliminate controversial practices. We not only doubt our ability to accomplish 
such a goal, we do not believe that it is desirable to eliminate controversy. Aca-
demic debate’s grounding within dialectic and free speech means that vigorous 
testing of ideas is a desirable outcome—not a problem to be eliminated. Of 
course, controversy needs to be managed in ways that are balanced against the 
other goals of debate and the concerns of external constituencies.

We would suggest that debate professionals pursue systematized methods for 
program evaluation that would both help to approach areas of controversy posi-
tively and, more generally, provide information for program decision makers. 
Without attempting a comprehensive review of program-evaluation scholar-
ship, we would suggest these principles as guides for program evaluation.
• Program evaluation should be contextual. Different programs pursue a variety 
of appropriate goals, serve diverse stakeholder groups, and deal with different 
limitations and constraints. Effective program evaluation should respond to 
those contextual differences.
• Program evaluation should include considerations for program development and 
growth and not be limited to concerns for program continuation. While there is an 
appropriate role for summative decisions about program continuation, it is 
a mistake to see summative concerns as the sole issue for evaluation. Rather 
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we would hope to strengthen the arguments we make about debate programs 
and, consequently, improve decision making regarding practices within those 
programs.
• Debate educators should carefully consider what evidence is used to corroborate 
program outcomes. We are uncomfortable with the types of data widely used to 
support conclusions concerning the benefits of academic debate. This caution 
should not be read only as a call for more quantitative data. While such data 
can be useful, program-evaluation specialists support the gathering and use 
of diverse types of evidence. The evidence might well be gathered through 
ethnographic narratives, interviews, or other qualitative methods.
• Program evaluation should not be conceptualized only as goal identification and 
measurement of goal attainment. Again, we do not mean to advocate a particular 
model; rather, we seek to widen the scope of options that might be considered. 
For example, debate programs might consider Robert Stake’s responsive-
evaluation model, constructivist evaluation, or Ernest House’s deliberative-
democratic evaluation. Returning to the theme of controversies in debate, we 
would emphasize that our intention is to provide tools that would help debate 
coaches and debate programs make reasoned decisions about controversial 
practices and, more broadly, the outcomes achieved by debate programs. 
Toward that end, we have attempted to identify a common set of pedagogical 
goals that debate educators pursue, to track contemporary practices that con-
flict with those goals, and to provide some suggestions as to how to harmonize 
the practice of debate with the goals that we have set out.

Like our predecessors who met at Sedalia, Colorado, and Northwestern Univer-
sity, we remain committed to teaching students how to use an argumentative 
perspective to address cases in controversy. While, at times, we struggle to have 
the practice of intercollegiate policy debate reflect all of these pedagogical ob-
jectives, there are thousands of policy debates that take place annually in which 
students exhibit an understanding and respect for the audience, in which the 
use of compelling and innovative research focuses the discussion, and in which 
students use reasoning skills to clarify complex policy issues. By maintaining 
a commitment to an argumentative approach, we can and should be able to 
continue to navigate the inevitable professional disagreements that often define 
our chosen profession.
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As these conference proceedings surely demonstrate, the twenty-first century 
terrain that debate negotiates looks drastically different than it did when the 
community last convened in 1985. One of our community’s biggest innovations 
since the first and second Debate Development Conferences—and the focus of 
this working group—has been the introduction and development of what are 
commonly referred to as “alternative models” of policy debate. Our working 
group operationalized the term “alternative models” to include all efforts aimed 
at expanding the scope of policy-debate participation beyond traditional inter-
collegiate tournament competition. These include, but are not limited to: (a) 
efforts to expand participation in the form of urban debate leagues and prison-
debate projects; (b) curricular efforts to expand debate’s place in the academy; 
and (c) public debates geared toward an audience other than that for tourna-
ment competition.1 This section summarizes three separate tasks undertaken by 
this working group. First, we offer some recommendations for considering alter-
native debate models as necessary and invaluable contributions to programs and 
universities as they develop in the twenty-first century. In particular, we suggest 
that programs consider the role of alternative models as part of the movement 
to establish a civic-engagement curriculum at the university level. Second, we 
highlight some key skills cultivated by policy debate that fit within the concept 
of civic engagement. Finally, we present outlines of articles solicited from indi-

1  See Anjali Vats in this volume for a more extensive list and a historical review of current 
alternative debate models (pp. 376–98) .
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viduals working directly with these models, and offering their advice, feedback, 
and suggestions for future development.

Maintaining Relevance

Policy debaters usually credit participation in the activity as the single most 
important factor in their academic achievement and successes beyond. Debate 
is difficult, time consuming, and complex. The vast amount of research, on-
the-spot critical-thinking skills, and full-weekend commitment make intercol-
legiate travel an option only for the select few who can, and choose to, make it 
a real part of their educational experience. Given its complex structure and the 
specialization that accompanies it, traditional tournament competition oper-
ates largely in isolation from the departments that house them. Unlike other in-
tercollegiate competitive activities, policy debate lacks a strong public-relations 
component, making our successes difficult to translate to a wider audience. But, 
as tournament travel costs and budget requests increase, our community faces 
a very real challenge: what happens to competitive debate programs if depart-
ments no longer possess the funds or the institutional will to sustain the tradi-
tional, insulated-competitive model? As conference keynote speaker William 
Keith aptly argued in “A New Golden Age,” defending debate relevance amid a 
wave of budget cuts and criticism of its insulation could be our biggest challenge 
well into the twenty-first century.

It is important to note that this trend is not unique to policy-debate culture 
but plagues the university system as a whole. Universities and higher-education 
systems increasingly play defensive roles vis-à-vis government agencies, media, 
and community leaders to both demonstrate and justify the utility of nonap-
plied, non–revenue-generating research (Chatterton 2000). One example of 
this attempt to move from a reactive to a proactive stance is the major effort by 
many universities to change their image from that of an elite institution that 
simply occupies space in a neighborhood to the image of active community 
members in their surrounding areas. The establishment of university commu-
nity-relations departments and partnership with local secondary-education in-
stitutions at administrative levels could quickly trickle down to a departmental 
level, where individual programs will need to demonstrate active engagement 
in the surrounding community (Soto, Lum, and Campbell 2009). Alternative 
policy-debate models are well situated not only to meet this need but also to 
play a role as a creative and innovative solution. As many of our contributing 
experts note, the central feature of alternative models of policy debate is that 
they bring undergraduate students and faculty together with members of lo-
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cal communities in direct and engaged academic conversation (whether high-
schools students, incarcerated populations, online communities, or the public). 
This active and collaborative dialogue with nontraditional university commu-
nities could form the cornerstone of a university’s effort to define its worth for a 
social environment outside of the research and athletic contexts.

The importance of alternative models exceeds the community involvement 
they generate. In fact, they are also preeminent examples of newer trends within 
higher education to develop students’ civic and advocacy skills. While there is 
perhaps a typical generational fear of youth apathy, a comprehensive review of 
current literature (Galston 2001; Kahne and Sporte 2008) demonstrates a real 
disintegration of democratic awareness and civic interest among all generations 
in the twenty-first century. Innovative programs that cultivate the motivation, 
skills, and network connections for a successful democratic citizenry (Verba, 
Scholzman, and Brady 1995) will play an increasingly important role in consti-
tuting an inclusive and active democratic politics. Alternative debate models 
could reflect and drive the university and community interest in promoting civic 
engagement. 

Defining civic engageMent

Understandings of civic-engagement programs are often contextually deter-
mined. Some scholars describe the term expansively as “those activities which 
individual academics undertake which in some way involve interaction or 
engagement with the non-academic community and are related to academic 
expertise” (Bond and Paterson 2005, 338). This experiential model focuses 
less on offering access to information about politics or the political system and 
more on crafting opportunities to understand information about the political 
world in a format where the utility of such knowledge is immediately apparent 
(Dudley and Gitelson 2003). The expressed goal should not be about increas-
ing involvement in traditional democratic channels (voting, campaign work, 
etc.) but should instead be about providing avenues for participation that would 
both inspire a commitment to learning about the political world and fostering 
experiences where such knowledge is deployed for the purposes of problem solv-
ing (Flanagan and Gallay 1995). The hope is that such an effort will encourage 
participants to become actively engaged in the world in ways that cultivate 
creativity and investment in the democratic process.

Policy-debate programs nurture the skills necessary for such a critically engaged 
citizenry. In addition to the content focused on understanding government poli-
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cy, the critical-thinking, research, and presentation skills crucial to competitive 
success in intercollegiate policy debate and developed in alternative models are 
also essential to advocating and adjudicating issues in democratic deliberations. 
Our working group also chose to identify the following characteristics that so-
lidify the role of alternative debate models in cultivating civic engagement:

Cultivates public speaking and presentation. Individuals often say they fear public 
speaking more than death. Policy debate necessitates that students overcome 
this fear by requiring them both to speak to a live audience and to advance well-
researched positions subject to adjudication. Unlike other activities that bolster 
public-speaking and presentation skills, policy debate emphasizes the impor-
tance of advocacy and responding, in a timely fashion, to other well-supported 
arguments. Policy debate requires interlocutors to be confident in both what is 
said and how it is said, a precondition to effective civic participation. When 
coupled with efforts to include underrepresented communities, those skills be-
come crucial toward developing a political voice and offering a space to exercise 
that civic agency outside of traditional democratic channels. 

Increases service learning. Debate encourages specialized policy experts and stu-
dents to work with community members to cultivate a knowledge of the politi-
cal world and offers a process of argumentative presentation and resolution that 
offers immediately apparent benefits either in the form of competitive success 
or audience appreciation and participation. Most participants usually agree that 
working with an urban debate league, in a public-debate setting, or with par-
ticipation of underrepresented communities directly increases the possibility of 
competitive success through teaching moments.

Establishes a dialogic climate. Policy debate uses the process of deliberation and 
discussion to resolve contemporary issues of public concern. This unique com-
municative climate offers the possibility of reflection and interaction that can 
serve the interests of multiple parties. Taken outside of an intercollegiate tour-
nament setting, this method can inspire a number of institutional linkages and 
create a complex interaction between students, educators, and the public. This 
mutually beneficial partnership between academics and served communities 
can be an important experiential element of conflict resolution in the context 
of the political world.

Fosters cross-disciplinary scholarship. Alternative debate models utilize research 
from multiple academic disciplines, experts in alternate fields, and personal and 
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cultural narratives as evidence for truth claims. This harmonious integration of 
knowledge across the curriculum is invaluable for recognizing linkages between 
disparate departments within a method that can highlight the utility for inter-
disciplinary scholarship.

Promotes critical media literacy. Alternative models teach students not only how 
to use online sources but also how to evaluate the credibility of those sources 
and to compare competing truth claims. As more and more information be-
comes digitized and civic-engagement opportunities take place in online com-
munities, participation in alternative debate models teaches students how to 
interact with information and each other in a new and invaluable way. Whether 
through information integration (using multiple types of media to craft argu-
ments), evaluation of the credentials of blogs, or the use of new information 
platforms to host debates, alternative debate models are at the forefront of craft-
ing critical media skills.

Based on this preliminary investigation, alternative debate models not only re-
flect efforts to enhance civic engagement but also go above and beyond. Bring-
ing academic experts and specialists into dialogue with underrepresented com-
munities for the purpose of cultivating knowledge, experiences, and processes of 
exploring the political world is obviously beneficial. Coupling these skills with 
the requirement to synthesize and organize that information and present it to 
an audience for the purposes of public discussion, community problem solving, 
or competitive success enhances the capacity to participate in politics by mak-
ing the knowledge of the political process seem immediately useful rather than 
abstractly irrelevant. Alternative models also encourage additional efforts to 
work with communities to provide services that solve local needs and develop 
new kinds of skills that will enhance democratic participation as it inevitably 
changes in the twenty-first century.

SuMMaRy anD RecoMMenDationS

This conference demonstrated the continued strength and commitment of our 
community to usher in a new era for policy-debate practice. At the same time, 
it inspired some important reflections necessary to maintain the health of policy 
debate. As universities continue to face pressure to diversify their missions, one 
direction may be in the establishment of university partnerships that cultivate 
relationships with different or nonacademic communities. Policy debate rede-
fined itself years ago by establishing alternative models beyond intercollegiate 
tournament competition to include participation with underrepresented groups 
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and members of our local communities. These alternative debate models can 
be a premiere example of civic-engagement programs that bring the academy 
and the public together in mutually beneficial conversation that enhances civic 
knowledge and the democratic process.

Despite the potential benefits of alternative debate models, roadblocks still 
hinder further development. An informal survey of more than 40 coaches and 
directors administered by this working group demonstrated that, across the 
board, each program supports some model: hosting public debates, encourag-
ing students to participate in urban debate leagues, working with underrepre-
sented populations, and others. But the same survey also indicates that such 
commitments require significant trade-offs in resource and time investments to 
make those efforts permanent. Further difficulties emerge in convincing inter-
collegiate debaters to add on other commitments that distract from tournament 
competition and academic achievement. Finally, the survey indicates that gen-
erating audience participation may make the idea of alternative debate models 
attractive but limit their effectiveness in execution.

Each concern is real. However, this working group recommends that program-
matic shifts toward alternative debate models should be sustained and accel-
erated. The invited essays which follow in sections V–VII provide advice for 
the development of alternative models and their future viability, grounded in 
models happening around the nation and world.
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Despite the intense time and competition requirements of modern policy de-
bate, more of the policy-debate community is moving away from an exclusively 
tournament-focused model of the activity.1 As demonstrated by the survey con-
ducted by the work group, civic engagement through policy debate is becom-
ing a community norm as opposed to an isolated practice that characterizes 
particular teams. Perhaps even more significantly, policy-debate-related civic-
engagement activities are becoming increasingly diverse and creative endeav-
ors. Urban debate leagues (UDLs) continue to be an integral and invaluable 
part of the movement to use policy debate as a means of civic engagement. 
However, instead of stopping at volunteering with local UDLs or organizing 
public debates, debate teams and former debaters continue to craft innovative 
organizations and events to respond to the wants and needs of their students 
and communities.

The trend toward participation and innovation in civic engagement through 
policy debate certainly suggests that debate programs see value in expanding 
their horizons beyond tournament competition. One of the primary goals of 
the work group was to articulate and highlight some of the most interesting and 
innovative trends in activities that use policy debate as a means of civic engage-
ment and examine the ways in which such activities can enhance the peda-
gogical benefits of policy debate, generate value added for college and university 
administrators, and serve as a stepping-stone to a more inclusive, empathetic, 
and diverse debate community.2

1 This work group was not the first to comment on the trend among college debate teams toward 
moving outside of the boundaries of tournament competition. For example, Joe Bellon (2002) 
commented on “activist and outreach programs sponsored by college debate programs” in the 
context of “Debate Across the Curriculum.”
2 The examples cited in this article are by no means exhaustive or intended to diminish efforts 
that are not discussed in depth. Rather, a few innovative examples of policy debate as a means 
of civic engagement are discussed as exemplars. Nonetheless, in an effort to provide a more 
complete picture of the diverse array of ways in which debate can serve as a means of civic 
engagement, a catalog of organizations and activities that move beyond a tournament model of 
policy debate has been included in this book. Debate teams are encouraged to use the catalog as 
a means of informing and improving their civic-engagement activities.
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Theodore Albiniak, in his summary of the alternative debate models work 
group, defines civic engagement as “those activities which individual academics 
undertake which in some way involve interaction or engagement with the non-
academic community and are related to academic expertise (Bond & Peterson 
2005, 338). In this article I embrace that definition, examining the ways in 
which academic debate can be used as a tool to engage with the community at 
large. 

Initially I explore the concept of civic engagement as employed by policy debat-
ers in a historic context, beginning with the establishment of the country’s first 
UDLs. Second, I advocate for a civic engagement model of debate, highlighting 
previous calls for a community oriented element in the activity. Finally using 
prison debates as a case study, I demonstrate the value of civic engagement for 
debates, community members, and colleges and universities.

Policy Debate anD civic engagement in a Historic context

The first UDLs took root in the United States in the early to mid-1980s in 
Atlanta, Detroit, and Philadelphia (NAUDL 2007). Perhaps responding to the 
call at the Second National Debate Development Conference that “[t]he ben-
efits of forensics should be available to all persons regardless of ethnicity, race, 
gender, or handicaps” (Ziegelmueller and Parson 1984, 43). The urban debate 
movement sought, among other goals, to provide inner city youth with oppor-
tunities that they otherwise would not have had to learn critical-thinking skills 
and participate in a competitive, academically oriented extracurricular activity 
(Breger 1998, 66–68).

In 1997, George Soros’s Open Society Institute (OSI) recognized the trans-
formative potential of interscholastic policy debate and began funding UDLs 
across the country. Beth Breger of the OSI identified debate as a “crucial em-
powerment tool for youth” and explained that “[d]ebate enables students to 
present their views effectively . . . respond to the arguments of those who dis-
agree with them . . . [and] command attention with words” (ibid.). Breger also 
wrote that debate fosters intercommunity communication, which can become 
“the bridge across the chasms of difference” and “give these students the tools to 
stimulate social change” (ibid.). Since 1997 when OSI began supporting UDLs, 
the face of debate has changed dramatically. There are currently UDLs in more 
than fourteen major cities, including Dallas, Denver, Seattle, St. Louis, Detroit, 
New York, and Atlanta (NAUDL 2007). As Will Baker discusses in “Toward an 
Understanding of the Landscape of Debate Expansion in Urban Areas and Op-
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portunities for the Collegiate Community” (pp. 253–61), each of those UDLs 
has unique programming developed to suit the needs of its students.

Attempts to use policy debate as a means of civic engagement have not stopped 
at urban debate. Prison debate projects, such as the one sponsored by the Uni-
versity of Georgia, aim to empower incarcerated youth and reduce recidivism 
(Georgia Debate Union 2008). The Women’s Debate Institute, founded by for-
mer debaters, strives to close the gender gap in debate and empower women, 
both in and out of the activity (Women’s Debate Institute 2008). Debate across 
the curriculum programs aim to incorporate debate into multiple disciplines in 
order to empower students, improve their knowledge base and communication 
skills, and teach conflict-resolution techniques (Bellon 2000). The Washington 
Debate Coalition, founded by debate coaches and former debaters, attempts 
to build statewide partnerships between debate and nondebate organizations 
and uses debate as a means of encouraging civic participation (Washington De-
bate Coalition 2009). The Debaters, a Canadian radio program, takes debate to 
the airwaves and attracts an audience through comedy (CBC Radio Canada 
2009). Cooperative projects between the federal government and debate pro-
grams, such as agency-sponsored public debates, aim to give debaters a voice in 
policymaking (Debate Solutions 2008). International debate organizations such 
as the International Debate Education Association encourage debate competi-
tions that cross borders and cultures (IDEA 2006).

towarD a civic-engagement moDel of Debate

Gordon Mitchell argues, in a 1998 article titled “Pedagogical Possibilities for 
Argumentative Agency in Academic Debate,” that while the academic space 
of debate affords debaters opportunities to learn, taken to its logical limits, the 
“sterile laboratory” metaphor of policy debate results in a “spectator posture” 
that is “highlighted during episodes of alienation in which debaters cheer news 
of human suffering or misfortune” (Mitchell 1998, 3). According to Mitchell, 
competitive zeal overwhelms empathy, and, instead of becoming citizen advo-
cates, students lose their civic voices and agency (ibid.). The Second National 
Debate Development Conference reached a similar conclusion, stating that 
policy debate breeds “those who are highly articulate but morally insensitive” 
(Sanoff 1984, 69–70). According to the Second National Debate Development 
Conference, the tendency of policy debate to create apathetic individuals belies 
the mission of the activity and “[f]orensics works best and maintains its mission 
only when it addresses the whole person” (Goodnight 1984, 96).
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Despite fears that debate will breed intellectually successful yet unfeeling mem-
bers of society, the survey conducted by the work group demonstrates that virtu-
ally all debate teams are participating in some type of civic-engagement project. 
UDLs, prison debates, women in debate, community partnerships to facilitate 
debate, debate across the curriculum, government–debater cooperation, radio 
debates, and international debates fit key criteria for civic engagement such as 
the encouragement of knowledge acquisition, informed democratic participa-
tion, student empowerment, cross-community communication, and equality of 
education. Policy debaters have begun to tackle significant social-justice issues 
and embrace means of connecting with groups inside and outside of the de-
bate community. Nonetheless, the surveys reflect that the extent of these civic- 
engagement projects varies dramatically and is, in some cases, only sporadic.

Accordingly, even though the trend in the policy-debate community is toward 
participating in civic-engagement activities, the process of educating students 
who are both highly articulate and morally sensitive can succeed only if such 
efforts are consistent and sustained. Given the many benefits of participating in 
civic-engagement projects, policy-debate teams have no shortage of incentives 
to follow the trend. The work group concluded that civic-engagement activities 
not only benefit those outside of debate in the community at large but also pro-
vide pedagogical benefits for debaters and their audiences; generate value added 
for colleges and universities, thus justifying well-funded debate programs; and 
aid in creating a more empathetic and diverse debate community.

The work group noted that debaters and audiences learn skills by participating 
in nontournament activities in which they might not otherwise engage. For 
example, public debates force students to communicate with a variety of audi-
ences; organizing UDL tournaments allows students to practice their real world 
problem-solving abilities; debating in front of diverse groups aids students in un-
derstanding and ultimately empathizing with those around them. Involvement 
with civic-engagement activities also teaches students vital nonprofit and com-
munity organizing skills that can aid them in the working world. These benefits 
and experiential advantages alone make civic engagement a valuable endeavor. 
In addition, the benefits of debate to the audience cannot be underestimated. 
Debate empowers audience members to form and articulate opinions and cre-
ates a safe space for discussion of controversial issues. In many cases, debate also 
provides audience members with a powerful and socially acceptable means of 
making their voices heard.
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Further, engaging with the community demonstrates to college and university 
administrators that policy debate has benefits beyond the classroom and ac-
complishes social justice goals for society at large. As Theodore Albiniak note 
in “Alternative Debate Models” (pp. 236–41), colleges and universities are in-
creasingly describing their goals in the context of social justice and commu-
nity activism as well as education and research; showcasing the benefits of civic 
engagement through policy debate can demonstrate to institutions of higher 
education that the activity plays a vital role in their missions. Indeed, the work 
group noted that colleges and universities that perceive policy debate as integral 
to their missions and an asset to their public-relations campaigns are more likely 
to fund and support their debate teams.

Utilizing policy debate as a means of civic engagement also benefits the policy-
debate community by fostering important values such as inclusivity, empathy, 
and diversity. Civic-engagement programs serve as a means to connect debaters 
to local and global communities and encourage groups that might not ordinarily 
participate in policy debate to take part in the activity (Breger 1998). Debaters 
that are exposed to and take the time to understand the experiences of their 
fellow competitors are more likely to be welcoming instead of adversarial and 
purely competitive (ibid.). Linking communities and fostering connections be-
tween debaters also encourages students from diverse backgrounds who might 
otherwise quit debate to stay in the activity despite its flaws, again helping to 
promote positive values in the policy-debate community.

case stuDy: Prison Debates

The example of prison debates demonstrates the multiple benefits of civic en-
gagement identified by the work group. First, prison debates have educational 
benefits for the students and prisoners who participate in them. Students have 
the opportunity to spearhead and organize efforts to debate in prisons and con-
duct research on issues of pressing concern to prisoners and society generally. 
Students also empirically improve their communication skills when they are 
required to be cognizant of the likely audience response to the arguments they 
are making (Logue 1989).3 Prison debates offer benefits for inmates as well. In 
explaining the benefits of a prison debate program organized with Towson Uni-
versity, Dan Murray, the principal of the Maryland Penitentiary’s school stated:

3  Logue also cites the realization of one student that she “couldn’t defense police brutality with 
cattle prods, etc.” to an audience of inmates. While such a revelation may seem obvious to 
many, debaters in the insular environment of the debate tournament may not develop the skill 
of tailoring their arguments to their audience.
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The men have been in maximum lockup for 20–25 years and they still have 
viewpoints of the world in the 1960’s. These debates expose them to current 
issues . . . the men are in a professional, formal atmosphere. . . . The debates 
enhance the intellectual approach of the men (Logue 1989, 5).4

The debates provided the prisoners with an invaluable forum to voice their 
opinions and engage in mutually respectful dialogue with students (ibid.).

Prison debates can also demonstrate to college and university administrators that 
debate brings valuable programming into the community and encourages civic en-
gagement. Indeed, existing prison-debate programs, such as the Malcolm X Prison 
Debate Project (2009) in New York City, call on students to help inmates recognize 
their intellectual potential while in prison; address the exclusion of prisoners from 
the civic process, thus reducing recidivism; and aid former inmates in transitioning 
to a life outside of prison once they are released. These goals not only move debate 
outside the insular world of tournament debating but they also directly relate to the 
missions and goals of many colleges and universities as articulated by Albiniak.

Finally, prison debates provide a unique and well-documented opportunity for stu-
dents and prisoners to develop a sense of empathy and responsibility to the com-
munity. Debaters who participated in the prison-debate program at Towson Uni-
versity reported that they were able to confront their stereotypes about prisoners, 
develop an understanding of themselves, and appreciate the need to make debate 
more accessible to the public (Logue 1989). One recurring realization among the 
debaters was that the prisoners were intelligent individuals with the intellectual 
ability to understand and participate in the debates (ibid.). This opportunity for 
mutual respect and understanding can serve as a springboard for students to prac-
tice empathy, and, inclusively, in all parts of their lives. Robert James Branham, 
late professor of rhetoric at Bates College, best explains the transformative poten-
tial of prison debates in the context of civil-rights leader Malcolm X:

In an environment of near-total control and regimentation, speech and 
debate activities are rare and significant acts of self-determination and 
resistance. In both prison and society at-large, Malcolm X invested great 
significance in the power of confrontational speech to enact personal and 
social transformation. (Branham 1995, 118) 

4 While the prison debates provided many benefits for the prisoners, it is worth nothing that the 
one disadvantage articulated by the inmates was that the debaters, largely white, upper-middle-
class students, represented a part of society with which the men could not personally relate.
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conclusion

While there is no shortage of literature discussing the obstacles to utilizing de-
bate as a means of social transformation (Warner and Bruschke 2001), the work 
group unanimously expressed the opinion that civic engagement through de-
bate provides the best opportunity for demonstrating the continuing relevance 
of policy debate to students, administrators, and society at large in the face of 
increasing pressure to justify the benefits of the activity. Indeed, if debate teams 
and former debaters continue to craft creative and innovative means of civic 
engagement, policy debate can adapt in order to meet, and even exceed, the 
needs of administrators, debaters, and local communities without fundamentally 
transforming core characteristics of the activity such as encouraging in-depth 
research, fostering critical-thinking skills, adhering to strict time limits, and 
training students to become empowered advocates. By embracing methods of 
civic engagement through policy debate, in the words of Jon Bruschke, director 
of debate at California State University, Fullerton, and Ede Warner, director of 
debate at the University of Louisville, “academic debate will become a stronger, 
more positive force” (ibid., 21).
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Toward an Understanding of the Landscape 
of Debate Expansion in Urban Areas and 
Opportunities for the College Community
Will Baker, American Forensics Association, vice president for high-school affairs

The belief in a monolithic Urban Debate League (UDL) has been perpetuated 
on eDebate and in other forums, often by well-meaning individuals seeking to 
assist a growing movement. This essay is designed to increase understanding of 
the diversity that has developed within urban-debate communities and their 
support organizations, making them dramatically different in culture, programs, 
and even forms of debate.

Background of the MoveMent

The basis of the modern-day urban-debate movement is described as follows by 
the prime driving force behind its funding, Beth Breger, former program officer 
for the Open Society Institute, now with the New York City Department of 
Education. Breger wrote in the Rostrum in October 2000:

In an effort to support the development of democratic societies in Eastern 
Europe and the Former Soviet Union, the Open Society Institute intro-
duced high school debate as part of a larger movement to help transform 
the Soviet, monolithic education structure. Debate was introduced to 
provide a forum for secondary school students to develop sophisticated 
communication skills, understanding of current social and political events 
and a tolerance for different ideas, in order to enable them to participate as 
citizens in what were becoming newly democratic societies.

In 1997 the Open Society Institute, an international foundation established 
by George Soros, turned its philosophy to high school youth in America’s 
urban centers. Based on the urban debate league model developed by 
Melissa Wade at Emory University, since 1997 the OSI has supported the 
establishment of urban debate leagues.

[OSI] typically funds grants to university debate programs in order to 
conduct outreach into the local urban school districts. The funding provide 
teachers and students from selected high schools with intensive summer 
training in policy debate, weekend tournament competitions, on-going 
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mentoring, debate materials and curricular resources, scholarships to 
national summer debate camps, and a final awards banquet for students, 
families, and members of the school community. (p. 14)

Breger’s work led to an initial set of 14 programs that became known as “urban 
debate leagues.” The Open Society Institute unified several existing efforts un-
der a single banner, expanded efforts in additional cities, and fostered the largest 
expansion of high-school policy debate in the past three decades. As the me-
dia attention grew and the dollars became more significant, urban debate went 
through the growing pains that many movements do—differences in philosophy 
related to ego, expenditures, and mission focus; fracturing of structures; and 
the inevitable challenges of founder’s syndrome as some programs failed while 
others flourished based often on a set of capacities related more to nonprofit 
management than debate expertise.

The result is a landscape that has several players and therefore several ways for 
colleges and universities to engage the movement.

the Players

Let’s focus on some of the organizations that have founded debate programs in 
urban areas and garnered attention from the media or the college community. 
Attempting to describe the work of these organizations in a few words is presump-
tuous. Those interested should have a conversation with the leadership of each 
group. The table below presents publicly available information on each entity

ORGANIZATION MISSION KEY FACTS

Associated Leaders 
of Urban Debate 
(ALOUD)
www.debateleaders.org

Promotes debate and youth 
expression as vehicles for urban 
education reform and civic par-
ticipation through a network of 
independent program partners.

ALOUD helps young people 
make healthier choices and 
transform their lives.

Launched programs in 
Cleveland, Columbus, 
Lancaster, Louisville, 
and Moore County, NC; 
restarted program in 
Seattle. Fifty partner 
programs serve 250,000 
young people.

Partner organizations 
include UDLs, speak-
ing unions, colleges, 
and youth expression 
programs engaged in hip-
hop, conflict mediation, 
and/or nontraditional 
communication outlets.
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International Debate 
Education Associa-
tion
www.idebate.org

Promotes its programs and its 
mission via a wide range of edu-
cational and strategic initiatives, 
from curriculum development 
and active citizenship training to 
international student exchanges 
and an annual, much-celebrated, 
international youth forum.

Started an urban debate 
program in Pacific North-
west with Willamette 
University; has sponsored 
international programs 
since 1999.

Provides curricular 
resources and database 
support to schools glob-
ally for teachers and 
students.

Middle School Public 
Debate Program
www.middleschool-
debate.com

Designed to teach public speak-
ing, critical thinking, listening, 
and debating to students in 
the middle grades, the Middle 
School Public Debate Program 
(MSPDP) works with teachers, 
administrators, parents, stu-
dents, and community members 
to form sustainable debating 
leagues and classroom oral-
literacy initiatives. The MSPDP 
is intended to foster debate 
participation in class and in 
competition. 

Founded programs in 
California, New York, 
Philadelphia, and Wash-
ington, DC.

The program is a 
community-service and 
educational-enrichment 
initiative of Claremont 
McKenna College and 
the Claremont Colleges 
Debate Union

Also provides resources 
for teachers and coaches 
in other communities.

National Association 
for Urban Debate 
Leagues
www.urbandebate.org

Facilitates participation in 
organized debate activities for as 
many urban students as possible.

Founded programs in 
Dallas, Denver, Houston, 
Memphis, St. Louis, and 
Tampa and restarted pro-
grams in the Bay Area, 
Los Angeles, St. Louis, 
and Detroit (in total 16 
sites, aiming to serve 100 
new schools each year)

National Debate 
Project
www.national-
debateproject.org

Institutionalizes a collaborative 
infrastructure to facilitate the 
use of debate and discussion as a 
catalyst for educational reform.

Founded programs in 
Milwaukee, Miami, 
Memphis, and Nashville; 
includes five member 
college.
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Program Building
Two organizations consider one of the focal points of their mission to be the 
expansion and promotion of urban debate: the National Association for Ur-
ban Debate Leagues (NAUDL) and the Associated Leaders of Urban Debate 
(ALOUD).

NAUDL focuses on partnering with school systems to establish high school 
UDLs with an advisory board to provide local governance. ALOUD custom-
izes its programs to the needs of its primary partner in the community (a school 
district, a university, a for-profit entity, or a volunteer network) and then creates 
a high school, middle school, or combination program model based on partner 
input. The Middle School Public Debate Program (MSPDP) is also engaged in 
program creation but it does not refer to its leagues as “urban debate leagues.”

Curricular Debate
Each of the organizations listed above pursues debate across the curriculum as 
part of its program model. Several have produced texts to help school teachers 
bring debate into their classrooms, and more are forthcoming, with the Inter-
national Debate Education Association (IDEA) and MSPDP leading the way.

Name Confusion
There is not nor has there ever been a “National Urban Debate League,” al-
though members of the college debate community and the public at large 
sometimes identify as such the National Association for Urban Debate Leagues 
(NAUDL) and the National Debate Project (NDP)—which draws its connec-
tions from its cofounder Melissa Wade, considered by many the mother of this 
movement. A variety of organizations attempts to provide services and spread 
the power of the movement to different venues. Understanding the diversity 
of the movement is vital for college debate programs interested in becoming 
involved since relationship-building with many local leagues will look dramati-
cally differently from city to city, and community to community.

Local Program Innovations
The urban debate movement has been responsible for considerable innovation 
in the debate world, which helps explains some of the movement’s diversity. 
Some urban debate programs may involve 20–40 students and have a national 
travel schedule, while others may entail hundreds in local tournaments, and 
still others provide a mix of the two models. Given the resources of college au-
dio-visual departments and the desire for meaningful research projects in many 
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communication and rhetoric departments, partnering with local debate com-
munities in activities such as those listed below may prove a win–win situation 
for all involved.

Urban debate programs include:
Community Debate—Also called “public debate,” it is part of many programs. 
In Baltimore, the Baltimore Urban Debate League hosts a month of public de-
bates, where students debate in shopping malls, on buses, and at City Hall. The 
Rhode Island Debate League and IMPACT Coalition have made public debate 
a hallmark of their activities, with appearances on cable and network television.

Debate as a Human Resources Training Tool—Based on a model first used in 
Baltimore for a donor special event, ALOUD has refined a debate-team project 
that can be used to address communication across authority lines, cross-cultural 
communications, and also to help women and people of color adjust to com-
munication expectations in the business world.

Digital Debate—The Austin Urban Debate League focuses its expansion efforts 
on connecting students online through Skype and other programs. This has led 
them to host debates with teams in Asia, Europe, Africa, and Latin America. 
Digital debate is also being used in New York City to bring debate to special-
needs students. The pilot program in District 75 has seen students “light up” 
and engage for extended periods of time when previously they often had dif-
ficulty focusing for more than a few minutes.

Fee-for-Service—The pressure on youth-development programs to show that 
they develop smart, articulate young people with critical-thinking and public-
speaking skills creates a substantial market for staff development and “one-
shot” debate events. This market represents a significant funding opportunity 
for those with debate expertise that has been identified by program partners in 
Baltimore, Los Angeles, New York, and Seattle. With the market rate for pro-
fessional development rising weekly, a competitive pricing structure becomes 
essential. The IMPACT Coalition has become a leader in structuring fee-for-
service agreements with for-profit and nonprofit clients that showcase the skills 
of their members locally and nationally using debate programs.

Hip-Hop Debate Curriculum—The Seattle Debate Foundation has partnered 
with the Hip Hop Association, the Hip Hop Congress, and local Seattle un-
derground hip-hop artists to develop a curriculum that connects the power of 
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debate and the expressiveness of hip-hop in an engaging program module. The 
Seattle group has produced a CD and a DVD, and appeared at the Race & Peda-
gogy Conference in Tacoma, Washington, at the University of Puget Sound.

Prison Debate—While not the first entity to venture into prisons, staff mem-
bers from the Rhode Island Debate League, IMPACT Coalition, and Baltimore 
Urban Debate League have created programs that operate in local jails.

Research on Debate in the Classroom—The Baltimore Urban Debate League, 
DEBATE-KC, and Jersey Urban Debate League have partnered with their re-
spective school districts to help teachers and students utilize debate in the class-
room. Each program has an extensive set of instructional documents that can 
serve as resources, as well as access to some findings (research-based and anec-
dotal) that point to what debate can do in classroom settings.

Methods for engageMent By IntercollegIate PrograMs

Benefits
The benefits to college programs from connecting to urban-debate programs are 
considerable. These benefits include:
• unique access for recruiting purposes to a diverse pool of students
• new funding streams to sustain the debate program
• positive media coverage for the debate team
• innovative research prospects
• greater visibility and leverage within the university structure
• active engagement of both recent and long-term alumni
• once-in-a-lifetime opportunities for students and coaches to build greater 
cultural competencies, teaching skills, and awareness of people living in the 
communities that surround the school

Strategies
Let us use ALOUD to illustrate the approaches for, and pitfalls of, connecting 
your program to the work of urban debate. College debate teams can engage 
with the ALOUD to (1) sponsor a new debate program in their area; partner 
on research projects; (2) create “showcase” events to act as focus groups that 
can test community interest; or (3) form partnerships with ALOUD partner 
programs or support existing projects online.

Sponsoring a New Program
After an initial e-mail or phone call from a college squad, ALOUD representa-



Toward an UndersTanding of The Landscape of debaTe expansion in Urban areas  259

tives work with the squad to identify university departments and resources that 
could provide resources to emerging programs (graphic designers to help with 
brochures, direct assistance with arguments and preparation from the debate 
team, audio-visual departments to help create instructional videos and podcasts, 
communication departments to produce scholarship and research of program ef-
fectiveness, etc.). ALOUD then asks interested universities to join its network 
of partners using whatever approval process is required (e.g., securing needed 
permission from department chairs, deans, coaches, or via team vote). Next, if a 
college team wishes to initiate a new debate community, ALOUD will develop 
a comprehensive proposal for a planning grant that includes gathering stake-
holders, making opening presentations to people of influence in the community, 
drafting letters to approach donors, media, and alumni; and explaining how to 
assemble a team to demonstrate the program as a needed value. Once the plan-
ning proposal is approved by all relevant stakeholders (primary partner, uni-
versity sponsor, school-system partner, major funder), a “who does what” chart 
outlines the ongoing responsibilities as each side works together to cement the 
plans and time line for a pilot project.

In ALOUD’s experience, the biggest pitfalls for partner programs are overdel-
egation (putting in charge of the initiative a student or recent graduate who 
lacks the capacity or experience to navigate a complex school system); lack of 
familiarity with the school system (the motivations for having debate in the 
local schools are often tied to the distinctions of power and perspectives among 
the alternative, charter, and traditional public schools in the district and outside 
considerations such as compliance with No Child Left Behind requirements, 
budget constraints, and restructuring pressures); and an inability to explore all 
potential access points (there may be a point of entry or ally in the school sys-
tem based in the Special Projects Office, Charter School Office, or GEAR-UP 
program, as opposed to the departments that handle extracurricular programs 
or cocurricular instruction. Finding a sympathetic ear with sufficient power to 
make things happen is essential).

Showcase Events
For some areas, it is impossible to get past people’s built-in assumptions of what 
debate can or cannot do to create a program in the near term. In these cases, 
ALOUD can organize partnerships between local community interests and the 
debate team to stage a one-shot event showcasing the debate squad to illustrate 
the value of debate. Such events can create new allies and an increased interest 
in establishing a larger debate community.
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Becoming an ALOUD partner
An intercollegiate debate team that has no interest in creating a new debate 
community can become a partner organization and work with existing part-
ners online or in proximate locations. Teams can serve as online chat cen-
ters for kids with debate questions, offer additional coaching support, work as 
evidence benefactors, and offer technical support from Web design to video 
editing. Individuals and university teams can also hold fundraisers and pro-
vide other support that raises the profile of ALOUD’s partners through link 
exchanges, blog postings, and research assistance (e.g., research demonstrat-
ing program effectiveness, methodology, or longitudinal studies). These roles 
can be worth tens of thousands of dollars to the existing program partners. 
ALOUD maintains a catalog of the needs of emerging debate communities 
and longtime partners.

understandIng the “toxIc” coMMunIty

Before they become involved in UDLs, colleges must understand their prospec-
tive audiences. Many presume that debate is debate and kids are kids. This atti-
tude is misguided and can devastate a program before it begins. Both the South-
ern California Urban Debate League, run by CSU–Fullerton, and the New York 
Urban Debate League, run by the IMPACT Coalition, require new debate as-
sistants to read extensively about race, privilege, and school-system operations. 
ALOUD refers to the new initiatives it forms as “debate communities” rather 
than “leagues” because the purpose of debate is not simply to give kids an ex-
citing extracurricular diversion but to provide a seismic shift that can help to 
change the culture and reduce the toxicity facing many of our youth. Without 
a grasp of the audience, we lose the ability to combat the noxious communities 
where urban debaters often reside. Larry Moss, Urban Debate pioneer with the 
Atlanta Schools, explains:

One of the most salient aspects of the social reality of many of our new 
urban debaters is that they are residents of toxic communities. These 
communities are not toxic in an ecological or chemical sense. Rather they 
are toxic in a social and environmental sense. These communities are by-
products of the logic of economic development, which seeks to configure 
urban space in a manner best suited to tap the profit potential of existing 
global economic forces regardless of the impact of such a configuration on 
community residents. More than most communities, the toxic commu-
nity is an artful teacher. It teaches subliminally but profoundly. The toxic 
community provides context for one’s strivings. It defines the parameters of 



Toward an UndersTanding of The Landscape of debaTe expansion in Urban areas  261

collective expectation. The toxic community is a place where basic social 
institutions such as the family, schools, churches, and government are not 
expected to work. It transmits a culture within which behavior deemed 
aberrant by middle class American standards is nothing less than the logi-
cal response to one’s desperate conditions. The toxic community inflicts 
emotional damage and leaves internal scars even upon those residents who 
maintain an outward appearance of normalcy. The initial response of those 
residing in America’s toxic communities is to seek to escape. Indeed, urban 
demographers point out that in recent years, minorities are leaving inner 
city communities and taking up residence in the suburbs more rapidly than 
are whites. But the toxic community remains. And for every toxic com-
munity resident who finds a “way out,” that escaping resident is replaced by 
newer immigrants and a rapidly expanding impoverished youth population 
whose residential choices are limited to such toxic communities.

For many new urban debaters, the opportunities created by their mastery 
of policy debate represent a ticket out of the toxic community. Already, we 
have witnessed communities of privilege expanding to allow room for the 
rapidly ascending stars of urban debate and we are justly proud of this ac-
complishment. (2001, 16)

This essay provides a quick primer for those who wish to understand the UDL 
movement or, better yet, become involved. Whatever approach one takes, the 
ultimate goal is to help kids. If we work together to pool resources and connect 
the university community more fully to their K–12 brethren, we can advance 
debate as a discipline and as a unique resource for kids.
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Rethinking Debate Education: The Impact 
of Community Programs and Engaged 

Scholarship on Debate at Emory University
Melissa Maxcy Wade, Emory University

While debate at Emory has a history that dates back to 1837, the modern orga-
nization, the Barkley Forum (the Forum), began in 1950, when Emory debate 
alumnus and then U.S. vice president Alben Barkley lent his name to the de-
bate organization. While there was an active debate team, the Forum also had a 
mission of service to the secondary debate community through hosting tourna-
ments and workshops. Since 1972, that mission has evolved, often in unexpect-
ed ways, to include a multigenerational, socioeconomically diverse community 
ranging from elementary school children to volunteers in their seventies, and 
from academics to nonprofit community partners. There is no question that the 
Urban Debate League, founded in 1985 in Atlanta as a partnership between 
the Barkley Forum and the Atlanta public schools, has had a profound impact 
on debate at Emory University: the success of the intercollegiate debate team, 
the postgraduate choices of alumni, academically supervised service to literally 
thousands of socioeconomically challenged students in Atlanta alone (engaged 
scholarship), and strong university assistance through resources to support the 
work. The Alternative Models Working Group of the June 2009 argument con-
ference at Wake Forest University sought essays on nontraditional models of 
debate programs, and the Barkley Forum self-identifies in this category.

This essay includes information given to incoming first year students to help 
them understand the variety of ways to participate in debate at Emory. The 
following quotation is framed in the Barkley Forum offices and expresses the 
overarching philosophy of the organization:

The world of individualistic competition is experienced every  
day; the world of harmonious unanimity is fully realized only in  
sporadic flashes of togetherness, glimpses of what might be if  
only people would cooperate and their purposes reinforce, rather  
than undercut, one another.

—Robert Bellah, Habits of the Heart
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Bellah captures the essence of objections to competition in Western culture. We 
often perceive competition to be negative because it privileges the achievement 
of the individual over the health of the community. Competition is linked with 
corporate culture’s privileging of short-term gain over long-term vision. Deborah 
Tannen’s book, The Argument Culture (1998), suggests that individualistic com-
petitive argument has so saturated our society that we struggle to locate commu-
nity. “Debate” is seen to have trumped “discussion” as a primary vehicle for the 
exploration of ideas. Implicit in this notion is the idea that one has to “win” by 
marginalizing other participants, that debate is inherently, and inappropriately, 
divisive. The Red State/Blue State political and cultural schism is a potent ex-
ample. The result of this poor image of debate can potentially skew the rich edu-
cation available through the rigorous discourse of the tournament setting.

At this moment in American history we desperately need the critical-thinking 
skills generated by competitive academic debate. These skills should be avail-
able to all in society, but especially to those who face persistently unequal edu-
cational structures. One of the most serious barriers to true reform in education 
is the resistance of those who have developed powerful interests in retaining 
the status quo. Our economic interests have become increasingly dependent 
on advertising for products that are often of low quality and little utility. It has 
been argued that it takes uncritical consumers to participate in such a system:

Think of the economic tragedy that would occur if schools taught critical 
thinking. If they encouraged individuals . . . to think original thoughts. If 
they taught the philosopher’s secret that nothing important can be bought. 
. . . If they nourished a love of quality. Who would crave the mountains of 
junk our mass-production economy distributes? . . . Who would fill evenings 
with televised fantasies in place of living? How could the mass economy 
survive with the training “schools” provide? We’ll never get a handle on 
school reform until we understand this . . . symbiosis. (Gatto 2001, 41–42)

How, then, do we teach critical thinking? In the world of academic debate it is 
a foundational tenet that competition motivates intellectual achievement. On 
a highly functioning debate team, competition motivates individuals to cooper-
ate for the good of the community as well as the individual. The exploration of 
ideas and research gives rise to both individual and group ownership of learning. 
Teachers and students work together in ways that encourage partnerships for 
learning. Paulo Freire (1970) calls this kind of collaboration the path to a liber-
ating education, one that encourages democratic dialogue and critical thinking.
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Democratic dialogue is a powerful antidote to traditional education’s penchant 
for the development of authority dependence in students, where they “rehearse 
their futures as passive citizens and workers by learning that education means 
listening to teachers tell them what to do and what things mean” (Shor 1993, 
29). The dialogic antidote allows teachers and students to collaborate so that 
students experience the self-discovery inherent in learning, and value the part-
nership of their teachers in that process. Such collaboration is at the heart of 
the programs of the Barkley Forum.

Overview and MissiOn

The Barkley Forum is a successful, nationally ranked intercollegiate debate 
program, cost-effective substitute for many aspects of an academic commu-
nications department, and community service entity that is well known out-
side of Emory and modeled nationally. The department has strong academic, 
programming, national, and international community service components, 
which makes it an attractive recruitment tool for high-quality students for the 
Office of Admissions.

The Barkley Forum is located in the Division of Campus Life. The mission 
statement indicates that the division “strengthens and enhances Emory Uni-
versity as a community of learning through our programs, activities, services, 
and facilities. We create a welcoming and supportive environment with a com-
mitment to model and teach holistic well-being, ethical leadership, community 
service, and global citizenship.”

The mission of the Barkley Forum supports the division mission statement in 
teaching holistic well-being, ethical leadership, community service, and global 
citizenship through its community of learning. In addition to achieving nation-
al success in intercollegiate tournament debate, the Forum works in the field of 
education reform, and its mission is to promote debate as a tool for empowering 
urban youth living in the poorest of Atlanta’s communities.

COMpOnents Of the Barkley fOruM

The Forum is divided into three broad areas: the intercollegiate debate team, 
engaged-scholar and community programs, and administration. The intercolle-
giate debate team features competition and training opportunities for beginning, 
experienced, and advanced undergraduates. The engaged scholar and community 
program opportunities include: the Glenn Pelham Foundation (a nonprofit 
foundation supporting debate and urban debate education initiatives), the 
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Atlanta Urban Debate League (UDL), the Middle School Debate League of 
Georgia, the Computer Assisted Debate Program (targeting students from At-
lanta Housing Authority communities), the Debate Center at Georgia State 
University, the Debate Across the Curriculum teacher-training program, the 
College Bridge Program (advising students on successful college application), 
various programs in the national UDL network, and emerging international 
debate work in South Korea, Columbia, Hong Kong, Singapore, and other 
countries. Participation in these programs takes the form of volunteering, aca-
demic internships, grant-funded fellowships, formal academic-assessment and 
educational-evaluation training, and research for academic publications.

Emory does not have an academic-communications department, but Barkley 
Forum graduates have been regularly admitted into top doctoral programs in 
communications. More than 40 alumni hold graduate degrees in communica-
tions, and all of them received teaching fellowships based, in part, on their 
teacher training in the UDL. Seven recent graduates serve in Teach for Amer-
ica as a result of their UDL work. Alumni serve or have served as executive di-
rectors of UDLs in Atlanta, Boston, Los Angeles, Memphis, Miami, Milwaukee, 
Nashville, and Washington, DC. Others assist with UDLs in Chicago, Dallas, 
Houston, Kansas City, Milwaukee, Nashville, Newark, New York City, Tampa, 
and Washington, DC. Further, more than 60 -Forum alumni have attended Ivy 
League graduate and professional schools. Ten recent debate alumni currently 
attend Harvard Law, and Harvard’s doctoral program in international relations, 
and Yale Law; all 10 participated in advanced UDL/engaged-scholarship work.

ratiOnale fOr COMMunity prOgraMMing

More than 130 Emory graduate, professional, and undergraduate students par-
ticipate annually in Barkley Forum programs. The Forum enjoys substantial 
support from Emory University, largely because of the symbiosis between the in-
tercollegiate debate team, community programs, and engaged-scholarship com-
ponents of the organization. Community programming is equal to competitive 
success in the budget process supporting the Forum. The UDL, international 
consulting, and related service programs have generated a steady stream of posi-
tive national press for Emory. The Forum has brought in over $3 million of grant 
money for UDL and international programs over the past 12 years. The Board 
of Trustees has recently approved a funding drive for a $10 million endowed 
Center for Debate Education. The Forum is a top initiative of the new Campaign 
Emory and has earned a $2 million endowment opportunity, which our alumni 
are committed to raising. This support flows from all aspects of the Forum op-
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erating in concert. Without the debate team the community programming ef-
forts would be significantly impaired through the loss of high-quality instructors. 
Without the community programs the debate team would have fewer coaches 
and smaller travel budgets.

Internal evaluation data suggest that many Emory debaters have stayed in 
college tournament debate (when the workload became daunting) through 
being reenergized by working with UDL students. It is also significant that 
Emory students who leave college tournament debate remain active mem-
bers of the Forum in UDL work. Through the engaged-scholar efforts, Emo-
ry debaters and nondebaters receive unique educational opportunities that 
augment their more traditional classroom learning, and lead to significant 
postgraduate opportunities.

Barkley Forum community programming success is notable. The UDL program 
has been replicated in 24 cities and has served 35,000 urban students (Harris 
2006), 90% of whom finished high school; and 75% attended college (Morris 
2002). Atlanta continues to be a national laboratory for new and related pro-
grams through Emory’s consortium with Georgia State, Tennessee State, and 
New York University, identified as the National Debate Project.

training prOgraMs

Barkley Forum students in intercollegiate debate have the opportunity for an an-
nual August preschool preparation for the September–April competition season 
at an off-campus debate retreat. These five days introduce students to the Forum, 
debate coaches, topic research, community building, and community program op-
portunities. Weekly research meetings, daily opportunities for research, argument 
theory and performance instruction from coaches, and post-tournament practice, 
rebuttal re-dos, and strategic research constitute ongoing training.

In early September there is a training program for engaged-scholar and commu-
nity programs that consists of a half-day group training and a four-hour practi-
cum at a middle school tournament the following day. While most incoming 
Emory debaters have a history of community service, engaging students in an 
educational setting that ranges from second to twelfth grades, from affluent ur-
ban schools to socioeconomically challenged schools in the same system, par-
ticularly at-risk students living in Atlanta Housing Authority communities, and 
a multiracial, multiethnic population, is a challenging environment. Ongoing 
training leads to different certification levels, opportunities for advanced aca-
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demic work in the Division of Educational Studies, and leadership and teaching 
skill development.

Rounding out participation opportunities are the 60-year-old Barkley Forum for 
High Schools (BFHS) tournament and the Emory National Debate Institute, 
held every summer for middle-school and high-school students and teachers on 
three campuses.

ExpEctations for BarklEy forum mEmBErship

The Forum has over 700 alumni, one of the most loyal groups in the university. 
There is a reason. We genuinely believe that debate is a gift of profound educa-
tional value, skill development, and preparation for activist lives that serve the 
advancement of society in law, education, government, medicine, social justice, 
nonprofit, business, theology, and other unique employment settings. That gift 
should be shared with underserved populations so that all siblings in the human 
family have empowered voices to advocate for themselves. Our work is philo-
sophically anchored in collaboration. The expectations for membership are the 
result of discussions between staff, student debaters, academic interns, and also 
reflect the voices of university administrators and faculty.

Students are expected to participate in a minimum of organizational and com-
munity service activities to earn the basic privilege of participating on the inter-
collegiate debate team. Those members not on the debate team also participate 
in organizational and community service, but the full benefit of that participa-
tion is determined by levels of time invested and “certification” levels achieved. 
Most debaters increase their organizational and community service as their time 
at Emory advances, and are also eligible for the benefits of more advanced work. 
Some examples include:

Expectations and Opportunities for Engaged Scholars
• Complete beginning certification protocol in September
• Volunteer for one semester weekly in either the Debate Center, Computer 
Assisted Debate program, or both
• Complete judging certification for UDL tournaments
• After one semester you are eligible for EDS 472 (seminar in urban educa-
tion) and 497 (undergraduate directed reading) or EDS 597 (graduate directed 
reading)
• Completion of EDS 472 generates advanced opportunities; 497 may be 
taken twice
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Advanced Opportunities for Engaged Scholars
• Formal training in administering reading, communication apprehension, 
and student data-assessment protocols
• Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI certification). Re-
quired for every party who is involved in the assessment process
• Potential for Institutional Review Board (IRB) process for original research 
and grant administration. Principal researchers must demonstrate compliance 
with their university IRB process; involves submitting a research plan (with 
necessary reporting documents) and following through on that research plan 
without deviation
• Participation in an ongoing multicity study of UDL impact on reading, 
communication apprehension, discipline, grade-point averages, attendance, 
and dropout rates conducted by the National Debate Project
• Formal training in field-testing curriculum and educational evaluation 
methodologies
• Participation in writing for publications in academic communications, 
education, urban education, psychology, and other disciplines
• Work on compiling curriculum from the various Atlanta and Milwaukee 
UDL programs, and assisting with the current teacher-training project on 
Debate Across the Curriculum
• Work with international debate programs in various countries with poten-
tial for academic credit, supervised internships, and volunteer work.

concluding rEflEctions

The Barkley Forum’s 1950 mission of intercollegiate tournament debate and 
service to the secondary-school community has certainly evolved in major ways 
in the past 59 years, but the original notion that debate develops critically im-
portant skills that should be shared has remained. The UDL was founded on the 
notion that education is not equal, despite the rulings of the Supreme Court 
and the laws of the states. In fact, Jonathan Kozol (1992) is right to argue that 
we have compulsory unequal schooling in the United States, and that our na-
tion operates in a system of educational apartheid (Kozol 2005). It has been our 
experience that bringing underserved populations to the world of debate has 
changed Emory debate. The conversation across the socioeconomic divide is a 
powerful, mutually nourishing dialogue.

Emory staff and students teach debate differently from the ways in which we 
were taught, having been guided by the UDL students’ seeking changes in in-
structional method. We constantly revise and renegotiate our relationships 
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with various actors in the university and community settings in service to the 
amazing children we find attracted to debate. Our program targeting second-
ary students in Atlanta Housing Authority communities has received national 
recognition from the U.S. Department of Justice as a successful gang-prevention 
program. We are working on a separate initiative to disrupt the “school to prison 
pipeline” through a national criminal justice reform group, Behind the Cycle. 
Academic work on teaching debate in African American vernacular English 
to support “literocracy” in education is informed by the voices of our housing-
authority students. A psychology class at Emory judged our UDL tournaments 
last semester, and then the UDL kids judged the Emory students in their final 
academic classroom debates. None of us initially working in UDL programs 
twenty years ago foresaw the directions in which our work would be taking us.

Emory debaters have benefited in a myriad of ways from moving outside the 
traditional work of research and intercollegiate tournaments. Engaging those 
outside the privilege of the university setting yields a rich experiential educa-
tion that has transformed Emory debaters for decades. Many find a deeper com-
mitment to traditional policy debate with an eye toward changing inequality; 
others have benefited from more nontraditional ideas sparked by exposure to 
students from different experiences. Barkley Forum staff and students are con-
stantly impressed with the variety, creativity, and depth of our UDL students.

The UDL continues to develop through a process of trial and error. Emory de-
bate staff and students have made so many mistakes, learning the vital heart of 
respect through multiple instances of disrespect. Our work is by no means error 
free or all inclusive. In fact, every mistake is our teacher, and we have come to 
value our all-too-ordinary capacity for misjudgment as leading us to the next 
steps. But there is no question that community engagement has transformed our 
understandings of the power of debate education and the depth of competitive 
tournaments as laboratories for learning.
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Reaching the Dropout Population: Seeking 
Government Grants
Carol Winkler, Georgia State University

More than 1.2 million students drop out of U.S. high schools annually (Of-
fice of the Press Secretary, 2010). Only about 50% of the students enrolled in 
high school in the 50 largest cities earn a diploma (Swanson 2008). While the 
dropout rate has historically resulted in lost tax revenues and has drained social 
services, it now contributes to what many refer to as “the school-to-prison pipe-
line.” Because arrests of dropouts are 3.5 times higher than those for students 
who complete school (Bourne 2003), many students who fail to finish high 
school land in prison or the juvenile justice system.

Debate offers an effective remedy for increasing affective, behavioral, and cog-
nitive engagement for at-risk youth in the nation’s schools. Studies of partici-
pants in debate show that they have higher self-esteem, lower communication 
apprehension, more verbal assertiveness (which trades off with physical aggres-
sion), higher grade-point averages, improved reading skills, heightened critical-
thinking abilities, and higher school attendance than their peers. While most 
of the earlier research targeted high school and college debaters from suburban 
communities or those from schools that could afford to compete in national 
competitions, urban debate has emerged as an increasing focus of research.

In 2005, First Lady Laura Bush featured the Computer Assisted Debate (CAD) 
Program in targeting middle school children from Atlanta’s public housing 
communities as the signature school program for her Helping America’s Youth 
Initiative. More recently, the Department of Justice, through the Bureau of 
Justice Administration and the Institute for Law and Justice, invited partners 
in the CAD program to describe the program and its impact at two national 
conferences on preventing gang violence in public housing communities. As 
an outgrowth of the expressed interest of various districts in replicating the pro-
gram at those conferences, CAD representatives now serve as technical consul-
tants to the Department of Justice as part of their Project Safe Neighborhoods 
(PSN) initiative. Since 2001, more than $1.5 billion has been spent on the PSN 
program.

Those interested in using debate to help prevent crime should focus on four key 
strategies:



272  navigating oppoRtunity

1. Develop programs that target the children most at risk: poor, minority 
students who are academically challenged. Focus on middle school-aged stu-
dents in order to reach them before they join gangs or become completely 
disengaged from school.

2. Build partnerships with community organizations (such as housing author-
ities, public school systems, local law enforcement, and other groups that 
work with at-risk youth, e.g., Boys and Girls Clubs of America). These part-
nerships are essential in building the collaborative environment needed for 
your debate project to succeed, and these groups have the necessary resources 
that can help build long-term sustainability for the projects.

3. Include tracking of disciplinary referrals (suspensions and disciplinary in-
cidents) in any assessment protocols of your programs. Many students will 
move away from violence and other disciplinary problems in the schools as 
a result of finding their voice through debate, which in turn, will make the 
programs attractive for future funding.

4. Contact the U.S. attorney or police chief who serves your area. They can 
request Computer Assisted Debate Project training through the Institute for 
Law and Justice that will help build the necessary partnerships. For more 
information, review the Web site at http://www.engageyouth-ilj.org/school_
based_programs_cad.html.
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The Challenge to Reestablish Intercollegiate 
Debate at Our Nation’s Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities
John W. Davis II, Debate Solutions, LLC

Where would young James Farmer, or John Hope Franklin Jr., or Barbara Jor-
dan have an opportunity to debate today? Not at Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCU) like so many did in the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, and 
1960s, nor at many of the debate powers competing at intercollegiate tourna-
ments each weekend. Recently recalled his debate career, Dr. Franklin told me 
that he debated for Fisk University between 1931 and 1934, and was in a con-
test against New York University in 1932, three years before the famous James 
Farmer debate as told in the film The Great Debaters.

The complete history of debating would fill many volumes, but a few salient 
facts should be mentioned. While the origins of debate are lost in the remote 
reaches of history, we do know that people were debating in Africa at least 
4,000 years ago. For example, Egyptian princes debated agricultural policy 
at the pharaoh’s court (2080 BC). Debate became the quintessential Ameri-
can art and the nation’s continuing struggle to create a more perfect union 
is a history written by the great debates of the day. Almost all leaders of the 
American Revolution and the early national period were able debaters who 
had studied argumentation in the colonial colleges or in the community de-
bating “societies,” “lyceums,” and “bees” that flourished throughout the coun-
try, most notably the “Spy Club” at Harvard, which by 1722 was debating 
contemporary issues.

Secret debating societies flourished among both enslaved and free Africans in 
America during the nineteenth century. Debating societies were viewed as the 
training grounds for the leaders and foot soldiers struggling for freedom. Their 
weapons were words, not guns, and they believed that reasoning, critical-
thinking, and public-speaking skills were the ammunition needed for victory.

The evidence demonstrating the educational and leadership value of debate 
is overwhelming; increased literacy, improved grade-point averages, and im-
proved graduation rates. A long historical record demonstrates that debaters 
prove to be effective advocates for themselves and their communities. During 
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the mid-1990s alone, a strong majority of members of Congress had competi-
tive debating experience.

Why then have debate programs at HBCUs suffered such a precipitous decline? 
This trend constitutes a significant missed opportunity—vast talent resources 
go unnoticed and our national competitiveness is hampered. There have been 
many efforts in the past to include minorities and encourage HBCUs to partici-
pate, but many have not taken up the offer.

Compared to intercollegiate athletics and other costly endeavors, debate is, 
dollar for dollar, an efficient use of institutional resources. It requires no multi-
million-dollar complexes, playing fields, stadiums, or expensive equipment. All 
that is necessary are classrooms, coaches, office supplies, and support for travel 
and research. Debate is an inexpensive, educational, and effective way to both 
promote schools and enhance the quality of the academic experience.

Seventy-five years ago Melvin Tolson built a highly competitive debate team 
around a talented young James Farmer at Wiley College (an HBCU) to crack 
the color barrier. At that time in our nation’s history, white universities would 
not debate HBCUs on large national stages. Despite our national progress since 
that color barrier was cracked, according to the official list of qualifying teams, 
only Howard University stands among all other 105 HBCUs as having qualified 
for the nation’s first true national debating championships (now the National 
Debate Tournament [NDT]) in 1952 and 1954.

I have been involved in debate since 1974. For decades as a competitor, lawyer, 
coach, and historian I have seen the difference it can make in the lives of young 
African Americans and every other group that takes part. That is why I, along 
with Timothy O’Donnell (chair of the NDT and director of debate at the Uni-
versity of Mary Washington—one of the top national teams) and my colleague 
Jeff Porro, launched the Debate Consortium (the Consortium) in September 
2008.

The Consortium’s mission is to build capacity for cutting-edge pedagogy and 
undergraduate research in the art and practice of argumentation and debate 
on crucial issues of American public policy at many of the nation’s HBCUs. 
It includes building bridges between agencies of the federal government and 
HBCUs as well as forging durable partnerships between Consortium debate pro-
grams and existing nationally ranked intercollegiate programs. With strong sup-
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port from the White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Uni-
versities, we use the authority pursuant to Presidential Executive Order 13256 
(et seq.), designed to make the organs and resources of the federal government 
accessible to HBCUs, and to create opportunities for academic institutions to 
collaborate on specific debate projects surrounding controversial issues central 
to individual federal agencies.

I am happy to say we have gotten some great response, but a much more sys-
tematic and resource-based effort is needed to build team capacity. We simply 
cannot do it alone.

The movement to rediscover debate has already begun. Urban debate leagues at 
the middle- and high-school levels are flourishing, and The Great Debaters will 
undoubtedly cause demand for debate to surge in the coming years. However, 
these leagues cannot shoulder the burden of a nationwide debate renaissance 
alone. They need colleges and universities to take a leadership role.

Specifically, higher education must do three things. First, HBCUs need to cre-
ate viable opportunities for high-school graduates, particularly those from Ur-
ban Debate Leagues, who seek to continue their debate education after high 
school. Creating new programs and reinforcing existing programs is essential.

Second, and equally important, we must recruit, train, and produce a new gen-
eration of professional debate educators. There are many middle schools and 
high schools around the country eager to offer debate opportunities to students, 
but they are unable to find qualified teachers with debate experience because 
the demand for quality coaches far outstrips the supply. To meet this short-
fall, our institutions must generate capacity by fielding debate programs that 
give students opportunities to learn the coaching craft through rich individual 
learning experiences. In addition, thoughtful consideration should be given to 
the ways in which such a commitment spurs curricular innovation at both the 
undergraduate and graduate levels as well as educational partnerships of local, 
regional, and state constituencies. Finally, the creation of new opportunities to 
join the debate teaching fraternity must move in lockstep with efforts to retain, 
reward, and renew our best debate teachers.

Third, as the nation’s longstanding incubators of free expression, innovative 
thinking, democratic deliberation, and social change, colleges and universities 
must do more to promote the role of debate as a necessary component of a well-
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functioning society. Strong debate programs are essential because they showcase 
best practices. Debate programs are and should be key players in efforts to foster 
civic engagement and democratic responsibility.

The Great Debaters reminds us that the values of debate are the values of the 
academy itself. Even critics admit that debate’s insufficiencies are due as much 
as anything to insufficient institutional commitment to a debate education. To 
be true to our core values, we need to promote the activities that create better 
students and better citizens. Debate does this. An America where academic de-
bate becomes a prominent fixture on every campus would be a better America. 
Every college and university has many James Farmers strolling the hallways and 
quadrangles of its campuses; but we must lay the foundation for achievement. 
There will be no better opportunity to bring this to fruition than the one that 
now lies before us. The time for debate is now.

Thus far, ten HBCUs have expressed an interest in starting a debate team in the 
2009/10 academic year: Hampton University, Savannah State, Norfolk State, 
Lincoln, Fayetteville State, Voorhees College, Morgan State, Kentucky State, 
Huston-Tillotson, and St. Paul’s College. Prairie View A&M University and 
the University of the District of Columbia have expressed interest in starting 
up programs during the 2010/11 academic year. I hope you will consider send-
ing out a short reminder or nudge to others to help the marketing process (or 
perhaps stir up some competitive spirit).

And that is why I am calling upon the National Debate Tournament Commit-
tee and the Cross Examination Debate Association to collaborate together with 
HBCUs to achieve significantly greater diversity within the body of university 
participants within the next five years.

In sum, America gains a broader national benefit when it brings to the table 
all of the top talent it has to offer in any given endeavor. We need help from 
America’s political, civic and business leaders to end a system that retards our 
national benefit and underdevelops large segments of our society.
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Broadening the Base of Investment 
in Challenging Economic Times: 

Communicating the Case for Evidence-
Based, Cost-Effective Debate Interventions

Scott Deatherage, executive director, and Eric Tucker, chief academic officer and 
deputy director, National Association for Urban Debate Leagues

IntroductIon

A. Overview
Policymakers and institutional investors face a challenge to identify academic 
interventions that most cost-effectively and significantly improve outcomes for 
students in low-performing urban public schools. The National Association for 
Urban Debate Leagues (NAUDL) seeks to provide high-quality information 
about how urban debate influences the student outcomes that prospective sup-
porters care most about, by studying the effectiveness of urban debate programs 
with methodological rigor and peer-reviewed research. The NAUDL increas-
ingly works to share investigator-initiated research that demonstrates that 
Urban Debate Leagues (UDLs) improve academic achievement by increasing 
graduation rates, secondary literacy, and college and career readiness.1

UDLs, like all debate interventions, require resources to thrive. Transportation, 
tournament administration, coaching salaries, hired judges, and reams of copies 
add up. The prolonged economic downturn means school systems, municipali-
ties, and states are bringing a renewed rigor and toughness to education funding 
decisions, potentially jeopardizing funding for activities such as debate.

For many debate programs, maintaining or growing the capacity to serve stu-
dents requires obtaining financial support to complement a line item in a school 
district’s budget. Individuals, corporations, and foundations can be solicited as 
possible sources of funding for debate programs. To thrive and grow, the debate 
community must also find strong and proactive voices to advocate for financial 
support from local, state, and federal officials, while applying the creativity and 
research skills instilled by participation in debate to identify possible untapped 
sources of government funding.

1 See, for example, http://www.urbandebate.org/urbandebateworks.shtml; and http://www.
urbandebate.org/policyandpractice.shtml.
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Current economic circumstances put debate programs, like so many social in-
terventions, in an undesirable situation: needing to secure additional sources 
of external funding while such funding is the scarcest it has been in decades, 
causing heavy competition for charitable and state resources. Compounding 
this dilemma, the emerging policy context demands evidence-based, research-
backed practice, privileging innovative interventions proven to work and with 
the capacity to go successfully to scale.

The premise that guides the NAUDL’s engagement with potential institutional 
investors is that cost-effective programs whose positive impacts are supported 
with strong evidence are most likely to receive financial support. Advocates for 
debate, this chapter argues, must learn how to frame the benefits of debate in 
language that will appeal to policymakers and institutional investors who pri-
oritize cost-effectiveness. Debate interventions must also commit to work with 
academic researchers to examine the educational and social impact of student 
participation in debate on non–debate-related outcomes, such as graduation 
rates, secondary literacy, and college preparedness. Credible, peer-reviewed, 
scientific evidence demonstrating the benefits of debate is an essential compo-
nent—perhaps the most important one—of securing lasting institutional in-
vestments in debate programs across the nation.

The challenge for debate programs is this: advocates for debate and urban de-
bate must consider how they can more effectively communicate with corpo-
rate, foundation, individual and government policymakers, decision makers, 
and investors about why funding for debate should be a priority in a world of 
scarce resources. This chapter uses the NAUDL’s experience making the case for 
urban debate as a cost-effective intervention to share insights on the broader 
relevance of evidence-based advocacy for debate.

B. Meeting the Challenge with Aggressive Evidence-based Advocacy: 
The Approach of the National Association for Urban Debate 
Leagues
Meeting the challenges presented by the new economic realities and policy 
context will require well-crafted advocacy across the debate community. The 
NAUDL has been recalibrating its advocacy efforts to secure financial invest-
ments for UDLs with considerable success, even in this tough economic climate. 
The lessons NAUDL has learned, and its current advocacy strategy, can provide 
insight for those in the debate community seeking to obtain further support.



Broadening the Base of investment in Challenging eConomiC times   279

Specifically, the NAUDL has developed both the organizational capacity to en-
gage investors and a development strategy to communicate with and obtain 
support from institutional investors across the nation. In seeking to develop 
these capacities, the NAUDL has engaged in dialogue with policymakers at all 
levels of government, as well as the individuals and boards who make decisions 
about corporate and nonprofit charitable giving. NAUDL has taken advantage 
of this dialogue to listen to what factors policymakers and donors evaluate in 
deciding how to allocate resources—criteria with increasing relevance in times 
when those seeking support must prove their worth amid the clamor of many 
competing causes for smaller resource pools.

This essay examines how NAUDL pursued its organizational and development 
strategies to advance its overall mission of facilitating participation in organized 
debate for as many urban high-school students as possible. The hope is that, 
in reflecting upon our own experience, we might identify themes and insights 
relevant to the debate community more broadly.

BuIldIng the organIzatIonal capacIty to engage Investors In 
conversatIons centered on cost-effectIveness

The NAUDL has made three principles the bedrock of its efforts to build or-
ganizational capacity: leadership, expertise, and strategy. These principles start 
with a hands-on board, which is highly engaged in the organization’s manage-
ment and strategic development, and provides expert advice regarding the chal-
lenges and opportunities that confront the NAUDL. This section will discuss 
the three principles in depth, explaining how NAUDL has built from the basis 
of this foundation.

A. Leadership
The NAUDL Governing Board comprises senior executives who are committed 
to the NAUDL mission. The board is extensively involved in overseeing the 
NAUDL’s strategy, making financial contributions, and securing outside fund-
ing. In addition to the Governing Board, the NAUDL has constituted an Hon-
orary Board and a Young Professionals Leadership Board. These three entities 
bring a range of sustainability-oriented capacities and embody the professional-
ism and discipline that the NAUDL seeks to bring to each organizational en-
deavor as well as to communicate to investors. The NAUDL boards are replete 
with individuals who are successful leaders, across the business, government, 
civic, and education sectors.
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B. Expertise
The NAUDL staff brings a wealth of urban debate experience to the organiza-
tion. The senior leadership brings over 100 years of combined experience in 
coordinating debate programs, coordinating academic research, and leading 
Urban Debate Leagues. More recently, the NAUDL has recruited recent law-
school graduates who have been “deferred” from starting with their respective 
law firms. These “Urban Debate Advocacy Fellows” bring a passion for debate 
and the academic expertise that comes with obtaining a law degree. In addition, 
league directors partner with local school systems and business and civic leaders 
to ensure teachers have the support necessary to succeed as coaches.

Such expertise, in addition to the talent and professionalism of the staff, reas-
sures supporters about the return on their investment, enhancing the Urban 
Debate Network’s claims of cost-effectiveness and significant academic im-
provement.

C. Strategy
The NAUDL has worked to distill the organizational components and practices 
that it believes are essential for success into its urban debate programming and 
infrastructure to provide long-term educational benefits to low-income students 
and students of color. The NAUDL “best practices approach,” which calls for 
school system ownership supported by a set of strong external partners organized 
into an Urban Debate Commission/Urban Debate League Advisory Board, is 
research based and has been refined through field testing.

The NAUDL has also made the strategic decision to collaborate with investi-
gator-initiated research projects that rigorously examine the educational and 
social impact on urban students of participating in high-quality policy-debate 
programming. This priority opens up new avenues of research to academics, 
driving important education research questions. The relationship also makes 
it possible for the Urban Debate Network to benefit from an emerging body 
of scientific, peer-reviewed articles reflecting on the influence of urban debate 
on education metrics such as graduation rates, secondary literacy, and college 
readiness.

The NAUDL’s most substantial accomplishments in recent years resulting 
from its enhanced capacity have been hosting the first several Chase Urban 
Debate National Championships, building eight new Urban Debate Leagues, 
and strengthening UDLs in Boston, Detroit, and Rhode Island. Along with a 
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series of additional conferences, the National Championship weekend brings 
students, teachers, administrators, and supporters from about 20 cities together 
to compete, share knowledge, raise awareness, and celebrate on a scale never 
before seen in urban debate. Additionally, the NAUDL has worked to secure 
school district support and local funding to bring debate programs to more than 
145 high schools that previously did not have access to debate.

developIng a sustaInaBle, long-term source of revenue

Building durable, high-quality Urban Debate Leagues is the top programmatic 
priority of the NAUDL. Indeed, the mission of facilitating participation in orga-
nized debate for as many urban high-school students as possible assumes persis-
tent growth and success across time. To realize its mission, the NAUDL requires 
a long-term revenue base, supplemented by the strategic use of short-term fund-
ing to meet specific goals.

This section focuses on what the NAUDL has learned from its dialogue with the 
different types of investors and how it has adapted its advocacy for urban debate 
as a transformative educational intervention.

A. Individual Support
Individual donors are critical to the long-term success of the NAUDL and the 
Urban Debate Network, and should be considered critical to any debate pro-
gram seeking to establish a long-term source of funding. The NAUDL’s individ-
ual donor base largely consists of former debaters who have a personal affinity 
for the activity. In light of this, debate programs should build alumni records and 
actively stay in contact with their alumni.

The NAUDL has significant unrealized potential for support-driven growth. 
The NAUDL has found that there are three components to successfully so-
liciting individual contributions: increasing the number of donors, obtaining 
larger gifts from annual donors, and improving annual donor participation rates. 
While obtaining new donors is important, relationships with donors need to be 
prioritized, cultivated, and maintained.

B. Foundation Support
The NAUDL has worked to create effective, professional proposals to foun-
dations that communicate key ideas and strengths. Active collaboration with 
entities that have experience in successfully advocating for funding from foun-
dations enabled the NAUDL to improve its in-house development capacity, 
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putting us in a position to draft effective foundation proposals. These materi-
als have enabled the NAUDL to rely on foundation funds to propel network 
growth. The NAUDL now solicits significant foundation support on behalf of 
leagues during their building phases and at critical junctures in their life cycles, 
all while leveraging broad support for UDLs as local enterprises.

C. Corporate Support
The expansion of the NAUDL’s organizational capacity allowed it to en-
gage corporate leaders and corporate foundations, seeking their support. The 
NAUDL has developed relationships with prominent debate alumni working 
for potential national corporate sponsors. Over time, the NAUDL has utilized 
its organizational capacity to develop strategic plans for corporate outreach. At 
the core of those plans are advocacy documents and professional promotional 
materials, aimed at attracting new corporate investors.

One prominent argument made in the advocacy materials is that urban debate 
contributes new, underrepresented, and diverse students to the employment 
pipeline. This argument is most effective with respect to law firms, which are 
particularly concerned about the racial, ethnic, and gender composition of the 
pipeline of legal employees. Modern law firms, in the aggregate, are less diverse 
than the white-collar workforces of their corporate clients. Corporate clients 
have taken notice of the lack of diversity within the legal profession and have 
begun weighing a law firm’s diversity more heavily in deciding on legal repre-
sentation. This pressure from corporate clients has caused law firms to support 
initiatives and programs that are demonstrating cost-effective ways to improve 
diversity within the legal profession.

Debate—and urban debate in particular—is poised to make this claim. The 
analytical, research, and advocacy skills that make for good debaters are also a 
solid intellectual foundation for good attorneys. UDLs, as a cost-effective means 
of increasing graduation rates, secondary literacy, and college readiness, increase 
the number of students of color in the “legal pipeline” by helping significant 
numbers of such students to successfully complete high school.

D. Special Events
The NAUDL has established that major fundraising events, such as its annual 
dinner, can effectively develop a synergy between individual, foundation, and cor-
porate donors. Allowing members from all three categories of donors to interact 
with each other and see the degree of strength and support from donors of all types 
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further reinforces positive perceptions of giving to the NAUDL. Debate programs 
that involve alumni with institutional supporters can similarly benefit.

E. In-kind Support
Obtaining “in-kind” support has been a crucial goal, since it provides a key 
means for the NAUDL to improve its organizational and development capacity. 
Broadly speaking, the NAUDL seeks partners who can provide one or more of 
the following:

Supportive Entrepreneurial Leadership for Urban Debate. Established and recently 
graduated professionals in fields such as management consulting, information 
systems, marketing, and political consulting might take special projects with the 
NAUDL lasting from a day to a year.

Creating Teams of Social Entrepreneurs. The NAUDL believes that teams and 
networks of social entrepreneurs working together accelerate and spread social 
impact. It thus seeks out professionals to collaborate with the NAUDL staff and 
Governing Board to move particular organizational priorities forward.

Building Organizational Infrastructure. To build a vibrant, national network of 
catalysts for and sustainers of urban debate requires tools and support systems to 
deliver robust, sustainable leagues. The NAUDL seeks to partner with organiza-
tions to create needed infrastructures and codify proven practices in areas such 
as performance metrics and measurement, intranet-based data management, 
strategic planning, expansion initiative planning, configuration strategy, finan-
cial and operational systems, marketing and communications, development, ac-
cess to social financing, corporate-sponsorship models, model-project impact 
evaluation, and social-networking approaches for UDLs.

Providing Pro Bono Legal Counsel. Attorneys can provide legal advice and assis-
tance to the NAUDL and to local Urban Debate Leagues, prepare submissions 
to federal and local governments on matters of public interest, and conduct 
other legal work.

F. Federal Support
Unfortunately, only limited federal government support for urban debate cur-
rently exists. However, the NAUDL believes that once the visibility of the Ur-
ban Debate Network’s approach reaches a tipping point, UDLs will be able to 
attain federal financial support.
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The NAUDL believes its National Urban Debate National Championship 
competition can serve as an essential networking catalyst to unite key players. 
The NAUDL’s advocacy at these events will focus attention on urban debate as 
a critical education and youth-development initiative and use sound research 
to suggest urban debate as a significant, cost-effective strategy to promote the 
improvement of public education.

Securing federal funding for UDLs would have a ripple effect across the debate 
community. Stronger UDLs would be able to afford opportunities for more stu-
dents, both regionally and nationally.

lookIng ahead: BuIldIng a platform for dIversIfIed, 
sustaInaBle fundIng premIsed on the cost-effectIveness case

Following from its general drive to secure individual, foundation, and corporate in-
vestors, the NAUDL has developed the following specific strategies to obtain and 
increase institutional support going forward. Debate programs that want to increase 
external support may wish to model some or all of the following strategies:

• Further developing the campaign for individual donors, including running 
special events and receptions for prominent former debaters, which over time 
will yield a broad base of supporters who contribute financially and politically.
• Identifying and engaging grant-making foundations that may invest in 
demonstration projects that seed UDLs, and field experiments that evaluate 
UDLs as an exemplary instance of academically rigorous Out-Of-School-Time 
programming. These projects would produce vibrant local organizations and 
evidence that may be used to secure future support.
• Identifying and engaging corporations drawn to the national profile of 
the Urban Debate Network, which may provide sponsorship to expand and 
strengthen local UDLs that leverage local investment.
• Cultivating partners (such as universities, think tanks, nongovernmental 
organizations) who supply in-kind resources and opportunities to the Urban 
Debate Network.
• Engaging urban educational entities, who can be courted nationally in a 
manner that will produce local political and social capital to help build new 
UDLs.
• Tailoring advocacy so that local school district line items are influenced by 
the precedent of cities that have invested in urban debate.
• Building national momentum and advocacy to help secure federal ear-
marks for UDLs.
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conclusIon

The current economic downturn has taken its toll. Many school-district budgets 
are unstable, while others are suffering cuts. Even while debate programs’ need 
for external funding from institutional investors is at its strongest, the amounts 
being given by charitable donors are the lowest in recent history. More than 
ever, advocates of debate must present the activity as a cost-effective means of 
improving the educational outcomes of participating students.

The NAUDL has learned from its dialogue with individual, foundation, and 
corporate investors, and has improved its organizational and development ca-
pacity in light of those conversations. The NAUDL listened to the investor 
community about the importance of having solid, empirical evidence, justifying 
the donor’s charitable giving. As a result, the NAUDL has forged academic 
partnerships, which have produced credible, peer-reviewed data proving that 
participation in urban debate has significant impacts on participants’ graduation 
rates, secondary literacy, and college preparedness. These conversations can be 
one basis for advocating debate as a cost-effective intervention to improve edu-
cational outcomes.

The NAUDL’s emphasis on organizational capacity has allowed it to build a staff 
with the leadership, expertise, and strategic insight to learn from the NAUDL’s 
ongoing dialogue with institutional investors and to tailor its advocacy accord-
ingly. By maintaining good relationships with alumni through effective commu-
nication, programs may receive both financial donations and in-kind donations 
that may then be useful in obtaining foundation or corporate donations (e.g., an 
alumnus who is now a business consultant agrees to design advocacy materials 
for a presentation to a foundation).

Even in tough times, debate programs can still grow and provide additional 
opportunities to their students. The NAUDL’s efforts provide one potentially 
useful approach that existing debate programs can employ to realize their full 
potential.





Section VI: Pedagogical Innovations
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The Allred Initiative and Debate Across the 
Curriculum: Reinventing the Tradition of 

Debate at North Carolina
Christian O. Lundberg, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Most of the essays in this volume deal with issues surrounding the everyday 
operations of an intercollegiate debate team, tournament practice, and the pro-
fessional advancement of debate educators. The purpose of this contribution is 
a bit different: the main goal of this essay is to provide one model for how to 
extend the benefits of debate beyond or even entirely outside the purview of the 
competitive intercollegiate debate team to the general population of colleges 
and universities. This essay is aimed at two audiences: debate educators who 
seek a model for building capacities for debate beyond the specific ambit of their 
programs, and another audience of readers at colleges and universities without 
a competitive intercollegiate debate team. For the first audience, I would like 
to argue that debate teams and coaches take a more active role in extending 
debate education to student populations outside of the debate team for the sake 
of building on-campus support for their programs, tangibly demonstrating that 
the resources university administrations put into debate programs serve more 
than a very narrow and highly specialized population of students. For those at a 
college or university without an active debate program, I would like to suggest 
the Allred model as one way of continuing and extending a commitment to 
building cultures of debate at our colleges and universities. For readers in both 
audiences, I have attempted to compile, update, and extend on the state of the 
art in scholarship defending debate pedagogy and debate across the curriculum 
initiatives. I also briefly lay out the basic structure of the Allred model, offering 
it as one way of embodying a commitment to debate as a pedagogical tool that 
complements the whole of the undergraduate curriculum and as one model for 
cultivating capacities for democracy in the college classroom.

The STaTe of DebaTe acroSS The curriculum

The debate-across-the-curriculum movement is the primary locus of advocacy 
for expanding the benefits of debate beyond competitive high school and inter-
collegiate debate teams. A number of pilot projects have been undertaken in 
K–12 settings, including, for example, Kansas City’s pilot project at the Uni-
versity Academy, and the National Debate Project’s Computer Assisted Debate 
project in the metro Atlanta area. Despite the increasing amount of scholar-
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ship justifying the integration of debate practices into college and university 
curricula, the primary sites of innovation in debate across the curriculum are 
concentrated in K–12 programs. Though there have been advances in imple-
menting communication-across-the-curriculum measures in higher education, 
it is unclear that very many of these initiatives actively promote debate as a 
subset of communication across the curriculum. While a few of these initia-
tives are organized around an oral-communication component (for instance, 
Virginia Tech’s CommLab program, http://www.commlab.vt.edu), the major-
ity of these programs either integrate oral-communication components into a 
writing-across-the-curriculum model, or privilege writing as the primary focus 
of their pedagogical efforts.1

There are a number of initiatives associated with debate programs to increase 
the profile of debate on college campuses, and these initiatives may be one 
of the primary outlets for the spirit of debate across the curriculum in the ab-
sence of the letter of systematic curricular reform. Public-debate initiatives at a 
number of colleges seek to engage the campus community in debate activities 
outside the ambit of the classroom (debate programming at the University of 
Pittsburgh, the University of Mary Washington, and James Madison University 
come to mind as prominent examples, though there are others).

Perhaps the comparatively slow uptake of debate across the curriculum at col-
leges and universities is due in part to the large number of “competitors across 
the curriculum”: writing, technology, critical thinking, information literacy, 
and so on. Competitors for studies across the curriculum are often advocated 
by departments that traditionally have a powerful voice in curricular decisions, 
such as English departments. The strength of the competition for themes across 
the curriculum seems daunting, but it is also possible that even with the pow-
erful case that forensics educators have to make about the benefits of debate, 
we have not made the argument for debate across the university curriculum as 
forcefully, persistently, or systematically as we might like to.

Despite the relative scarcity of systematic initiatives promoted by college 
forensics programs to implement debate-across-the-curriculum projects, 

1  Examples include the Campus Writing and Speaking Program at North Carolina State 
University (http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/CWSP/index.html), the program in Communication 
Across the Curriculum at Southern Illinois State University (http://cola.siuc.edu/
WritingAcrosstheCurriculum.html), and Communication Across the Curriculum Ideas at 
Presbyterian College (http://web.presby.edu/writingcenter/faculty/cacPC.html). Thanks to Ron 
von Burg for providing a list of communication-across-the-curriculum programs.
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it is worth noting that debate practices are expanding across college and 
university curricula. Ruth Kennedy argues that “just as writing assignments 
have been incorporated across the curriculum, debates have been success-
fully used in a variety of disciplines including sociology, history, psychology, 
biotechnology, math, health, dentistry, nursing, marketing, and social work” 
(2007, 185). The expansion of debate practices provides an opportunity 
for those tied to the National Debate Tournament (NDT) and the Cross 
Examination Debate Association (CEDA) communities to play an active 
role not only in promoting debate but also in helping to shape the debate 
practices outside of competitive tournament debating. But this is not just 
a question of influencing the quality and content of debate across the cur-
riculum: the expansion of debate practices on campus without the influence 
of the debate team poses a question for the role of debate programs as good 
college and university citizens. The question is whether debate programs are 
utilizing the immense capacities for public dialogue that they inculcate in 
their students to assist in campus debate activities, to teach debate skills, 
and to make a concrete difference in the academic climate at colleges and 
universities. Influencing on-campus debate activities provides two benefits 
for competitive intercollegiate debate teams: taking a role in already exist-
ing on-campus, in-class debate activities would help to make the case that 
debate teams are actively involved in the campus intellectual climate, and 
would also help in translating the benefits of our experiences with debate to 
the broader college and university public.

The expansion of debate practices has been accompanied by a significant in-
crease in scholarship defending debate’s pedagogical benefits. Authors in a stun-
ning number of fields, many of whom have no discernible tie to competitive 
intercollegiate debate, advocate for in-class debates as an invaluable pedagogi-
cal tool. The case for debate has been made recently in the context of: busi-
ness education (Combs and Bourne 1994; Schroeder and Ebert 1983), dentistry 
(Scannapieco 1997); economics (Vo and Morris 2006); English and composi-
tion (Dickson 2004); health education (Gibson 2004; Temple 1997); history 
(Musselman 2004); international relations (Omelicheva 2005, 2007); market-
ing (Berdine 1987; Roy and Macchiette 2005); math (university level; Legrand 
2001); medicine and nursing (Garrett, Schoener, and Hood 1996); psychology 
(Bauer and Wachowiak 1977; Budesheim and Lindquist 2000; Elliot 1993; Gor-
man, Law, and Lindegren 1981); political science (Omelicheva 2007); public 
policy (Keller, Whittaker, and Burke 2001; Mitchell 2000); religious studies 
(Watson 2004); science education (Simmoneaux 2001); social work (Gregory 
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and Holloway 2005); sociology (Crone 1997; Dundes 2001; Huryn 1986); and 
technology studies (Glantz and Gorman 1997).

Given this expansion of debate practice and scholarship, the time has come 
to reframe the assumptions that inform calls for debate across the curriculum 
by the college debate community. Debate’s expansion across the curriculum 
is fueled, in part, by factors external to the competitive intercollegiate debate 
community’s efforts to promote debate, including increasing institutional com-
mitments to deliberative democracy and public engagement. The questions that 
confront allies of competitive intercollegiate debate within this context are: 
how to ensure that we have an appropriate voice at the table in promoting and 
shaping debate practices; how to make the case for best practices; and how we 
might best connect the broader movements in the academy with the work that 
we do as competitive-forensics educators.

I would like to suggest that we engage in a minor but important reframing of 
the call for debate across the curriculum. There are two prominent ways of 
envisioning such a debate: one that views the role of those promoting debate 
across the curriculum as an attempt to expand the number of courses with 
debate components, and one that views debate as an integrative experience 
that helps students to do the work of weaving together the often-fragmented 
components of a university curriculum into an integrated education in the 
liberal arts and sciences. In the first instance, the goal of debate across the cur-
riculum is to maximize the number of places where debate is taking place: that 
is, to expand debate as a practice. In the second instance, the primary peda-
gogical goal is to cultivate debate as a core component of education in the 
liberal arts and sciences, or put differently, to understand debate as a critical 
capacity that enhances a college or university’s already existing educational 
goals. These two options are certainly not mutually exclusive, and debate ad-
vocates should pursue both: but competitive intercollegiate debate programs 
and forensics educators are perhaps uniquely situated to make the case for the 
second option. As I envision it, debate, conceived as a portable technology for 
promoting a rigorous and integrated education in the liberal arts and sciences 
can make a significant difference in the intellectual health of our colleges and 
universities. Our goal, then, should be to frame debate programs as clearing-
houses for cultivating on-campus debate capacity. This positions debate teams 
to be significant centers for promoting on-campus dialogue and for promoting 
debate as a tool that achieves the individual pedagogical and broader civic 
goals of higher education. The challenge, as any debater knows, is to make 
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sure that debate advocates do the research and strategizing necessary to make 
the case for debate practices.

The caSe for DebaTe in college claSSroomS: improving criTical 
Thinking

One of the most repeated claims for the benefits of debate is that debate en-
hances critical-thinking skills. This claim is significant both because of the in-
trinsic good of inculcating critical thinking in a student’s whole university ex-
perience, and because improved critical thinking is often assumed to be one of 
the most important benefits of higher education. A common reservation about 
critical-thinking pedagogy is that the movement to improve critical thinking 
across the curriculum has stalled. Many commentators note that the definition 
of “critical thinking” has become so broad that “critical thinking” outcomes can 
be argued for any element of the curriculum. As a result, there is a widespread 
sense that critical thinking has become somewhat vacuous as an educational 
outcome (Ten Dam and Volman 2004, 360). Conservative critics have noted 
that a more global education in argument and “critical” deliberation has been 
substituted by the indoctrinating effects of mere ideological screed—here criti-
cal thinking is assumed to mean indoctrination in leftist critique as opposed to 
a more ideologically balanced inculcation of thinking and analytical capacities 
(Zelnick 2008).

These impasses in critical-thinking pedagogy afford the debate-across-the-
curriculum movement an opportunity. Debate-across-the-curriculum practices 
can jump start critical-thinking pedagogy, providing a robust counterargument 
to the two main objections to the value of emphasizing critical thinking in 
the classroom. First, defining critical thinking through debate practice provides 
specific and assessable outcomes for critical-thinking pedagogy. Debate peda-
gogy articulates the goal of critical-thinking pedagogy as the inculcation of a 
facility for evaluating argument forms, argument interactions, and the relation-
ship between argumentative claims and the evidence presented to justify them 
in a given context. Thus, debate pedagogy reinforces and provides specificity 
regarding outcomes to a curriculum in critical thinking that advances “atten-
tion to the development of the epistemological beliefs of students; promoting 
active learning; a problem-based curriculum; stimulating interaction between 
students; and learning on the basis of real-life situations” (Ten Dam and Volman 
2004, 359). Second, debate practices address the conservative critique of criti-
cal thinking by providing a pedagogical practice where all sides of a question are 
open to contestation in a balanced, rigorous, and systematic way. If the conser-
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vative critique holds that universities have become havens for leftist thinking 
at the expense of the play of the free market of ideas (a critique that has real 
implications for the health of higher education), debate offers a near-perfect 
rejoinder that our colleges and universities are not only open to all arguments, 
but perhaps more significantly, that colleges and universities have built into 
their curricula a forum that necessitates the critical interrogation of arguments 
from all sides of our ideological divides.

The evidence that debate promotes critical thought and evaluation of arguments 
on their own merits is quite compelling. Joe Bellon’s landmark article on debate 
across the curriculum cites a number of quantitative and qualitative studies sup-
porting the claim that debate experience significantly boosts exactly these types 
of skills (Barfield 1989, cited in Bellon 2000, 166; Brembeck 1949; Colbert 1987). 
Jeff Parcher’s (1998) summation of the same literature concludes that:

Colbert and Biggers noted that “50 years of research correlates debate train-
ing with critical thinking skills” (1985, 212). Keefe, Harte, and Norton 
reviewed the research and concluded that, “[m]any researchers over the past 
four decades have come to the same general conclusions. Critical thinking 
ability is significantly improved by courses in argumentation and debate and 
by debate experience.” (Parcher 1998, 2)

The most authoritative study to date, Mike Allen, Sandra Berkowitz, Steve 
Hunt, and Allan Louden’s (1999) meta-analysis of forensics education, sub-
stantiates a strong link between debate practice and improved critical-thinking 
skills. The meta-analysis of Allen et al. demonstrated that participation in de-
bate produced significant benefits for students’ critical-thinking capacities, dem-
onstrating a substantial comparative advantage in cultivating critical-thinking 
skills when compared to other activities intended for that purpose (Allen et 
al. 1999, 18). Some have argued that this effect is due in part to self-selection, 
claiming that motivated and articulate students naturally make their way to de-
bate. Specifically addressing the question of self-selection in measures of critical 
thinking, the study demonstrates that longitudinal data support the claim that 
debate participation both increases critical thinking relative to nonparticipa-
tion, and, perhaps more significantly, that students’ critical-thinking skills in-
crease as their experience with debate increases (p. 20).

The analysis of Allen et al. refutes an earlier analysis by Vincent Follert and 
Kent Colbert (1983) on the grounds that the latter analysis did not take into 
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account average effects of debate participation. Follert and Colbert’s study em-
ployed a relatively static “vote-counting” method that specified conditions for a 
yes/no conclusion about the benefits of forensic participation on critical think-
ing, and simply counted the number of yeses compared to the number of nos. 
Of the 47 studies Follert and Colbert evaluated, 28 demonstrated an increase 
in critical-thinking capacities, and 19 did not. On these grounds, the Follert 
and Colbert study concluded that there is not a consistent “body of evidence” 
supporting debate’s capacity to increase critical-thinking skills (1983, 2). Allen 
et al. conclude that when one takes into account a broader body of data in a 
meta-analysis, weighing studies for sample size and average effects, there is sub-
stantial evidence that forensics participation increases critical-thinking skills 
(1999, 24). They conclude:

The most important outcome of the present meta-analysis is that regardless 
of the specific measure used to assess critical thinking, the type of design 
employed, or the specific type of communication skill training taught, criti-
cal thinking improved as a result of training in communication skills. The 
findings illustrate that participation in public communication skill building 
exercises consistently improved critical thinking. Participation in forensics 
demonstrated the largest improvement in critical thinking scores whether 
considering longitudinal or cross-sectional designs. (Allen et al. 1999, 27)

Sandra Berkowitz’s recent reevaluation of this analysis extends this conclusion, 
arguing that as one specifies the content of critical thinking by articulating its 
subcomponents, the correlation between debate and critical thinking becomes 
even more robust. “The results,” she argues, “confirm what many of us already 
know: training in . . . debate . . . has clear and demonstrable effects on critical 
thinking development” (2006, 57).

There is a strong theoretical and pedagogical rationale for these findings. Alfred 
Snider and Max Schnurer make the case for debate across the curriculum by ar-
guing that “because debate teaches students to evaluate evidence, to form their 
own opinions based on research rather than knee-jerk reactions, and to present 
their views clearly and persuasively, it imparts skills that are useful in virtually 
any field of study” (Snider and Schnurer 2002, 11). Perhaps more important, 
in their view, debate instills an ethos for education that is both critical and 
cooperative, as they argue: “students work together in teams to prepare their 
arguments, debate teaches the virtues of cooperation and, once the debate itself 
begins, friendly competition” (ibid.).
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Kennedy argues that debate participation is one of the few college-level peda-
gogical practices that forces an integration of the cognitive functions that de-
fine critical thinking (Kennedy 2007, 184). In Kennedy’s accounting, an all-
too-common focus on the transmission of information in the form of curricular 
content has worked at cross-purposes with cultivating the necessary skills in 
deliberation, analysis, and evaluation that support critical thinking. Kennedy 
sees debate as one of the best alternatives to embody a commitment to cultivat-
ing critical thinking. Citing critical-thinking theorists, she argues that the real 
challenge is to move the pedagogical relationship with students from a focus on 
what to think to a focus on how to think:

Because debates require listeners and participants to evaluate competing 
choices (Freeley and Steinberg 2005), they follow Vygotsky’s call for the 
type of social interaction that develops higher-order psychological func-
tions as well as critical thinking skills by moving up Bloom’s Taxonomy. 
. . . The lower order thinking skills of knowledge, comprehension, and 
application focus on rote learning or what students should think, whereas 
the higher order thinking skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation focus 
on how to think: “The short-term objective of acquiring knowledge should 
be tempered with the long-term goal of training the mind to think analyti-
cally and critically” (Vo and Morris 2006, 16). Instructional strategies such 
as debate and case studies are better suited to the development of students’ 
higher order thinking skills than traditional instructional strategies such as 
lecture (Roy and Macchiette 2005). Critical thinking skills used in a debate 
include defining the problem, assessing the credibility of sources, identifying 
and challenging assumptions, recognizing inconsistencies, and prioritizing 
the relevance and salience of various points within the overall argument. 
(Kennedy 2007, 185)

Debate also holds promise in answering the second criticism of critical thinking 
in education, namely, that “critical thinking” in the modern university is simply 
code for left-wing indoctrination. The stakes in this claim are significant for the 
future of critical thinking in the academy, and more significantly for the health 
of the academy itself. The idea that college education has become less about 
developing a commitment to knowledge, inquiry, and analytical skill than a 
boot camp for ideological indoctrination is a common theme. Often such argu-
ments are marshaled in efforts to cut college and university budgets (including 
research budgets), calls to eliminate tenure, and efforts to impose content con-
trols: the success of any of these measures would have significant implications 
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for the health of the academy, and, perhaps more important, for free academic 
inquiry. With a renewed commitment to debate, colleges and universities would 
be able to say to their critics that they are doing everything possible to create 
campus climates where students are educated, not indoctrinated, where argu-
ment from all sides of our ideological divides are open to full, frank, and respect-
ful discussion.

As one measure of this claim, studies demonstrate that debate is a useful tool in 
minimizing the appearance of instructor bias. Debate minimizes instructor bias 
by shifting the locus of the classroom from a monologue aimed at the inculca-
tion of one person’s point of view into a discussion where opposing sides engage 
in debate around critical propositions of policy, theory, or value. The result of 
this shift is that students become a vehicle for conveying pedagogical contents, 
and, more important, structural balance in the discussion inheres as a result of 
debate’s dialectical exchange. Additionally, debate creates an openness toward 
the arguments on all sides of an issue as students have a strategic incentive to 
listen to the other side of an argument, and defend positions that do not reflect 
their initial viewpoints. “Schroeder and Ebert (1983) assert that debate . . . 
[minimizes] instructor bias; . . . when students defend a position they oppose, 
they must at least temporarily transcend their own bias. By learning about both 
sides of a controversial topic, students are more open-minded and better able to 
see another person’s viewpoint” (Kennedy 2007, 185).

The caSe for DebaTe in college claSSroomS: acaDemic 
performance anD peDagogical pracTice

The evidence for debate’s beneficial effects on critical thinking is robust, but it 
is still possible to ask whether debate in the classroom improves academic per-
formance. Intuition and anecdotal evidence suggest that the critical-thinking 
and analytical skill cultivated by debate translates to better academic perfor-
mance. Minh Luong, a professor in the Ethics, Politics and Economics Program 
at Yale provides a representative anecdote: “as a college professor, I note that 
my top students are most often . . . debaters who actively participate in class 
discussions and articulate persuasive arguments both in class and on written 
assignments” (Luong 2000, 35). Empirical evidence confirms this intuition: Mi-
chael Cronin claims that “Students report . . . their courses are improved due to 
the incorporation of debate as a teaching/learning activity and feel that debate 
should be used again in these courses” (Cronin 1990, 12–13).

Jean Goodwin’s study of in-class debates confirms Cronin’s claim for greater self-
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efficacy in learning. Specifically, Goodwin found that in-class debates reinforced 
the goals of existing curricula in three ways. First, students engaged the course 
content more “deeply” because debate exercises required more careful and de-
tailed reading of the course materials, and forced reflection on these themes 
“throughout the week” (Goodwin 2003, 162). Debate complemented other 
course objectives: “The great majority of students (79%), however, focused on 
how the debates had encouraged or indeed ‘forced’ them to better learn course 
content” (ibid.). Second, the group work surrounding debates invited students 
to integrate a broad spectrum of their peers’ opinions on the course matter, 
most important, by providing a competitive incentive to listen to, understand, 
and integrate opposing viewpoints (ibid.). Third, debate promoted a “personal 
connection” to the course material by necessitating that students decide on and 
articulate an individual opinion on the material (ibid.).

The conclusion that we should make from this evidence is that debate’s multi-
plier effects on the existing curriculum extend beyond better critical thinking: 
they are also intimately related to the ways that debate promotes pedagogi-
cal best practices. In-class debating integrates pedagogical best practices into 
the classroom by creating a cooperative, multidimensional learning environ-
ment. Frank Duffin’s (2006) study of debate-across-the-curriculum initiatives in 
Rhode Island High Schools collected state-level data in 2001–4 and compared 
the learning outcomes for students involved in the initiative with those of stu-
dents who were not involved. Duffin’s study found that debate fostered “multidi-
mensional and heterogeneous transfer of learning” (p. 148). The result of these 
practices was “a learning environment that was open, fluid, and democratic, as 
opposed to closed, rigid, and hierarchical . . . [promoting] learner-centered en-
vironments, knowledge-centered environments, assessment-centered environ-
ments, and community-centered environments” (ibid.).

Debate’s ability to foster pedagogical best practices makes in-class debating a 
better vehicle for advancing learning than the two primary modes of instruc-
tion in the college classroom: the essay and the lecture. Kennedy cites compel-
ling evidence based on student self-assessments that debate is much better than 
lecturing for student learning in terms of content mastery, critical insight, and, 
perhaps most important, in eliciting discussion from students who would not 
otherwise participate (Kennedy 2007, 185). There is a similar benefit of debate 
when compared to essay writing, providing an argument for a mixed curriculum 
of debating, lectures, and essay writing as a best pedagogical practice:
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In addition, while written essays are used more frequently than debates, 
Gregory and Holloway (2005) contend that debates extend students’ 
critical thinking and argumentation skills more than essays and that they 
demand additional performance skills that essays do not. Assessing students 
in a variety of ways—with both writing and oral assignments—gives more 
students an opportunity to excel. (Kennedy 2007, 184–85)

The caSe for DebaTe in college claSSroomS: applicaTion anD 
inTerDiSciplinariTy

Part of the benefit of debate in this regard is that more than simply fostering 
student engagement with the curricula by incentivizing mastery of the material 
and engendering a cooperative learning environment, debate practices also fa-
cilitate the application of course material to students’ everyday lives (Kennedy 
2007, 183; Martens 2005, 4). Debate practice is uniquely effective in fostering 
application because it demands that a student have a relatively comprehen-
sive grasp of a subject area, but, more important, that they articulate a position 
relative to the issues in the debate, and evaluate the competing claims that 
they might make in relation to the strength of the evidence that supports them 
(Schuster and Meany 2005). Thus, debate practices foster not only engagement 
with an issue but also an evaluation of a student’s position relative to an issue 
in the light of the best arguments for and against a proposition. Debate offers 
privileged access not only to content mastery, or even opinion formation, but 
what is more important is that it bridges the gap between the theoretical knowl-
edge inculcated in the classroom and the specific personal stands that one might 
take both toward a specific resolution and, more broadly, toward the critical 
argumentative connections that a given resolution for debate accesses. Debate 
then has the potential to create a depth of inquiry and evaluation relative to 
the classroom curriculum that is unparalleled both in terms of knowledge of a 
subject area, and perhaps more significantly, in terms of a set of owned invest-
ments relative to the propositions at hand.

Finally, the curricular benefits of debate extend beyond engagement with mate-
rials in a given course toward the concrete application of educational contents 
that spans disciplinary divides. Strategic incentives in a debate often lead to 
consideration of materials that are not directly related to the readings and as-
signments. In-class debates provide a fertile site for students to make conceptual 
connections across the curriculum. It is not uncommon for the issues in a policy 
debate, for example, to lead students to research in economics, behavioral sci-
ences, political science, and public policy, as well as to issues deeply rooted in 
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the traditions of ethics, political theory, or philosophy. Thus, in-class debates 
provide one very tangible way of inviting students to integrate the work that 
they do in a number of classes. Here debate serves as a powerful tool for coun-
tering what is an all-too-common tendency for undergraduates to specialize in 
increasingly narrow areas by promoting a kind of thinking and strategizing that 
is interdisciplinary by nature and that invites an exploration of the intersections 
between a student’s various fields of study. Expanding debate might create a 
powerful double movement that deals with some of the most trenchant critiques 
of modern educational practices: debate both cultivates analytical, research, 
and evaluative skills that are portable across all curricula (Snider and Schnurer 
2002), and invites problem-centered interdisciplinary thinking while enhanc-
ing the benefits of intense study in a specific area. In a climate of increasing 
emphasis on interdisciplinarity as a hallmark of educational best practices, de-
bate provides a crucial means of realizing a commitment to conversation across 
disciplines in the classroom.

The caSe for DebaTe in college claSSroomS: benefiTS beyonD 
The univerSiTy

So far, I have focused primarily on the benefits of debate for instruction in 
colleges and universities. The benefits of expanded debate practice, however, 
extend well beyond the walls of the academy. One of the primary benefits of 
debate that extends beyond a student’s time at school is that debate cultivates 
robust communication skills, a task that modern colleges and universities have 
let slip from their pedagogical priorities. Bellon cites evidence of widespread 
agreement that colleges and universities are failing in the task of inculcating 
oral communication skills (Bellon 2000, 163). Bellon argues, citing William 
Semlak and Donald Shields (1977), that debaters are “significantly better at 
employing the three communication skills (analysis, delivery, and organization) 
than students who have not had debate experience” (Bellon 2000, 166).

Some argue that there are alternate places where students might learn to speak 
effectively, such as public-speaking courses. This objection would have merit if 
the only issue in oral-communication skills were facility in delivering speeches. 
The unique communicative benefits of debate often get lost in discussions about 
communicative competencies, in part, because so many educators fail to realize 
that communicative competency is broader than delivery skills. Debate teaches 
critical skills in organizing one’s thoughts, thinking on one’s feet, managing 
conflict, arguing, analyzing, and responsibly dealing with the claims of one’s in-
terlocutor. This broad collection of skills, all of which flow in some way from the 
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combination of increased critical-thinking skills, attention to other points of 
view, and the practice of delivering one’s speech to an audience has substantial 
benefits in terms of students’ capacities for life beyond college.

Most of us believe as a matter of everyday experience that oral-communication 
skills contribute to success in the university and the world beyond it. The prag-
matic benefits of in-class debating for the future career advancement of students 
have not been studied directly to the best of my knowledge. There is a substan-
tial body of evidence from competitive intercollegiate debate that participation 
in debate creates a skill set that directly and materially impacts the potential for 
a student’s career advancement. Usually in making this argument, debate advo-
cates list the incredible number of highly successful people who were debaters. 
(presidents Jimmy Carter, Richard Nixon, Lyndon Baines Johnson, and John F. 
Kennedy; Supreme Court justices Samuel Alito, Antonin Scalia, and Stephen 
Breyer; politicians Ted Sorenson, Bob Schrum, and Karl Rove; former U.N. sec-
retary Kofi Annan; captains of industry such as Lee Iacocca; media personalities 
such as Oprah Winfrey and Tom Brokaw; and legal thinkers such as Lawrence 
Tribe and Erwin Chemerinsky all usually fall somewhere on the list—though 
there are a plethora of others.) According to Jeff Parcher, one survey showed 
that “over 80% of all current members of Congress were on their school’s foren-
sics team” (1998, 8).

Of course, it is difficult to say beyond a strong intuition what role debate played 
in the success of each of these people, and self-selection provides a powerful 
counterargument to citing a list of successful former debaters as a justification for 
debate. At the same time, there is good anecdotal and empirical evidence sup-
porting the claim that debate directly contributes to students’ future prospects. 
For example, recent newspaper articles have cited testimonials from chief ex-
ecutive officers (CEOs) who attribute their success in large part to participation 
in debate (Jones 2004; Ross 2002). Many of the CEOs attributed their success to 
the research and organization skills learned in debate, and, perhaps more impor-
tant, the CEOs found training in debate to be uniquely situated to the business 
world because it taught them to “make decisions under pressure and in a timely 
manner” (Jones 2004). This anecdotal evidence comports with the nature of 
the business world as a site requiring difficult decisions under conditions of time 
pressure and incomplete information. In this context, it is a substantial asset to 
cultivate the ability to manage deliberative processes by taking arguments on all 
sides into account while simultaneously articulating a clear and well-reasoned 
plan. That businesses recognize this fact is evidenced by the increasing empha-
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sis on competitive deliberative decision-making models. For example, Parcher 
argues that “there is strong empirical evidence, for example, that utilizing devil’s 
advocacy helps improve the understanding of strategic problems. In fact, devil’s 
advocacy has been used successfully by a number of companies for this exact 
purpose” (Parcher 1998, 2, citing Schwenk 1988). As a result, debate serves as 
an important training tool for inculcating decision-making skills that produce 
substantial direct benefits for students who seek the private-sector careers that 
put a high premium on solid decision making.

The broader effects of debate on future career success are also well documented 
in the self-assessments of debate alumni. Parcher cites a survey by Jeffery Hobbs 
and Robert Chandler ‘that concluded “that debate alumni overwhelmingly 
agreed that debate experience had aided them significantly in their profession-
al careers” (1998, 5; see also Williams, McGee, and Worth 2001). Hobbs and 
Chandler argue that:

Training in debate provides students with a positive experience which helps 
them to develop skills which will be needed in their professions. Several 
respondents, in response to the open-ended questions, reported that debate 
was the most valuable educational experience they received . . . this survey 
overwhelmingly supports the idea that participation in policy debate pro-
vides significant benefits for those entering the professions of law, manage-
ment, ministry and teaching. (1991, 6)

It seems that private-sector employers agree with this assessment, at least if hir-
ing practices are any indicator of the qualities and experiences that make em-
ployees attractive. Ted Sheckels surveyed Midwest businesses hiring managers, 
finding that many of them “listed debate first among twenty other activities 
and academic specializations that an applicant might present on a resume” and 
also found that “debate was the ‘overwhelming’ first choice preferred activities 
by recruiters at major law firms” (Sheckels 1984, 2, quoted in Parcher 1998, 5).

Debate participation also substantially increases leadership and administrative 
skills. Mel Levine (2005) laments that colleges do not prepare students for life 
beyond graduation, and offers debate practice as a way of helping to instill cru-
cial leadership skills, including capacities for critical thinking, time manage-
ment, and organizational skill. Self-assessments of debate alumni provide em-
pirical validation for Levine’s claim. Bellon cites a study by Anthony Schroeder 
and Pamela Schroeder (1995, 19), who surveyed educational administrators, 
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and found that their respondents “overwhelmingly” saw debate participation as 
the “single most important educational activity they engaged in,” and as a sig-
nificant asset in building their administrative and leadership skills (Bellon 2000, 
169). Both Parcher (1998, 7) and Ronald Matlon and Lucy Keele (1984) argue 
for the strong link between debate participation and leadership skills, citing the 
significant number of former debate participants who hold important leadership 
positions in politics, the academy, professional organizations, and the military. 
Matlon and Keele argue that:

positions held by former NDT debaters read like a “Who’s Who” in leader-
ship. Here is a sample of positions currently or once held by competitive 
debate alumni: A Cabinet member; Congresspersons; presidents of bar 
associations, colleges and universities; educational leaders; ambassadors; 
commanding officers in the military; numerous state and federal govern-
ment elected and appointed positions; publishers; bankers; corporate board 
chairpersons; and judicial positions at all levels including law school deans 
and attorney generals. (Matlon and Keele 1984, 195)

It is clear from this evidence that debate participation provides students a sub-
stantial leg up in their future vocational endeavors. And without question, 
these arguments comprise one important benefit of debate participation. But 
the benefits of expanding exposure to debate do not simply inhere at the level 
of individual success beyond the university: one of the strongest warrants for 
debate practice lies in the broader social effects of debate participation. Debate 
practices cultivate skills that significantly enhance the prospects for a vital civic 
and democratic life.

On Debate and Democratic Culture
The social goods generated by debate extend beyond the benefits of making 
students better critical thinkers or more effective and desirable employees. Ex-
panded debate participation in the classroom cultivates capacities for democrat-
ic citizenship. I argue for these benefits by addressing critiques of debate practice 
holding that debate cultivates an ethos that is harmful to democracy. I highlight 
three of them: the criticism that debate engenders oppositional binaries that 
undermine cooperative deliberation (or, that debate is reductive and antago-
nistic); the criticism that debate contributes to an overly parochial conception 
of democracy (debate promotes democratic insularity); and the criticism that 
oral-communication skills are less important for democracy than they used to be 
(advocating for debate participates in a naive democratic nostalgia).
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The first criticism, which is primarily held by critics of debate in the delibera-
tive-democracy movement, argues that because debate practice tends to reduce 
issues to a simple pro and con, and because debate involves a level of competi-
tive antagonism, debate forecloses the richer democratic possibilities available 
through more open and cooperative models of deliberation (see, for example, 
Tumposky 2004). The second critique, primarily associated with former debat-
ers Ronald Greene and Darrin Hicks, argues that the ideology of switch-side de-
bating expresses an aggressive vision of liberal democracy, promoting an insular 
conception of American democratic exceptionalism. For Greene and Hicks, the 
problem is not debate itself, but rather the way that debate as cultural technol-
ogy serves as an alibi for a normative conception of democracy that authorizes 
intervention in places that do not practice an American version of liberalism: 
“creat[ing] a field of intervention to transform and change the world one subject 
(regime) at a time” (Greene and Hicks 2005, 101). The third critique, often 
forwarded by critics of deliberative democracy, argues that debate privileges an 
outdated notion of democracy as pegged to the unfettered agency of the reading 
and speaking citizen, and as a result, promotes an inattention to the institu-
tional and technological forces that define the context of modern life. This is a 
critique that has become increasingly prevalent recently, but it ultimately has 
its roots in Walter Lippmann’s critique of the idea of “the public” (Lippmann 
1925).

In response to the first critique, which ultimately reduces to the claims that 
debate overdetermines democratic deliberation and that it inculcates an un-
healthy antagonism, a number of scholars have extended the old maxim that 
dissent is critical to democracy in arguing that debate is a critical tool for civic 
deliberation (Brookfield and Preskill 1999; Levinson 2003). Gill Nichols (2000, 
132) argues that a commitment to debate and dissent as a core component of 
democracy is especially critical in the face of the complexity of modern gov-
ernance, rapid technological change, and an increasing need to deal with the 
nexus of science and public policy. The benefits of in-class debate espoused by 
Stephen Brookfield, Meira Levinson, and Nichols stem from the idea that de-
bate inculcates skills for creative and open-minded discussion of disputes in the 
context of democratic deliberation: on their collective accounting, debate does 
not close down discussion by reducing issues to a simple pro/con binary, nor 
does it promote antagonism at the expense of cooperative discussion. Rather, 
properly cultivated, debate is a tool for managing democratic conflicts that fore-
grounds significant points of dispute, and then invites interlocutors to think 
about them together creatively in the context of successive strategic iterations, 
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moments of evaluation, and reiterations of arguments in the context of a struc-
tured public discussion.

Goodwin’s study of in-class debate practice confirms these intuitions. Good-
win’s study revealed that debate produces an intense personal connection to 
class materials while simultaneously making students more open to differing 
viewpoints. Goodwin’s conclusion is worth quoting at length here:

Traditional teaching techniques like textbooks, lectures, and tests with right 
answers insulate students from the open questions and competing answers 
that so often drive our own interest in our subjects. Debates do not, and in 
fact invite students to consider a range of alternative views on a subject, 
encountering the course content broadly, deeply and personally. Students’ 
comments about the value of disagreement also offer an interesting perspec-
tive on the nature of the thinking skills we want to foster. The previous re-
search . . . largely focused on the way debate can help students better master 
the principles of correct reasoning. Although some students did echo this 
finding, many more emphasized the importance of debate in helping them 
to recognize and deal with a diversity of viewpoints. (Goodwin 2003, 158)

The results of this research create significant questions about the conclusion 
that debate engenders reductive thinking and an antagonism that is unhealthy 
to democracy. In terms of the criticism that debate is reductive, the implication 
of Goodwin’s study is that debate creates a broader appreciation for multiple 
perspectives on an issue than the predominant forms of classroom instruction. 
This conclusion is especially powerful when one considers debate as more than 
a discrete singular performance, but as a whole process of inventing, discuss-
ing, employing, and reformulating arguments in the context of an audience of 
comparatively objective evaluators. In the process of researching, strategizing, 
debating, reframing stances, and switching sides on a question, students are pro-
vided with both a framework for thinking about a problem and creative solu-
tions to it from a number of angles. Thus, while from a very narrow perspective 
one might claim debate practices reduce all questions to a “pro” and a “con,” the 
cumulative effects of the pedagogical process of preparing for, performing, and 
evaluating a debate provide the widest possible exposure to the varied positions 
that a student might take on an issue. Perhaps more significantly, in-class debate 
provides a competitive incentive for finding as many innovative and unique 
approaches to a problem as possible, and for translating them into publically 
useful positions.
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Goodwin’s study is even more damaging to the claim that debate promotes an 
antagonistic ethos that is unhealthy for democratic deliberation. According to 
Goodwin’s study, in-class debating promotes consensus and cooperation more 
than it promotes antagonism. The cooperative benefits of debate pedagogy are 
perhaps most compelling when held up against the background of the read-
ily available modes of public democratic discourse that students might employ 
without debate training. The idea that one can eliminate antagonistic and even 
competitively driven democratic discourse is, quite frankly, unrealistic. Demo-
cratic politics are almost irreducibly related to the articulation of interests and 
agendas that are at odds with other interests and agendas in the public sphere. 
If the empirical life of actually existing democratic discourse is any measure, 
there is no shortage of issues over which American democracy is caught on the 
rails of seemingly irresolvable disputes. Questions such as the future and content 
of higher education, moral issues such as same-sex marriage and abortion, and 
foreign-policy questions often invite not only vigorous, but hotly contested and 
hostile discourse in the public sphere. The question is not will there be demo-
cratic deliberative deadlocks, or even heated debate, but rather how will we 
most productively manage such deadlocks?

Because they are also citizens, students will inevitably be put in the position 
of arguing in public about one or more of these questions, and to be sure, we 
are not dealing with very many of these disputes productively in the public 
sphere as currently constituted. As one of the few common touchstone expe-
riences that profoundly influences the views and practices of democratic life 
together or future leaders, corporate movers and shakers, media moguls, teach-
ers, and everyday citizens, colleges and universities should take a more active 
role in equipping citizens with the tools to productively manage the rough and 
tumble of democratic life. Universities inculcate practices of citizenship that 
students carry over into public life, whether such practices are inculcated with 
care, intentionality, and deliberation or by simple inattention. Thus, those de-
tractors who reject debate as engendering unhealthy democratic antagonism 
are on shaky argumentative ground on two separate accounts: even if debate 
practices engender a degree of antagonism, they are certainly better than the 
prevailing modes of public discourse; and, beyond the speculations of those who 
are primarily arguing against a caricature of debate, the best empirical studies 
of actual debate pedagogy indicate that debate inculcates precisely the kind of 
argumentative capacities that can correct for the antagonistic failings of demo-
cratic deliberation.
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Debate provides a critical and perhaps unparalleled tool for building democratic 
capacities because it creates incentives to listen to opposing arguments, and, 
more important, to think them through on their own terms, if only, at first, for 
the sake of strategic due diligence. Kennedy’s compilation of studies substanti-
ates the claim that debate creates better listening skills, and further, that the 
empirical effect of increased listening in the context of debate is a significantly 
increased possibility for opinion change compared to other pedagogical strate-
gies (Kennedy 2007, 184, 185). Kennedy’s study is worth quoting at length here 
because of the strength and breadth of empirical evidence that she marshals:

opponents believe that participation in a debate merely reinforces a 
student’s existing beliefs rather than promoting an objective analysis of 
an issue. However, Simonneaux (2001) reports that in all of his studies, 
the only time the students in his biotechnology classes . . . have changed 
their opinions has been when they participated in a role play or debate. In 
Budesheim and Lundquist’s (2000) research study of 72 students in three 
psychology courses at Creighton University, the students who defended a 
position they already supported almost always maintained their original 
viewpoint, whereas the students who argued a position inconsistent with 
their initial opinion were more likely to change their opinion. The response 
of the audience proved to be unpredictable, as only 52% maintained their 
original positions. Green and Klug (1990) reported similar results in that 
the sociology students who defended their initial viewpoint did not change 
their view, whereas those who were initially neutral or initially opposed the 
view they defended often changed their view in support of the side they de-
bated. Johnson and Johnson (1985) found that 11 and 12 year old students 
who studied controversial issues independently were less likely to change 
their opinions than those who engaged in debate with others. (Kennedy 
2007, 186)

This potential for opinion change, especially when compared to other pedagogi-
cal methods, makes it difficult to sustain the thesis that debate engenders inflex-
ible antagonism. One explanation for these results is found in Goodwin’s study, 
which validates the idea that debate creates a framework for cooperative group 
learning around contested issues. Goodwin concludes that her “results point to 
the value of debate-across-the-curriculum for promoting small group commu-
nication and for fostering divergent perspectives on course topics” (Goodwin 
2003, 157). In her accounting, practice in structured debate is ultimately the 
core determinant of whether students learn to see debate as cooperative dem-



308  nAvIgATIng opporTunITy

ocratic problem solving, ultimately subsuming debate’s antagonistic impulses 
within a broader sense of openness to opposing viewpoints, or whether students 
will parrot already culturally available and, frankly, bad models of debate that 
circulate in mass media.

But the ideological openness and opinion flexibility produced by debate are 
not simply reducible to listening or to better group-communication processes, 
though these are significant benefits in and of themselves. One of the primary 
reasons why debate processes promote managed antagonism and a cooperatively 
open-minded ethos for democratic education is debate’s unique capacity to in-
culcate argumentatively based role-playing. Ostensibly, one of the significant 
drivers of the intense antagonistic impasses in contemporary American public 
deliberation is that often times such impasses are underwritten by a fundamen-
tal inattention to the best merits of the other side of a democratic dispute’s 
arguments and motivations. Mitchell (2000) argues that debate provides a 
pitch-perfect antidote to this problem by inviting students to inhabit the argu-
mentative frame of those with whom they might not agree. The result of this 
practice is that students are more able to productively interrogate their preexist-
ing opinions in the light of public argument, and simultaneously are called to 
engage in an evaluative reformation of their stances on the issue at hand.

Cumulatively, the incentives that in-class debate creates for evaluating all sides 
of an issue, strategic innovation in addressing the resolution, openness to dif-
fering points of view, listening, opinion change, and role-playing make debate 
a democratic technology par excellence. Debate is a deliberative technology 
that extends democratic discourse by providing capacity for better-informed 
and more clearly articulated positions on contested issues, while simultaneously 
(and even perhaps paradoxically) producing a citizen who is more likely to lis-
ten to, engage, and even be changed by the opinions of others. The crucial ques-
tion here is not whether the debate process has drawbacks. Rather, the crucial 
question is whether or not debate is the best alternative among the available 
alternatives for democratic discourse. Democratic discourse is, by its nature, 
contingent, imperfect, and only undertaken under conditions where compet-
ing interests are at stake and where there is no unassailable normative claim to 
decide a dispute. In this light, the paradoxical ability of debate to both clarify 
and strengthen convictions while cultivating openness to a diversity of opinions 
and social positions makes it perhaps the best alternative among necessarily 
imperfect modes of democratic talk.
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While these arguments address the first critique of debate, they are also the 
kinds of claims that underwrite much of the force of Greene and Hicks’s critique 
of debate as a cultural technology. I take Greene and Hicks as exemplars of the 
idea that debate creates an insular conception of democracy, in part because of 
their recent reception by the debate community, but more specifically because 
Greene and Hicks’s argument taps into a significant cultural meme regarding 
debate—that debate creates an arrogance regarding proper analytical and dem-
ocratic practice that works at cross-purposes to valuing other modes of delibera-
tion. It is worth noting that Greene and Hicks are not arguing against debate 
per se, but rather against the cultural appropriations of debate, and that despite 
their critique they have been supportive of debate as a pedagogical practice. The 
primary point of Greene and Hicks’s critique is that debate is a technology, that 
is, a habituated technique for organizing speech. In their reading, debate, as a 
technology of discourse, regulates not only what can be said in public, but how 
it will be said, and to what broader cultural and political effects this technique 
can be yoked. In this reading, debate as a technology is open to any number of 
cultural appropriations, which reaffirm the desirability of a mode of democratic 
deliberation in ways that may be both productive and destructive. In this light, 
it is possible to say that debate has benefits for the individual student partici-
pants, but also that the larger cultural implications of debate are that it has too 
often served as a mode of legitimating an American democratic exceptionalism 
at the expense of other forms of political speech. One of the implications of 
marking debate as a cultural technology, and more specifically as a habituated 
technique for discourse, is that the character of debate is not given in advance, 
but is open to constant rearticulation—as a technology debate can be articu-
lated to certain undesirable ends, but it is also amenable to being articulated 
differently. This, in fact, is one of the great virtues of debate compared to other 
means of dialogue: that it not only invites a constant reinvention but also cre-
ates strategic incentives for such reinvention.

Debate shares this commitment to reinvention with democracy: one of the great 
virtues of democracy, noted in Greek antiquity and reiterated by modern-day 
theorists from John Dewey to Jacques Derrida, is that democracy is amenable 
to critique, reformulation, and improvement. Dewey captures this notion in the 
idea of “creative intelligence,” which holds that the very contingent conditions 
that invite democratic life together in the first place also allow for the cre-
ative and deliberative reformulation of democracy in response to its challenges 
(Dewey and Moore 2007). Derrida (2001) has argued similarly that democracy’s 
best feature is that it is both revisable and perfectible. The implication of de-
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mocracy’s revisability and perfectibility extends both backward into an account 
of democracy’s founding conditions and forward to its ideal future: to a “de-
mocracy yet to come” (Derrida 2001). Perfectibility and revisability imply that 
the democracy we have now is neither perfect, complete, nor guaranteed in 
advance. At the same time, perfectibility and revisability imply that whatever 
democracy’s failings, the founding condition of democracy also invites the pos-
sibility that democracy will exceed its current iterations and be made anew, 
into something that is better. As democratic technology and technique, debate 
builds a structural commitment to perfectibility and revisability into democratic 
discourse, by suggesting that current conditions of democratic life be open to 
critical analysis and that our common democratic life might be lived differently. 
Because debate practice highlights both the revisability and perfectibility of 
democratic life, on balance, the best answer to the drawbacks of debate’s current 
cultural articulations is, to put it bluntly, more debate.

Specifically, by the very practice of holding critical questions up for public con-
test, debate pedagogy inculcates an ethos that sees democracy as not already 
here, but as something in the making, so much so that a commitment to debate 
embodies both the strongest critique of and best hope for perfecting democratic 
politics—debate practices, by their nature, relentlessly rearticulate democracy. 
More pointedly for Greene and Hicks’s critique, the best way out of a broader 
sense of democratic insularity lies in turning debate toward the presuppositions 
of American exceptionalism, a move present in the most simple act of debate: 
that is, in pointing out that there is something flawed in the status quo or in our 
conventional approaches to fixing it. Debate practice contains within itself the 
conditions for exceeding the current articulation of democracy and simultane-
ously cultivates capacities that provide concrete political hope that we might 
realize a democracy that is different from the one we have now. The alternative, 
to give up on debate, leaves not only the insularity of debate’s articulation to 
democracy intact, but more important, leaves the whole edifice of American 
exceptionalism, which is rooted deeply at many sites beyond debate, fundamen-
tally untroubled.

The final critique of debate pedagogy that I address is that debate practice pro-
motes a naive conception of the speaking citizen that is inappropriate to our 
current democratic context. This critique of debate, while useful in highlighting 
the changing conditions of governance that implicate all of us, fails on two ac-
counts. First, even though the citizen speaking in public may not hold the same 
sway it once did (if it ever did), speech does make a difference in a number of 
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democratic processes: political speech influences how people vote and to whom 
they contribute money, and it makes a significant difference at a number of sites 
in the administrative apparatuses of modern government (for instance in public 
notice and comment practices). More important, even if the romantic vision 
of the individual citizen’s speech changing the course of democratic life is a bit 
overblown in our context, political speech makes an important difference in 
noninstitutional practices of political socialization: political speech not only 
influences who we will vote for but also sets the bar for what we will put up with, 
profoundly influences our views regarding the legitimacy of public policies, and 
determines the range of opinions to which we are exposed. Thus, even if debate 
practices do not directly access the levers of power, they might play a significant 
role in the production and reformulation of our political culture.

The second major problem with the critique that identifies a naivety in articu-
lating debate and democracy is that it presumes that the primary pedagogical 
outcome of debate is speech capacities. But the democratic capacities built by 
debate are not limited to speech—as indicated earlier, debate builds capacity 
for critical thinking, analysis of public claims, informed decision making, and 
better public judgment. If the picture of modern political life that underwrites 
this critique of debate is a pessimistic view of increasingly labyrinthine and bu-
reaucratic administrative politics, rapid scientific and technological change out-
pacing the capacities of the citizenry to comprehend them, and ever-expanding 
insular special-interest- and money-driven politics, it is a puzzling solution, at 
best, to argue that these conditions warrant giving up on debate. If democracy is 
open to rearticulation, it is open to rearticulation precisely because as the chal-
lenges of modern political life proliferate, the citizenry’s capacities can change, 
which is one of the primary reasons that theorists of democracy such as Dewey 
in The Public and Its Problems place such a high premium on education (Dewey 
1988, 63, 154). Debate provides an indispensible form of education in the mod-
ern articulation of democracy because it builds precisely the skills that allow the 
citizenry to research and be informed about policy decisions that impact them, 
to sort through and evaluate the evidence for and relative merits of arguments 
for and against a policy in an increasingly information-rich environment, and 
to prioritize their time and political energies toward policies that matter the 
most to them.

The merits of debate as a tool for building democratic capacity-building take on 
a special significance in the context of information literacy. John Larkin (2005, 
140) argues that one of the primary failings of modern colleges and universities 
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is that they have not changed curriculum to match with the challenges of a new 
information environment. This is a problem for the course of academic study in 
our current context, but perhaps more important, argues Larkin, for the future 
of a citizenry that will need to make evaluative choices against an increasingly 
complex and multimediated information environment (ibid.). Larkin’s study 
tested the benefits of debate participation on information-literacy skills and 
concluded that in-class debate participants reported significantly higher self-
efficacy ratings of their ability to navigate academic search databases and to 
effectively search and use other Web resources:

To analyze the self-report ratings of the instructional and control group 
students, we first conducted a multivariate analysis of variance on all of the 
ratings, looking jointly at the effect of instruction/no instruction and debate 
topic . . . that it did not matter which topic students had been assigned . . . 
students in the Instructional [debate] group were significantly more confi-
dent in their ability to access information and less likely to feel that they 
needed help to do so. . . . These findings clearly indicate greater self-efficacy 
for online searching among students who participated in [debate]. . . . These 
results constitute strong support for the effectiveness of the project on 
students’ self-efficacy for online searching in the academic databases. There 
was an unintended effect, however: After doing . . . the project, instruction-
al group students also felt more confident than the other students in their 
ability to get good information from Yahoo and Google. It may be that the 
library research experience increased self-efficacy for any searching, not just 
in academic databases. (Larkin 2005, 144)

Larkin’s study substantiates Thomas Worthen and Gaylen Pack’s (1992, 3) 
claim that debate in the college classroom plays a critical role in fostering the 
kind of problem-solving skills demanded by the increasingly rich media and 
information environment of modernity. Though their essay was written in 1992 
on the cusp of the eventual explosion of the Internet as a medium, Worthen and 
Pack’s framing of the issue was prescient: the primary question facing today’s 
student has changed from how to best research a topic to the crucial question 
of learning how to best evaluate which arguments to cite and rely upon from an 
easily accessible and veritable cornucopia of materials.

There are, without a doubt, a number of important criticisms of employing de-
bate as a model for democratic deliberation. But cumulatively, the evidence 
presented here warrants strong support for expanding debate practice in the 
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classroom as a technology for enhancing democratic deliberative capacities. 
The unique combination of critical-thinking skills, research and information-
processing skills, oral-communication skills, and capacities for listening and 
thoughtful, open engagement with hotly contested issues argues for debate as a 
crucial component of a rich and vital democratic life. In-class debate practice 
both aids students in achieving the best goals of college and university edu-
cation and serves as an unmatched practice for creating thoughtful, engaged, 
open-minded, and self-critical students who are open to the possibilities of 
meaningful political engagement and new articulations of democratic life.

Expanding this practice is crucial, if only because the more we produce citizens 
who can actively and effectively engage the political process, the more likely we 
are to produce revisions of democratic life that are necessary if democracy is not 
only to survive, but to thrive and to deal with systemic threats that risk our col-
lective extinction. Democratic societies face a myriad of challenges, including: 
domestic and international issues of class, gender, and racial justice; wholesale 
environmental destruction and the potential for rapid climate change; emerg-
ing threats to international stability in the form of terrorism, intervention, and 
new possibilities for great power conflict; and increasing challenges of rapid glo-
balization, including an increasingly volatile global economic structure. More 
than any specific policy or proposal, an informed and active citizenry that de-
liberates with greater skill and sensitivity provides one of the best hopes for 
responsive and effective democratic governance, and by extension, one of the 
last best hopes for dealing with the existential challenges to democracy in an 
increasingly complex world. Given the challenge of perfecting our collective 
political skill, and in drawing on the best of our collective creative intelligence, 
it is incumbent on us to both make the case for and, more important, to do the 
concrete work to realize an expanded commitment to debate at colleges and 
universities.

The allreD iniTiaTive

For reasons beyond the control of any one actor, the competitive intercolle-
giate debate program at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, ended 
in 1999. The loss of a program that had produced a robust debate tradition (a 
tradition that included a top speaker at the NDT and consistent participation in 
elimination rounds) was significant for reasons beyond the already lamentable 
loss of a vibrant tradition in the college-debate community. The loss of the de-
bate program also represented, whether recognized or not, a significant change 
in the identity of the university. A commitment to debate is literally inscribed 
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into one of the most recognizable manifestations of Carolina pride: the ever-
present Tar Heel Blue. The school’s colors came from a split in what was origi-
nally the Carolina Debating Society, the first and most prominent student group 
at America’s first public university. The Debating Society was established in 
1795, and a few years later it split into two separate groups: the Dialectic Society 
and the Philanthropic Society. The Dialectic Society, which was interested in 
making debate one of the defining features of life at Carolina, took Tar Heel 
blue as its color, and the Philanthropic Society took white. One might claim 
that as a historical fact, nothing is more truly Carolina Blue than believing in 
the public, intellectual, and civic benefits of debate.

The current reincarnation of debate at North Carolina is the direct result of a 
professorship funded by an alum committed to the original meaning of Carolina 
Blue. In 2001 Jeff Allred established the “Jeff and Jennifer Allred Initiative in 
Critical Thinking and Debate.” The Allreds’ gift was motivated by Jeff and Jen-
nifer’s desire to reinvigorate a culture of debate at Carolina, and to extend the 
substantial benefits that Jeff gleaned from participation in debate to the whole 
Carolina community. My role in this narrative is as a direct benefactor of the 
Allreds’ gift, specifically as a professor charged with the task of implementing 
the Allred Initiative.

The most immediate impact that the Allred Initiative has on the culture of 
debate at Carolina is through the Joseph P. McGuire first-year seminar se-
ries, which supports an average of two sections a year of the first-year seminar 
“Think, Speak, Argue.” The initiative targeted first-year seminars as a primary 
site for advancing debate on the assumption that first-year seminar experienc-
es set the tone for the rest of a student’s college experience, and because the 
first-year seminar program aims at cultivating norms for students’ academic and 
social conduct while at the university. Thus, the first-year seminar is a debate-
intensive experience that aims to cultivate an ethos of debate across the curric-
ulum by providing students with experience in thinking through, researching, 
strategizing, and conducting debates. The goal of providing a class centered on 
debate early in a student’s career is not only to provide students with skills that 
will benefit them throughout their university education but also to invite them 
to see all of the learning activities they will undertake at the university through 
the lens of their debate experience.

The seminar is broken into three distinct phases, with the goal of progressively 
building the capacities necessary to have formal fully structured debates. In the 
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first section, “Think” the students read texts from scholars in argument and 
critical thinking, including Stephen Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument (1958), 
John Dewey’s How We Think (1991), and Harry Frankfurt’s On Bullshit (2005). 
The main goal of this section is to introduce students to argument as a way of 
engaging issues, and to provide a framework for what counts as truly critical 
thinking. Exercises in this section include taking a significant and current pub-
lic text and diagramming it with the Toulmin model, as well as reading news 
coverage of current events to spot fallacies. In the second section, “Speak,” the 
students practice basic public-speaking skills, and are introduced to introduc-
tory concepts in rhetorical theory, including how to read an audience and how 
to think about choices for framing arguments, as well as how to listen for and 
unpack the rhetorical strategies of other speakers. The primary readings in this 
section include Aristotle’s On Rhetoric (2006) and Lloyd Bitzer’s “The Rhetori-
cal Situation” (1968). The goal of these readings is to give students a sense that 
arguments do not occur in a vacuum, but rather that arguments occur only in 
the context of a community of listeners who take up positions both relative to 
their individual interests and within the coordinates of a persuasive situation.

The third section of the course, “Argue,” takes up more than half of the in-
structional time. In this section, students are paired into teams of four and are 
expected to research both sides of a collaboratively generated resolution at least 
two times. The resolutions, which are the focus of debate for the entire semester, 
have included fairly controversial issues, such as the death penalty, American 
intervention in Iraq, global warming, affirmative action, and educational re-
form. I encourage the students to pick controversial resolutions on the basis of 
easily available materials, and, more important, to teach them that debate prac-
tice provides a comparatively safe space in which to explore positions on hotly 
contested public arguments. The debates become progressively more complex. 
The first debate includes four constructives and four rebuttals, and the students 
debate the resolution without a plan. The students receive basic instruction in 
how to write an affirmative case and how to write disadvantages. In the second 
debate we include cross-examination time, and invite the affirmative to de-
fine their relationship to the resolution by writing a plan. In the third debate 
the negative is allowed to introduce an alternative proposal to the affirmative’s 
plan. The fourth debate is a no-holds-barred affair, where each side is allowed to 
employ any argument that they can generate, as long as it is substantiated with 
good evidence.

Every student who is not participating in a debate on a given day is required to 
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serve as a judge, and is assigned the task of writing a ballot for the debate and 
providing oral critique to the debate competitors. I grade the ballots quite care-
fully, paying closer attention to students’ rationales for how they vote than to 
their performances in the debate. I have been consistently surprised by the care 
and thought that student judges put into their decisions.

The goal of the seminar is ultimately to get undergraduates to carry their de-
bate experience into the broader university community by getting them to take 
up the mantle of promoting debate practice. The final graded element of the 
class is a debate community-service project. To fulfill the assignment, individual 
debate teams may pick one of two options. The first option is that the team 
teach students not in the class how to debate, and then coach and judge a de-
bate between the students they have recruited. The second option charges an 
individual debate team with holding a public debate on an issue related to the 
semester’s topic. Teams are required to set up an event, recruit an audience, and 
to hold a pre-debate poll and post-debate vote and discussion of the audience’s 
stance on the resolution. Ultimately, we would like to take advantage of the 
debate capacity that these practices build over time by holding an on-campus 
debate tournament for a small cash prize with teams composed of students who 
have participated in the seminar debating with students who do not have de-
bate experience. The goal of this initiative to both develop the debate capaci-
ties of university students, and to expand the social impact of these capacities by 
incentivizing students to educate their peers in good debate practice.

Four things have surprised me about the experience of running the seminar. 
First, I have been surprised by the ability of students who are (in most cases) 
completely new to debate to pick up the basic skills of competitive policy de-
bate. One of the most rewarding elements of the seminar in this regard is to 
observe how quickly and intensely the students’ commitment to debate grows 
as their skills grow. As students begin to grasp the process of debate, the amount 
of time they spend preparing for the debates expands quite significantly. The 
time investment that the seminar students make is indicative of something that 
is perhaps more significant: the seminar students have been making the case 
for debate to their nondebating cohorts. Seminar students are proselytizing for 
debate, telling their peers about the fun and the benefits that they have derived 
from their debate experience. Second, I have been pleasantly surprised to see 
how the strategies generated by the teams eventually become quite intricate and 
nuanced. On at least two occasions I have copied cites from students to relay to 
college teams or to use at high-school institutes. The evidence and arguments 



The Allred InITIATIve And debATe Across The currIculum   317

generated by the death penalty and global warming resolutions in particular re-
flected a precision and depth of warrant that quite frankly astounded me. Third, 
I have been pleasantly surprised by the community of argument that seems to 
emerge in each class. Students take quite seriously their responsibilities in per-
forming well in the debates and in judging. Students in the seminar pay atten-
tion to their peer judges’ input and modify their strategies accordingly. Finally, I 
have been impressed with the ways that students in the seminar integrate work 
from other classes into the seminar debates. I have seen students cite evidence 
from arguments learned in the economics classroom, the political-science class-
room, and studies that they have encountered in various science classes.

Cumulatively, these four pleasant surprises provide one of the best cues to how 
the debate community might reformulate its call for debate across the curricu-
lum. My experience in the seminar has convinced me that in-class debating 
can meaningfully inculcate the best ideals of an education in the liberal arts 
and sciences: a spirit of inquiry, an appreciation for rigorous argument, and a 
sense of the interconnectedness of the various disciplines pursued under the 
ambit of a university education. Debate can so effectively cultivate these ide-
als that it behooves us to make the case for debate as a touchstone experience 
that provides students an unparalleled lens through which to pursue, and, more 
important, to integrate and to make publically effective the work that they do 
in classes across the university. Thus, if there is one strategic lesson to take from 
the Carolina experience, it is that debate educators and advocates should make 
a bolder case for debate practice as a core of undergraduate education. Rather 
than simply promoting debate in as many places as possible, we should be mak-
ing the case for more courses that frame debate as a critical introduction to life 
at the university, and as a practice that makes all the goals of our colleges and 
universities more achievable.

On a practical level, this means that interested debate educators should offer 
more courses that are available earlier in an undergraduate’s career that pursue 
the traditional goals of the argumentation course in combination with opportu-
nities for concrete debate practice. On a broader level, this means that debate 
educators need to make the case consistently and vociferously for debate in 
their departments and at the more general level of the university as an unparal-
leled academic and democratic practice.

One important precursor to increased advocacy for in-class debate could in-
clude more active encouragement of forensics professionals’ work in this area by 
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national competitive debate organizations. Simple steps that might make this 
goal more achievable include better public relations and information manage-
ment by organizations that support competitive debate under the rubric of a 
classroom-debate teaching-resources initiative, including the creation of a cen-
tral site for collecting syllabi that integrate the traditional goals of the argumen-
tation course with concrete debate practice, as well as more visibly highlighting 
materials that make the case for debate in the classroom. It may also be useful 
for competitive intercollegiate debate organizations to make materials available 
that document debate best-pedagogical practices, and that provide contact in-
formation for a network of teachers who are also interested in doing the work of 
making debate education available to the university at large, as well as a central 
database or at least easily accessible bibliography that documents the work done 
in an increasing number of fields on debate pedagogy.

In the end, a more coordinated and aggressive campaign by organizations that 
support debate to make the case for debate as a core of education in the liberal 
arts and sciences might make a significant difference in promoting best-debate 
practices in the classroom, and might even provide useful ammunition to debate 
educators on the ground who would like to make the case for the invaluable 
benefits of debate participation. Such a campaign would also provide a useful 
argument for debate programs to expand their resources by demonstrating an 
impact on college and university communities at large. Many of us whose lives 
have been so positively impacted by our debate experience feel an obligation to 
expand debate’s benefits beyond the debate team to our colleges and universi-
ties, and perhaps to the public sphere at large. It is time for us to do what we do 
best—to make the case.
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Co-opetition: A Strategic Approach to 
Debate Organization Politics and a Proposal 

for Skills-based Debate Instruction
Will Baker, American Forensics Association, vice president for high-school affairs

Programs and organizational leaders from various forensics groups have spent an 
inordinate amount of time and energy on proving their superiority to each oth-
er, sometimes accompanied by veiled attacks on the value of each other’s work. 
This essay calls for the adoption of a co-opetition model as a strategy for moving 
forward in interagency relations. Rather than a benign détente, co-opetition 
recognizes the need for organizations to compete at times and cooperate at other 
times, both toward their strategic advantage. I have borrowed liberally from the 
language of Adam Brandenburger and Barry Nalebuff, professors in economics 
at Harvard and Yale universities, and applied it to a debate-team context to 
advocate for changes in our thinking and in our pedagogical approaches to on-
campus competition.

The Theory of Co-opeTiTion

As Nalebuff and Brandenburg explain in their award-winning book Co-Opeti-
tion: A Revolution Mindset That Combines Competition and Cooperation (1996): 

[T]he common viewpoint is: “Business is war.” The language of business 
certainly makes it sound that way: outsmarting the competition, captur-
ing market share, making a killing, fighting brands, beating up suppliers, 
locking up customers. Under business-as-war, there are the victors and the 
vanquished. The ultimate win-lose view of the world comes from author 
Gore Vidal:

It is not enough to succeed. Others must fail.
But the way people talk about business today, you wouldn’t think so. You 
have to listen to customers, work with suppliers, create teams, establish 
strategic partnerships—even with competitors. That doesn’t sound like 
war. Besides, there are few victors when business is conducted as war. The 
typical result of a price war is surrendered profits all around. Just look at the 
U.S. airline industry. It lost more money in the price wars of 1990–93 than 
it had previously made in all the time since Orville and Wilbur Wright.
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The antithesis to Gore Vidal’s worldview comes from Bernard Baruch, a 
leading banker, a leading banker and financier for much of this century:

You don’t have to blow out the other fellow’s light to let your own shine.
Though less famous today than Gore Vidal, Baruch made a whole lot more 
money. . . .
In fact, most businesses succeed only if others also succeed. The demand for 
Intel chips increases when Microsoft creates more powerful software. Mi-
crosoft software become more valuable when Intel produces faster chips. It’s 
mutual success rather than mutual destruction. It’s win-win. The cold war is 
over and along with it the old assumptions about competition. (p. 3)

This does not mean business is peace. It simply means that business is strate-
gic and a simple us–them, zero-sum approach falls incredibly short of what is 
needed for success today. We have to identify how others complement what we 
do as well as how we compete with them for an advantage.

When thinking through business models, people are conscious of their custom-
ers, their suppliers and their competitors. They seldom outline their comple-
mentors, although that group is a vital element of success. A player is your 
complementor if customers value your product more when they have the other 
player’s product than when they have your product alone. A player is your com-
petitor if customers value your product less when they have the other player’s 
product than when they have your product alone.

Debate organizations are complementors in the Nalebuff and Brandenburg 
model. Many coaches may want to consider this complementor role and 
therefore leverage the relationship appropriately.

At most institutions, a university official or principal or donor can say yes we 
have a debate team or no we do not. They are seldom versed in the style of 
debate. They know debate is valuable and want to support it for their students 
and they are excited when we win. Accepting that our battles over format are 
internal considerations that are viewed as irrelevant by many outside entities 
opens up different directions for how we approach our engagement and notions 
of competition.
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A DebATe TeAm VAlue-neT AssessmenT

Value nets outline the key pieces of organizational strategy—customers, suppli-
ers, competitors, complementors. We take Brandenburger and Nalebuff’s model 
and language and apply it to a debate-team context.

The University’s Debate Team’s Customers
Who are the customers of a debate team? They are students, primarily. To the 
extent we say that is true, we make students “clients.” They are engaging in an 
activity and should follow the guidance of the coach. Debate teams have other 
customers. Parents are customers when they decide whether their child can par-
ticipate or pay for their trips. University departments and student governing 
bodies are customers when they pay to have the debate team travel or when 
they allocate resources/space for the team. Another very important customer 
group is donors/program alumni. They seek fulfillment, prestige, or the opportu-
nity to shape future generations in return for their contributions. All customers 
are free to take their “business” elsewhere (to activities other than debate).

The Suppliers
A team’s suppliers are primarily its staff and administrators. Since universities 
are in the business of disseminating information, they are also in the market for 
ideas. Thus, publishers of books, blogs, and journals, and providers of electronic 
information services (such as LexisNexis and WestLaw) are suppliers as well.

The Competitors
Debate teams have no shortage of competitors: teams compete with one another 
for students; departments compete for budget money. Meanwhile, college presi-
dents, along with their development officers, compete for the checkbooks of 
alumni as potential donors. They compete not only with other university teams 
but also with other types of teams, including sports teams, academic teams, and 
debate and speech teams that exist at their own university but compete in other 
forms of the same activity. Technology increases competition among schools. 
As videoconferencing becomes better and cheaper, digital debates will grow 
in importance as an option and the justification for travel teams will become 
harder and harder.

The Complementors
Debate teams, though they compete with one another for students and fac-
ulty, are complementors in creating the market for higher education in the first 
place. High-school students are more willing to invest in debating in college, 
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knowing that there are many schools where they might participate. The list 
of complementors for a debate program is huge. Elementary, junior high, and 
high schools complement debate teams. Hotel accommodation is an important 
complement to debate teams, offering wireless service, copier access, and a busi-
ness center for research. There are many, many other complementors aw well—
24-hour copy shops, coffee shops, pizza and ice cream parlors, and more. These 
businesses all make a point of locating close to university campuses. Our ability 
to leverage these resources by creating a positive environment for the “debate 
industry” dramatically transforms the ability for everyone to succeed. If a hotel 
chain bidding to host multinational debate competition were guaranteed an 
extra 3,000 rooms, imagine the leverage each event would have in the negotia-
tions. The same logic extends to copier companies, airlines, and other vendors. 
The total industry size of debate programs reaches well into the millions when 
we look at the full range of suppliers. Many overlap across formats. We should 
analyze these possibilities and consider the formation of a negotiating team that 
could leverage the areas where we complement to the benefit of all.

On Campus Competition
For most, the above concept of cooperating nationally for improved pricing, 
especially in this environment, seems reasonable, if logistically daunting. How-
ever, the greater challenge is when the concept of co-opetition strikes close to 
home. How can the emergence of a new debate team be beneficial if you had a 
monopoly previously? There are two strategies for obtaining benefits:

1. Framing—Often people jump to the defense of their format of debate, 
lambasting interlopers to protect their precious ground. This reaction often 
occurs without the benefit of the answering the most critical question: Is the 
available pie decreasing or increasing? For example, suppose that the new team 
results in a funding increase in student activities from the dean’s office or 
your department, or merely greater sympathy to the importance of debate. If 
that is the case, it changes the entire ballgame.

Market growth is a concept that all university presidents understand. If, 
rather than defending your program, you identified the newcomer as proof 
of the success of your program and the growing interest in debate, you 
could argue that this is a perfect time to consider your university’s strate-
gic advantage (created by your team) and the university might consider 
increasing the travel fund, starting an endowment, seeking grants to bring 
debate into the surrounding community, or integrating debate into more 



326    NavigatiNg OppOrtuNity

activities at the school. All of these represent huge win–win opportunities 
where both the newcomer and the long-standing program can speak about 
the benefits of debate rather than saying “this form is not valuable,” which 
lessens everyone’s perceived value of debate while perhaps creating short-
term security.

2. Positioning—When a debater says, “I used to compete in x but now I’d 
like to try y and participate in your program,” directors have a few choices. 
Some want nothing to do with the student and point him to the x team so 
the student can continue to do x. Some directors will explain the differ-
ences between x and y, and attempt to discourage the student. Still others, 
if they think the student is hardworking, will advocate for them to give y a 
shot and support his efforts to do so. The value of the final approach can be 
seen on a team-by-team level. Rather than resisting efforts by students or 
other faculty to develop or bring new types of debate programs on campus, 
program directors should put systems in place to support such efforts and 
position them to best advantage the new program and their current team in 
the eyes of the administration. Working together always takes less energy 
than working in opposition.

A CAll for skills-bAseD DebATe insTruCTion

The final element of the complementor strategy is being able to expand debate 
to students in the lower grades. Most forms of debate include common elements: 
refutation, cross-examination, the desire for good extension and rebuttal, evi-
dence, and analysis. Many people begin teaching debate with format as the driv-
ing force but the above skill sets could also be the driving force. In most cases, 
the type of debate only matters much later.

When we start new Associated Leaders of Urban Debate (ALOUD) programs, 
we resist naming the format so that the maximum number of kids can be en-
gaged. In many of our leagues, we run a policy tournament, a Lincoln–Douglas 
(LD) tournament and then a public debate where the kids are get excited and 
understand the core value of debate without it being tied to format. This process 
would seed debate as a concept in many places so that advocates could emerge 
without the biases of their predecessors. Just as racial stereotypes are learned, 
the feelings about format often reflect views based on the instructor’s experi-
ences more than on realities.
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Teaching Format First
While it varies from case to case, the order of instruction for teaching format 
first would look like this:
1. Introduction to debate
2. Explanation of this particular format of debate
3. Introduction to the topic
4. Evidence
5. Building arguments for the affirmative and negative
6. Skills-based instruction (note-taking, cross-examination, refutation, etc.)

The strategy can be justified in any number of ways:
• The order is logical.
• Introducing the topic early enables students to apply examples to the skill 
set they are learning. It enables students to apply the practical to the theoreti-
cal.
• They will not be interested in debating if they do not know the topic.
• The topic is a key driving force.
• The format is the basis of what we do. It defines us.

A skills-based model would invert the order, making the format the last item 
taught and focusing on the skills earlier in the process:
1. Benefits of debate
2. Note-taking
3. Cross-examination
4. Refutation
5. Evidence
6. Topic selection
7. Building arguments
8. Format

In new communities that ALOUD has initiated, we have seen anecdotal evidence 
that inverting the order has had a stimulating impact on the educational process.

1. Coaches tie the instruction to many, varied examples because the lesson plans 
are not connected to a particular topic. Released from the shackles of format, they 
can explain the benefits of debate generally and more easily associate them with 
public notions of debate (e.g., The Great Debaters movie or the presidential debates).

2. Smaller is better. When students are working with a smaller number of in-
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dividual pieces of evidence rather than trying to learn an entire 1AC or 1NC 
at the outset, they can become more familiar with the warrants of each card, 
compare their evidence better to their opponents, and use cards for illumination 
not simply for support.

3. Students stay involved longer. We have been able to recruit large numbers 
of debaters and retain them for longer. Most of the places where ALOUD has 
started debate communities have lost less than 3% of the debaters originally in-
volved and added a significant number of new debaters throughout the season.

4. Teacher involvement in the selection of format and topic creates a sense of 
ownership and increased capacity for a structured program that can be inte-
grated into the learning objectives of the school and the larger school district.

For some, the teaching of format first is a badge of honor. They feel that x or y 
format is more educational and opens the door to more students. The existence 
of intercollegiate teams of every stripe that are successful and attract numerous 
students (Emory in policy, Western Kentucky in LD, Claremont in parliamen-
tary, and Vermont in worlds) points to the underlying reality that the educator 
and program, not the choice of format, are the determining factors of success 
and program growth.

The point is not that format selection or advocacy is inherently bad. In fact, as 
students advance and mature and seek out more outlets, they may choose a par-
ticular format or inevitably migrate to one format over another based on tour-
nament proximity, director/administration preferences, pedagogical objectives, 
or other factors. The key element is to avoid passing on stereotypical notions 
about the strength of one format of debate over another and to create a pathway 
that will lead to success regardless of the ultimate format choice.

In a larger sense, this method creates fans of debate rather than fans of a format 
first. This creates a context for support in later life regardless of a particular 
director’s disposition or pedagogical choices. So when a director leaves or a new 
program begins in the area, or an opportunity for a new summer camp develops, 
format differences do not become a barrier for engaging students in the power 
of debate education.

ConClusion

We can save money, expand our reach, and change the language of debate and 
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how it is thought about by working together on common rules and language. 
Assuming that the presence of more and different debate teams reflects the 
strength of your program and not a weakness, will open the door to new op-
portunities for expansion.
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Educational Convergences: The Potential 
Relationships Between Parliamentary and 

Policy Debate Communities
Derek T. Buescher, University of Puget Sound

The Third National Debate Development Conference (NDDC) in 2009 con-
tinued the work of the first two conferences in 1975 and 1985. Similar to those 
two conferences, the primary attendees and perspectives present were from 
the policy1 debate community and, notably, members of the National Debate 
Tournament ([NDT] and, in 2009, the Cross Examination Debate Association 
[CEDA]). Considering that the primary form of intercollegiate debate practiced 
in the United States during the 1970s was that endorsed by the NDT and that 
the CEDA did not host its first official national tournament until 1985, this 
focus on policy/NDT style of debate makes sense.2 Yet, in his overview of the 
1975 meeting, conference director George Ziegelmueller astutely described a 
scene of diverse forensics participation, practice, and instruction. Ziegelmueller 
even declared the “Nature of the Forensics Conference” as needing to “permit 
broad based and representative input from within the entire forensics disci-
pline” (1975, 3). As someone whose background was CEDA value debate, who 
coached CEDA, then NDT, then the National Parliamentary Debate Associa-
tion (NPDA)-style parliamentary debate, then took over a traditional CEDA 
program in the Pacific Northwest, and developed a concurrent parliamentary 
program, I have borne witness to the changing nature of academic debate. It is 
this changing nature that rests at the heart of this essay. In 2009 the numerical 
dominance of CEDA/NDT participation is not what it was in the 1970s. A di-
versity of national debate programs, perspectives, and philosophies suggests the 
2009 participants of the NDDC should not only heed Ziegelmueller’s (1975) 
words from more than 30 years prior: “to permit . . . input” from across the 

1  I am compelled to point out that parliamentary debate is also “policy” debate, since 
parliamentary debate tackles questions of policy. Nonetheless, in this essay, when I use the term 
“policy debate” or “policy debate community,” I refer to that format practiced by CEDA/NDT.
2  Organizationally, CEDA began in the early 1970s, prior to the first development conference. 
The American Parliamentary Debate Association (APDA) formed in 1981 shortly after the 
first “Worlds” tournament in Glasgow, Scotland, in January 1981 (see http://www.apdaweb.org/
about/history). The National Parliamentary Debate Association (NPDA) formed in the early 
1990s, officially changing its name from the Western States Parliamentary Debate Association 
to the National Parliamentary Debate Association in February 1993 (see, “An Early History of 
the NPDA,” at http://cas.bethel.edu/dept/comm/npda/npdahistory.html). And, NFA-LD did 
not emerge as a college-level event until the early 1990s.
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debate/forensics discipline but also openly recognize and embrace the multiple 
forms and practices of intercollegiate debate.

In this short essay I address two primary questions. First, what is the history of 
parliamentary debate? And, second, what is the future of parliamentary debate 
with particular attention to potential relationships with CEDA/NDT. Before I 
answer those questions, I will offer a brief overview of the primary distinctions 
in rules and format between parliamentary and policy debate. More important, 
I wish to contextualize my answers to the two primary questions with two points 
that drive my understanding of debate. First, debate is an organic activity. How 
debate is practiced at any one time depends on its previous interpretations 
and modes. In addition, as I will demonstrate relative to parliamentary debate 
shortly, debate continues to change. It is not static, and organizations that have 
attempted to create rules to maintain a particular type of debate practice have, 
thus far, been unsuccessful. Every new debate style that has posed itself as an 
alternative to faster, technical, more evidenced-based debate has become more 
like the thing from which it turned.

Second, the purpose of debate is education. I believe that because debate pro-
grams are housed within educational institutions, their primary purpose is the 
education of students, not winning, although the two are not mutually exclu-
sive. The conflict, if you will, between members of debate groups, and notably 
within the NPDA over the past year,3 calls into question what is meant by edu-
cation and education to what end. Although I tend to agree with Ron Greene’s 
(2003) more critical approach to education, I do not see myself in the majority 
on this point. Indeed, much of the debate about debate format mentioned above 
centers on what is deemed proper education of students. Crudely, this may be 
viewed as a contest over the definition of skills (speaking to an audience; un-
derstanding reason; grasping the basics of research). This is not a debate I will 
complete in this essay, but I think it necessary for debate organizations and 

3  Both formally and informally, members of the NPDA have spoken out regarding the evolution 
of debate style and practice within NPDA over the past year. Formally, the NPDA Executive 
Council published a list of structural changes to the national tournament and the sanctioning 
of member tournaments. This document, known as the Kirksville Consensus, also included a 
preamble that described a desire to return to early (read mid-1990s) practices of parliamentary 
debate (NPDA, 2008). Informally, a number of NPDA members used the “parli-list-serve” over 
the waning months of 2008 and again after the 2009 National Tournament to voice concerns 
over the changing style of NPDA debate. Notable in this latter lamentation was Skip Rutledge 
of Point Loma Nazarene University (see https://lists.bethel.edu/mailman/private/parli/2009-
April/040582.html) and my own response to Skip at https://lists.bethel.edu/mailman/private/
parli/2009-April/040586.html).
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practitioners to define, assess, and even challenge models of forensics education. 
Instead, in this essay, I hope to leave those unfamiliar with parliamentary debate 
with a better understanding of the activity and its potential future directions.

Parliamentary and Policy debate differences

To those unfamiliar with parliamentary debate, but familiar with the format of 
policy debate as practiced by CEDA/NDT, I offer a brief description by way of 
distinctions. This description focuses on debate practices of the National Par-
liamentary Debate Association and the National Parliamentary Tournament 
of Excellence (NPTE). There are four primary rule differences between parlia-
mentary and policy debate: resolutions, preparation time, quoted material, and 
speeches.

First, parliamentary debate does not use a single resolution. Instead, each de-
bate begins with the announcement of the resolution for that round. Although 
generally phrased as questions of policy, resolutions are sometimes phrased as 
questions of fact or value, a mixture of all three, or even as metaphorical or 
declarative statements. While some tournaments use topic areas that are an-
nounced in the weeks prior to the tournament, many do not, and instead rely 
on a norm of current events as the ground from which to draw topics. Because 
parliamentary debate employs a different resolution in each debate, although 
repetition does occur across tournaments, the approach to research is distinctly 
different from that found in policy debate. As with policy debate, generically 
applicable arguments are common, but students are expected to have a strong 
understanding of a broad range of topics as opposed to a highly technical exper-
tise of a narrower area.

Second, parliamentary debates do not have preparation time during the de-
bate. The absence of preparation time means students need to be quick on their 
feet. Debaters are expected to arise ready to speak and answer their opposition’s 
arguments at the moment their opponent finishes. Taken together, these two 
components—the changing resolutions and the expectation of nearly immedi-
ate response—define the extemporaneous nature of parliamentary debate. Al-
though the absence of preparation time may lead some to criticize parliamentary 
debate for not allowing debaters to develop detailed responses, the difference in 
evidence makes this point less relevant.

Third, parliamentary debate, contrary to popular phrasing, does require evi-
dence to support argumentative claims, but does not allow quoted material to 
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be read in the debate itself unless the debaters have copied it by hand during 
the preparation time between topic announcement and the start of the debate. 
This difference is probably the singular significant difference between parlia-
mentary debate and CEDA/NDT. In one respect, the absence of quoted mate-
rial downplays the reliance on authority so central to policy debate, and from 
this perspective, the rule potentially forces students to develop the warrants 
for their arguments rather than the evidence to support the claim they wish to 
make. Since parliamentary debaters do not need to rely on quoted evidence and 
are required to be prepared to debate nearly any conceivable topic of note in 
the news, this is a second primary aspect in the difference in research between 
parliamentary and policy debate.

Finally, parliamentary debate as practiced by the NPDA has only two rebut-
tals and no cross-examination period. In lieu of cross-examination, opponents 
are allowed to ask questions after the first minute and prior to the last minute 
in each constructive speech. After the four constructive speeches, the debate 
closes with only two rebuttals. This means the negative block is distinctly differ-
ent than in policy debate as the last negative speech follows the second negative 
constructive. The negative rebuttal needs to extend key positions, synthesize 
the debate, and, in some circles, still offer a “line-by-line” response similar to 
the second affirmative constructive in CEDA/NDT debate. Similarly, the affir-
mative rebuttal needs to synthesize the debate and answer the negative rebuttal 
while, in some circles, also answer all the arguments offered by both the second 
negative constructive and the negative rebuttal.

debate is organic: History of Parliamentary debate

In this section I provide a brief overview of the changes in debate practice over 
the past two decades. Before I venture too far, I need to note that others know 
these histories better than I do and that I cannot speak for these organizations or 
for the variety of voices present in these organizations (see, e.g., Trapp 1997). In 
addition, my attempt at history is largely my history and should be read as such.

In one way, we would be wise to view the origination of CEDA debate as an 
attempt by forensics educators to focus, or perhaps refocus, debate practices on 
persuasive speaking in an argumentative context. That CEDA formed from 
programs previously involved in NDT debate and attempted to create a series 
of structural rules that impacted the type of performances students could un-
dertake seems to provide the necessary evidence for seeing CEDA as a move 
away from how debate was practiced in the day. In many ways, the formation 
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of the NPDA is cast within a similar shadow. The early practitioners of parlia-
mentary debate in the Western United States,4 those who came to form the 
NPDA, were attempting to create more extemporaneous styles of debate that 
were slower, less research intensive, and focused on broader audiences. In the 
words of Robert Trapp (1996), one of the organization’s first leaders, “the NPDA 
is dedicated to the promotion of reasoned and informed public debating” (p. 85) 
and “in parliamentary debate, argument is aimed at a ‘universal audience” (p. 
86). Elsewhere, Trapp explained the focus on audience: “Because parliamentary 
debaters are expected to be clear in the structure of their reasoning and because 
parliamentary debaters use information from the public forum, the format is one 
which is accessible to public audiences. Parliamentary debate at its best is an 
event that ought to be enjoyable and educational for public audiences seeking 
information, education, and even entertainment” (Trapp 1997, 298).

Trapp’s views were not and are not isolated. Many practitioners and teachers 
of parliamentary debate saw the activity as a return to audience-centered argu-
ment within a distinctly public context. Then and now, they wished to train 
students to be able to rise at any number of public events and argue from an 
informed position to a broad audience. The attractiveness of this style of debate 
(extemporaneous and public oriented) drew many forensics educators who not 
only saw the educational merit of such teaching but also saw a more accessible 
form of debate to a less-experienced student population. Parliamentary debate 
provided a format that required less technical knowledge, less time dedicated to 
research, and slower delivery rates. A student with no high-school experience 
in debate could learn how to argue in a public setting arguably more easily and 
more rapidly than a college student new to CEDA/NDT.

Here I wish to make a slight diversion into the Northwest parliamentary com-
munity because I think the story is telling and it is what I know best. In the mid- 
to late 1990s the Northwest maintained several strong CEDA programs that 
also competed in NDT. The region had a viable regional circuit that maintained 
open- and junior-level debate tournaments. In the early 2000s, in part as a result 
of the rise of parliamentary debate in the region and changing programs, several 
programs ceased to participate in CEDA/NDT. Outside of the format of CEDA/
NDT, cost and perception on educational merit were major factors. CEDA/
NDT cost programs more in terms of coaching, computer and other technology, 

4  The APDA was established as a governing organization to oversee an extemporaneous style 
of debate “patterned after the style of platform debate first made famous at Oxford University.” 
(“This style of debate gained popularity in the Northeastern United States and many of its 
participating schools travel to the “Worlds Debating Championships.”)
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copying, and travel resources. And the problem grew exponentially. In 1996 
there were 12 Northwest programs with teams competing in the open division 
of CEDA. In 2001 there were eight programs; in 2008, three. As some programs 
moved away from policy debate, tournaments failed to reach critical mass, and 
regional teams struggling to maintain their policy programs while investing in 
younger, less-experienced debaters could no longer do so.

Arguably, the trend that virtually eliminated policy debate in the Northwest 
is now occurring within the ranks of parliamentary debate. Nationally, many 
programs are opting out of NPDA/NPTE and choosing to compete in British 
parliamentary, also known as Worlds, format tournaments instead. The number 
of programs fielding open-level parliamentary debaters at Northwest tourna-
ments is shrinking and, as it does, this means that junior and novice divisions 
become less sacrosanct. More coaches and programs already disillusioned by the 
stylistic shifts in open-level parliamentary debates turn to other formats. If the 
trend continues, so does the potential for history to repeat itself and parliamen-
tary debate to dissolve into British format, evolve into something else entirely, 
or be absorbed back into CEDA/NDT. This leads me to the second question 
driving this essay.

Parliamentary and ceda/ndt formats: Potential 
relationsHiPs

I begin this section with a word of caution. It is not my intention, nor do I think 
it wise, for CEDA leadership to pursue a rejoining of ranks between NPDA/
NPTE and CEDA/NDT. This idea has made its way into some discussions of 
traditional CEDA/NDT coaches, but I do not believe similar discussions have 
circulated within the parliamentary debate communities. It is likely not wise 
for CEDA/NDT to think of itself in a colonizing light regarding NPDA/NPTE 
because to do so may only hasten more into the British/Worlds formats. Still, 
parliamentary debate has undergone significant stylistic as well as practical 
changes since its early days of the mid-1990s. On balance, the debates have be-
come, for good or ill, more policy oriented, more research driven, more techni-
cal, and faster. In many ways, parliamentary debate practiced in the open-level 
elimination debates of major tournaments mirrors that of CEDA/NDT, even 
though the debates do not contain quoted material, are still slower, contain less 
blocked-out arguments, and only have two rebuttals. Certainly, parliamentary 
debate has not become CEDA/NDT debate, but the formats and practices are 
more similar than they were ten or even five years ago. Indeed, many in the par-
liamentary community now borrow heavily in argumentative format, style, and 
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strategy from arguments originating out of the CEDA/NDT community, but a 
merger between organizations akin to that between CEDA/NDT is nowhere on 
the foreseeable horizon.

It is possible that some programs will begin to drift back to competing in CEDA/
NDT, but those numbers are likely small, would be insufficient to the CEDA 
organization, and may run the risk of only further damaging already struggling 
regional debate. This is not to say that bridges may not be built. Given the 
changing style of parliamentary debate, some students and programs might con-
ceivably travel to and compete in some CEDA/NDT tournaments. The po-
tential for integration raises the final points I wish to discuss; ones intimately 
related to the potential relationships between CEDA/NDT and NPDA/NPTE: 
access and recognizing the merits of debate as debate.

Access
Earlier I mentioned two central elements regarding debate, education, and or-
ganic qualities, and discussed how many programs chose to leave CEDA/NDT 
for NPDA/NPTE because the barriers to access seemed fewer to overcome. My 
own anecdotal experience as a coach certainly suggests the latter to be true: 
younger students who have less or no experience out of high school, despite 
the best efforts of well-trained coaches, struggle to survive in policy debate. Of 
course, notable exceptions exist, but they are exceptions and not the norm. 
Faster debate, more technical debate, heavier research burdens all run the risk 
of turning students away from the activity because of the initial hurdles in com-
petition and, not without merit, successful competition.

As I see it, the central element in any relationship between CEDA/NDT and 
NPDA/NPTE is access. As such, an overt relationship will most likely require 
concessions by CEDA/NDT regarding the development of novice and even 
junior debate,5 the use of evidence, and even the judging pool/use of mutual-
preference judging. It is my belief that our duty as forensics educators is to find 
a way that allows for debate to develop, as it seems always to have done (but 
perhaps is occurring even faster), and reduce barriers to entry and access into 
the activity. This is no easy task. The joint development of accessible debate 

5  As an aside, I believe one of the more devastating and anti-educational practices in debate 
organizations is the summation of sweepstakes points. I do not think I overexaggerate when I 
say that nearly every CEDA meeting contains a discussion about novice and junior eligibility. 
Without sweepstakes these discussions may very well become moot points, and directors/
coaches would approach the placement of their students relative to their best educational 
outcomes and personal growth rather than on the potential accumulation of sweepstakes points.
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and organic debate requires concerted support from national and regional or-
ganizations working together; the construction of viable regional circuits that 
provide cheap debate in recognition of the economies of scale embodied within 
competition; the protection of novice and junior divisions; and the fostering 
of judges and coaches who take seriously their goal of educating students about 
practices of debate at all levels. I think we have a strong core for the latter, and 
I believe with work we can develop the former three. Working together, the 
leadership of CEDA/NDT and NPDA/NPTE could lay significant foundations 
for fostering debate while securing their working relationships with each group. 
Finally, I turn briefly to the idea of fostering debate as the central relationship 
between the national organizations.

Celebrating Debate
The strongest relationship that may be built between the parliamentary and 
CEDA/NDT communities rests on the core of what debate is: a celebration of 
argumentation as a tool of teaching. Over the past several years I have suffered 
through far too many conversations and discussions about which form of debate 
is better. My response has become: “all forms of debate have merit and all forms 
of debate have issues. We would be remiss to think any format is perfect.” What 
CEDA/NDT gives students is a unique educational experience. And, so does 
NPDA/NPTE, or British style, or any number of formats. Elitist responses on 
being the best will do little to build the larger communities of academic debate 
and are much more likely to undermine all communities. Different forms of 
debate achieve similar ends, if not differently, and to differing extents. Differ-
ent forms of debate need to be different or they do not really serve a purpose. It 
makes sense for the leadership of CEDA/NDT and NPDA/NPTE and NFA-LD 
and Worlds to come together and think collectively about how each fosters a 
community built on education about argumentation and debate. It makes sense 
for each to celebrate the other as a means to helping each to try, if not adopt, 
different styles and approaches. And, it makes sense that these organizations 
work together to foster debate education to as many students as possible while 
also seeing the benefit of advanced training for some and more broad-based ap-
proaches for others. Ultimately, it is my hope that when we gather and use the 
phrase “academic debate” it never means one format and always foregrounds the 
first word of the phrase.

References
American Parliamentary Debate Association (APDA). n.d. “Parliamentary Debate.” http://www.

apdaweb.org/about/ (accessed August 5, 2009).



338    NavigatiNg OppOrtuNity

Greene, R.W. 2003. “John Dewey’s Eloquent Citizen: Communication, Judgment and Postmodern 
Capitalism.” Argumentation and Advocacy 39, no. 3: 189–200.

National Parliamentary Debate Association (NPDA). 2008. Changes to National Tournament Oper-
ating Procedures and Rules of Debating and Judging. https://lists.bethel.edu/mailman/private/parli/
attachments/20080906/2cdec132/ChangestoTOP-VersionFinal-0001.doc/ (accessed August 7, 
2009).

Trapp, R. 1996. “Parliamentary Debate as Public Debate.” Argumentation and Advocacy 33, no. 2: 
85–87.

———. 1997. “Parliamentary Debate.” In Intercollegiate Forensics: A Project of the Northern Califor-
nia Forensics Association, ed. T.C. Winebrenner, 291–318. Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt.

Ziegelmueller, G. 1975. “National Development Conference on Forensics.” In Forensics as 
Communication: The Argumentative Perspective, ed. J.H. McBath, 1–7. Skokie, IL: National 
Textbook.



Section VII: International Debate 
Opportunities





New Models for debatiNg   341

New Models for Debating: The USA Learns 
from the World

Alfred C. Snider, University of Vermont

I started debating in the seventh grade in 1962. I started coaching a high-school 
team in 1969. I started coaching a university team in 1972. In 1996 I had my first 
encounter with debating in other countries when I traveled to Serbia. Since then 
I have conducted debate training in 27 different countries. I began each training 
experience by teaching the participants about U.S. policy debate and applying it 
to the various formats I encountered in their area. But, in the process, they were 
teaching me about what they do and how they do it. When I taught at the first In-
ternational Debate Academy in 2002 in Slovenia, we used the World Universities 
Debating Championship (WUDC; Worlds) format. Likewise, when I took a team 
to the first International Spanish Language Debate Tournament in Chile, I also 
encountered this format. In 2006 I allowed one of my teams to participate in this 
format, and they attended the WUDC tournament in Vancouver and the U.S. 
Universities Nationals in Claremont, California. The next year I allowed other 
teams on my squad to participate in this format, a choice bolstered by the decision 
of many policy coaches in the Northeast to add the Worlds format to their tourna-
ments. Consequently, my teams had a lot of experience in this format when they 
finally went to international tournaments. Many naysayers in our region thought 
that the addition of a Worlds format to our tournaments would spell the end of 
policy debating. The reality has been quite different, as the policy divisions are 
larger and the Worlds divisions are growing. Now my team does both policy and 
Worlds formats; both sides of the aisle are healthy. Last April we hosted the U.S. 
Universities Debating Championship and over 120 teams attended; Vermont 
reached the semifinals and Harvard won the finals.

The Worlds format (also known as British parliamentary) is the fastest growing 
debate format in America. Many National Parliamentary Debate Association 
(NPDA) teams are turning to this format; it is increasingly popular with Ameri-
can Parliamentary Debate Association (APDA) teams; and a number of policy 
teams are trying it (though almost all of them retain policy debate as a separate 
format). The National Forensic League is considering adding a variant of this 
format to their competitions. Ten of the thirty-two teams reaching the elimina-
tion rounds at WUDC in Cork, Ireland, December 2009–January 2010 were 
from the United States. As president of the World Debating Council, Neill 
Harvey-Smith said at U.S. Universities this year, “America is the fastest grow-
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ing site for WUDC format debate, and unfortunately for the rest of the world, 
they are getting very good at it.”

Below I summarize the key elements of Worlds format and include a link to a 
more detailed set of rules later in this piece.
• While there may be three or more judges in a room there is only one ballot. 
After the debate, judges discuss the debate, come to a consensus decision, fill 
out the one ballot, and then call the debaters back into the room to explain 
the decision.
• The format calls for four teams of two people, each of whom has a unique 
name:
• Opening Proposition: Prime Minister; Deputy Prime Minister

o  Closing Proposition: Member Proposition; Proposition Whip
o  Opening Opposition: Leader Opposition; Deputy Leader Opposition
o  Closing Opposition: Member Opposition; Opposition Whip

• Judges rank them 1–4 at the end of the debate.
• Each participant gives one seven-minute speech.
• The topic, or “motion,” is announced 15 minutes before the debate. 
During the preparation period after the announcement, debaters may not 
talk to coaches or others, nor can they use the Internet. They may consult 
casebooks, but they can bring into the debating room only notes they write 
during preparation time.
• The format does not include cross-examination, but members of the op-
posing side may rise for points of information (POI) during the middle five 
minutes of each speech, and while the speaker may decline them, he or she 
is expected to take two during each speech. These are composed of a short 
(5–15 second) remark or question followed by a short response from the 
speaker.
• The proposition (Government) case is expected to set up a good debate, 
not try to run from the issues or avoid them based on technicalities. Opposi-
tion teams are encouraged not to dispute unconventional cases, but to debate 
them out and let the judge penalize the proposition team as appropriate. Policy 
debate veterans may have difficulty understanding this approach, but it works 
out quite well, and debates focus on the major issues.
• The first proposition speech lays out their case for the topic. The second 
through sixth speeches have a balance of refutation-rebuilding and the pre-
sentation of a new issue. The last two speeches are expected to summarize the 
entire debate and may not introduce new arguments.
• Because of the international nature of the debate and the desire to make 
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it accessible and appealing to all intelligent citizens, Worlds debate uses no 
specialized jargon.
• Because of the international nature of the debate, the focus of the debate is 
rarely on one country, and the assumption is that the debate is applicable to all 
countries where the topic would be relevant.
• Worlds debaters make considerable reference to current events, philoso-
phy, and the social sciences, but the format does not permit quoted evidence, 
because no outside materials can be brought into the debating chambers.
• The motions tend to come from current events and have a tight focus, such 
as “This House would support bombing of terrorist bases in Pakistan,” or “This 
House would force-feed anorexics.”

Many of the differences between coaching and participating in this format are 
subtle but are rather obvious once you have been involved for some period of 
time. In Worlds debate
• The coaches/trainers do not work with the students on the topic once it 
has been given to them. It is all up to the students. They cannot talk to the 
other students on their side or their opponents. They may only speak to their 
partners. Consequently, there is much less feeling of competition among the 
coaches than there is in policy debating, as the competition is between the 
students alone. This is why Worlds coaches describe themselves as “trainers.”
• Debaters are not involved in a stark “win–loss” situation but can place at 
some point in-between. This makes the relationships between debaters before 
and after the round a bit more cordial.
• The relationships between the debaters and judges are also cordial, as a pan-
el of three agreed on the decision and the fine distinctions between the places 
first through fourth are more understandable than a decision of win or lose.
• Before major competitions judges are briefed, tested, and evaluated based 
on their scoring of a demonstration debate. This information is used to ini-
tially rate the judges for assignment as chair, panelist, or trainee.
• The judges are also competing. After every decision, debaters fill out evalua-
tion forms on the judges and the judges evaluate each other. Higher-rated judges 
are used in the better debates in the elimination rounds in the tournament, and 
the highest-rated judges are announced as “breaking” judges. Judges, therefore, are 
highly motivated to do a good job and satisfy the students and the other judges.
• International debating displays impressive diversity, with many women and 
minorities participating. Those who believe that policy debating alienates 
women or minorities will be pleased with the Worlds format. Cultural differ-
ences tend to be respected.
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• Training of debaters is very different from policy debating. Because debaters 
do not know what position they will take or what the topic will be, train-
ing focuses on basic skills (speaking, argument building, refutation, points of 
information, etc.) and on constructing proposition and opposition cases for a 
variety of motions. Last year I worked with my students to brief over 300 mo-
tions, a strategy that obviously benefited them in light of the short preparation 
period between the announcement of the topic and the debate.
• Students still must work very hard. The breadth of knowledge needed to 
perform well in this format is considerable. Debaters spend hours each day re-
viewing the news and keeping up on the details of current events. The format 
may look easy, but it is very difficult to do well.
• This format is very easy for new debaters. They can be in a debate almost 
immediately and learn by doing from there.
• Inviting a member of your administration or a potential donor or important 
alumni to see one of these debates is not a problem because they will find the 
debate understandable and comprehensible. The lack of jargon helps first-time 
observers to fully understand the content. Likewise, you can easily stage public 
debates; audiences find them interesting and dynamic.

I think that American policy debate has the best theoretical foundation of any 
type of debating in the world. The level of sophistication in argument is consid-
erable and impressive. However, it is not the be-all and end-all of debating. The 
Worlds format has had incredible benefits for my program and my students. Last 
year I had the largest number of students ever (and 37 years of coaching is a long 
time) who attended tournaments in both formats. Because we could send stu-
dents in both formats to the same tournaments in the Northeast, our costs did 
not increase considerably. Because of the great opportunities for international 
travel, alumni are more willing to make contributions to fund them. It is both 
economically and pedagogically feasible to do both.

In the twenty-first century we need to be in a position to take advantage of 
the explosion in debating in many, many countries as well as the many excit-
ing tournament opportunities that exist. Making a decision to add the Worlds 
format to your local tournament and to attend similar local tournaments is an 
important beginning.
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Appendix 1: WUDC Speech Guide
Modeled on WUDC rules, with some changes

Speech Speaker Length Content

1 Prime Minister
1st Prop Team

7 minutes Interpretation of motion
Case for the prop (1–2 major 
points)

2 Leader Opposition
1st Opp Team

7 minutes Refute prop case
Present new reasons to reject the 
motion

3 Deputy Prime Minister
1st Prop Team

7 minutes Defend and extend prop case
Present new reason for the motion

4 Deputy Leader Opposition
1st Opp Team

7 minutes Refute new prop reason for the 
motion
Refute original prop case
Present new reason to reject the 
motion

5 Member Proposition
2nd Prop Team

7 minutes Refute new reason to reject the 
motion
Introduce major new argument 
for the motion—lead the debate 
in a new direction without being 
disloyal

6 Member Opposition
2nd Opp Team

7 minutes Refute new reason for the motion
Introduce major new argument 
against the motion—lead the 
debate in a new direction without 
being disloyal

7 Proposition Whip
2nd Prop Team

7 minutes No new issues
Refute previous speech new argu-
ments
Summarize the debate and case 
for the prop

8 Opposition Whip
2nd Opp Team

7 minutes No new issues
Summarize the debate and the 
case for the opp

No preparation time between speeches.
Speakers 2–6 should balance refutation with new material.

General advice

• Make well-developed major arguments in favor of your side of the motion. 
Focus on better arguments as opposed to more arguments.
• Balance refutation and rebuilding with presenting new materials.
• Offer points of information only to the opposing side.
• Stay active by trying to make points of information.
• Be loyal to the other team on your side; do not contradict them or argue 
against them, but you are still competing against them.
• Only contest the Government interpretation of the motion as a last resort.
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Appendix 2: Judging Guidelines
Keep these things in mind when ranking and scoring the teams. Although all 
debate formats have much in common, Worlds debate (WUDC-BP) does differ 
from other forms.

Teams need to fulfill their roles in order to finish first or second:
• 1st Government team—sets up a good debate and does not try to avoid the 
issues through obtuse interpretations; offers a debatable case and proves and 
defends their case well; does not avoid debating the big issues by narrowing 
the debate too much.
• 2nd Government team—leads the debate in a new direction with argu-
ments; summarizes the entire debate in the last speech.
• 1st Opposition team—refutes the 1st Government case and introduces 
strong arguments against the motion.
• 2nd Opposition team—leads the debate in a new direction with arguments; 
summarizes the entire debate in the last speech.

Speakers must fulfill their roles:
• New material should be well developed and contain proofs and examples. 
Fewer well-developed arguments are better than many shallow arguments.
• Debaters are expected to refute new issues introduced in the previous speech.
• Speakers should take at least two points of information and offer numerous 
POIs during the debate.
• This format is not “line-by-line.” Speakers are expected to deal with the 
important issues in the debate, but not every argument.

Speakers must show excellence in argument development. To do so they must:
• Clearly show the link between the motion and the argument they are 
presenting.
• Explain the argument fully so that the judge understands it well.
• Prove the argument through the use of examples, statistics, historical analy-
sis, or any other legitimate support mechanism.
• Indicate why this argument is extremely important in deciding the fate of 
the motion. In other words, show “impact” and “importance.”
• Have clear steps in organizing the logical flow of the argument.

Judges should consider presentation and delivery:
• Good delivery and presentation serve to enhance the arguments made, and 
should be rewarded.



New Models for debatiNg   347

• Good organization helps the debate and should be rewarded.
• Good language use enhances persuasion and should be rewarded.
• Speakers should be persuasive to an audience of intelligent citizens.

Other issues judges should consider:
• The opposition should only question the 1st Government interpretation 
of the motion in EXTREME circumstances: when they are being abusive and 
ruining the chance for a good debate. When in doubt, the opposition should 
debate the interpretation out. Make fun of 1st Government, but debate out 
the interpretation.
• The two government teams and the two opposition teams should be “loyal” 
to each other. They should not contradict each other’s arguments or actively 
disprove them. While they are competing, they are on the same side. Judges 
should penalize disloyalty.
• Politeness is a must. Punish rudeness.
• The offering of points of information should be quietly done and should 
never disrupt or distract the speaker. The speaker has the floor and should not 
be disrupted.
• There are no such things as “points of order.”
• Government teams may not role-play, time shift, or space shift in their case 
(they cannot say, “This is the U.S. Supreme Court, we are lawyers, the judges 
are justices, and the date is 1848”).
• Teams may set a motion in the present in a place where it is appropriate, for 
example, “This House would grant amnesty to illegal immigrants” might be set 
in the United States or the European Union, where it is an issue.

After the debate:
• The judges ask the debaters to leave the room.
• If there is more than one judge, they come to a joint decision on ranking 
and points. The designated chair of a panel facilitates the discussion among 
the judges.
• Judges may have to compromise with other panelists.
• Judges make their consensus decision and map out their explanation. They 
rank the teams 1–4.
• The chair will then fill in the ballot and hand it in, usually to a runner who 
collects the ballots and takes them to the tabulation room.
• The judge or judges call the debaters back in and explain the decision. This 
will involve the disclosure of rankings but not points. The judge or judges will 
often use 10–15 minutes to explain, compliment, and suggest improvements.
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Speaker point range:
• 85–89 = Flawless. The kind of speech you would see in an excellent final 
round at an international tournament.
• 80–84 = Excellent. The kind of speech that one of the top-five speakers in 
the tournament would give.
• 76–79 = Above average.
• 75 = Average speech.
• 70–74 = Below average but shows promise.
• 65–69 = Serious deficiencies in argumentation presentation or role  
fulfillment.
• 60–65 = Seriously wrong in almost all ways, 60 is the lowest score.

Resources
Debate Central: http://debate.uvm.edu/learndebate.html.
SAMBA Worlds Guidelines: http://debate.uvm.edu/dcpdf/sambaworldsguidelines.pdf.
Videos of WUDC debates. Search for “BP” or “WUDC” at http://debatevideoblog.blogspot.com.



ProsPering in a World of World debate   349

Prospering in a World of World Debate
Noel Selegzi, Open Society Institute

Debate has gone global. No better evidence of this exists than the increase in 
both the number and diversity of universities competing in the World Univer-
sity Debating Championship (WUDC). At the 1981 inaugural WUDC, hosted 
by the University of Glasgow, 43 teams representing seven countries participat-
ed. This year’s WUDC, hosted by Turkey’s Koç University, involved 400 teams 
from 60 countries (Harvey-Smith 2010).1 More teams would have participated 
but space constraints required Koç to limit registration; all available spots were 
claimed within minutes of the opening of online registration, and the tourna-
ment had a long waiting list. In the past five years, more than 300 universities 
have sent teams to the WUDC. These numbers will only continue to rise as 
debate expands into Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

The increasing popularity of the WUDC and other international debate events 
both reflects the growing popularity of competitive debate and drives it. The 
opportunity to compete internationally and to join a global network of univer-
sities that support debate programs on their campuses has made debate more 
attractive to students and university administrators worldwide.

In this essay, I respond to the question of how NDT/CEDA (National Debate 
Tournament/Cross Examination Debate Association) debate programs can 
prosper in world debate. I believe that the NDT/CEDA community must an-
swer this question itself. Directors of NDT/CEDA debate programs must define 
for themselves what they think it means to prosper and decide how much they 
are willing to adapt so that they can take advantage of the opportunities offered 
by the changing world of academic debate. As a point of departure, I want to 
describe the reasons why the Open Society Institute (OSI) chose to support 
debate globally and domestically, and describe how it measures the success of 
the debate programs it supports.

OSI Debate PrOgramS

OSI does not view debate as an end in itself but, rather, as one means to open 
societies.2 Since 1994, OSI has been promoting the expansion of debate inter-

1  For more information on the World University Debate Championship, see http://flynn.
debating.net. For commentary, news, and information on global debate activities in many 
different formats and contexts, see http://globaldebateblog.blogspot.com.
2  For more on the Open Society Institute, see http://www.soros.org.
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nationally through its Network Debate Program and its support of the Interna-
tional Debate Education Association (IDEA); domestically, OSI has established 
and supported urban debate leagues and the National Association of Urban 
Debate Leagues (NAUDL).3

OSI measures the success of the programs it supports by their inclusiveness and 
the quality of the educational experience they provide. While OSI-sponsored 
debaters have achieved competitive success locally and internationally, com-
petitive success has never been OSI’s primary concern. OSI gives special at-
tention to the participation of young people living in areas where economic, 
political, or social injustices have limited their ability to speak in an open and 
informed manner on the critical issues affecting their lives and communities. 
OSI assesses programs using two primary criteria: (1) their ability to develop in 
their participants the skills required to engage fully in the economic, social, and 
political life of their communities, and (2) each program’s success in inspiring 
both tolerance for the opinions of others and commitment to resolving differ-
ences by the force of argument, not the argument of force. In an increasingly 
globalized world confronted with threats that do not respect traditional geopo-
litical boundaries, OSI also supports debate that encourages young people to 
consider public policy from a perspective other than their own. Accordingly, 
OSI continues to support events that bring together debaters from the many 
countries in which it operates.

COmParIng StyleS

Early on, OSI concluded that no single Platonic or highest form of debate ex-
isted; OSI also realized that pragmatic considerations would have to inform its 
goals. Thus, the context in which OSI was trying to achieve its goals would, at 
least in part, determine the debate formats it would support. A debating commu-
nity can choose whether it wants debates to be inclusive and publicly accessible 
or it prefers to address a more limited audience. A rigid adherence to a singular 
view of what constitutes good debate will make it difficult, if not impossible, for a 
debate program to benefit from increasing globalization. Indeed, that some NDT/
CEDA coaches may be unaware of the increasing popularity of global debate may 
be the result of differing debate styles—the WUDC style that is largely driving 
the increased popularity of debate differs markedly from NDT/CEDA style.4

3  For more on OSI’s Network Debate Program, see www.soros.org/intiatives/youth; for IDEA see 
http://www.idebate.org; and for the National Association of Urban Debate Leagues, see http://
www.naudl.org.
4  For the uninitiated, the Wikipedia entry on debate (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debate) provides 
a good overview of the different debate formats, including the two that are the focus of this essay.
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Rather than list all of the differences between WUDC-style parliamentary de-
bate and NDT/CEDA-style policy debate,5 I highlight the five differences that 
work to make WUDC style more suitable than NDT/CEDA style for global 
debate.6 First, the WUDC style is a four-team format in which teams compete 
for rankings as opposed to wins and losses. Two teams representing the “govern-
ment” or “proposition” side speak in favor of the topic and two teams speak 
in “opposition.” In this respect, WUDC-style parliamentary debate differs not 
only from NDT/CEDA-style policy debate but also from other forms of parlia-
mentary debate in which only two teams compete. The four-team format has 
some obvious practical advantages: more debaters can participate in rounds and 
fewer rooms and judges are needed. Another advantage of the four-team format, 
which can be easily overlooked in open societies, is that judges are only asked 
to rank the teams in the round—they are not required to decide which side 
won the debate. In contexts where judges are fearful of appearing to contradict 
government orthodoxy, the difference between being asked to rank teams as 
opposed to voting for or against a team supporting a controversial proposition 
is not insignificant.

Second, where the NDT and CEDA debate a single topic for an entire aca-
demic year, a hallmark of WUDC style is that a new topic is presented for each 
individual round of debate and announced only 15 minutes before the debate 
is scheduled to begin. Where the team that wins the National Debate Tourna-
ment will have debated just one topic throughout the entire year, the team that 
wins the WUDC will have debated 13 different topics over the course of just 
one tournament and will likely have debated more than 100 topics over the 
course of the academic year.7 Thus, where NDT/CEDA-style debate requires 

5  Throughout this essay, I have chosen to use the admittedly awkward terms “NDT/CEDA-style 
policy debate” and “WUDC-style parliamentary debate.” I have done so because it would be 
wrong to promote the identification of either the NDT/CEDA-style policy debate as the one 
and only form of policy debate or the WUDC style as the only style of parliamentary debate. 
Similarly, though NDT/CEDA-style debate is practiced primarily in the United States, it is 
important not to equate NDT/CEDA-style policy debate with debate in the United States. At 
this point, the NDT and CEDA represent an increasingly smaller minority of both the global 
and domestic debate communities.
6  For a guide to WUDC-style parliamentary debate, see Steven Johnson (2009). See also 
Alexander Deane (n.d.). For NDT/CEDA-style policy debate, see Austin Freeley and David 
Steinberg (2008) and Alfred Snider (2008). Although focused on secondary-school, not 
university, policy debate, Gary Alan Fine (2001) provides a valuable introduction to the world 
of NDT/CEDA-style policy debate.
7  WUDC style expects teams to treat the topics as “closed,” meaning the teams present a case 
that is tightly and obviously linked to the topic presented for debate. Violation of this norm 
generally does not become a topic for debate: “topicality” is not a stock issue in WUDC-style 
parliamentary debate as it is in NDT/CEDA policy debate. However, WUDC judges are 
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debaters to have an in-depth knowledge of a single topic, WUDC-style debate 
rewards a broad knowledge of many topics. While debating a single topic all 
over the world for an entire year would have benefits, the problems inherent 
in trying to determine what topic would hold the interest of a global debating 
community for that period are daunting.

Third, in NDT/CEDA-style policy debate, teams are generally expected to war-
rant the claims they make with “evidence” in the form of quotations from cit-
able sources. Success will often be determined on the basis of the quantity and 
quality of evidence that a team is able to present. Given that teams are debating 
a single topic for the entire year, they are expected both to possess and to be able 
to present specialized and significant knowledge of that topic. In WUDC-style 
debate the topics change from round to round, thus, debaters are not expected 
to have anything more than a general knowledge of the topic. Teams that may 
have a specialized knowledge of a particular topic are expected to present it in a 
manner that a nonspecialized audience will understand. However, this does not 
mean that WUDC-style parliamentary debates are not research-based. Weaker 
WUDC teams might limit their preparation for a tournament to a quick review 
of the most recent issues of the Economist, but the best teams will have spent 
considerable time researching issues and topics. Lack of knowledge will doom a 
WUDC team. At the same time, not requiring debaters to have specific knowl-
edge of a single issue ultimately makes WUDC debate more inclusive than the 
NDT/CEDA format. Teams from places where access to information is limited 
or restricted will be able to be more competitive in tournaments where they are 
not expected to come prepared with large amounts of evidence on a single topic.

Fourth, while no rule mandates that NDT/CEDA-style debaters speak quickly, 
many will commonly engage in speed-reading or “spreading” during the rounds.8 
In contrast, debaters in WUDC tournaments are expected to present their ar-
guments in a manner that allows an ordinary person to follow them; teams are 
judged not only on what they say but also on how they say it. Judging debat-
ers on how well they speak may, at first glance, seem inappropriate in a global 
context where English is the predominant language, as it would disadvantage 

expected to penalize first-proposition teams that offer cases that do not hew closely to the topic. 
Whether this leaves too much discretion in the hands of the judges is an interesting question.
8  To get a better sense of spreading, see “Policy debate 101,” www.youtube.com/
watch?v=h7Py3iExosA; “The National Debate Championship 2006,” www.youtube.
com/watch?v=zT8t4liEHwU; and “Policy Debate in the News,” www.youtube.com/
watch?v=86VS6uHdVGo. See also, the documentary Debate Team (Green Lamp Pictures, 
2008).
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nonnative speakers and allow native speakers to substitute style for substance. 
However, in practice, insisting that debaters present their arguments in a man-
ner consistent with the way debate might take place in a deliberative public 
forum, such as a regional or national legislature, benefits nonnative speakers—
who would have difficulty comprehending “spreading.” At the WUDC, teams 
cannot speed up to try to leave their opposition behind or rely on jargon-laden 
or obscure language to avoid engaging their opponents. Required to present 
their case in a manner that an educated, but not specialized, audience can fol-
low, WUDC debaters are forced to speak clearly and deliberately. While they 
can sometimes use humor or other rhetorical devices to try to hide a lack of 
knowledge of the topic, WUDC debaters are not consistently awarded a high 
rank on speaking ability alone. Regardless of whether teaching young people to 
speak quickly helps to improve their memory or other cognitive skills, as some 
NDT/CEDA coaches insist, a debate format that encourages debaters to speak 
at upward of 300 words a minute will have, at best, only a limited appeal.

Finally, NDT/CEDA judges have much greater latitude in deciding the stan-
dards or “paradigms” they employ in adjudicating debates, and teams usually 
have a say about which individuals will judge their debates. NDT/CEDA tour-
naments commonly feature a practice called “mutual-preference judging”: teams 
rank the member of a tournament’s judging pool based on their desire to have 
that judge assigned to their debates, software is then used to assign judges to 
debates based on these rankings. The computer will try to ensure that opposing 
teams prefer their judges equally. Whether this mutual-preference judging has 
made NDT/CEDA debate more or less inclusive is contested within the com-
munity, but it certainly has made it less important for judges to adopt paradigms 
consistent with one another. At WUDC-style tournaments, on the other hand, 
a chief adjudicator will instruct judges on the standards they are to employ, and 
a judge is expected to follow those standards, not his or her own preferences, 
when ranking teams. While WUDC debaters do rank their judges, they do so 
only at the end of a debate, after the judges have provided their analysis and 
reasoning to the debaters. The chief adjudicator then uses these rankings to as-
sess the overall quality of the judge. Judges who receive consistently lower ranks 
are assigned to less important debates or placed on judging panels with more-
experienced or higher-ranking judges. This practice works to limit the variety 
of judging paradigms within the WUDC debating community, making it much 
easier for this style of debate to become a global format.
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nDt/CeDa In the WOrlD Of glObal Debate

NDT/CEDA coaches have tried to introduce NDT/CEDA style to an interna-
tional audience, but, with Japan a notable exception, the format has yet to find 
much acceptance. Proponents of NDT/CEDA-style debate might argue that 
nothing in the NDT/CEDA rules precludes teams from speaking at a conver-
sational pace or requires debaters to use jargon or employ nontopical advocacy. 
Ultimately, however, the NDT/CEDA community must recognize that its style 
is unlikely ever to expand much beyond the borders of the United States. The 
globalization of debate, nonetheless, presents NDT/CEDA coaches with a valu-
able opportunity to expose their teams to a format and style of debate that, 
while not necessarily better than their own, does offer valuable educational op-
portunities. To thrive in a world of global debate and to offer their teams the 
best opportunity to flourish in and benefit from that world, NDT/CEDA coach-
es should take advantage of the opportunities the WUDC format offers. While 
only a few NDT/CEDA tournaments take place outside the United States and 
relatively few international teams travel to the United States to compete in 
NDT/CEDA tournaments, an increasing number of WUDC-style tournaments 
are held regularly around the world—I believe NDT/CEDA debaters would 
benefit from entering this arena.

For those who view NDT/CEDA-style policy debate as the highest form of de-
bate, the globalization of debate may be largely irrelevant, perhaps even threat-
ening. I suspect that some members of the NDT/CEDA community worry that 
NDT/CEDA programs attending the WUDC are promoting tourism over “real” 
debate. When I first started working with OSI to promote debate outside the 
United States in contexts where either no tradition of academic debate ex-
isted or where authoritarian and totalitarian governments had suppressed that 
tradition, some coaches insisted that introducing anything other than NDT/
CEDA debate was condescending or patronizing: “Why introduce an inferior 
form of debate, when you could introduce them to the highest?” I do not be-
lieve, though, that these sentiments are predominant within NDT/CEDA com-
munity. The NDT/CEDA community is not overly parochial; I suspect that if 
NDT/CEDA debate had found a global audience, the NDT/CEDA community 
would have gone global along with it. Admittedly, given the amount of time 
and effort needed to prepare teams to compete on the NDT/CEDA circuit, 
questioning what real benefit the globalization of other forms of debate brings is 
reasonable. However, I do think that the vast majority of NDT/CEDA programs 
would profit from globalization.
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Even if an NDT/CEDA program measures success purely in terms of its won–loss 
record on the domestic NDT/CEDA circuit, the primary benefit that coaches 
will likely find in the world of world debate is a broader pool of potential debat-
ers from which to draw. Although NDT/CEDA-style debate is extremely rare 
outside the United States, many fine secondary-school debate programs around 
the world focus on English-language debate. Despite the U.S. government’s 
myopic policy that makes obtaining a visa increasingly difficult for students, 
the United States remains a favored location for study abroad. With many U.S. 
colleges and universities wishing to increase their number of international stu-
dents, NDT/CEDA coaches might find the world outside the United States 
fertile ground for recruiting. I do not believe that the lack of high-school NDT/
CEDA-style debate experience will prove to be a handicap for foreign students. 
With English the lingua franca of global debate, scores of well-qualified for-
eign students could be valuable additions to NDT/CEDA squads. Of course, the 
NDT/CEDA coach must make sure that the foreign students are fully aware of 
the differences between the style they are used to and NDT/CEDA style.

The globalization of debate also provides NDT/CEDA coaches with new oppor-
tunities for their students. Some NDT/CEDA coaches view the parliamentary 
debate formats that dominate the global debate scene as simply inferior to the 
NDT/CEDA style. However, one characteristic of the WUDC debate format is 
that, while it is extraordinarily difficult to master, it is relatively easy to intro-
duce. Experienced NDT/CEDA debaters will have little difficulty adapting to 
WUDC-style debate; in addition, opportunities to debate abroad or to debate 
locally in international competitions might entice recruits to join NDT/CEDA 
programs. Some program directors may fear that providing their students oppor-
tunities to participate in WUDC-style parliamentary debate will entice debaters 
to abandon NDT/CEDA for what they perceive to be a less rigorous format. 
However, the few programs that do compete on both the NDT/CEDA and glob-
al debate circuit are flourishing. For those NDT/CEDA programs struggling to 
attract students, the growth in popularity of the WUDC parliamentary-debate 
format should be seen as an opportunity, not a threat.

Additionally, the skills that NDT/CEDA debaters will need to develop to com-
pete successfully in WUDC events will not only make them better debaters on 
the NDT/CEDA circuit but also prove to be valuable assets in the world outside 
of competitive debate. For instance, WUDC community norms make it impos-
sible for teams to rely on technical debate argumentation or other techniques to 
avoid addressing the specifics of a topic. These norms force teams to be prepared 
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to debate a wide variety of topics. Consequently, teams must read both broadly 
and deeply on a wide variety of issues. Similarly, regardless of how much research 
NDT/CEDA teams have done and how many sources they can cite, teams will 
always be presented with arguments they are unprepared to refute with cited 
sources. In these instances, the skill of responding with analytical arguments 
and appeals only to common knowledge, skills that the WUDC format em-
phasizes, will benefit the NDT/CEDA debater. Any university debate program 
should ensure that its alumni have the critical-thinking skills and a breadth 
of common knowledge so that they do not always need to rely on evidence by 
authority to make their case. Further, while NDT/CEDA teams can continue to 
hone their ability to speak as quickly as possible at their own tournaments, the 
ability to present arguments to an audience either unable or unwilling to follow 
speakers trying to say as much as they can in the least amount of time is a valu-
able skill that readily transfers to the world outside the tournament venue. With 
mutual-preference judging it is conceivable that an NDT/CEDA debate team 
would never have to debate before judges who would require them to speak at 
a conversational pace. To succeed in a WUDC-style debate, however, debaters 
must learn to make their points within fixed time limits without the benefit of 
speaking at an artificially rapid pace.

Even if NDT/CEDA program directors firmly believe that theirs is the highest 
form of debate, by adopting a more ecumenical and more inclusive approach to 
debate, they can take advantage of the enormous opportunities that the global-
ization of debate can offer their students.
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The Growth of Asian Debate: Implications 
for America

Jason Jarvis, Georgia State University

There can be little argument that debate is thriving outside of the United 
States. The World University Debating Championship is now so large that it is 
almost impossible to hold and features an average of 300–350 teams every year. 
Regional championships are vibrant and continue to expand with the European 
Championship, Asian and Australasian Championship all having record levels 
of attendance. Without a doubt, the fastest growing region in the world for 
debate is Asia. There is now a regional championship for Northeast Asia, the 
Northeast Asian Open, and plans are afoot for a South Asian championship 
as well (on top of region-wide Asian championships in both Asian and British 
parliamentary formats).

Since 2000, Asian debate has exploded at universities and high schools across 
the region, and inside cultures and governmental structures that have often 
been opposed to the development of democratic voices.

The growth of Asian debate is important to American debaters and debate profes-
sionals for several reasons:

•  Asian debate, a young and largely unstudied region-wide collective of debate 
communities, represents fertile ground for research about debate.

The first Asian debate championship took place less than 20 years ago. The 
region as a whole only began participating in debate in the 1990s. Debate in 
Asia is young in comparison to debate in other regions of the world and its 
current form represents only 15 years of development. The first Asian institu-
tions to participate in debate were located almost exclusively in Southeast 
Asia. In 2004, the first Northeast Asian Open held in Seoul, Korea, marked 
the beginning of what has so far been snowballing growth in China, Korea, 
Japan, and Taiwan. Similarly, South Asia hosted the Asian championship for 
the first time only recently (2008) in Dhaka, Bangladesh (and again in 2009). 
The development of these communities is startling in its rapidity, but is also 
fascinating because it has taken place in countries with cultural traditions 
that discourage public confrontation (Korea, Taiwan, Japan), in countries 
with underdeveloped democracies (Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, Bangla-
desh), and in countries that are staunchly nondemocratic such as China.
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Asian debate communities hold promise for examining the nature of how 
debate communities develop and what practices are best suited for en-
couraging the growth of debate in cultural or political environments that 
mitigate against the values and skills taught through education in debate. 
Furthermore, interesting questions arise about how the development of a 
debate community among educated elite students will impact the future 
of a given nation. Will the thousands of Chinese students participating in 
debate competitions every year learn democratic values? Or, will they learn 
skills that simply help them to solidify the hold of the ruling Communist 
Party? As the American debate community is a global leader in debate 
scholarship and theory, Asia would seem to be a ripe area for academic 
research related to debate.

•  Non-American debate communities have developed solutions to problems that 
have plagued American debating for years, which might be useful for envision-
ing practical changes to American practice or convention.

For many years, American debate formats have struggled with the lack of 
diversity in tournament participation. While this issue is not unique to 
America, it is one that critical members of the debate community have 
struggled with for quite some time. Asian debaters have created unique 
solutions that can serve as starting points for a discussion of reforms in 
American practice.

Korean debate, for example, is entirely female dominated. Tournaments 
have regularly featured women in speaker awards and elimination rounds, 
and they routinely make up over half of all entries into competitions. Ma-
laysian debaters have confronted the issue of sexism in debate by hosting a 
Women’s Intervarsity Tournament for several years now. The entire tourna-
ment is hosted by women and allows only female participants. This tourna-
ment is all the more remarkable because Malaysia (for political and cultural 
reasons) is not a country known for the advancement of women socially or 
in the workplace. However, the community has created a safe space for the 
development and enfranchisement of women in the community through 
their annual competition. The existence of the competition and the publi-
cation of its results highlight the importance of community wide tolerance 
and equity within tournaments. Similarly, the Australasian Championship 
has taken the more radical step of integrating affirmative action into its en-
try procedures. All contingents participating in the competition must have 
a minimum percentage of women among their members (including judges).
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•  Asian debate communities represent a multicultural recruiting bonanza for 
universities that want to expand within the global community, and the growth 
of debate offers enhanced job opportunities to debate professionals.

Asian debaters are already beginning to trickle into the American debate 
community, with at least one Korean high-school student having joined 
the Emory debate team in the fall of 2009. This trend is likely to persist 
as students continue debating upon enrolling in an American university. 
Moreover, university students who continue their education at the graduate 
level represent an as yet largely untapped multicultural resource that could 
enrich the educational environment of debate teams across the United 
States.

At the same time, the growth of debate represents expanded job options 
for debate educators at both the secondary school and university levels. 
University English departments as well as international studies programs 
conduct the majority (if not all) of their classes in English. Many of these 
universities go out of their way to recruit qualified faculty members who 
have a graduate degree from an American university. Increasingly, these 
schools are looking for qualified candidates with a background in public 
speaking and debate to support the growing interest in debate.

In sum, the growth of regional debate offers an array of options for interested 
scholars, students, and educators. American debate has both much to learn from 
and much to teach to international debaters. If an ongoing dialogue and ex-
change of human resources can be achieved then both Asia and America stand 
to benefit from the ideals embodied by the deliberative process of debate.
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Appendix I: Debate in Research, Practice, 
and History: A Selected Annotated 

Bibliography
Sarah Spring, University of Iowa; Joseph Packer, University of Pittsburgh; and Timothy 

O’Donnell, University of Mary Washington

This selected annotated bibliography is organized both chronologically and 
thematically. While the annotations present only a glimpse of the vast scholar-
ship on debate, in its scope and totality, the collection offers insight into the 
great variety of complex and contested perspectives on debate—as an academic 
pursuit, a method of inquiry, a basic course in argumentation, and a competi-
tive practice. While many of the selections could fit in multiple sections, the 
categories identified below emerged during the course of editing this collection. 
They are designed to offer an overall sense of the major thematic areas that have 
emerged over the past century and that are very much alive in the proceed-
ings of the Wake Forest conference collected in this volume. Collectively, this 
bibliography points the way for future research on the activity of competitive 
debate—an area of inquiry that remains fertile terrain for scholarship.

Textbooks
The textbook is undoubtedly one of the primary resources for examining the 
history and rhetoric of debate in the United States. Insofar as it represents a 
more or less final-form statement on the state of the art of debate in the ar-
gumentation classroom it is significant historically. At the same time, in its 
capacity as an introduction to debate for large captive student audiences in 
classrooms across the country and beyond, it stands as a significant force for 
shaping public understanding of debate. The list that follows is representative, 
rather than comprehensive.

McElligott, J.N. 1855. The American Debater: Being a Plain Exposition of the Principles and Practice of 
Public Debate. New York; Chicago: Ivison & Phinney; S.C. Griggs & Co.
McElligott’s classic is a practical guide to effective debating of the period. It seeks to teach 
“deliberative eloquence” and provides instructional advice on the practice of argument. It 
includes transcripts of debates as well as templates for sample constitutions for literary societies 
for institutions seeking to create debate organizations.

Alden, R.M. 1900. The Art of Debate. New York: H. Holt.
Alden outlines the nature of academic debate, particularly in terms of style, structure, and 
practice at the turn of the century. While dated, it is especially useful as a record of the value 
of debate in the curriculum of higher education during the period.
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O’Neill, J.M.; C. Laycock; and R.L. Scales. 1917. Argumentation and Debate. New York: Macmillan.
This textbook provides an early justification for and outline of academic debate. It lays out the 
basic aspects of debate in terms of style and preparation. It offers interesting insights into early 
models of debate practice.

Shurter, E.D.B. 1917. How to Debate. New York: Harper.
Shurter’s textbook outlines a rationale for debate. It is particularly aimed at students in higher 
education. The book seeks to distinguish itself from other textbooks by emphasizing its focus 
on an approach to debate that is accessible to a “lay” audience of democratic citizens.

Shaw, W.C. 1922. The Art of Debate. Boston and New York: Allyn and Bacon.
Shaw’s textbook instructs students in the art of debate and argumentation, emphasizing the 
structure and style of arguments.

Baird, A.C. 1928. Public Discussion and Debate. Boston: Ginn.
Baird’s first book presents his perspective on the models of discussion and debate. Throughout, 
he emphasizes debate as a means of reaching wise decisions. The influence of John Dewey and 
the value of debate as a method to train citizens in deliberative democracy are evident in this 
work.

Lahman, C.P. 1930. Debate Coaching, a Handbook for Teachers and Coaches. New York: H.W. 
Wilson. 
Lahman’s textbook is an instructional manual that outlines practical debate advice and tactics. 
One section of the book contains a historically valuable survey of contemporary high-school 
and intercollegiate debating.

Baird, A.C. 1943. Discussion: Principles and Types. New York and London: McGraw-Hill.
This later textbook effort from Baird broadens the scope of his earlier work (1928) through its 
focus on the techniques and values of public discussion. Baird continues to advance the notion 
that public discussion is valuable to the function of a healthy democracy.

Courtney, L.W., and G.R. Capp. 1949. Practical Debating. Philadelphia: Lippincott.
Courtney and Capp’s textbook provides instruction on academic debate and argumentation 
practices. In addition to the focus on the practical, the text includes contemporary examples 
drawn from public address as well as a number of illustrations.

Baird, A.C. 1950. Argumentation, Discussion and Debate. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Baird’s postwar textbook continues to draw inspiration from pragmatism and Dewey. The text 
provides a thorough explanation of debate theory and practice and seeks to inculcate civic 
education with the methods of debate.

Potter, D. 1954. Argumentation and Debate: Principles and Practices. New York: Dryden Press.
This book offers a collection of debate articles edited by Potter and commissioned by DSR-
TKA (Delta Sigma Rho-Tau Kappa Alpha). It is designed to offer a broad scope of opinion 
on debate theory and practice. It offers both practical instruction on debate and historical 
accounts of debating practices in the United States.

Kruger, A.N. 1960. Modern Debate: Its Logic and Strategy. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Kruger’s textbook follows previous efforts to explain debate practice and technique. In addi-
tion, part five of the book provides a full transcript of a debate from the controversial 1955 
intercollegiate debate topic discussed in Greene and Hicks (2005).

Ehninger, D., and W. Brockriede. 1963. Decision by Debate. New York: Dodd, Mead.
Ehninger and Brockriede’s textbook is considered one of the most influential books about 
debate. It offers instruction in the practice of debate while considering in historical and philo-
sophical terms the principles of logic and argument. As in Baird (1950), the strain of Chicago 
pragmatism is evident insofar as the book aims to influence civic and democratic debate in 
the United States. An appendix includes a transcript of the 1961 final round of the National 
Debate Tournament.

Windes, R.R., and A. Hastings. 1965. Argumentation & Advocacy. New York: Random House.
Windes and Hastings’s book is explicitly “not a book on intercollegiate debating,” but rather 
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aims to broaden the teaching of argumentation for a more general population. While clearly 
using techniques of tournament debating to talk about argument, the authors translate this 
perspective for an audience that values deliberative democracy.

Brooks, W.D. 1966. Introduction to Debate. New York: Exposition Press.
Brooks’s short textbook is another tome that aims to use debate to confront modern social and 
civic challenges. It offers simple explanations of basic debate principles and includes teaching 
exercises in each chapter.

Kruger, A.N. 1968. Counterpoint: Debates About Debate. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press.
This collection of essays offers insight into the controversies surrounding the practice of 
academic debate. It covers disputes over debate’s relationship to truth, the tournament model, 
and the use of handbooks.

Wood, R.V. 1972. Strategic Debate. Skokie, IL: National Textbook.
Wood’s textbook is meant to be used as a practical guide to intercollegiate debate. It offers 
students strategic advice aimed at provoking critical-thinking practices.

Sanders, G.H. 1982. Introduction to Contemporary Academic Debate. Prospect Heights, IL: Wave-
land Press. 
Sanders’s text, designed for use in the college classroom, explains debate without extensive use 
of jargon.

Patterson, J.W., and D. Zarefsky. 1983. Contemporary Debate. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Patterson and Zarefsky’s well-known textbook provides a thorough perspective on academic 
debate practice. The book is notable for its extensive deployment as a textbook in high-school 
and university courses.

Ziegelmueller, G., and J. Kay. 1997. Argumentation: Inquiry and Advocacy. 3d ed. Boston: Allyn & 
Bacon. 
This book outlines the state of argument theory. It is designed as a textbook for argumentation 
classes.

Freeley, A. J., and D.L. Steinberg. 2005. Argumentation and Debate: Critical Thinking for Reasoned 
Decision Making. Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth.
This textbook provides instruction on the structure of arguments, types of debate, and other 
debate skills, and includes a useful bibliography and exercises for in-class debates.

Debate, the Communication Field, and the Academy
A wide-ranging conversation about the relationship between intercollegiate 
debate and the larger institutional structures in which it resides has persisted 
for the past century. While not unrelated to the other themes identified in this 
collection, a palpable voice in the literature calls for debate to reexamine its 
connections to both the communication discipline and the larger university. 
For some, it is crucial to the viability of debate. For others, it is because debate 
has much to offer both the field of communication and the larger university.

Davis, W.H. 1916. “Is Debating Primarily a Game?” Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking 2, no. 2: 
171–79. 
Davis argues against thinking of academic debate as a “game.” Instead, he suggests that debate 
should be considered training for real-life deliberation.

O’Neill, J.M. 1916. “Game or Counterfeit Presentment.” Quarterly Journal of Public Speaking 2, no. 
2: 193–97. 
O’Neill argues that one can view debate as a game without trivializing the activity and permit-
ting immoral behaviors associated with sportification.
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Thompson, W.N. 1944. “Discussion and Debate: A Re-Examination.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 
30, no. 3: 288–99. 
Thompson argues that educators too often focus on the secondary benefits of debate and public 
speaking. This has meant that programs have cut debate because they believe these secondary 
benefits can be acquired elsewhere. Thompson believes educators ought to reassert the primary 
benefits of debate and public speaking.

Schug, C.H. 1952. “A Study of Attitude Toward Debate.” Speech Teacher 1, no. 4: 242–52.
Schug conducts a study of the attitudes toward debate of college administrators, college of-
ficials, and college teachers in related subject areas outside of academic debate.

Crane, W. 1953. “The Function of Debate.” Central States Speech Journal 5: 16–17.
Crane provides a justification for debate as central to the liberal arts experience. The article 
argues that debate is critical to providing students the tools to become democratic citizens.

Bradley, B.E. Jr. 1959. “Debate: A Practical Training for Gifted Students.” Speech Teacher 8, no. 2: 
134–38. 
Bradley notes the postwar boom in science education and laments the lack of interest in using 
debate to promote similar and equally worthy goals. He cites the value of debate in creating 
opportunities for superior students, particular in high school.

Bennett, W.H. 1972. “The Role of Debate in Speech Communication.” Speech Teacher 21, no. 4: 
281–88. 
Bennett considers the tenuous relationship between debate and speech communication. He 
suggests ways in which debate can and should contribute to the discipline.

Pearce, W.B. 1974. “Forensics and Speech-Communication.” Bulletin of the Association of Depart-
ments & Administrators in Speech Communication, no. 7: 26–32.
Pearce conducted a study to assess the attitudes of the speech-communication field toward 
forensics. His results indicate that many in the field believe that forensics exists independently 
of the larger discipline of speech communication.

Sproule, J.M. 1974. “Constructing, Implementing, and Evaluating Objectives for Contest Debate.” 
Journal of the American Forensic Association 11: 8–15.
Sproule believes that the criticism of debate relies on a mindset that views the objectives of 
the activity instrumentally. Instead, he suggests that a new standard be established where the 
rationale for debate is stated and then empirically evaluated.

McBath, J.H. 1975. “Forensics and Speech Communication.” Bulletin of the Association of Depart-
ments & Administrators in Speech Communication, no. 11: 2–5.
McBath summarizes the findings of the National Development Conference of Forensics, which 
include suggested standards for forensic coaches.

Rowland, R.C., and J.E. Fritch. 1989. “The Relationship Between Debate and Argumentation 
Theory.” In Spheres of Agument: Proceedings of the Sixth SCA/AFA Conference on Argumentation, 
ed. B.E. Gronbeck, 457–63. Annandale, VA: Speech Communication Association. 
Rowland and Fritch argue that considerable room exists for debate theory and argumentation 
theory to develop in conjunction. They suggest that debate can serve as a laboratory for argu-
mentation theory and point to several debate issues that can be examined in terms of current 
argumentation theory.

Kay, J. 1990. “Research and Scholarship in Forensics as Viewed by an Administrator and Former 
Coach.” National Forensic Journal 8: 61–68.
Kay argues that forensic scholarship should elucidate and cultivate the connection between 
forensic activities and larger questions of the communication field. He identifies the need for 
change in competitive debate activity if it is to develop as a laboratory for communication 
studies.

Aden, R. 1991. “Reconsidering the Laboratory Metaphor: Forensics as a Liberal Art.” National 
Forensics Journal  9, no. 2: 97–108.
Aden considers the vision in the 1974 development conference that proposed the “laboratory 
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model” for debate. He argues that such a model is counterproductive to the aims of debate as 
part of the liberal arts tradition. For Aden the laboratory model comes with the baggage of a 
knowable “Truth” and the presumption of seemingly objective scientific universal knowledge. 
Instead, he proposes a liberal model for debate.

Herbeck, D.A. 1997. “Policy Debate and the Academe.” Perspectives on the Future of the 
National Debate Tournament. http://www.wfu.edu/organizations/NDT/Articles/herbeck.html 
(accessed June 10, 2009). 
Herbeck argues that debate should reconnect with a more academic mission. The increas-
ing esotericism of debate and the focus on winning decreases debate educational value for 
Herbeck.

Bellon, J. 2000. “A Research-based Justification for Debate across the Curriculum.” Argumentation 
& Advocacy 36, no. 3: 161–75.
Bellon looks at a number of studies considering the role of debate as a cocurricular activity and 
the benefits of implementing debate in higher-education curricula. The article also lists the 
benefits of debate for students at all levels.

Making the Case for Debate
A significant portion of the literature on debate is dedicated to extolling its 
many virtues. Broadly grouped, this scholarship divides along two lines. The 
first includes research and scholarship that advance the case for the many ben-
efits of debate. One of the most frequently documented benefits is debate’s enor-
mous potential as a technology for rehabilitating the public sphere and fostering 
civic engagement. The second type of research includes a range of empirical 
studies that provide robust data to validate deeply held beliefs in the merits of 
a debate education.

Advocacy Research
Freeley, A.J. 1960. “An Anthology of Commentary on Debate.” Speech Teacher 9, no. 2: 121–26.

Freeley compiles a list of quotations from famous figures as diverse as Aristotle and Hubert 
Humphrey in support of debate.

Arnold, W.E. 1966. “Debate and the Lawyer.” Journal of the American Forensic Association 3: 26–28.
This article reports on a study of the legal profession’s views on the role and benefits of debate. 
Arnold found that lawyers overwhelmingly approve of the use of debate as a precursor to a 
career in the law.

Brigance, W.N. 1968. “The Debate as Training for Citizenship.” In Counterpoint: Debates About 
Debate, ed. A.N. Kruger, 17–22. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow.
Brigance makes the case for the value of debate for students, particularly in terms of civic edu-
cation. He argues that debate, in considering many issues and sides, allows students to become 
effective advocates who are prepared to rigorously test ideas. The article also responds to many 
of the common complaints about the practice of debate.

Douglas, D. G. 1971. “Toward a Philosophy of Forensic Education.” Journal of the American Foren-
sic Association 8: 36–41.
Douglas discusses the benefits of debate and forensics in the area of critical thinking. He offers 
suggestions for making debate participation more effective at training students for interaction 
in the broader society.

Walwik, T.J., and R.S. Mehrley. 1971. “Intercollegiate Debate—An Intrapersonal View.” Speech 
Teacher 20, no. 3: 192–94.
Walwik and Mehrley challenge the view that debate exists for the purpose of training students 
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to be effective advocates in the public sphere. Instead, they argue that debate teaches debaters 
more effective decision-making skills.

English, W.B. 1972. “A Philosophy for Intercollegiate Debate.” Communicator 3, no. 2: 19–21.
English defends intercollegiate “national” debate programs as a sound educational practice. He 
is particularly concerned about changes in the structure of debate tournaments and argues that 
both regional and national travel are vital to debate.

McBath, J.H. 1984. “Rationale for Forensics.” In American Forensics in Perspective: Papers from 
the Second National Conference on Forensics, ed. Donn Parson, 5–11. Annandale, VA: Speech 
Communication Association.  
This report summarizes the work of the 1984 forensics conference and offers educational and 
societal justifications for forensics programs generally.

Colbert, K., and T. Biggers. 1985. “Why Should We Support Debate.” Journal of the American 
Forensic Association 21, no. 3: 237–40.
This essay outlines three educational benefits of debate participation: communication skills, 
critical thinking, and professional training. The article reviews literature that supports these 
arguments.

Dauber, C. 1989. “Debate as Empowerment.” Argumentation and Advocacy 25, no. 4: 205–7.
Dauber discusses the value of academic debate in the context of presidential debates. She 
argues that debate is a tool of empowerment in an increasingly technical society. While ac-
knowledging faults in contemporary practice, the virtues of empowerment lead her to conclude 
that debate is worth preserving.

Cross, F. 1996. “The NDT and Me.” Argumentation & Advocacy 32, no. 3: 151–52.
Cross discusses his career in the National Debate Tournament and how the experience has 
positively benefited him in his life.

Zompetti, J.P. 2006. “The Role of Advocacy in Civil Society.” Argumentation 20, no. 2: 167–83.
Zompetti argues that advocacy can provide the foundation for an effective civil society. He 
believes that debate can provide training for this type of advocacy.

English, E.; S. Llano; G.R. Mitchell; C.E. Morrison; J. Rief; and C. Woods. 2007. “Debate as a 
Weapon of Mass Destruction.” Communication & Critical/Cultural Studies 4, no. 2: 221–25.
This article argues that academic debate is a key tool in dealing with civic controversies, par-
ticularly the war on terror. The article chronicles the controversy over debating two sides from 
the 1954 China topic to the 2007 Weapons of Mass Destruction topic.

Galloway, R. 2007. “Dinner and Conversation at the Argumentative Table: Re-conceptualizing 
Debate as an Argumentative Dialogue.” Contemporary Argumentation & Debate 28: 1–19.
Galloway argues for debate conceived as dialogue, particularly in the terms of Bakhtin. The 
article traces how such a scheme could be implemented.

Empirical Studies
Cripe, N.M. 1959. “A Survey of Debate Programs in Two Hundred and Forty-six American Col-

leges and Universities.” Speech Teacher 8, no. 2: 157–60.
This survey asked 246 debate teams for core information about their squads such as number of 
team members, coaches, travel budget, and so on. Cripe’s article summarizes and analyzes the 
results.

Sikkink, D. 1962. “Evidence on the Both Sides Debate Controversy.” Speech Teacher 11, no. 1: 
51–54. 
Sikkink presents an assessment of how debaters’ attitudes toward the topic changes over the 
course of the debate season. The study finds that students who defended only the affirmative 
were favorably disposed to the resolution while those who defended either the negative side or 
participated in switch-side contests were less favorably disposed.
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Huseman, R.; G. Ware; and C. Gruner. 1972. “Critical Thinking, Reflective Thinking, and the 
Ability to Organize Ideas: A Multi-variate Approach.” Journal of the American Forensic Associa-
tion 9: 261–65.
This study assesses debaters, using a series of tests that measure organizing skill, critical think-
ing, and reflective thinking. It suggests that the skill of the debater has a relation to their 
scores on the tests.

McGlone, E.L. 1974. “The Behavioral Effects of Forensics Participation.” Journal of the American 
Forensic Association 10: 140–46.
McGlone surveys the field of studies concerning the impact of debate participation on 
students. He suggests that extant scholarship remains questionable and proposes further 
experimentation-style studies.

Rothenberg, I.F., and J.S. Berman. 1980. “College Debate and Effective Writing.” Teaching Political 
Science 8, no. 1: 21–39.
Rothenberg and Berman conduct an empirical study in which students are evaluated on a 
speech before and after taking a debate class. The study found significant improvement in or-
ganization and development. The authors believe these organizational skills may help increase 
these students’ writing ability.

Hill, B. 1982. “Intercollegiate Debate: Why Do Students Bother?” Southern Speech Communication 
Journal 48, no. 1: 77–88.
Hill reports on his empirical study that surveyed participants in debate to understand why they 
joined. The most consistently important reason for participation cited was educational needs.

Matlon, R., and L.M. Keele. 1984. “A Survey of Participants in the National Debate Tournament, 
L947–L980.” Journal of the American Forensic Association 20: 194–205.
Malton conducted a survey of debaters attending the National Debate Tournament to find out 
what they were currently doing.

Wood, S.C., and P.A. Rowland-Morin. 1989. “Motivational Tension: Winning Vs Pedagogy in 
Academic Debate.” National Forensic Journal 7, no. 2: 81–97.
Wood and Rowland-Morin conducted an empirical study on the reasons why debaters debate. 
Among other things, the study found that debaters place educational goals ahead of competi-
tive goals.

Chandler, R.C., and J.D. Hobbs. 1991. “The Benefits of Intercollegiate Policy Debate Training to 
Various Professions.” In Argument in Controversy: Proceedings of the Seventh SCA/AFA Confer-
ence on Argumentation, ed. Donn Parson, 388–90. Annandale, VA: Speech Communication 
Association. 
To answer the question “why encourage students to debate?” Chandler and Hobbs surveyed 
former debaters about the benefits of the activity. Former debaters’ perceptions were largely 
positive about the role of debate in their education.

Littlefield, R. 1991. “An Assessment of University Administrators: Do They Value Competitive 
Debate and Individual Events Programs?” National Forensic Journal 9, no. 2: 87–96.
Littlefield used surveys to assess administrators’ feelings on debate programs. He found that 
although the number of debate and individual event programs has dropped, a very high per-
centage of administrators value debate.

Colbert, K.R. 1993. “The Effects of Debate Participation on Argumentativeness and Verbal Ag-
gression.” Communication Education 42, no. 3: 206–14.
This empirical study measure the effect of policy and value debating on argumentativeness and 
verbal aggression. Colbert found that policy debating increased argumentativeness and value 
debate decreased verbal aggression.

Greenstreet, R. 1993. “Academic Debate and Critical Thinking: A Look at the Evidence.” Na-
tional Forensic Journal 11, no. 1: 13–28.
Greenstreet questions the empirical evidence used to support the claim that debate increases 
critical-thinking ability.
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Jones, K.T. 1994. “Cerebral Gymnastics 101: Why Do Debaters Debate?” CEDA Yearbook 15: 65–75.
Conducting a survey to understand why debaters participate in the activity, Jones identifies as 
a core motivation “cerebral gymnastics”—that is, the desire to be intellectually stimulated.

Allen, M.; S. Berkowitz; and A. Louden. 1999. “A Meta-analysis of the Impact of Forensics and 
Communication Education on Critical Thinking.” Communication Education 48: 18–30.
This study considers the empirical evidence of communication education on critical-thinking 
skills. While a wide range of communication training methods enhances critical thinking, the 
authors conclude that forensic participation maximizes critical thinking to the greatest degree.

Williams, D.E.; B.R. McGee; and D.S. Worth. 2001. “University Student Perceptions of the Ef-
ficacy of Debate Participation: An Empirical Investigation.” Argumentation and Advocacy 37, 
no. 4: 198–209. 
This study surveys current debaters’ views on debate. It found, among other things, that most 
debaters believe the activity fosters analytical skills. At the same time, participants identified 
several downsides, including time demands, trade-offs with academic work, and a negative 
affect on health.

Manchester, B.B., and S.A. Friedley. 2003. “Revisiting Male/Female Participation and Success in 
Forensics: Has Time Changed the Playing Field?” National Forensic Journal 21, no. 2: 20–35.
The authors use a series of empirical methods to examine the level of participation of females 
in forensics. While the authors recognize some gains in participation since 1985, they conclude 
that parity remains elusive.

Rogers, J.E. 2005. “Graduate School, Professional, and Life Choices: An Outcome Assessment 
Confirmation Study Measuring Positive Student Outcomes Beyond Student Experiences for 
Participants in Competitive Intercollegiate Forensics.” Contemporary Argumentation & Debate 
26: 13–40. 
Rogers performed two studies, which suggest that debaters received numerous benefits from 
having debated. The benefits extend through debaters’ graduate education.

Contesting Debate
Debate is certainly debatable, and the substantial body of scholarship that pre-
serves these controversies is robust, complex, and deeply revealing of the pivotal 
moments of intellectual fervor. We learn a great deal about the health, vitality, 
and future direction of institutions through the study of their controversies, and 
debate is no exception. The contest over the merits of “debating both sides” is 
long and ongoing. So too have been the jeremiads that appear at regular inter-
vals bemoaning the pending collapse of intercollegiate debate. Disputes have 
ranged from discreet methodological differences over best practices to the much 
larger questions about epistemology and pedagogy.

Thonssen, L. 1939. “The Social Values of Discussion and Debate.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 25, 
no. 1: 113–17. 
Thonssen argues 
that debate and discussion should be seen as a unit. He believes there exists a danger that the 
competitive elements of debate will overwhelm its educational potential.

Baccus, J.H. 1941. “Should Tournament Debating Be Discontinued—No.” Western Speech 5, no. 3: 
7–21. 
In response to criticisms of tournament debating (also switch-side debating), Baccus defends the 
tournament format. He argues that the pedagogical benefits of debating, including learning how 
to defend arguments that are against one’s “convictions” is a worthwhile educational activity.
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Baird, A.C. 1955. “The College Debater and the Red China Issue.” Central States Speech Journal 6, 
no. 2: 5–7. 
Baird defends the 1954 China topic against its critics. He argues that the issue is not “already 
settled” and that debate on the issues is valuable.

Cripe, N.M. 1957. “Debating Both Sides in Tournaments Is Ethical.” Speech Teacher 6, no. 3: 
209–12. 
Cripe defends debating two sides, particularly against the criticism of Murphy. Cripe argues 
that debating both sides is a test of ideas rather than convictions.

Murphy, R. 1957. “The Ethics of Debating Both Sides.” Speech Teacher 6, no. 1: 1–9.
Murphy argues that switch-side debating is problematic because it forces debaters to argue 
against their convictions. He presents and then responds to many common objections to his 
argument.

Dell, G.W. 1958. “In Defense of Debating Both Sides.” Speech Teacher 7, no. 1: 31–34.
Dell also defends debating both sides against the attack of Richard Murphy. He argues that 
debate does not require students to believe in their arguments and that this practice is in fact 
ethical.

Ehninger, D. 1958. “The Debate About Debating.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 44, no. 2: 128–36.
This article reviews the controversy about debating both sides and debate as a game. Ehninger 
argues that the main problem stems from considering debate as a game and argues against this 
view.

Nobles, W.S. 1958. “Tournament Debating and Rhetoric.” Western Speech 22, no. 4: 206–10.
Nobles believes that tournament debating encourages only a limited set of rhetorical practices 
that do not effectively prepare students to be effective advocates.

Smith, R. 1959. “The NFL: A Perversion of Values.” Central States Speech Journal 11, no. 1: 7–10.
Smith believes the National Forensic League focuses too much on winning to the exclusion of 
other elements of debate.

Clevenger, T. 1960. “Toward a Point of View for Contest Debate.” Central States Speech Journal 12, 
no. 1: 21–26. 
Clevenger argues that critics of debate succeed because they attack debate for failing to realize 
its perceived virtues, such as fostering “civic training” and teaching public speaking. This is a 
problem for the image of debate becauses these goals are not often realized in practice. Rather, 
Clevenger argues, debate educators should focus on the analytical skills that debate can 
provide.

Windes, R.R. Jr. 1960. “Competitive Debating: The Speech Program, the Individual, and Society.” 
Speech Teacher 9, no. 2: 99–108.
Windes argues that competitive tournament-style debating encourages good debate practices. 
Most of the article is addressed at challenging the claim that public debates are a better model 
for debate.

Klopf, D.W., and J.C. McCroskey. 1964. “Debating Both Sides Ethical.” Central States Speech 
Journal 15: 36–39.
Klopf argues that the debate over “two-sided” debate is finished. Presenting a survey of debate 
coaches, he concludes that coaches overwhelmingly support the pedagogical benefits of switch 
sides.

Brockriede, W. 1970. “College Debate and the Reality Gap.” Speaker and Gavel 7, no. 3: 71–76.
Brockriede outlines the growing divergence between collegiate debate and public discourse, 
both because debate has become more insular and public speech has become less rigorous. He 
considers the implications of this “gap” and suggests remedies to close it.

Ritter, K. 1976. “Debate as an Instrument for Democracy.” Speaker and Gavel 8, no. 3: 41–43.
Ritter replies to Schunk’s criticism of his argument that debate should shift to a more public 
model. 
Rickert, W.E. 1978. “Debate Poesis.” Journal of the American Forensic Association 14: 141–43.
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Rickert argues that fast technical debate is poetry and as such should be acknowledged as valu-
able despite its limited audience.

Morello, J.T. 1980. “Intercollegiate Debate: Proposals for a Struggling Activity.” Speaker and Gavel 
17, no. 2: 103–7. 
Morello suggests that changes in the debating season, the National Debate Tournament, tour-
nament format, and debate topic could foster a shift from rapid-fire delivery.

Hollihan, T.A., and P. Riley. 1987. “Academic Debate and Democracy: A Clash of Ideologies.” 
Proceedings of the Fifth SCA/AFA Conference on Argumentation,  eds. Joseph W. Wenzel, et al. 
Annandale VA: Speech Communication Association 399–404..
Hollihan and Riley argue that the current debate paradigm is antidemocratic insofar as it 
privileges expert knowledge and is inaccessible to the average citizen.

Rowland, R.C., and S. Deatherage. 1988. “The Crisis in Policy Debate.” Journal of the American 
Forensic Association 24: 246–50.
Rowland and Deatherage argue that current practices in debate such as the fast rate of delivery 
are decreasing participation. They suggest that judges should develop enforcement norms to 
counter such developments.

Herbeck, D.A. 1989. “Is It Too Late to Save Policy Debate?” Paper presented at the 75th Annual 
Meeting of the Speech Communication Association, San Francisco, CA, November 18–21. 
Herbeck argues that many of the problems faced by the National Debate Tournament, includ-
ing declining participation, are a result of lack of intellectual leadership. Herbeck argues for 
rebalancing the activity by focusing on its educational, rather than competitive, aspects.

Panetta, E.M. 1990. “A Rationale for Developing a Nationally Competitive National Debate 
Tournament Oriented Program.” Argumentation and Advocacy 27, no. 2: 68–77.
Panetta defends the current model of National Debate Tournament debate. He argues that 
debate’s technical aspects prepare students for a future increasingly defined by specialized 
professions.

Morello, J.T. 1991. “Policy Implementation: The Virtual Disappearance of an Issue in NDT 
Debate.” Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Speech Communication Association. 
http://eric.ed.gov:80/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/23/cd/
ad.pdf (accessed June 28, 2009). 
Morello outlines several aspects of policy debate that do not correlate with experiences outside 
of debate. He proposes changes in the activity to make it more in line with its purported 
educational goals.

Muir, S.A. 1993. “A Defense of the Ethics of Contemporary Debate.” Philosophy & Rhetoric 26, no. 
4: 277–95. 
Muir offers a defense of the debate community’s deployment of switch-side debate. He argues 
that switch-side debate teaches students to appreciate a multiplicity of viewpoints, which sup-
ports tolerance over dogmatism.

Balthrop, B. 1996. “The NDT and Intercollegiate Debate.” Argumentation & Advocacy 32, no. 3: 
154–59. 
Balthrop focuses on the importance of the National Debate Tournament and the role of debate 
in civic life. However, he cites issues facing both the academic community and the broader 
society.

Morello, J.T. 1997. “The Future of the National Debate Tournament.” Perspectives on the Future of 
the National Debate Tournament. http://groups.wfu.edu/NDT/Articles/morello.html (accessed 
June 25, 2009). 
Morello outlines several trends that are undermining National Debate Tournament debate.

Mitchell, G.R. 1998. “Pedagogical Possibilities for Argumentative Agency in Academic Debate.” 
Argumentation and Advocacy 35, no. 2: 41–61.
Mitchell argues that debate should interact more with the public sphere by supporting public 
debate and outreach as well as opening up room for public advocacy in contest rounds.
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Hicks, D., and R.W. Greene. 2000. “Debating Both Sides: Argument Pedagogy and the Production 
of the Deliberative Citizen.” In Argument at Century’s End: Reflecting on the Past and Envisioning 
the Future, ed. T. Hollihan, 300–307. Annandale, VA: National Communication Association. 
Hicks and Greene argue that the debates over “debating both sides” are important to under-
standing the function of debate.

Mitchell, G.R. 2000. “Simulated Public Argument as a Pedagogical Play on Worlds.” Argumenta-
tion and Advocacy 36, no. 3: 134–50.
Juxtaposed to his earlier advocacy for opening the contest round, Mitchell identifies several 
concerns about using debate in the classroom. He proposes role-play exercises as a way to 
capture the benefits of debate without the potential downsides.

Greene, R.W., and D. Hicks. 2005. “Lost Convictions.” Cultural Studies 19, no. 1: 100–126.
In a more developed formulation of their conference paper (1999), Greene and Hicks argue 
that debating both sides contributed to cold war liberalism because it eliminated the role of 
conviction in decision making.

Harrigan, C. 2008. “Against Dogmatism: A Continued Defense of Switch Side Debate.” Contem-
porary Argumentation and Debate 29: 37–66.
In the most recent entry into the switch-side debate controversy, the author argues that 
switching sides is a remedy for intolerance and absolutism.

Innovation and Change
Although the basic format of a contest round has remained relatively static 
for more than 100 years, it is incorrect to conclude that intercollegiate debate 
is a stable, fixed, and unchanging institution. A distinctive and vibrant area 
of scholarship centers on proposals for innovation and change. The selections 
below demonstrate some of the ways in which innovation and change are at the 
center of the debate conversation.

Baird, A.C. 1923. “Shall American Universities Adopt the British System of Debating?” Quarterly 
Journal of Speech Education 9, no. 3: 215–22.
In this article, Baird argues against the growing trend of American universities to adopt the 
“British” style of debating (parliamentary debate). He argues that the American system of 
debating both sides is more rigorous, while acknowledging that the British approach has some 
merit (i.e., style).

Gray, J.S. 1926. “The Oregon Plan of Debating.” Quarterly Journal of Speech Education 12, no. 2: 
175–80. 
Gray outlines the new method of debate that he planned to implement at the University of 
Oregon—“no-decision” debate—meaning there is neither a winner nor a loser. Gray’s premise 
is that debate is plagued by an inflated importance on winning and a lack of objectivity among 
judges. One of the innovations in this plan is the use of cross-examination.

Parker, D.R. 1932. “The Use of Cross-examination in Debate.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 18, no. 
1: 97–102. 
Parker proposes that debates should be structured more heavily around cross-examination. He 
suggests that the shift will increase audience attendance at debates as well as teach debaters 
valuable skills.

Rahskopf, H.G. 1932. “Questions of Facts vs. Questions of Policy.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 18, 
no. 1: 60–70. 
Rahskopf believes that questions of policy rather than questions of fact should be used for 
debate resolutions. He argues that questions of fact create ambiguities that prevent effective 
debating.
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Hance, K.G. 1939. “The Dialectic Method in Debate.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 25, no. 2: 
243–48. 
Hance argues for the use of cross-examination in debate. In this article he provides guidelines 
and instruction on how cross-examination could be improved drawing upon classical rhetorical 
theory.

Murphy, R. 1942. “Flexible Debate Topics.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 28, no. 2: 160–64.
Murphy argues that the resolution should comprise of a subject area rather than a particular 
proposition. He believes such an approach would provide substantially more affirmative flex-
ibility and thus prevent debates from becoming repetitive.

Directors of Forensics Big Ten Conference, 1954. “The Forum.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 40, no. 
4: 434–39. 
This article is a letter to the journal arguing in favor of debate and tournament-style practice. 
While the letter notes some areas of improvement, the directors advocate the continued devel-
opment of the tournament debating system.

Fuge, L.H., and R.P. Newman. 1956. “Cross-Examination in Academic Debating.” Speech Teacher 
5, no. 1: 66–70. 
Fuge and Newman make the case for including cross-examination in the debate format. They 
argue that cross-examination increases audience interest and makes debaters quicker on their 
feet.

Goodnight, G.T. 1981. “The Re-Union of Argumentation and Debate Theory. In Dimensions of 
Argument, ed. G. Ziegelmueller and J. Rhodes, pp. 415–32. Annandale, VA: Speech Commu-
nication Association. 
Goodnight attempts to reconnect argumentation theory and debate. He considers ways in 
which both the judge and the debater can implement more theoretically consistent positions. 
Goodnight argues that debate theory and argumentation can cross-pollinate.

Kay, J. 1983. “Rapprochement of World 1 and World 2: Discovering the Ties Between Practical 
Discourse and Forensics.” In Argument in Transition: Proceedings of the Third Summer Confer-
ence on Argumentation, ed. D. Zarefsky, M.O. Sillars and J. Rhodes, 927–37. Annandale, VA: 
Speech Communication Association. 
Kay argues that individual events provide too sterile an environment to be effective at teach-
ing real-world argument skills. Instead, he proposes that individual events be modeled on 
real-world analogues such as presenting a bill before Congress.

Historical Perspective on Intercollegiate Debate
History matters, and the case for understanding debate’s contemporary circum-
stances through historical perspective is well presented in the keynote address 
with which this volume begins. On this count, William Keith’s Democracy as 
Deliberation is an invaluable contribution to historical studies of debate in the 
United States. While many unpublished histories that focus on individual col-
lege-debate programs are in circulation among particular campus audiences, a 
modest but valuable collection of published literature exists. Looking toward 
the future, this remains an area of research poised for growth.

Emerson, J.G. 1931. “The Old Debating Society.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 17, no. 3: 362–75.
Emerson’s article chronicles the development of literary and debate societies in American 
universities, and laments the decline of these groups and their loss of popularity.

Nichols, E.R. 1936. “A Historical Sketch of Intercollegiate Debating: I.” Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 22, no. 2: 213–20.
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Nichols offers a brief history of debate from the 4th century B.C.E. Greek tradition of argu-
mentation to 1897.

Nichols, E.R. 1936. “A Historical Sketch of Intercollegiate Debating: II.” Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 22, no. 4: 591–602.
Nichols offers a brief history of debate from 1900 to 1910.

Nichols, E.R. 1937. “A Historical Sketch of Intercollegiate Debating: III.” Quarterly Journal of 
Speech 23, no. 2: 259–78.
Nichols offers a brief history of debate from 1913 to 1923.

Hopkins, A.A. 1944. “Conserving the Fundamental Values in Debating.” Southern Speech Journal 
10, no. 2: 25–28. 
Hopkins describes the state of the University of Florida debate team before World War II, and 
outlines some practices that make for a better debate program.

Windes, R.R. 1961. Championship Debating—West Point National Debate Tournament, Final-Round 
Debates and Critiques. Portland, ME: J. Weston Walch.
Select transcripts and critiques from National Debate Tournament final rounds from 1949 to 
1960.

Kruger, A.N.; R.R. Windes; and West Point National Debate. 1967. Championship Debating, 
Volume II: West Point National Debate Tournament, Final-Round Debates and Critiques, 1961–66. 
Portland, ME: J. Weston Walch. 
Transcripts and critiques of National Debate Tournament final rounds from 1961 to 1966.

Cheshier, D.M.; L.L. Cowperthwaite; A.C. Baird; and University of Iowa. 1993. On the Side of 
Truth : A Century of Intercollegiate Debate: Remembrances of A. Craig Baird. Iowa City: Univer-
sity of Iowa, A. Craig Baird Debate Forum. 
This book chronicles the history and legacy of A. Craig Baird at the University of Iowa and in 
his role in the development of intercollegiate debate.

AFA Policy Debate Caucus. 1994. “Report of the Working Committee from the Quail Roost Con-
ference on Assessment of Professional Activities of Directors of Debate.” Forensic of Pi Kappa 
Delta 79 (Winter): 19–25.
Report of the 1994 development conference concerning the requirements for professional 
advancement for directors of debate.

Hynes, T.J. 1996. “Fifty Years of the National Debate Tournament.” Argumentation and Advocacy 
32, no. 3: 158–61. 
Hynes reflects on his own career as a debater in the National Debate Tournament (NDT). He 
makes the case for the value of the NDT and academic debate.

Zarefsky, D. 1996. “Reflections on the NDT at 50.” Argumentation and Advocacy 32, no. 3: 153–55.
Zarefsky wishes the National Debate Tournament a happy 50th birthday and discusses its role 
as a symbol of what is best about the debate community.

Ziegelmueller, G. 1996. “The National Debate Tournament: Through a Half-century of Argu-
ment.” Argumentation and Advocacy 32, no. 3: 143–52.
Presents a history and rationale for the National Debate Tournament from its inception in 
1947.

Fine, G.A. 2001. Gifted Tongues High School Debate and Adolescent Culture. Princeton, NJ: Princ-
eton University Press. 
Fine’s book is a thorough sociological inquiry into American high-school debate in the 1990s. 
Written for a nondebating audience, the book explores the culture of competitive debate.

Atchison, J., and E.M. Panetta. 2008. “Intercollegiate Debate and Speech Communication: His-
torical Developments and Issues for the Future.” In The Sage Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, ed. 
A.A. Lunsford, K.H. Wilson, and R.A. Eberly, 317–34. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.  
Atchison and Panetta trace the history of American intercollegiate debate. They further 
consider the benefits and issues with the development of debate and offer suggestions for 
pedagogical improvement.
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Appendix II: Guide to Debate Organizations 
on the Web

Anjali Vats, Washington Debate Coalition, Seattle and University of Puget Sound

InternatIonal Debate organIzatIons

Asian Debating Web Site
http://asiandebating.blogspot.com
The Asian Debating Web site provides information about debate across the 
world, with an emphasis on countries in Asia and the Middle East.

Bangladesh Debating Council
http://debatebangladesh.tripod.com
The Bangladesh debating council (BDC) is the national debating body for 
English debate in Bangladesh. Its objective is to build national-level debating 
talents for global debating challenges. The BDC is affiliated with the World 
Universities Debating Council, the Asian Universities Debating Council, and 
the World Schools Debating Council.

Benjamin Franklin Transatlantic Fellows Initiative
http://blogs.bftf.org
The Benjamin Franklin Transatlantic Fellows Initiative (BFTF) provides a sum-
mer reunion and conference at American University in Bulgaria. Participants 
in the BFTF take part in opportunities designed to foster relationships among 
youth from Eurasia, Europe, and America, advance principles of freedom, and 
build cooperation. The inspiration for the BFTF is American statesman and 
diplomat Benjamin Franklin who prized religious tolerance over intolerance 
and social mobility over class privilege, and firmly believed in free speech. The 
BFTF seeks to build an environment that encourages individual expression, 
communications, and information sharing in an effort to advance positive rela-
tionships among ethnic, religious, and national groups.

Canadian University Society for Intercollegiate Debate
http://www.cusid.ca
The Canadian University Society for Intercollegiate Debate (CUSID) is a na-
tional organization that governs and represents university debating in Canada. 
CUSID sanctions several official tournaments, including various regional 
championships, the British Parliamentary Championships, the National Cham-
pionships, and the North American Championships in conjunction with the 
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American Parliamentary Debate Association. Its membership comprises debat-
ing clubs, sanctioned by their respective universities, from across Canada.

Committee on International Discussion and Debate
http://groups.wfu.edu/debate/International%20Debates/cidd.html
The Committee on International Discussion and Debate, formed by the Speech 
Communication Association (now the National Communication Association; 
NCA) in 1929, formulates policy and administrative guidelines for NCA-spon-
sored international student-exchange debates. These international student-
exchange debates have included students from Great Britain, Australia, New 
Zealand, Russia, Japan, and the Philippines, among others.

Debate Association
http://www.debates.org.sg
Debate Association is a nonprofit volunteer-run organization that aims to de-
velop, nurture, and promote debating in Singapore. Together with volunteers, 
it reaches out to those who have not yet discovered debating, and to those who 
already love the activity. Debate Association helps schools, teachers, coaches, 
and students by organizing competitions, running training programs and camps, 
and providing resources. Debate Association also works with partners from all 
industries who are interested in using debate as a means to achieve their objec-
tives.

Debaters’ Council (Sri Lanka)
http://thedebaterscouncil.blogspot.com
The Debaters’ Council is an organization made up of past school and university-
level debaters in Sri Lanka. It has selected the Sri Lanka schools’ debating team 
for the World Schools Debating Championships from 2007 to 2010. The coun-
cil also conducts free workshops and adjudication services for member schools.

Debating Society of Pakistan
http://pakistandebatingsociety.com
The Debating Society of Pakistan (DSP) is a registered nonprofit organization 
that promotes educational activity through debates in Pakistan. It trains youth 
in the art of convincing, opens minds, encourages tolerance, and teaches the 
importance of teamwork. DSP holds three tournaments at the national level 
and sends the Pakistan National Team to the World Championships each year.
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English-Speaking Union Center
http://www.esu.org/page.asp?p=1646
The English-Speaking Union (ESU) Centre for Speech and Debate coordinates 
the ESU’s work in persuasive spoken English, and is the world leader in provid-
ing English-language support for the use of debate and extended speech in an 
educational context. It also provides debate training to teachers and students 
in the United Kingdom and abroad through a range of programs, including Dis-
cover Your Voice, Debate Academy, the Speech and Debate Squad, and British-
Debate.com. The ESU has also run the U.K. and U.S. annual debate exchange 
since 1922, and selects and coaches the England Schools debating team. The 
ESU supports debate programs in Scotland, Malaysia, and Argentina, among 
others.

Hong Kong Parliamentary Debating Society
http://www.hkpds.org/index.html
The Hong Kong Parliamentary Debating Society is composed of members of 
the English debating teams of the Chinese University of Hong Kong and the 
University of Hong Kong. The society aims to improve the standard of Hong 
Kong’s performance at the international competitions, thereby promoting Hong 
Kong both as a community rich in debating talent and a city with the highest 
educational standards.

International Debate Education Association
http://www.idebate.org/about/index.php
The International Debate Education Association (IDEA) develops, organizes, 
and promotes debate and debate-related activities in communities throughout 
the world. Established in 1999 to coordinate pilot debate programs initiated by 
the Open Society Institute, IDEA acts as an independent membership organiza-
tion of national debate clubs, associations, programs, and individuals who share 
a common purpose: to promote mutual understanding and democracy globally 
by supporting discussion and active citizenship locally.

International Forensics Association
http://www.brookdale.cc.nj.us/pages/505.asp
The International Forensics Association (IFA) promotes the diversity of foren-
sic competition in countries around the world. Typically, up to 35 colleges and 
universities participate in IFA-sponsored tournaments each year. To date, the 
highlight of each season has included an international tournament held annu-
ally in a different country. The IFA is committed to offering students a chance 
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not only to participate in a highly competitive tournament but also to experi-
ence new surroundings and cultural differences, view architectural treasures, 
and take advantage of opportunities to expand their appreciation of the arts.

International Public Debate Association
http://www.uamont.edu/ipda/mission.html
The International Public Debate Association (IPDA) promotes an alternative 
debate format that emphasizes real-world, audience-centered delivery. It is dedi-
cated to serving the needs of traditional and nontraditional students of debate, 
including nonnative English speakers, forensic educators, and the global foren-
sics community.

Iraq Debate
http://www.iraqdebate.org
Iraq Debate is an initiative to support debate in all universities and schools in-
terested in debate. It aims to teach students to express themselves and develop 
democratic institutions.

Israel Debating Society
http://israeldebate.com/index.php
The Israel Debating Society is a volunteer-run organization that supports debate 
leagues in Hebrew and English. Israeli national teams have participated in the 
European Debating Championships, the World Individual Debating and Public 
Speaking Championships, the Asper Cup, and the World Schools Debating 
Championships. The Israel Debating Society also participates in International 
Debate Education Association workshops in Eastern and Central Europe. The 
Israel Debating Society is currently seeking to provide more teacher training for 
debate in Hebrew, English, and Arabic; develop its Web site; update its debate 
handbook; hire a fundraiser; and produce Hebrew debate training videos.

Japan Debate Association
http://japan-debate-association.org
The Japan Debate Association (JDA) was inaugurated in March 1986 with the 
goal of promoting debate activities and developing debate skills in Japan. The 
JDA aims to help Japan maintain its role in the international arena by training 
advocates who can communicate the nation’s positions and promote debate 
activities and exchange of information throughout society.



380    NavigatiNg OppOrtuNity

L.N. Birla Memorial Debate (India)
http://www.birlahighschool.com/lnbirladebate/concept.htm
The L.N. Birla Memorial Debate was instituted in 1994 to honor industrialist 
and philanthropist L.N. Birla. From 1994 to 1999 it was an annual interschool 
competition. It became so successful, however, that it became a national event 
that includes colleges as well as high schools.

National English Debating Competition (China)
http://www.chinadebate.org
The Foreign Language, Teaching and Research Press National English Debating 
Competition is the only nationwide English debating event in China The tour-
nament, which is conducted in English, attracts the best and brightest students 
from over 100 Chinese universities. Competitors have gone on to participate in 
major regional and international events, including the Asian University Debat-
ing Championships, the Australasian Debating Championships, and the World 
Universities Debating Championships.

Paragon Academy (Korea)
http://speakerspoint.com/blog/about/
Paragon Academy, a special learning center based in Seoul, South Korea, spe-
cializes in improving the communication skills of young students seeking to 
adapt to a globalized world. It focuses on public speaking, essay writing, debat-
ing, college applications consulting, and more.

QatarDebate
http://www.qatardebate.org
QatarDebate, a member of Qatar Foundation, is a civic engagement initiative 
that aims to develop and support the standard of open discussion and debate 
among students and young people in Qatar and the broader Arab World. Its 
mission is to foster a culture of discussion and debate, and in doing so, create 
the leaders of tomorrow. Since 2007, over 3,000 students have participated in 
QatarDebate’s annual workshops, and the organization now has a presence in 
over 30 schools and universities in Qatar. QatarDebate currently works with 
students in secondary schools (12+) and universities in Qatar, and in 2009 be-
gan incorporating preparatory school students into its programs.
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Verbattle (India)
http://www.verbattle.com
Verbattle, established in 2005, has been reaching out to school children in the form 
of Verbattle Junior and to college youth as Verbattle Senior—two major debate 
competitions that can easily be considered the biggest intellectual event for chil-
dren and youth in the state of Karnataka. Verbattle aims to grow into a national 
event and ultimately into a global opportunity for the exchange of opinions.

natIonal anD regIonal Debate assocIatIons

American Debate Association
http://www.umw.edu/cas/debate/ada/default.php
The American Debate Association (ADA), founded in 1985, is committed to 
balancing the educational and competitive goals of policy debate in an atmo-
sphere that expands opportunities for participation in the activity at the college 
level.

American Forensic Association
http://www.americanforensics.org
The American Forensic Association (AFA) promotes argument and advocacy, 
and supports professions whose activities support its credo. Key components 
of the AFA credo include a belief in the power of individuals to participate in 
shaping their world through the human capacity of language, faith in argument, 
and reason as a means of empowerment, and appreciation for the place of argu-
ment and advocacy in preparing students, through classrooms, forums, and com-
petition, for participation in their world through the power of expression. The 
AFA is also the chartering organization of the National Debate Tournament.

American Parliamentary Debate Association
http://www.apdaweb.org
The American Parliamentary Debate Association is the oldest parliamentary 
debate association in the United States and its membership includes dozens of 
colleges and universities.

California Community College Forensics Association
http://www.cccfa.net
The California Community College Forensics Association sponsors the annual 
California State Championship Forensics Tournament, promotes competitive 
forensics activities, and provides educational, professional, and leadership expe-
rience in the field of speech communication.
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Council of Forensics Organizations
http://cas.bethel.edu/dept/comm/cofo/index.html
The Council of Forensics Organization (COFO) was created after the second 
national developmental conference on forensics, held in Evanston, Illinois, in 
1984. COFO aims to increase dialogue between forensic organizations such as 
the Cross Examination Debate Association, the American Forensic Associa-
tion, and the National Forensics Association.

Cross Examination Debate Association
http://cedadebate.org
Founded in 1971 as the Southwest Cross Examination Debate Association, the 
Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA) is now the primary national 
association promoting policy topic intercollegiate academic debate. In coop-
eration with the National Debate Tournament Committee and the American 
Debate Association, CEDA formulates the annual intercollegiate policy-debate 
topic used in tournament competition throughout the nation.

CEDA also acts as a tournament-sanctioning agent, providing through its con-
stitution and by-laws a framework for normalizing tournament practices and 
procedures. Throughout the tournament season, CEDA calculates the National 
Sweepstakes Standings, the national and regional rankings of member insti-
tutions based on compiled tournament results. The association also hosts an 
annual National Championship Tournament that brings together over 200 in-
dividual debate teams from across the nation.

National Catholic Forensics League
http://www.ncfl.org
The National Catholic Forensic League is dedicated to supporting high-school 
speech and debate activities for public, private, and parochial high schools in 
the United States and Canada. It hosts the Grand National Tournament annu-
ally in May.

National Christian College Forensics Association
http://cas.bethel.edu/dept/comm/nccfi/index.html
The National Christian College Forensics Association sponsors the National 
Christian College Forensics Invitational, a forensics tournament for schools in 
the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities, as well as other like-minded 
schools.
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National Christian Forensics and Communications Association
http://www.ncfca.org
The National Christian Forensics and Communications Association (NCFCA) 
believes that “formal speech and debate can provide a means for home-schooled 
students to learn and exercise analytical and oratorical skills, addressing life is-
sues from a Biblical world view in a manner that glorifies God.” To provide these 
opportunities, the NCFCA facilitates qualifying tournaments throughout the 
country and an annual national tournament.

National Communication Association
http://www.natcom.org
The National Communication Association (NCA) is the largest and oldest na-
tional organization dedicated to communication scholarship and education. Its 
goal is to enhance the research, teaching, and service produced by its members 
on topics of both intellectual and social significance. The NCA’s argumentation 
and forensics division invites submission of thematic panels, discussion panels, 
and individual papers for competitive review. It welcomes panels, programs, and 
papers promoting the understanding of argumentation theory, argumentation 
criticism, and forensic pedagogy, and encourages programs featuring innovative 
formats as well as papers relating to a given year’s convention theme.

National Debate Coaches Association
http://debatecoaches.org
The National Debate Coaches Association (NDCA) is devoted to providing 
resources for a variety of high-school debate events, including policy, Lincoln–
Douglas, Student Congress, and extemporaneous speaking. The NDCA offers 
curriculum support as well as timely articles and blogs devoted to addressing 
important issues in the debate community. The NDCA also hosts a national 
championship tournament in the spring.

National Debate Tournament
http://groups.wfu.edu/NDT/
The National Debate Tournament (NDT) aims to encourage the growth of pro-
grams for excellence in forensics education in institutions of higher education 
in the United States. The NDT is committed to providing opportunities for 
quality debate to students of all institutions of higher education by maximizing 
the number and geographic representation of participating schools, encourag-
ing the highest standards of debate excellence by maximizing the competitive 
quality of participating schools, and encouraging the highest standards of educa-
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tional excellence by conducting a tournament consistent with the educational 
objectives of intercollegiate forensics competition. The American Forensic As-
sociation is the chartering organization of the NDT.

National Education Debate Association
http://cstl-cla.semo.edu/Underberg/neda
The National Education Debate Association (NEDA) believes that debate 
should be a practical educational experience and that performance by partici-
pants should reflect the stylistic and analytical skills that would be rewarded 
in typical public forums (i.e., courts, Congress, the classroom, civic gatherings, 
etc.). To facilitate this mission, NEDA hosts a variety of tournament events 
open to students and directors willing to abide by and enforce standards of ethi-
cal, responsible, humane, and communicative advocacy. NEDA tournaments 
are viewed as an extension of the speech classroom.

National Federation of State High School Associations
http://www.nfhs.org/speechdebate.aspx
The National Federation of State High School Associations, Speech, Debate 
and Theatre Association (NFHS SDTA) is a professional organization spe-
cifically for directors and coaches of high-school speech, debate, and theatre 
programs. It serves its members by providing leadership for the administration 
of education-based interscholastic activities that support academic achieve-
ment, good citizenship, and equitable opportunities. The NFHS SDTA also of-
fers many other educational services that are available to anyone, regardless of 
membership in the organization.

National Forensics Association
http://cas.bethel.edu/dept/comm/nfa/
The National Forensics Association (NFA) is an intercollegiate forensics asso-
ciation devoted to individual events and Lincoln–Douglas debate. It is affiliated 
with the American Forensic Association, an umbrella group of organizations 
interested in the promotion of intercollegiate speech and debate. 

National Forensic League
http://www.nflonline.org/Main/HomePage
The National Forensic League (NFL) believes that all students should be em-
powered to become effective communicators, ethical individuals, critical think-
ers, and leaders in a democratic society. It exists to promote secondary-school 
speech and debate activities and interscholastic competition as a means to de-
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velop a student’s lifelong skills and values, and to increase the public’s awareness 
of the value of speech, debate, and communication education.

National Parliamentary Debate Association
http://www.bethel.edu/Majors/Communication/npda/home.html
The National Parliamentary Debate Association (NPDA) is an intercollegiate 
debate association whose member schools engage in two-on-two debate, with 
the resolutions, or topics, changing for each round of competition. Each year, 
between 200 and 250 schools attend at least one parliamentary debate tourna-
ment sponsored by NPDA member schools.

Urban Debate organIzatIons

Atlanta Urban Debate League
http://audl.wordpress.com
The Atlanta Urban Debate League is a partnership effort between Georgia State 
University, Emory University, and the Atlanta Public School System to pro-
mote debate as a tool for empowering urban and rural youth living in America’s 
most socioeconomically challenged communities. In the spirit of preparing fu-
ture leaders who can both engage their communities and successfully advocate 
for their needs, it seeks to extend the benefits of debate and advocacy training 
to traditionally underserved student and teacher populations.

Associated Leaders of Urban Debate
http://www.debateleaders.org/root/NEWwelcome.shtml
The Associated Leaders of Urban Debate (ALOUD) represents a global net-
work of partner programs transforming the lives of young people through de-
bate. ALOUD promotes youth expression as a vehicle for urban education re-
form and civic participation.

Austin Urban Debate League
http://www.debateleaders.org/root/Debate_in_your_community.shtml
The Austin Urban Debate League (AUDL) creates a vibrant and competitive 
debate community open to all students in the Austin, Texas, metropolitan area. 
In 2004 the league had an initial roster of 14 high schools, located in the Aus-
tin Independent School District and neighboring districts of Del Valle and San 
Marcos. The AUDL is a leader in digital debate and has partnered with Texas 
State University and the University of Texas.
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Baltimore Urban Debate League
http://www.budl.org
The Baltimore Urban Debate League enriches the academic experience of 
students from Baltimore City’s public elementary, middle, and high schools 
through participation in team policy debate. Through debate, students become 
engaged learners, critical thinkers, and citizens and leaders who are effective 
advocates for themselves and their communities.

Boston Urban Debate League
http://www.bostondebate.org
The Boston Urban Debate League (BDL) was founded in 2005 and aims to 
provide high-school students with an engaging educational opportunity that 
actively cultivates social and academic skills. BDL initiatives include citywide 
tournaments, after-school programs, a summer debate institute, coach training, 
and professional development. The BDL is also developing and implementing 
debate-across-the-curriculum programs.

Columbus Urban Debate League
http://www.debateleaders.org/root/Debate_in_your_community.shtml
The Columbus (Ohio) Urban Debate League was founded in 2006 in partner-
ship with Capital University and the local school district.

DEBATE-Kansas City
http://www.debatekansascity.org
Since 1998, DEBATE-Kansas City has engaged over 1,300 middle- and high-
school students in policy-debate competition. The program’s growth, popular-
ity, and reputation are due to the dedication and commitment of its teachers, 
students, staff, volunteers, and community partners. DEBATE-Kansas City’s ur-
ban debate programs improve standardized test scores and grade point averages. 
They help students to develop higher self-esteem as well as reduce student’s 
risky behaviors and increase their desire to graduate and attend college.

District of Columbia Urban Debate League
http://www.dcdebate.org
The District of Columbia Urban Debate League (DCUDL) is part of a national 
movement that seeks to bring the opportunities and benefits of debate to the 
underserved urban students of America. Specifically, the DCUDL is dedicated 
to expanding the opportunities for the young people of the District of Columbia 
to develop reading, writing, and speaking skills through intellectual competi-
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tion, and to become confident, articulate citizens and authentic leaders of their 
communities.

Duval County Urban Debate League
http://www.dudl.org
The Duval County Urban Debate League (DUDL) is the first for-profit school-
system partnership in the ALOUD network. The DUDL is supported by the 
Blacksonville Community Network (BCN), a social marketing firm that advo-
cates the use of technology to promote positive change and social responsibility 
in business and in the nonprofit sector. BCN provides digital media, consulting, 
and interactive strategies to brand nontraditional programs and campaigns to a 
number of Fortune 500 companies.

Houston Urban Debate League
http://houstonurbandebateleague.org
The Houston Urban Debate League (HUDL) builds, supports, and sustains pro-
grams in Houston’s public schools to make policy debate an educational re-
source available to all students. The HUDL builds public–private partnerships 
that enhance the investment of school districts in debate activities by providing 
business and community finance, mentoring, communication, and facilities to 
restore policy debate in all of Houston’s public high schools.

IMPACT Alabama
http://www.impactalabama.org/spfhome.php
The SpeakFirst program at IMPACT Alabama enriches the academic experi-
ence of gifted students from Birmingham’s public high schools through partici-
pation in an “all-star” debate team. This highly collaborative initiative address-
es a wide array of needs created by the deficit of opportunities and resources in 
their local communities, including one-on-one tutoring and mentoring, college 
admissions and financial aid guidance, standardized test preparation, youth de-
velopment activities, and summer internships for the debaters.

IMPACT Coalition
http://www.impactcoalition.org
The Improving Mentoring Practices and Communication Techniques  
(IMPACT) Coalition is a mentoring and educational development organi-
zation that expands opportunities for urban students, schools, and organi-
zational partners by providing debate training, literacy assistance, curricula, 
and mentoring services to develop informed, concerned citizens. IMPACT 
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advocates debate as a key to success in building healthier communities and 
tomorrow’s leaders.

Jersey Urban Debate League
http://www.judl.org
The Jersey Urban Debate League is dedicated to offering students in urban 
middle schools and high schools in New Jersey the opportunity to engage in 
competitive academic debate and to providing them with the intellectual and 
argumentative tools necessary for success.

Miami Dade Urban Debate League
http://debate.miami.edu
The Miami Dade Urban Debate League is one of the fastest-growing urban de-
bate leagues in the nation, with 18 high schools and 14 middle schools partici-
pating in the league in 2009, and new schools and students being added at each 
tournament. Founded by the National Debate Project, the program represents 
a partnership between the Miami-Dade school district, friends of Miami Urban 
Debate, and the University of Miami.

Milwaukee Debate League
http://debatemilwaukee.org
The Milwaukee Debate League (MDL) is an urban education program that 
utilizes competitive, policy debate in an effort to promote equity in education 
in urban areas. The MDL is a program born of the partnership between the 
National Debate Project and the Einhorn Family Charitable Trust. As part of 
the national urban debate league movement, the MDL enables urban schools, 
which often have not had the necessary resources, to start debate teams and 
compete on a regular basis so that students can continually sharpen their skills. .

National Association for Urban Debate Leagues
http://urbandebate.org/index.htm
The National Association for Urban Debate Leagues is a national organization 
that facilitates participation in organized debate activities for as many urban 
students as possible. NAUDL achieves its mission by building urban debate 
leagues (UDLs) in new cities, strengthening UDLs that are struggling, expand-
ing the scope and quality of debate coaching and instruction, and connecting 
existing UDLs through networking events and services.
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New Haven Urban Debate League
http://www.udlnewhaven.com
The New Haven Urban Debate League (NHUDL) aims to teach students crit-
ical-thinking and public-speaking skills; offer them opportunities to engage in 
independent research of current events, philosophy, government, and economics; 
and nurture student self-confidence. The NHUDL is administered by Yale Uni-
versity students and strives to build a supportive student, parent, and coaching 
community between NHUDL schools and Yale. NAUDL achieves its mission by 
building urban debate leagues (UDLs) in new cities, strengthening UDLs that are 
struggling, expanding the scope and quality of debate coaching and instruction, 
and connecting existing UDLs through networking events and services.

Rhode Island Urban Debate League
http://swearercenter.brown.edu/riudl
The Rhode Island Urban Debate League (RIUDL) offers Rhode Island high-
school students opportunities to participate in policy debate by recruiting and 
training coaches and volunteer coaching assistants, hosting tournaments, and 
sponsoring a public debate program. Through these actions, the RIUDL aims 
to enhance students’ academic backgrounds, foster their leadership skills, and 
stimulate their interest in current policy issues.

Seattle Debate Foundation
http://seattledebate.org
The Seattle Debate Foundation (SDF) is a social-justice organization committed 
to the critical literacy and empowerment of urban youth through debate educa-
tion. The SDF supports debate through the Seattle and Tacoma urban debate 
leagues. It partners with public schools, colleges and universities, community cen-
ters, and youth-empowerment organizations to create competitive, sustainable 
debate teams and debating opportunities that can unite the community.

Southern California Urban Debate League
http://communications.fullerton.edu/forensics/SCUDL.htm
The Southern California Urban Debate League (SCUDL) partners high-school 
students with collegiate speech and debate competitors to develop the skills 
required to compete in interscholastic debate competitions. Students learn to 
research, speak, think critically, and advocate on important topics. Each year, 
scores of SCUDL students attend several tournaments on campuses such as 
University of Southern California; California State University (CSU), Long 
Beach; Cypress Community College; and CSU-Fullerton.
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SpeakFirst
http://www.impactalabama.org
SpeakFirst’s mission is to enrich the academic experience of gifted students from 
Birmingham’s public high schools through participation on an “all-star” debate 
team. Starting with a select group of incoming high-school freshmen, this high-
ly collaborative initiative addresses a full array of needs in ways proven to be 
of great academic and civic value. The debate training provided by SpeakFirst 
develops students’ critical-thinking, presentation, and public-speaking skills. 
SpeakFirst is one of three signature initiatives of IMPACT Alabama. IMPACT 
Alabama presents a vision of Alabama in which its young citizens understand, 
appreciate, and engage actively in civic and public life, contributing their di-
verse talents to solve local and state problems, influencing public policy, voting, 
and pursuing the common good.

Tacoma Urban Debate League
http://www.seattledebate.org
The Tacoma Urban Debate League (TUDL) is an ALOUD partner. Founded by 
the Seattle Debate Foundation through partnerships with the Comcast Founda-
tion, University of Puget Sound, the HERO Initiative at the College Success 
Foundation, Hip Hop Congress, and Free Ya Mind, Inc., TUDL started with 
three debate programs at Foss, Lincoln, and Mount Tahoma.

Urban Debate League of the Twin Cities
http://www.umpds.org/udl
The Urban Debate League of the Twin Cities (UDLTS) exists to improve 
urban public education by empowering students to become engaged learn-
ers, critical thinkers, and active citizens who are effective advocates for 
themselves and their communities. In support of this mission, the UDLTS 
increases public awareness of the organization’s goals and objectives; makes 
decisions based on the best interests of the students and communities it 
serves; provides quality, challenging instruction and debate opportunities 
in safe, supportive environments; maintains relationships with officials from 
the government, the media, the advocacy community, business, founda-
tions, and schools; and partners with community leaders, teachers, and col-
lege coaches to provide instruction and mentoring opportunities for student 
participants.
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PolIcy Debate resoUrces

3NR.com
http://www.the3nr.com
3NR.com is a collaboration between three debate coaches—Scott Phillips, Roy 
Levkovitz, and Bill Batterman—whose goal is to make a positive contribution 
to the high-school debate community’s marketplace of ideas. 3NR.com is fre-
quently updated with content that high-school debaters, judges, and coaches 
will find interesting and thought-provoking in equal parts. In particular, the site 
administrators seek to spark discussions and debates about a wide range of issues 
that are important to the high-school debate community.

Cross-X.com
http://www.cross-x.com
Cross-X.com provides evidence for policy debaters as well as forums for dis-
cussion of topic-related issues, debate camps, and tournament debating, among 
other activities. It also provides forums for discussion of other types of debate 
including Public Forum, Student Congress, Lincoln–Douglas, and Parliamen-
tary Debate.

Debate Across the Curriculum
http://www.budl.org/content/debate-across-curriculum
Debate Across the Curriculum (DAC) is a global movement to include debate 
as a pedagogical tool for classroom instruction. While debate has long flourished 
as an extracurricular competitive activity, and debate has been formally taught 
as a class itself, the DAC movement emphasizes the long-standing tradition of 
using debate as a vehicle for teaching a wide range of subjects, from English 
literature to American government—even to subjects like math or biology.

Debate Central
http://debate-central.ncpa.org
Debate Central is an online resource created and maintained by the National 
Center for Policy Analysis for high-school students researching the high-school  
policy debate topic. It includes such materials as an analysis of the high-school 
policy-debate topic and an “Ask the Experts” section for questions related to 
the topic.

Debatepedia
http://wiki.idebate.org/index.php/Welcome_to_Debatepedia!
Debatepedia is “the Wikipedia of pros and cons.” Its mission is to “clarify public 
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debates and improve decision-making globally.” Debatepedia is a project of the 
International Debate Education Association. It utilizes the same wiki technol-
ogy powering Wikipedia to engage citizen-editors in clarifying public debates by 
centralizing them into a single pro/con encyclopedia, encouraging better and 
more informed decision making, and enhancing the workings of democratic 
institutions. Debatepedia is endorsed by the National Forensic League.

Global Debate Blog
http://globaldebateblog.blogspot.com
The Global Debate Blog features news about debating both in competitive and 
educational contexts. It is affiliated with Debate Central.

Infinite Prep
http://www.infiniteprep.com
Infinite Prep is dedicated to democratizing the debate community by provid-
ing free and low-cost research resources to debaters. It also features a blog that 
includes free daily evidence as well as information about debate tournaments 
across the country.

National Debate Project
http://www.nationaldebateproject.org
The National Debate Project (NDP) believes that the acquisition of debate and 
other civic advocacy skills is central to building a functioning democracy. In the 
spirit of preparing future leaders who can both engage their communities and 
successfully advocate for their needs, the NDP seeks to extend the benefits of 
debate and advocacy training to traditionally underserved student and teacher 
populations. The NDP also institutionalizes a collaborative infrastructure to 
facilitate the use of debate and discussion as a catalyst for educational reform.

Planet Debate
http://www.planetdebate.com/
Planet Debate provides curricular resources, topic lectures, and an evidence 
database for policy debaters and coaches from some of the best-known debate 
coaches in the country. It also provides support for Lincoln–Douglas, Public 
Forum, and extemporaneous debate.

Washington Debate Coalition
http://www.washingtondebate.org
The Washington Debate Coalition (WDC) is an educational development or-
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ganization that seeks to expand opportunities for students to engage in all forms 
of speech, debate, and dialogue, with an emphasis on policy debate, in the state 
of Washington. The WDC advocates and promotes all forms of speech, debate, 
and dialogue as means of encouraging informed citizen participation in civil 
society and enhancing critical-thinking skills.

West Coast Debate
http://www.wcdebate.com
West Coast Debate (WCD) provides handbooks, textbooks, and other curricu-
lar resources for policy debate, Lincoln–Douglas debate, and individual events.

Women’s Debate Institute
http://www.womensdebateinstitute.org/about.html
The Women’s Debate Institute provides young women with the opportunity to 
be part of a strong community of women who love debate. It also offers young 
women intensive instruction from top-level debate coaches and national debate 
champions.

alternatIve MoDels of Debate

Aspen Institute
http://www.aspeninstitute.org
The Aspen Institute aims to foster values-based leadership, encouraging indi-
viduals to reflect on the ideals and ideas that define a good society, and to pro-
vide a neutral and balanced venue for discussing and acting on critical issues. 
It accomplishes its goals in four ways (1) seminars on what participants think 
makes a good society; (2) young leadership fellowships around the globe; (3) 
policy programs that serve as nonpartisan forums for analysis; and (4) public 
conferences and events that create a commons for people to share ideas.

Bella Abzug Leadership Institute
http://www.abzuginstitute.org
The Bella Abzug Leadership Institute (BALI) utilizes the signature leadership 
skills of the late New York representative Bella S. Abzug (1920–98) to mentor 
and train high-school and college-age women and help develop the confidence 
and skills they need to be effective, dynamic, and visionary leaders as well as ac-
tive and creative participants in civic, political, corporate, and community life.
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Commission on Presidential Debates
http://www.debates.org
The Commission on Presidential Debates (CPD) was established in 1987 to 
ensure that debates, as a permanent part of every general election, provide the 
best possible information to viewers and listeners. Its primary purpose is to spon-
sor and produce debates for U.S. presidential and vice-presidential candidates 
and to undertake research and educational activities relating to the debates. 
The organization, which is a nonprofit, nonpartisan corporation, sponsored 
all of the presidential debates in 1988, 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004. To meet 
its ongoing goal of educating voters, the CPD is engaged in various activities 
beyond producing and sponsoring the presidential debates. Further, the CPD 
provides technical assistance to emerging democracies and others interested in 
establishing debate traditions in their countries. Finally, the CPD coordinates 
post-debate symposia and research after many of its presidential forums.

The Debaters
http://www.cbc.ca/thedebaters
The Debaters is a weekly Canadian comedy radio program devoted to contest-
ing various news and social topics. In the style of Whose Line Is It Anyway, the 
debaters are awarded points for their arguments and jokes before the audience 
ultimately determines the winner of the debate.

Debate Solutions
http://www.debatesolutions.com/home.php
Debate Solutions (DS) is an organization that provides support for program 
development, policy analysis, and skills coaching for students and profession-
als. DS has been facilitating public debates involving college debaters and the 
Environmental Protection Agency. It is also working on a debate initiative for 
historically black colleges and universities.

Democracy Prep Charter School
http://www.democracyprep.org
Democracy Prep is a public charter school in Central Harlem. Its mission is to 
prepare responsible citizen-scholars in grades 6–12 for success in the college 
of their choice and a life of active citizenship with a simple philosophy: Work 
Hard. Go to College. Change the World!
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IDebate
http://www.idebate.ncpa.org/about
IDebate is a five-day leadership development camp that trains high-school stu-
dents in strategic thinking, planning, communication, teamwork, and persuasion. 
Throughout the program, students are taught to practice their new skills through 
debate about current issues. They also receive practical training in the art of persua-
sion, gain in-depth knowledge of various public issues, gather valuable team experi-
ences, and develop relationships with other up-and-coming leaders. IDebate was 
developed under the leadership of General Tommy Franks in partnership with the 
National Center for Policy Analysis and Oklahoma Christian University.

Intelligence2 Debates
http://intelligencesquaredus.org
Intelligence Squared US is a television program, also broadcast on National 
Public Radio, featuring Oxford-style debates on significant and timely public 
policy issues. Previous debaters have included Eliot Spitzer, Fareed Zakaria, and 
John MacArthur. Intelligence Squared US aims to raise the level of public dis-
course on challenging issues and provide a new forum for intelligent discussion, 
grounded in facts and informed by reasoned analysis. It also empowers audience 
members to both ask questions and vote at the end of each debate.

Malcolm X Prison Debate Project
http://malcolmxdebates.org
The Malcolm X Prison Debate Project is a New York-based organization that 
seeks to empower incarcerated youth and reduce reentry into the system by sup-
porting the establishment of debate programs in youth incarceration centers.

National Center for Policy Analysis
http://www.ncpa.org
The National Center for Policy Analysis (NCPA) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
public policy research organization, established in 1983. The NCPA’s goal is 
to develop and promote private alternatives to government regulation and 
control, solving problems by relying on the strength of the competitive, en-
trepreneurial private sector. The NCPA sponsors two debate-related programs, 
IDebate and Debate Central. IDebate and Debate Central are separately listed 
in this directory.
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National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation
http://www.thataway.org
The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (NCDD) provides infra-
structure needed to increase both the individual and collective impact of those 
attempting to give individuals a voice. NCDD’s mission is to bring together and 
support people, organizations, and resources in ways that expand the power of 
discussion to benefit society.

National Public Policy Forum (NPPF)
http://www.nppf.net
The National Public Policy Forum (NPPF), sponsored by the law firm of Bickel 
& Brewer, hosts a debate tournament open to all high-school students whether 
or not their school has a debate team (but only one team per school may com-
pete). The topic of the debate is based on the current National Forensic League 
Policy/Team Debate topic but the actual form of debate is unique and distinct 
from public forum or policy. The competition is judged on factors including, but 
not limited to, well-founded arguments, effective communication, and gram-
mar. All teams in the top sixteen receive cash prizes and the grand prize winner 
receives $10,000.

Opposing Views
http://www.opposingviews.com
Opposing Views helps citizens uncover all sides of issues by offering expert de-
bates on significant political, social, health, money, and religion questions. Its 
point/counterpoint format gives each expert a chance to state his or her infor-
mation and opinions on an issue. The other side then has the opportunity to 
object by identifying flaws in the information and opinions, and presenting the 
opposing side of the argument.

Perspectives Debate
http://www.perspectivesdebate.org
Perspectives Debate is a Philadelphia-based nonprofit organization that pro-
motes youth debate education. Students who debate achieve dramatically in-
creased reading-comprehension, critical-thinking, and public-speaking skills. 
In the process, debate becomes a forum to foster youth achievement and civic 
responsibility. Perspectives Debate is helping schools provide curricular and 
out-of-school-hour debate programs and offering students meaningful enrich-
ment opportunities.
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Politiki
http://www.politiki.us
Politiki is a policy overview Web site that breaks down issues into pro/con argu-
ments using nonpartisan language. Users are encouraged to utilize the site as a 
tool for strengthening personal beliefs and learning about opposing opinions. 
Politiki uses a structured-wiki format, which means that it exists and develops 
as a product of collective intelligence. Users add new issues, arguments, and 
rebuttals according to a predesigned page structure and navigation scheme. User 
content is moderated in order to uphold the site’s integrity but the site encour-
ages a variety of opinions as long as they remain logical and respectful. Politiki 
aims to simplify complex policy and encourage citizens to participate in political 
conversation.

ProCon.org
http://www.procon.org
ProCon.org aims to promote critical thinking, education, and informed citizen-
ship by presenting controversial issues in a straightforward, nonpartisan, pri-
marily pro–con format. It accomplishes that mission by researching issues that 
are complicated and important to work through in a balanced, comprehensive, 
straightforward, and primarily pro–con format.

Debate anD forensIcs Honor socIetIes

Delta Sigma Rho–Tau Kappa Alpha
http://www.mnsu.edu/cmst/dsr-tka/dsr-tka.htm
Delta Sigma Rho–Tau Kappa Alpha is a national honorary forensics society. It 
aims to promote interest in and award recognition for excellence in forensics 
and original speaking, and to foster respect for and an appreciation of freedom 
of speech as a vital element of democracy.

Phi Rho Pi
http://www.phirhopi.org
Phi Rho Pi is an organization committed to increasing knowledge and apprecia-
tion of the forensic arts at the junior- and community-college level. It is one of 
the oldest forensics organizations in the United States, having been founded in 
1939. The Phi Rho Pi National Tournament is consistently one of the largest  
forensics tournaments in the nation, last year welcoming more than 76 schools 
and 600 coaches and students.



398    NavigatiNg OppOrtuNity

Pi Kappa Delta
http://www.pikappadelta.com
Pi Kappa Delta is an honorary society consisting of educators, students, and 
alumni committed to encouraging the education of articulate citizens through 
a three-part focus: the commitment to and promotion of ethical, humane, and 
inclusive communication and educational practices; the commitment to and 
promotion of professional development of forensics educators; and the commit-
ment to and promotion of comprehensive forensics programming.
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