SPEED IN L/D: BLESSING OR BANE?
by William (Rusty) M cCrady

Back in1995, | wascd led forjury duty.
By some sndl miracle | immediatdy got
assigned to atrid themorning | reported.
The trial proceeded quickly, and after a
coupleof hours of testimony and cross ex-
amination, the attorneys presented their
dosing arguments. | was particularly im-
pressed by the prosecutor, who had out-
lined hisargumentson alegd pad, and pre-
sented his casein adear, ddiberatemanner
so that his message escaped none of us on
the jury. As a debate coach, | took note of
his organization, emphasis of key points,
and generd style. | sensed that his ap-
proach was virtudly the same as what we
L/D coachestry toingill in our competitive
debaters.

Fast forward to a debate | observed
this spring & our District Tournament. As
an audience member (not ajudge), | wit-
nessed abrilliant debater from ahigh school
inVirginiablitzher opponent with anega-
tivecase that must havebeen ddivered a a
dip of over 200 words per minute. | kept
thinking that it woul dbenext toimpossible
to take notes on her case for purposes of
making arebuttad or even just to keep track
of her pointsin order to flow the argument
inorder to judge thedebate. When | found
out much | ater that shehad won the debate,
| was not really surprised, but to behhonest,
| was troubled. Her opponent, who spoke
a alittleover hdf herrate (in other words,
a anormd rateof ddivery), had infact made
avdiant atempt not to "drop" any argu-
ments, but | guess that the judge felt that
her attempt to address this "lightning"
speed was not quite sufficient.

Why was | uneasy about the verdict
in this debate? | had to ask mysdf: is my
biasin favor of naturd toneand norma rae
of delivery outmoded in today's world of
competitivedebate? Thismay be the case,
but evenif | am voicing aminority opinion,
| still fed the need to take a stand against
speed debating, especially in the realm of
Lincoln-Dougl as rounds.

| keep going back to my experience
as a member of a jury, and to memorable
moments in presidentid debates, politicd
speeches, graduation speeches, and other
examples of persuasive oratory directed to
the ordinary reasonable person -- not to a
specialized audience. As debate coaches,
shouldn't we be educating our students to

express themsdves and their opinions in
thered world, and not just in theinsular
world of competitivedebate? To behonest,
I cannot think of any instances wher e speed
takingisused efectively inred life, other
than & the end of those commercidswhen
theannouncer hastorattleoff afifty word
disdamer in ten seconds, or by the auc-
tioneer calling out prices and bids.

Granted, there are advantages to us-
ing argpidfireddivery in debae Thetech-
nique has been honored for decades in
policy debae, where the burden on both
sidesisto present reams of documentation
in anincredibly short anount of time, both
to bolster a case and to counter an oppo-
nent with an equaly impressive array of
factsand examples, Initsearly years, Lin-
coln-Douglas debate was deemed by its
supporters to be different in both styleand
substancefrom itspolicy counterpart. Thus,
for awhile a lesst, it seemed that speed
was frowned upon, and oratoricd ef ective-
ness and a natural, listener-friendly deliv-
ery were encouraged and promoted. But in
the heat of competition, things change

It isnot hard to figureout why speed
talking has become popul a inLincoln-Dou-
glasdebate. First of dl, it enablesadebater
to present vast volumes of materid -- often
five or six contentionsinstead of the more
conventiond three. In so doing, a debater
presents the opponent with a highly com-
plex arlgument and many pointsto address
and refute. Thus the opponent's task be-
comes thet much moredifficult, andthelike-
lihood of dropping one or more of the fast
ta king opponent's points gregtly increases.
A second, related advantage is that the
opponent will have great difficulty trying
to take completeand comprehensi ble notes
onacasethat isddivered sorapidly. Thus
the opponent may become so overwhel med
and frustrated that s/he will be thoroughly
demoralized by the end of the speedy
opponent's constructive. Third, afast tak-
ing debater naturaly adopts an aggressive
styleand tone, which some coaches gppar-
ently encourage and deem the epitome of
how acompetent debater should sound and
act. In debate, speed and an atack mentd -
ity ssem to go hand-in-hand.

Fndly, perhapsthemod tdling of dl
the advantages of speed is its effect on
judges who have become accustomed to

spead taking as a standard debating tech-
nique. My theory is tha such judges fal
into two groups. First, there are those
judges who really can follow the flow of
argument presented a a high rate of speed,
and thus expect d| debaters not only to fol -
low the argument as they have, but to pre-
pare an equally speedy rebuttd inthesmadl
dlotment of preparaion time. Whilel do
not agree with such judges phil osophicdly,
as | will explain later, | certainly respect their
listening skill and ability to comprehend
detaled asgumentsddivered a such arapid
rate. Unfortunatdy, thesecond category of
judges comprises those who are unable to
follow such lightning arguments, but then
ref useto pendize the debater for their rate
of ddivery, and instead credit this debater
for using speed to put the opponent a a
disadvantage. (Granted, athird category of
judges resent an excessively fast ddivery,
and ariticizeit accordingly.)

Given the above advantages, | may
be unwise in finding fault with speed de-
bating. However, | keep going back to tha
jury duty experience, and | ask mysdf: How
eff ective would that prosecutor have been
if he had addressed the jury a 200 words
per minute? In other words, my nagging
concern isthat fast talkingisa skill whose
utility islimited to competitive debae and
high pressure salesmanship. If we teach it
or advocate it as adesirable public spesk-
ing technique, we may be doing our gu-
dentsagrave disservice. A secondary con-
cern is tha speed debating will proliferate
out of necessity, 9nce an opponent who
wantstowinisforced to speed up ddivery
in order to address dl of the fast taking
opponent's contentions. But as we learn in
our study of mordity, wha is deemed nec-
essary isn't dways right.

Maybe speed has become so widdy
accepted that my objectionswill beseen by
most experts as provincial or antiquated.
Still, I must condudeby asking thereader a
guestion: was your most memorabl eteecher
afast tdker, or someone who spokein de-
liberate, measured, confident phrases?
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