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To Exist or Not - that 1s the Question?

Policy Debate is dying. Contrary to what Ms. Pe-
ters thinks there is a problem and something needs to be
done. Yesthere are lots of different events, but the pri-
mary event that made the NFL what it is today is Policy
Debate. However, beforel get yelled at, jumped, or mugged
realize several things:

1.1 dobelieveinthisactivity or | would have
leftitalongtimeago (29%2years). | have coached
or | am coaching: Debate, Interp, Oratory, Extemp,
and Student Congress.

... Policy Debate is worth saving. It is the
basis of thinking and argumentation that
students have and/or could use ior the

rest of their lives”...

2. My novice debaters do the research - they
do thework..

3. | teach basics and never even tak theory,
speed or spread (they learn that from other places).

This new event is scaring many people and justifi-
ably so. We have Ted Turner Controversy Debate be-
cause Policy Debate has evolved into something that is
not real world or real communication. Some of us are
dinosaurs and have watched the evolution (or de-evolu-
tion) of Policy Debate. Be honest, Policy Debateis close
to its last breath. Schools are dropping programs, num-
bers are down, budgets are getting cut, and schools are
not starting policy programs. Thereare NFL districtsthat
don't even offer Policy Debate at their qualifying tourna-
ment.

The reason for this sad state is that we, the coaches
(and/or judges), have allowed it to happen. We alow the
speed, spread, weird arguments, theory arguments, no
case arguments, effects topicality, squirrelly cases, cri-
tiques, and the lack of communication/explanation of the
real issues within the topic (to name afew).

A clear decision needsto be made on whether Policy
Debate is worth saving. 1 think it is. It isthe basis of
thinking and argumentation that students have and/or
could use for the rest of their lives (but not the way it is
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now). If an educated person cannot walk into a policy
round and understand what is going on, it must change
ordie.

Thereareanumber of different styles(cliques—as
one author has put it) of Policy Debate. To methey are:
small school, large school, state, regional-states, and
national circuit. Thebig questionis: How long can any
oneof thecliquessurviveif othersdie? With the number
of schools/states’NFL districts that are dropping Policy
Debate we need to do something to change that trend.

So, what do we do? Severa
questions (and editorial remarks) need
to be answered if we want policy de-
bate to continue.

1. WII we continue to accept
cases that skirt the resolution or not
debate the resolution?

When someone takes a small
minute portion of thetopic (i.e. —fetal
alcohol - hermaphrodites -
transgender prisoners — tele-pharma-
ceuticals) that no can really debate
and they win we have a problem.
What's wrong with just debating the
topic?

2. Will we continue to select
resolutions that require novice topic
limits?

Look at theresolutionsthat are offered for debate.
They are so broad and unfocused we have the weird
stuff coming out of thewoodwork. We arerequired to do
aforeign topic every third year. It hasbeen said that we
need these resolutions for the education of debaters.
What happens when we have no debaters to educate
because of the resolutions?

3. Will we continue to ignore the basics of de-
bate?

Paper is being wasted by not flowing a debate.
The first CX question isusualy, “Can | have a copy of
the first AC?" Then everything is off case arguments.
You can watch negative teams and about half the time
they don't even flow. What ever happened to listening
and flowing?

4. How fast will we let them go?

Right now we have asthmatic delivery, no eye con-
tact, nored analysisor explanation of the evidence. Speed
kills the activity and that is the reality of things. Any
speech that is given should be a speech to convince. If
we can't understand you and you don’'t explain how can
you convince anyone of anything or why should you
win?
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5. How many handbook companies are we going to sup-
port?

We have allowed the companies to run what we do and how
wedoit. How many handbooks doesyour team have? If wereally
debated the topic, how many would you really need?

6. WII we let college judges/debate camps select what will
happen in our activity?

These college students come in and tell the debaters thisis
how it isdone. The HS students come back and tell the othersand
we get what we have now. | used to take half of the season to un-
teach what some of my best debaters had been taught in camp.
Not all arethat way, but most are.

7. WII we, as coaches/judges, take the stand and stop what
is destroying policy debate?

So, now the question iswhat dowe do? It'ssimple; wedo a
switch in paradigms. Webecomeinterventionist if wehaveto. As
one popular commercia has put it, “Just say NO!” Say no to the
speed, spread, weird arguments, everything off case, the exchange
of the first AC, we stop the things that are destroying policy de-
bate. It isalso called judge adaptation.

Let's return debate back to what it should be, the clash of
opinion that cals for the attempt to convince. No matter what
anyone says, it is a communication activity. It always has been
and always will be acommunication activity. It isnot just issues
and evidence. It is what you say, how you say it, and how you
explainit.

Policy debateisworthwhile or some of us have wasted most
of our adult lives teaching, coaching, and judging this activity. |
don’'t want to seeit die because it has aplace in education aslong
asit can educate. Right now, there's not much education.

| have left out one other important factor. Itisnot definable,
you can't quantify it, but with the kids and some coaches it is
there. | call it thefun factor. Twobasicrulesin all of my years of
coaching:

1. Did you learn anything?

2. Didyou havefun?

For many of the studentsit isn’t fun anymore. For coaches,
like myself, itisn’t fun anymore. If somethingisn’t fun or you're
not learning, why do it? Thisisone big reason why many coaches
and students are no longer doing Policy Debate.

So, itisnow into the laps of all coaches and judges. Do we
savetheactivity or doweletit die? Your choice, your decision, but
it needsto be made now or it will betoo late. Don't try and justify
the education of all the speed, spread, critiques, off case, theory,
and thelist could go on and on. The bottom line, do you want the
activity to survive? If so, do something about it, if not, just keep
going the way you are going and shortly it will be gone. My vote
is to change and save the activity. What's yours?

(Paul Harens, has coached forensics for 29 years. Heisatriple
diamond coach. Paul has qualified students to the National Tour-
nament several times in various events. He's a dinosaur.)



