| was ambushed during round four of the 2002
College National Debate Tournament. | traveled to the
NDT with theteam from Dartmouth oneday after | mailed
admission decisionsfor thecomingyear. Inall, it seemed
like a perfect timeto visit Missouri. | was comfortably
lounging at the end of ahall, checking my email, when |
saw Melissa Wade approaching. She had alook in her
eye similar to the one you see when somebody is about
to hand you a ballot for a round you are not scheduled
tojudge. | knew the verdict before the jury was seated.

...YOU can write the history of de-
bate in any manner that you
choose. It Is your activity to control.

It is your activity to reinvent.

Everything is sort of blur from that point, and I'm not
sureif | actually agreed to give this speech, or if | just
surrendered. In what could only be described as an
epiphany, | suddenly understood why Barkley Forum
Luncheon speakers typically begin this speech by tell-
ing their story about being asked to give it, and we will
get to that later.

| asked my wife Lori what she thought | should
talk about. Her immediate suggestion was that | get a
copy of the round five pairings from Bill Newnam and
read them aloud. That way, she said, | would always be
able to say that | had the audience’s full attention, and
that everyone took notes.

After | |eft debate to become an admission direc-
tor, | thought about what | might take from my experi-
ences to share with you and the world. To that end, |
pondered the authorship of several travel books. Work-
ing titles included, A Restroom Cleanliness Guide to
McDonald's Restaurants of North America, Where The
Sreets Have One Name: (subtitled) Navigating Streets
Named Peachtree in Atlanta, Georgia, Airline Bistro
Meals: (subtitled) A Sack Lunch by Another Name, and
The Underground Guide to Buying Beer in Atlanta,
Georgia on a Sunday Night. | also considered a series
of books on traveling with young people. The many
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possibletitlesincluded, If You Knock and they ask “ Who
IsIt?” They're Guilty and Intimidating Adolescentswith
Music Trivia fromthe 60's and 70's.

My life has changed alot in the past three years. |
miss al of you, but | do not miss the grind. In truth, |
havefound that there areafew similaritiesbetween coach-
ing debate and directing admission. | used to argue with
debaters about decisionsthat | made. Now | argue with
parents about decisions that | made. Arguing with de-
baterswas much more challenging. When parentsarrive
for the debate, they don’'t even know
the debate topic, though they usually
think they do. They arealso unaware
of the time limits and order of
speeches. Asaresult, they drop lots
of arguments in rebuttal. The other
team has no cards on any of my argu-
ments, andinfact | amtheonly onein
the debate who is allowed to use evi-
dence. It helps, of course, that whilel
am a participant in the debate, | also
serve as the judge. | also get to de-
cide when the debate is over.

It is not possible to share with
you a perspective on this activity that
is not taken from my experience. My
experiences in debate were deeply
personal, and perhaps of no real value to you. What |
might do however is speak briefly about a broader set of
dreams, about thethingsthat | believeremainto be done,
things | wish | had done, the enormous potential of the
activity, and ask those who remain as active coaches to
ponder the worth of those idesas.

During the twenty years of my coaching career,
there were always those who believed that debate was
near death. The imminent demise of the activity has
always been a hot topic among the coaches and |eader-
ship of the activity. Thefact that it did and has survived,
does not mean that there are no issues to be addressed,
but it does speak to the resilience of what isinherently a
very good idea. The other night | was watching the
excellent Ron Howard film, Apollo 13. Soon after the
explosion that crippled the spacecraft, the flight opera-
tions officer was fielding dozens of reports about the
various problems created by the explosion. The loss of
the ship and the lives of the crew seemed imminent. At
one point the flight director cuts off the conversation
and asks, “What do we have on the spacecraft that's
good?’ Perhaps we should ask the same question. Per-
haps we should look at the activity from the perspective
of its inherent strengths, and build on those strengths.
An inventory of what is good can give us valuable per-



spective to assess what is potentially broken and it seemsto meto
be a good place to start the discussion.

Debateisareally good idea. It enhances and compliments
many other areas of academic expression. Theresilience of debate,
| believe, can be easily traced to this simple concept. While the
epitaph of debate has been written a thousand times, and in spite
of everything that is or may be wrong with the activity, it survives
becauseitisavery good idea. Competitive magic drives students
to explore ideas in ways that would never happen in an ordinary
academic setting. | have said before that debate might best be
described asfull-contact socia studies, and | still believeit. There
are elements of academic magic that you observe every year when
askinny little kid suddenly getsit. Magic expressed on the face of
that same kid coming back up the ide after receiving the first tro-
phy of acareer. The paradigm of learning startsto change. Grades
start toimprove. You can't get rid of that skinny littlekid. Skinny
littlekid isconstantly interrupting you in your office or your class-
room. Skinny littlekid won’t go home.

| remember a conversation | had many years ago with the
parent of a St. Mark’s 8" grader. The parent was angry with me
after finding her son on the floor of his closet, well after bed time,
with aflashlight, cutting cardsfor my 8" grade debate class. “What
areyou doing to these children?’ Shedemanded. | wastemptedto
ask her if there were other activities shewould prefer her sonto be
doing on the floor of his closet. That skinny little kid became a
Barkely Forum champion, and he still interrupts me on the phone
and in person, he's still skinny and | can still see the magic on his
face.

What do we have on this spacecraft that's good? We have
an amazingly magical educational tool. Itisatool that transforms
lives. Itisan activity that has provenitsresilience over time. Itis
an organizing principal around which scholars gather, learn from
each other, compete, and achieve.

And yet, there are as always challenges to be addressed. In
an activity that isinherently competitiveand controversia, it seems
to me that we spend more of our time assigning blame than we do
solving problems. Once blameisour focus, solutionslanguish. |If
we believe that debate is troubled, then our attention should be
focused on waysto make agood idea even better. That debate has
survived many predictions of demise does not mean that it will
continue to do so. From adistance, it also occurs to me that you
have enormous power over the future of thisactivity. Thoseinthis
room can control the future direction of the activity.

You can write the history of debate in any manner that you
choose. Itisyour activity to control. Itisyour activity to reinvent.
It someti mes resembl es an organism without animmune system. 1t
often seems incapable of detecting dangerous or destructive or-
ganismsthat may infect it. It isby nature vulnerable to those who
may have poor ideas or personal agendas. Judgments are difficult
to make because silencing avoiceisand should be contrary to the
organizing principals of the activity. Thistoo, is something good.
This apparent weakness is ultimately an inherent strength.

Historically, the response to controversial trends and prac-
tices has been to add voices rather than silence views. Itisa
tendency (however noble the intent) noticed at the high school
and collegelevel. Like afighting church congregation, wefind it
easier to splinter into competing camps than to resolve our ideo-
logical differences. While it would be better if those differences
could be resolved, the tendency to splitisnot my concern. Itisthe
separation and ideological conflict that ensues that | believe fur-

ther complicates the language of the activity, divides his patrons,
confuses its supporters and dilutes the accomplishments of its
participants. We don’t al have to agree about the best way to
debate, to agree that debate itself, in all itsforms, is good.

By my count, there are currently eight national champion-
ship trophies on which the word “debate” appears, and we are
about to add a 9". The justifications for these new events are
amost always related to a notion of how to improve the activity
that is at odds with some aspect of current practice. The recent
article in the Rostrum defending the newest debate event com-
plained of the inability of Policy and Lincoln-Douglas debate to
appeal to a mass audience—a concern | share. Of course, thisis
the same complaint that prompted the creation of Lincoln-Douglas
debate. Specialization, activity specific vocabulary, bazaar speak-
ing styles, and cult-like behavior are all thingsthat tend to separate
debate from common understanding.

In many ways, debate is a secret society. It is cloaked in
language and behavior foreign to much of the academic world, and
themost of society. Itis, and hasawaysbeen my greatest criticism
of debate that we speak a language understood only by us. We
make only token attemptsto explain to therest of theworld what it
iswe do, and why it matters. It ismore than alittleironic that the
greatest controversy surrounding thistournament isthat, towiniit,
the participants in the final tutorial must actually communicate
their ideas in common language.

As with many other issues, there are those who seek to
define differences in absolute terms.  You are either pro or anti
Kritik, you areeither pro or anti rapid speech. | donot wishtoalign
with any absolutist philosophical view. | simply want to see the
activity make a greater effort to improve its communication with
theworld. It seemsto methat this good ideamay be better served
if more people understand it. To do that, we must first appreciate
our own diversity, our own voices.

Perhaps surprisingly, | support new and different kinds of
debate. What | oppose is the competition and zero sum assump-
tions of those voices. If somebody has a better idea about how to
advance the broader goals of the activity, | wishthemwell. One of
our great strengths is our inclusiveness; one of our greatest faults
is our philosophical and pedagogical possessiveness. As a cross
examination debate coach for twenty years, | took my fair share of
shots at aternative formats. What | more clearly see now is that
the united voice of coaches, extolling the virtues of all types of
debate, is critical to a broader acceptance and understanding of
our magic.

Debateisgoodinall itsforms. My dream of amore appreci-
ated and worldly understood activity is enhanced by the emerging
voicesin debate. If new events attract new participants, and even
partially bridge the understanding gap, then those experimentswill
have been asuccess. If they fail, that failure should not prove that
one philosophical camp was right, and the other wrong. Coaches
agreeing to means that improve the global appreciation for this
activity within the format framework of existing events would be
even better. | can think of no good reason why debate in al its
forms should not be celebrated. | can think of no more noble goa
that to dedicate ourselves to the cause of improving the global
appreciation for the educational magic of debate.

| spent thefirst ten years of my coaching career working for
my own personal glory and seeking the approval of those | ad-
mired. | spent the second ten yearstrying to pay back part of what
| had taken. Part of my effort during the second half of my career



wasto find waysto help therest of theworld and your own schools
better understand and appreciate what you do. Even early in my
career, | think | intuitively knew that a broader appreciation of
debate would be a healthy thing. | remember my very first day on
thejobat St. Mark’s. It wasthefall of 1984. | went to themailroom
to make sure that my name was on a box—proving that | had
arrived. Asl explored the area, | noticed avery large sign posted
over the Xerox machine. It said, “ Debatersare not allowed to make
copies on this machine.” Clearly, efforts to improve the accep-
tance and appreciation for our activity must start at home. Many
may see those efforts as pandering to an ignorant public and invit-
ing potential criticism from uninformed bureaucrats. Atonetime, |
know | did. Andthat concernisprobably fair. Itis, however, arisk
verses reward question. While making effortsto better inform the
world about our magic may in fact bring unwanted criticism to the
workings of our secret society, there are rewards that must be
considered as well.

What could happen in a world where the world “ gets it?’
What could happen if everyone in this country truly appreciated
and understood the value of what you do? The impact that debate
could have would be enormous. We are uniquely qualified to
comment on the quality of public debate. If given the respect that
you truly deserve, it would be possible for those in this activity to
have amuch more significant voicein education and public policy.
Remembering and trusting awaysthat debateisareally good idea,
| think therisk might beworthiit.

| would loveto see Paul Newman and Alex Pritchard on CNN
assessing the evidence in the national debate concerning Irag.
Could you even begin to imagine the pure entertainment, much
less educational value of watching Newman and Pritchard system-
atically dismantle Bill O’ Riley on national television? Spin this,
Bill. That theimageisfunny provesthe point. We know, but too
much of the rest of the world doesn’t. Keeping this wonderful
activity to ourselves is silencing a voice. It silences ours. Our
disputes and internal conflicts focus our energy on ourselves,
when many others could benefit from the chorus of our united
voices.

Two yearsago, | went to alocal legal foundation with anidea
for a national written argument competition for high school stu-
dents. Within a month that foundation had committed over sev-
enty-thousand dollars to the contest. The idea was simple. De-
bate is good, and written arguments can be comprehended and
appreciated by a larger audience. There are other examples of
outreach that | support and applaud the Barbara Jordan debates,
the Urban Debate Leagues, Public Debate, Public Issue Forums,
and many others. More voices, more debate, more perspective,
more appreciation, more good. Not al of them will succeed, but
any of them could further the cause of creating abroader apprecia-
tion for the educational magic of debate. | want everyone to know
what we know, and | am willing to take risks to create broader
appreciation and respect. | believe that we need to do a better job
of speaking the language of the broader society. We need to make
debate matter more, by helping people understand. We will never
accomplish that goal until we appreciate each other and the differ-
ent voices that we may represent.

| spent twenty yearsof my life coaching debate. If the broader
society could have the perspective provided by asingleyear of my
experience, then the people in this room would be the most re-
spected and appreciated educators in the nation. Pleasetry to see
yourselves as colleges in a broader educational mission. Debate

coaches have two speeds; aseep and full throttle. They are caf-
feine propelled creatures who usually don’t have enough time to
worry about whether or not anyone appreciates what they do.
WEell | do appreciate you. | do understand the magic that you
create. What | want isfor othersto understand it too. To that end,
| challenge you to appreciate each other in all thewaysand with all
the voices that you make debate good.

Meélissa schedules this speech annually so that one of us
can offer areport from outside of the secret society. Itisadispatch
from another world, from someone who can offer the perspective
of anew perspective. | now understand that closurefor the speaker’s
career isalso one of her goals, and | am truly grateful to her more
for the therapeutic value of writing this speech than for the oppor-
tunity to give it. For meit is avery persona opportunity to say
good-bye and hello. To tell you that from my new perspective, |
believe our differences aretrivial when compared to our potential.
That epiphany hit mein ahallway onacold March day in Missouri,
and T. S. Eliot captured the notion of how | feel at this moment
much more clearly than | ever could.

Hesaid,

We shall not cease from exploration,

And the end of all our exploring

WII be to arrive from where we started

And know the place for the first time.

Melissa, thank you. It's good to be home.

(David Baker was Palicy
Debate Coach at the S.
Mark's School of Texas.
Histeamwon nationalsin
debate in 1990 and was
runner-up in 1987 and
1992. This speech was de-
livered at the Barkley Fo-
rum Key Coach Luncheon
at Emory University in
January.)




