MEETING MIDDLE SCHOOL PHILOSOPHY WITH
A COMPETITIVE SPEECH PROGRAM

AgassizMiddleSchool isasixth and
seventh grade building. It is broken into
teams or houses. As abuilding, we stress
our desire to try to achieve the objectives
of amiddleschool and try to follow middle
school philosophy. Our competitive speech
program mesets severd gods of our school.

Goals

One of the gods of our schooal isto
have 100% of our students involved in an
activity outside of the dassroom. Because
speech is different than ahletics, our ad-
mini stration saw aneed that we could meet
through a competitive speech program.

In addition, another gadl of themidd e
school is towork for positive sdf-esteem.
Thetournamentswe atend awvard many rib-
bonsor certificates, usudly at |east half of
the contestants in each category receive
awards. In addition, the tournaments we
atend are usudly quite generous in terms
of actud trophy place avards aswell. Itis
rarefor my studentsto attend atournament
without most receiving something tangible
to take home We are also members of the
Nationd Junior Forensi ¢ League. This mem-
bership rewards students simply for being
brave enough to try a speaking activity. If
they atend they receivepoints. If they vol-
unteer for speaking in the school or com-
munity, they receivepoints. If they present
ordly in dass, they recave points. All of
these points add up to increased degrees
for the student. They are onthesamelevel
playing fidd nomater theleve of thenatu-
rd tdent. They can see their points accu-
mulating and they fed good aboutthis. This
meets the god of positively building sdf-
esteem in students.

We aso meet the school and district
god for increasing communication skills.
Thisis an important god of our Reading
and Writing Across the Curri cul um commit-
tee. Our school has seen an increase in
student interest in communication activities
since our program was established.

Because as aprogram we havefound
oursdves rooted in theoverdl goals of the
school, we have garnered the support of
our teechers, our adminidration, and our
district to establish and maintain a speech
program separatefrom theleve s aboveus.
We have cometo beknown as anindividud
programinour stete.
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Beginnings

For most of the speech season, we
exist as a separae speech team. We prac-
ticeeach day and work together much asa
high school speech team does with a few
exceptions. | begin the season with an open
invitation for sixth and seventh grade stu-
dents to atend a speech workshop held a
North Dakota State University. The stu-
dents missaday of school to experiencean
expl anation of speech events. | ask thestu-
dents to commit to atending a lesst one
tournament if they atend the N DSU work-
shop. They don’t have to spesk, but ther
atendance usudly results in them signing
up for the next tournament as a spesker!
When | actually start the practice season, |

We ar e also members
of the National Junior
Forensic League. This
member ship rewards
studentssimply for be-
ingbraveenoughtotry

a speaking activity.

usualy conduct several meetings of group
instruction regarding the basics of speech.
Thenext step isto schedul e before and af-
ter school practice groups of three or four
students to “try out” pieces. The students
critiqueeach other in additionto my evdu-
aions. Thishdpsthem focuson each oth-
ers’ performance, and they learn alot inthe
process. Fndly, | movetoindividud 1520
minutepracticeslots. They may still come
and observe others, but they only are re-
quired to atend practice during their indi-
vidud “lesson” time.
Tournaments

The first tournament we dtend, we
do not enter as compsdtitors. | put an early
tournament on the schedul e so students can
cometoatournament and experienceitwith-
out worrying about spesking aswdl. When
| do this | “attach” each student to a high
school student who is competing. The
middle school student follows the high
school student’s schedule to get afed for
what itislike to do speechin competition.
Thisreally cutsdown on the anxiety & the
first tournament in which we compete!

We register for tournaments as
AgassizMiddleSchool. Someof thejunior
highand middle school programsinour state
register as part of the high school teams.
Others regi ster asthemsd ves, but ared early
a feeder program to the high school pro-
gram. Still others only compete for afew
weeks to givethejunior high/middle school
students ataste of the competitive speech
world. We compete the entire season as
Agassiz. Only a tournament which arelim-
ited to high school registrations do weinte-
graeinto thehigh school team’s open slots.

Beng amiddle school teecher, | am
excited about the increase in programs at
this leve. | think that the Nationa Junior
Forensic League has made an impact on
schools in our area beginning junior high/
middle school programs. The NJFL pro-
vides a method of rewarding students for
hard work who might not dways be the
“winners.” It is a great organization for
middle schools and junior high schools to
join.

(Gayle Ista Hyde is a middle school
teacher and NJFL coach at Agassiz
Middle School, Fargo (ND) HS).



FORENSIC MENTORING INA RURAL SCHOOL DISTRICT

Richland #44 i saconsolidated school
district. The high school and the d emen-
tary school are in separate communities
seven miles gpart. There is constant con-
cern that the ransition from sixth gradein
thedementary school to theseventh grade
in the high school is too foreign and trau-
maticfor the students. Our administrators
are dways looking for ways to make that
move easier for students. Consequently,
when the speech department suggested that
aspeech season for sixth graders be estab-
lished and that the high school spesch team
bethe sixth grade coaches, theadministra
tion saw and opportunity to hep students
becomefamiliar with theenvironment they
would be coming toin ayear. Thereason
that the speech department had suggested
thisactivity was that it seemed like agood
ideatobeginearlierto buldaprogram. Sev-
enth and eighth graders had been able to
competewiththeupperc assmen. However,
few of them ever sought tha opportunity.
It seemed as though it took a couple of
years for a student to decide what foren-
sics was and whether he/she would like to
try it. Thus, theplans werelaid. 1 wasthe
only forensics coach in the system; there
was no possibleway that | could add to my
existing load. | talked to theveteran speech
students and proposed that they coach the
sixth graders who would be interested in
speech. The older studentsloved theidea

The process we began then is basi-
cdly thesame aswe usetoday. InJanuary,
| goto thed ementary school, amed with a
| etter to theparents, to ta k to the sixth grad-
ers about being in speech. One or two se-
niorsgo with me. Weexplainwhat speech
isand whet acommitment ontheir part would
involve. They are each given the letter to
take hometo their parents. On the bottom
of the letter is a peforated detachment,
which they areto return, signed by a par-
ent, if the student wants to participate.
Twice each week, each student rides the
shuttle bus to the high school to practice
Students are met a the door by a high
school speech team member who will hdp
coach the practice session for that date.
Most senior high speech team members
work onenight awesk from 3:30-5:00 p.m.
Hence, each sixth grader is being coached
by two diff erent senior high students, with
whom s/hebecomes better acquainted. At
thefirst practice session, dl of thedxthgrad-
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ers, junior high speech team members, and
senior high speech team members meet to-
gether. We call this meeting our “work
night.” Thestudents choose categories and
selections. The sixth graders watch the
older students practice their speeches, and
the older students help the younger ones
make choi ces asto what category they will
compete inand ether helpthem start writ-
ing or help them choose selections for
interp. Thenight culminatesin pizzaand a
littlesocidizing. Itisagoodway to get the
sixth through e ght graders comfortablewith
theolder kids.

After practicing and preparing for
competition, the day findly arrives when
thefirst junior hightournament ished. The
“coaches’ are enlisted to goto the tourna-
ment &s judges. They arethen present to
help junior highers read schedules, find
rooms, and cam nerves. Both groups!ook
forward to this day for which they have been
preparing for nearly six weeks. We com-
pete at five designaed junior high meets;
then the junior high season is over. Sev-
enth and eighth graders may continue to
compete with thesenior high team.

The benefits of this mentoring pro-
gram have been multiple. The administra-
tion has achieved for severd students the
god of smoothing the transition from d-
ementary to secondary levels. The sixth
graders come to seventh grade already fa
miliar with the building, withthe upperd ass-
men and with some of the teachers. The
speech department has accomplished what
it wanted dso. The students are learning
thebasic skillsearlier so that in senior high,
they can concentrate on nuances. The size
of the program at Richland has more than
doubled, and this year; the school board
hired an assistant coach. These benefits
were dl anticipated. Thefinest benefitsare
thosetha werenot necessarily anticipated.
For exampl e, thesenior high students have
been able to hone ther skills because by
watching and teaching the younger ones,
eech student more dearly identifieswhere
s/heiswesk and what her/his strengthsare.
The younger students emulae the senior
highers. They are more willing to change
and work a skills that senior high school
students point out to them. The bond be-
tween ol der and younger become so strong
that team cohesiveness develops. The

school has boasted an NFL chapter since
1991. Many senior high students get in-
volved in the mentoring program for the
judging points, but they stay with the pro-
gram for the personal gan. The younger
students are motivated to become NJFL
membersin order to emul atetheir coaches.
This past year, we added 26 new members
and degreesto our NFL chapter, and 28 new
members and degreesto our NJFL chapter.
The mentoring has resulted in more good
things than any of us had ever imagined.

(Jean Hoerer is an NJFL coach at
Richland #44 Consolidated School
District, Colfax (ND).



THE SOCIALIZATION BENEFITSOF FORENSICS

There are few who disputetheclam
that students tend to dobetter in their dass-
room work if they participate in speech or
debate activities. When looking & out-
comes represented by theacquisition of en-
hanced research, writing, presentation, lis-
tening, and eva uation skills, most students
meet or exceed the expectations of ther
classroom teachers. When exploring the
socid side of competitive forensics, there
are additiond benefitsfor students who get
involved & themiddleor junior highlevd.
Whiletheremay be morethan thefour | list
here, | contend tha the socid benefits de-
rived from incdude: improved atention to
personal gppear ance and hygiene, the em-
powerment of students to spesk out, im-
proved behavior as an observer, and en-
hanced respect and collegiality toward
adults. These benefits are the focus of this
essay.

Appearance

Most middleand juniar high students
are concerned about how they look. Their
bodies and voices are changing and many
are sdf-conscious about what others think
of these changes. In the school setting,
they are exposed to ther cassmates every
day. Unfortunately, as far as socidization
goes, many times students are stereotyped
or categorized by ther tastes, activities, and
behavior. Once they have been so placed
by their dassmates, itis difficult for them to
reversetheplacement and they may experi-
ence frustration or dienation. One of the
benefits of interscholastic forensics for
thesestudentsistheabilityto “restart” their
soci dizationwithin agroup of studentswho
have similar interests. At a speech tourna
ment, students areencouraged todressina
way that is more formd than their normal
school etire. Most coaches are avare of
the research tha suggests that when stu-
dents placemore attention to how they gp-
pear to the critics, their scores tend to be
better and they placehigher in the competi-
tion. Inaddition, inthemoreforma foren-
sic environment, itiseasier for an adult to
encour age studentsto keep their hair away
from their expressiveeye brows or to avoid
wearing jewelry tha might become a dis-
traction from what they are trying to say.
As the students begin to pay atention to
what they wear and how they look at tour-
naments, they cometo redize it may dso
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make adifference intheir classrooms. Be-
causether d assmates are not aware of what
has transpired a thetournament, middleand
junior high forensic students may be able
to make changes in their own appearance
that enhances how they think of themsd ves
and the way they interact with others.
Empower ment

In many d assrooms, communi cation
activities arefairly informd. Studentsare
encouraged to speak dearly and avoid | os-
ing ther focus in the face of possible dis-
tractions. However, thefact that d assméates
know eech other quitewd | makesitdifficult
for astudent to take on a persona or spesk
with authority. Without askilled teecher to
control the interaction, the shy students
simply fal back to the stereotypesthat have
been imposed on them and choose not to
confront the assessments of their class-
mates. In competitive forensics, students
rarely competeagai nst astudent from their
own schools. Asaresult, whenthey arein
around of competition, they can bewhom-
ever they want tobe. Thisfreedom to spesk,
withaout fear of interruption or negativejudg-
ment from peers, becomes an empowering
dimension for their socialization. Students
who woul d otherwi sebe shy find their voice
through competition. In turn, theskillsthey
acquire through competition can enhance
their presentations in dass and help them
to build ther self-confidence to the point
where they can confront the stereotypes or
hold their classmates may have on them.

Observation

Learning to be a good observer at
forensi ctournamentsis another socidizing
benefit for some younger students. Our
society is very visudly-oriented. Young
peoplewatch thetel evision morethan ever
before. Through cable access in their
homes, students can go to the movies, op-
era, symphony, super bowl s athl etic events,
and concerts. One effect of thisaccessisa
| ess-attentive, |ess-formd climatefor obser-
vation behavior. A student can ea, slep,
tak, read, or play games while watching
something ontdevision. Without an envi-
ronment where students must beactive par-
ticipants as a listener, they never learn to
focus on the spoken word. Forensics pro-
vides such afocusing environment. This
was brought d oseto homewhen one of my
younger students, unbeknownst to me,

stopped by the snack bar on his way to a
round to observe ateammate. Onceinthe
room, he proceeded to open his soda can
and ter intoacandy bar. Fortunady, the
critic in the room instructed him to refrain
whilestudentswere speaking. It didn’t take
long for hismore experienced teammatesto
explan why this behavior was distracting
and he learned not demonstrate observer
behavior that was more gppropriae to an
ahletic event.
Respect

Finally, students learn respect for
adultsthrough forensics. Initidly, younger
studentsdon’t really know how to commu-
nicate with adults who serve &s critics.
These students often disclosefar too much
information or remain self-conscious
around judges or coaches from other
schools. As time passes, and these stu-
dents become more awar etha coaches from
other schools are often judges, they asso-
ciae these coaches with the students they
are meeting from the other schools. Asstu-
dents tak about ther coaches, their new
friends learn to be more comfortable and
communicate on a level tha is respectful
and courteous. Another dimension of this
respect comes from the ballots written by
theadultswho serveasjudges. If thecom-
ments written by the critics are positive,
studentslearn that their personal effortsare
acknowledged and rewarded. If thecritics
provide suggestions for improvement, the
students learn tha they are worth hdping.
The respect that comes from this interac-
tion enhances the student's sd f-esteem.

The socidization of students is an
important dimension of devel opment that
results through participation in interscho-
| astic forensi c competition. Whilethedass-
room environment is an excdlent place to
introduce students to the importance of
commurni cetioninour world, thetournament
setting can provide benefits ranging from
increased attention to gppearance and hy-
giene to respect for adults. Asthe NJFL
moves forward with itsprograms for middle
and junior high school students, it will be
useful to consider the wide range of ben-
efitsto begained by theyoung peoplewho
are dlowed to participae.

(Dr. Robert S Littlefidd isa member of
the NJFL National Committee).



