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"On the Brink of Being Elite...Or Obsolete?"

By Rami Hernandez

While talking to one of my extempers
the other day, I made the following com-
ment: “Just bring your laptop into the prep
room, and you’ll have all of the evidence
that you need at your disposal.” The stu-
dent promptly reminded me that laptops and
other electronic devices are prohibited in
the extemp prep room.

Technology seems to be a point of
great controversy in the debate community.
Rich Edwards article in the December issue
of The Rostrum brought up several great
points about how computers will not de-
stroy policy debate. Now we must ask our-
selves which direction we are heading in
as a community in regards to the issue of
technology. Our school recently hired a
Director of Educational Technology who
told us at a faculty meeting earlier this
school year, “ We have to make a decision.
Does Loyola wish to be on the cutting edge
of knowledge or do we wish risking becom-
ing an irrelevant school?”” The same ques-
tion applies to the debate community. Re-
gardless of anyone’s personal convictions,
we live in a digital age. An age where WHAT
we know is not as important as WHEN we
know. We can no longer hang onto the be-
lief that forensics is purely a live-audience
public speaking activity. The dynamics of
our world are changing rapidly, and as edu-
cators we have a responsibility to help
shape this future. The answer to the ques-
tion I posed earlier is that we must embrace
new technologies and work to implement
them into the speech and debate commu-
nity. Otherwise, we risk becoming irrelevant
to today’s youth. I will focus on three sug-
gestions we as a community should imple-
ment. First, we must allow laptops and live
connections to the Internet to in all events.
Second, we should create a technology vi-
sion and plan for how we are to incorpo-
rate technology and its usage at tourna-
ments. Finally, we should start moving to

virtual or hybrid (part virtual/part live) tour-
naments.

#1—Laptops and Internet for All

The argument that laptops create
unfair competition in debate rounds is not
only false, but dangerous. Case in point:
In a recent article on cnn.com, it was re-
ported that 3% world countries are purchas-
ing $100.00 laptops for their students in
school. These students are expected to
become proficient in using their comput-
ers. Do we want our students to be less
technically proficient than people in 3%
world countries? Well, that is what regula-
tions against the use of laptops create.
Educators in the debate community
haven’t figured out what leaders of 3% world
countries already have: Understanding and
using technology is a vital part of the edu-
cation of today’s young person.

By banning laptops and the Internet
at forensics events, we are sending a sig-
nal that technology is evil and unneces-
sary to be successful. Think about what
the ramifications of this are. We are telling
our students that you can make it without
needing today’s relevant research skills—
the ability to use technology to find what
you need when you need it. The reality is
quite different. While previous generations
could rely on the absence of these skills,
the current ones cannot. Both the world of
business and education are demanding
employees who understand how to use
technology effectively. Our students could
potentially find themselves at a disadvan-
tage to their fellow students when they get
into what is becoming a global job market.
Is this the legacy we want to leave as an
activity? Do we want to become the last
vestige of the pre-technological age? Do
want to be looked down upon by our fel-
low educators and the rest of the world as
a “joke of an activity” that significant lim-
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its our students’ growth?

Laptops are part of world and they
are here to stay. Now is the time for us to
embrace their use in all facets of our activ-
ity. I believe the real reason that many
coaches in the activity want to ban their
usage is because they are either afraid of
technology, do not know how to use com-
puters, or both. I applaud the NFL’s test
year on the use of laptops, but we need to
go further. We should allow students to
use them and connect to the Internet in all
debate events and in Extemp. Dr. Edwards’
did an excellent job in his article of point-
ing out why laptops are a great leveler in
Policy Debate, and it would be no different
in L/D, Public Forum, and Extemp. We live
in an age where information is available
quickly and equally for everyone. Respon-
sible use of this information is perhaps the
most important thing we can stress to our
students.

Imagine an extemper who has all of
his or her information on a laptop. This
would do away with having to create and
move files around. Also, imagine if this
student were able to access the latest in-
formation on the web on a particular topic.
That is the way the real world operates.
When giving a presentation, one is ex-
pected to give the most current and up to
date information. We teach the opposite
of'this. How often do we listen to extempers
who give us false or incorrect information?
What is the educational value of that?
Moreover, having access to the Internet
during prep time would eliminate the dis-
parity that larger teams have over smaller
ones, thus evening the playing field. News
would be available to all. Some say this
creates lazy extempers, but the reality is that
great evidence files cannot make up for ig-
norance of a topic. The most successful
extempers will still be the ones who follow
the news and create files on topics as well
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as outline potential topic areas. Also, 30
minutes goes by very quickly and it is
hardly enough time to become competent
in a topic. Pre-tournament preparation
would still be a must for Extemp.

In debate, access to the Internet
would allow students to immediately an-
swer claims that they know to be false or
suspect. Rather than living in a fantasy
world, students would be able to check
what is happening in the real world at this
moment and seek the truth of any given
situation. One of the chief criticisms of
debate is that it has little application to what
is going on in the real world (i.e. nuclear
war scenarios and normative thinking).
Well if you have that problem, allow stu-
dents to access information in a moment’s
notice to counter those claims. Some would
say that the information found on the
Internet is suspect, but rather than embrace
the fact that it is our duty to educate stu-
dents on assessing the reliability and va-
lidity of sources we put blinders on and
allow this issue to go unresolved. What
better way, then, to teach students these
skills than within the context of debate
rounds?

The reality is that technology is now
being incorporated into all facets of the
workforce. Now is the time for the debate
community to respond to this by embrac-
ing technology and creating a plan for its
usage at tournaments. Ignoring the prob-
lem and hoping that it goes away is not the
solution.

#2—Let There Be a Technology Plan

So, what can we do to make technol-
ogy a viable part of the debate world? First,
we need to make sure that every student in
this activity has access to a laptop at de-
bate tournaments. The NFL and state or-
ganizations should start creating programs
that allow disadvantaged students the op-
portunity to receive a free laptop or one at
a significantly reduced rate. Students who
receive these laptops should be trained in
their usage both in and out of debate
rounds. Workshops should also be held
for coaches on how to incorporate this tech-
nology in their lesson plans and in the train-
ing of their students. The money is out

there. We need someone who has the back-
ground in fundraising and in speech and
debate to spearhead a project like this one.
If third-world leaders can do it, then so can
we. This would put as at the forefront of
secondary education....Does it put you at
the forefront or just allow you to catch up
with the rest of secondary
education?...Perhaps it puts you in the po-
sition to lead? We could become leaders in
the use of technology in education. That
would translate to more support and par-
ticipation in our activity.

Second, we need to ensure that stu-
dents at tournaments have free wireless
access to the Internet at tournaments.
When I go on a college campus today, |
expect to be able to connect to the Web. If
our activity is truly college preparatory,
then our students should expect the same.
Students should be clearly told of the regu-
lations of web usage and the penalties for
violating these rules.

Third, every team, organization, and
tournament should have its own website.
Part of the training we could do as a com-
munity is in team website development.
The web is how people connect is this day
and age, and we should encourage its us-
age for such things as announcements, re-
sults, and discussion. After all, we are
supposed to be the best communicators on
any given campus.

Fourth, we need to explore ways of
using technology to bridge the gap that
exists in this activity. The vast majority of
teams lack the resources or the time to travel
nationally. This leads me to the final point
I'will discuss: The Creation of Virtual De-
bate Tournaments.

#3—Enter the Matrix
Very few things in my life have forced
me to grow up than debating on the na-
tional circuit. Idid not get this opportunity
until I got into college. It truly was an eye-
opener on where I stood both intellectu-
ally and competitively to other students
across the country. It is also extremely ex-
pensive. Most nationally competitive
teams spend over $40,000-$50,000 a year.
We are an activity of “haves” and “have-
’s.” So, how do we close this gap? How
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can we allow competitors from different
parts of the country compete against each
other?

The solution is the creation of virtual
debate tournaments. Right now, this might
be a cumbersome undertaking, but then
again our students are already facile with
using free products such as iChatAV for
the purpose of videoconferencing, so per-
haps it is only us that need to embrace what
is already available to make this happen.
Even if not everyone has the resources or
the technology to make this happen yet, it
is something we should begin exploring and
implementing as soon as possible. If we do
it might look something like this:

Envision debaters in classrooms at
their schools with a table or desks adjacent
to a blank wall. On the wall there would be
a projection of their opponents whose
desks would be set up in the same way on
their end. A debate judge would view this
round either from one of the rooms or even
in the comfort of his or her own home. Evi-
dence would be transmitted electronically
from one computer to another. Decisions
would be electronically transmitted to the
tournament tab room.

This is a future for debate that is just
around the corner. Yet, this model is not
necessarily the only one. There is also the
possibility of having hybrid tournaments
where some students would show up at the
school and some would debate via
cyberspace. The point is there is an oppor-
tunity to make debate something that is
more readily available to the masses as
opposed to an elite few—the few who can
afford it.

All debaters would now be able to
compete on the national circuit. No one
can make the claim anymore that debate
travel is too expensive or time consuming.
This would not completely eliminate travel
tournaments, but it would allow for more
flexibility with scheduling. Students would
miss less class, and they would still have
opportunities for interaction with others
students. As a coach, I would have a hy-
brid schedule where we would travel to
some tournaments and go virtual with a few
others. It would help with the burn-out a
lot of us have to go through as coaches if
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we had the ability to create a lighter travel
schedule. It would also encourage many
coaches to take the level of their team’s
competition to the next level. Right now,
this may seem like a fantasy, but the speed
of our technological breakthroughs makes
this a distinct possibility within the next
decade.

Conclusion

The world of debate has been a gate-
way for many of us to better and brighter
futures. We must seriously evaluate where

we are headed as a community in terms of
technology. In this age of MySpace, iPods,
and on-demand entertainment, we need to
create a plan for the next generation of de-
baters. If we fall behind on this, we risk
becoming irrelevant and could even be sup-
planted by other activities our students
choose to undertake. Often as a debate
community, we are not open to growth and
its possibilities. This is one of those criti-
cal times when we cannot fall asleep at the
switch. I am a mere amateur in the world of
technology. However, even I can see where

we are headed and what we need to do. Let
us collaborate and work together to make
this possible. We may not be around for
the future, but we certainly have the op-
portunity to influence what it will be like.

(Rami Hernandez is an English Teacher and
the Director of Forensics at Loyola High
School of Los Angeles. He is also currently
a graduate student at Loyola Marymount
University’s School of Education. He
would like to thank Dr. Philip Molebash who
assisted him with the writing of this article.)
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Become part of the NFL Alumni Central Database. Alumni who register will
enjoy the complementary Alumni Newsletter with updates of various NFL
activities, and opportunities to reconnect with fellow Alumni.

Visit the NFL Website at www.nflonline.org, Alumni Newsletter Page or
contact Heidi Christensen, Alumni Coordinator at
hschristensen@centurytel.net or call us at (920) 748-6206. We look
forward to hearing from you!
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