
IS THERE REALLY ANY DIFFERENCE OR IS IT OUR
IMAGINATION
by Aaron Timmons

In the last fifteen years,
Lincoln Douglas Debate has ex-
ploded on the forensic scene
allowing programs which had
deemphasized policy debate an
alternative avenue of compe-
tition.  Increasing partici-
pation in L/D has made it the
largest event at most
invitationals.  But alas,
things might not be as good
as they seem.  Before embark-
ing upon issues which some
might view as blasphemous,
allow me to make two points.
First, when done well, Lin-
coln-Douglas Debate is excel-
lent.  L/D makes the speaker
synthesize a variety of in-
formation in an effort to
present it in a coherent and
persuasive package.  This ar-
ticle is in no way an attempt
to denigrate L/D  as an ac-
tivity.  It is an attempt to
critique current practices.
Secondly, my perspective in
writing this article comes
from having some success on
the regional, state, and na-
tional level and my self-pro-
claimed title as "DEBATE
COACH."  This distinction is
important in that too many
times we tend to categorize
and draw artificial lines be-
tween policy people and L/D
people.  I coach DEBATE--pe-
riod.  For years my debaters
have experienced success ar-
ticulating value and policy
issues in both L/D  and CX.
Too many of our peers sell
themselves short by refusing
to learn or to coach all types
of debate or, at least, to
respect the unique differences
of each.  It is inane to think
that we don't discuss value
implications to policy mak-
ing and just as ludicrous to
assume that we can discuss
values without considering
outcomes as well.  But that's
another article.  My growing
disfavor with L/D  is leveled

primarily to two factions--
the NFL and the "traditional
L/D  purists" (whatever that
means.).  This discontent was
fueled after the latest Ros-
trum and after viewing with
disdain and utter disbelief
the new rules which are both
paternalistic and random.
With these caveats in minds,
let's embark upon a discourse
of what currently constitutes
Lincoln-Douglas Debate.

The first problem is spe-
cific to the National Foren-
sic League National Tourna-
ment.  Artificial distinctions
and hierarchies are created
when the name of the events
are DEBATE for policy and L/D
for the Lincoln Douglas divi-
sion.  This seemingly minor
difference reinforces the con-
cept of L/D detractors and
labels the activity as dif-
ferent, less worthy, and ste-
reotypical of "Lesser debate"
and "Learning Disabled De-
bate".  These distinctions
concretize the beliefs of
those who espouse that L/D is
really just "dueling orato-
ries" where clash is not im-
portant and where the purpose
of policy debate is to talk
as fast as you can without
any logic or persuasion.  Ob-
viously, these criticisms fall
victim to the same logical
fallicies we teach our stu-
dents to look at and expose
in rounds.  The solution is
simple.  Change the name of
the event to Lincoln-Douglas
Debate and change policy to
Cross-Examination or Policy
Debate.  The act of just re-
ferring to Lincoln Douglas as
Debate is a step in the right
direction.

The second concern deals
with the lack of disclosure
of decisions after elimina-
tion rounds.  This problem is
endemic at both the NFL Na-
tional Tournament and many

(most) invitationals around
the country.  My rational for
disclosure is  simple.  First,
at the NFL Tournament disclo-
sure is done in policy de-
bate; to do so in L/D would
only be consistent.  Secondly,
if the decision is announced,
many times in elimination
rounds, one doesn't get bal-
lots back, or those returned
are illegible, incomplete, or
unclear.  As a bit of a pe-
remptory note, no judge should
be forced to be subjected to
contestants who wish to bad-
ger them, but if part of the
communication process is feed-
back, what are we worried
about?  To parallel the class-
room experience, education of
students should be the focus.
Isn't that what tournaments
are supposed to be--extensions
of the classroom?  If you give
students oral or written cri-
tiques for practice debates
and they don't understand, do
we as EDUCATORS just allow
them to bask in their state
of confusion?  Obviously not!
While we must balance the ef-
ficient operation of the tour-
nament, we as educators must
be aware of our responsibil-
ity to provide adequate feed-
back so our students may learn
from and improve.  Some of
the best exchanges in policy
debate occur in postround dis-
cussions where real feedback
is given to coaches and com-
petitors.  At most tournaments
judges in L/D either are as
silent as church mice when the
winner is  announced (or
posted in some obscure area),
or they deny the debaters the
opportunity to ask questions
in an effort for self improve-
ment.  It is arrogant and an-
tithetical to have education
as the goal and yet construct
a one way street of communi-
cation by denying feedback.
Additionally, it continues to



stigmatize L/Ders as "more
sensitive" (yea this is a
quote from a respected "pur-
ist") and incapable of han-
dling the results of their
decisions.  The reason the NFL
National Tournament doesn't
allow disclosure (as was
stated to me at the coach's
suggestion meeting) was that
the rounds would be too long.
This is where the Educator's
skills come into play.  I sug-
gest that you disclose and
explain, place a personal time
limit on the question and an-
swer session, and, if more
time is needed, postpone the
discussion until after the
next round or until you have
turned in your ballot.  There
are times when a short break
makes the discussion more pro-
ductive, but, at least, the
students will have the ini-
tial decision.  In fact the
silly 10 minute decision rule
at NFL solves the problem.
There exists now an unneces-
sary tension and stress for
Lincoln-Douglas Debaters at
the National Tournament that
policy debaters do not have
to experience.  In fact, the
new declaration by NFL (Janu-
ary Rostrum) that we are "si-
lent critics" adding further
legitimacy to an intellectu-
ally bankrupt concept.  There
is nothing worse then not
knowing how you stand or if
you arguments are not work-
ing.  The best debaters are
those who can modify cases
during the tournament to re-
flect what is or is not work-
ing.  To say Lincoln-Douglas
debaters can't emotionally
handle the decisions is in-
sulting and degrading-- which
again reinforces inaccurate
stereotypes.

The third problem area
comes in the secrecy of Lin-
coln-Douglas Debate.  Many
times people won't allow spec-
tators to watch even elimina-
tion rounds because "they will
get my case."  This attitude
is so elementary.  Isn't de-
bate a public forum?  Disclo-

separatism which exists in the
debate activity.  It is un-
fortunate that when we go to
tournaments the L/Ders don't
talk to CXers or visa versa.
Everyone is basically the
same.  All of the debaters
are high school students.  The
separatism is reinforced by
coaches who say they "hate"
CX or "hate" L/D and refuse
to acknowledge the inherent
qualities of each.  If we work
toward more unification of the
activity, the more mutual re-
spect will occur.  This sepa-
ratism does more to cause dis-
respect of each other's ac-
tivity than almost anything
else.  Unity should be the
aim of all.  Occasionally
sharing the coaches in the
judging pool might also help
this problem.  My argument has
always been that L/Ders and
CXers can learn from each
other.

Finally, the last issue
concerns the quality of judges
at the National Tournament and
specifically the final round.
It says something about the
perceived quality of the tour-
nament when the champion of
the Tournament of Champions
and most major tournaments
during the 1992-93 season,
choose not to even attempt to
qualify for the National Tour-
nament because of the random-
ness of the judging.  This is
not to take away from those
who do well at Nationals, but
to credit them for skills at
adapting to an impossible
cross section of judges.
While luck is a  component,
credit should be given to
those who skillfully adapt to
the difficult cross section
of judges.  Each year great
debaters fall prey to the ran-
domness of the judging.  A
statement for the record:  not
just anyone can judge Lincoln-
Douglas Debate.  Students are
judged by community people,
parents, and others without
training in Debate.  Although
I really understand the prob-
lems that exist in recruiting

sure of cases has become some-
what of a practice in policy.
People will ask not only what
case the affirmative is run-
ning, but even what advantages.
I have found that this habit
makes for better debate.  While
this is certainly contingent
on the region of the country
and/or type of competition you
are debating and isn't a rule
but a courtesy, the increase
of this practice has improved
preparation and led to better
debate.  Frankly, and maybe
unfortunately, L/D cases are
not all that different.  If
you see one, usually you have
a basic idea of them all and
anything different is
squirrelly or offbeat.  When
a prominent coach won't allow
spectators to watch a round
that she is judging at a re-
cent national tournament by
saying "we don't do that sort
of thing," it just reinforces
negative stereotypes of the
activity.  L/D debaters  don't
seem to have fun because

If L/D were more open
we would see a progres-
sion of ideas and more va-
riety of cases ...

of these "limits" that the "ex-
perts" of the activity have
put on them.  If L/D were more
open we would see a progres-
sion of ideas and more vari-
ety of cases and perhaps real/
better clash.  By talking
about case ideas, the self
imposed limits will fall by
the way side and the upper
level thinking skills will be
used to expand the scope of
arguments so that if you see
one you don't see them all.
If debaters are afraid to let
someone hear their case be-
fore a potential round, the
problem seems to be either a
weakness in the case or in
that debaters ability to de-
fend it.

A fourth problem is the



that many judges, and I agree
that a diversity of judging
philosophies is important, we
must all do our part to in-
crease the quality of the pool
of judges at Nationals and some
invitationals as well.  By the
way, wouldn't the judge phi-
losophy sheet that team de-
baters get be nice for L/D?
I have for too many years
judged at the national tour-
nament on panels with people
who write letters during the
round, decide after
constructives, and physically
sign and seal the ballot be-
fore rebuttals and/or complain
about having to judge at all
or lamenting about their lack
of knowledge about debate.  Al-
though these problems are en-
demic in preliminary and early
elimination rounds, it is a
truism that is undeniable.  In
the Final Round the habit of
handing our final panel judg-
ing slots to sponsors and un-
qualified friends of the ac-
tivity must be stopped.  I
agree that our sponsors de-
serve certain recognition, and
a great job has been done to
gain NFL sponsorship, but
should we place our students
in the hands of novice judges
at the NATIONAL FINALS?  The
final panel must be made up
of coaches who are EXPERTS in
the field of DEBATE.  This is
the only fair way to treat
the finalists.  The final panel
must be able to flow the de-
bate, not simply to take notes,
and must judge on the issues
and not on who simply sounds
better, speaks last, or whose
arguments  are the most ba-
sic.  The finals should have
the finest panel of experts
in the field.  Academic
debate needs to be judged by
experts in the field of aca-
demic debate.  Additionally,
when the arguments in L/D fi-
nals must be so elementary
because judges haven't heard
rounds on the topic, it re-
duces the quality of the round.
Having coached two of the last

four national finalists and
having spoken to at least one
competitor the other years,
in each final round cases were
simplified in an attempt to
adapt.  Currently, judges have
little or no accountability
for decisions rendered in the
final round.  Most ballots are
not instructional to either
the competitor or the coach.
Those who say the ballots
aren't important after the
final round probably haven't
had a student in the finals.
One solution might be to pub-
lish the ballot of each critic
of the final round ala NDT or
CEDA debate in the Rostrum.

This serves as an additional
teaching tool in that students
watching the tape can see what
the critics thought and makes
critics more judicious in mak-
ing decisions. The final round
should consist of the two best
debaters at that tournament
going head to head with the
most well defined arguments
on the topic and the most
qualified judges.

Lincoln-Douglas Debate has
fast become the most popular
event at most tournaments
around the country. But un-
less some of the misconcep-
tions and "unwritten rules",
are eliminated, then Lincoln-
Douglas Debate will not be
considered the equal of
policy, but it's "learning
disabled" cousin that is not
to be taken seriously. Bran-
don Fletcher stated the fact
best in his statement at the
Lincoln-Douglas National Fi-
nals last summer:"...there is
not a bit of difference in
intellect, argument, and the
necessary understanding of
debate between Lincoln-Douglas
and Policy." The sooner that
everyone embraces this phi-
losophy the sooner both Lin-
coln-Douglas Debate and Policy
Debate will get the respect
they equally deserve.
(Aaron Timmons is a debate

coach at Greenhill School, TX.
He coached a National Cham-
pion (1990) and National Fi-
nalist (1993) in L/D Debate.)


