HOW TOBE RECRUITEDINTO
COLLEGE DEBATE PROGRAMS

Of the many thousands of students
who paticipae in high school speech and
debate events, only asmdl percentage end
up continuing their competitive career in
college. | suppose many reasons account
for thisfact: somestudentsfulfill their com-
petitive ambitions in high school, others
cond ude they have gained all the benefits
avail ablefrom forensics after afew year s of
dedicated involvement, and more simply
move on, ready to try other things. On be-
haf of my collesgueswho coach in thecol-
legeranks, permit meto say how muchre-
gret this dropoff causes. True, not dl col-
|egeprograms actively recruit students out
of high school programs, and some even
prefer to concentratetheir energieson train-
ing totdly new participants who come out
of their college classrooms and on-campus
novice recruitment. But the vast mgority
eagerly wel come students with highschool
experience of any kind. And too often, a
simplelack of contact between interested
debaters and college coaches discourages
high school gudents from seriously think-
ing about collegelevd debae.

Whét followsis someadviceon how
to make successful contact with college
debate programs, but before getting there,
someprdiminaries. First, my experienceis
mainly connected with the college debae
world, and so toois the advice | offer. Al-
thoughl actively participeted in both speech
and debae events in high school, in col-
lege | only debated and since then have
never coached college-level individual
events. Thefollowing adviceis, | suspect,
largely true for the whole forensics world,
but | don't know that with certainty. | am
confident this advice pertains to the full
rangeof university pdicy debae programs,
since I've had coaching experience in pro-
gramsfrom smdl liberd arts schoolsurban
and rural (Georgetown and Dartmouth) to
large public universities urban and rural
(GeorgiaState North Caroling and lowa.)

It isimportant tokeep in mind thedi-
versity of debateprogramsavailable a the
collegelevd. Theold distinctions between
the "CEDA" (Cross Examination Debate
Associgion) and "NDT" (Nationd Debate
Tournament) debate circuits have largely
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faded since the two organizations agreed
to debate a common resol ution acoupl e of
years ago. Thankfully, this has produced
an dmost complete merger of circuits and
styles, and the argumentation occurring a
al the mgor college policy debate tourna
ments would be fully recognizable to any
student with experience in regiond-or-na
tiond-leve varsity debate. But thereared-
ternatives to policy debate. While not con-
nected for the most part to the policy tour-
naments, Lincol n-Douglas debatei s offered
as an event a agrowing number of indi-
vidud events competitions. In some parts
of the country there are active parliamen-
tary, mock trid, mode U.N., and student
congress circuits. And in thewestern United
States so-called "NEDA" debate, which
strongly emphasizes the development of
speking skills while de-emphasizing evi-
dence use, hasgainedin popularity. Wher-
ever your interest lies, you can find debate
programs that match them, and in the sort
of college or university environment you
seek

Why Debatein College?

You may haved ready decided to con-
tinue debating in college. But more likdy
you're unaure, uncertain of the extent of your
continuing interest, concerned about han-
dling debae successfully while juggling
other important school and financid obli-
gations, maybeunsure that continuing will
advance your educationd objectives. The
senior spring is an especidly hard timeto
sort out onesthinking on debate sincestu-
dents are racing around like crazy and un-
derstandably a bit burned out on debate.
Theidea of signing on for more years of
involvement may not seem attractive.

But if debate has become important
to you, keep the debate option open by
considering school swith viable programs.
Evenif you feel burned out on debate now,
asummer absencemay makeyou fed quite
different by thefdl, and it would bea trag-
edy to have locked yoursdf into acollege
choice that doesnot even permit debating.
And regardless of what kind of university
you want to atend, someof them will offer
strong debate opportunities. If youwant to
study in oneof the nation's premier private

colleges, you'll find great programs at
Datmouth, Emory, Harvard, Northwestern,
WakeForest, Southern Cdifornia, and oth-
ers. If you prefer toimmerseyourself in the
large state university life, the Universities
of Kansas, lowa, Michigan, Texas, Ken-
tucky, and Michigan State, and many oth-
ersrun outstanding programs. If you prefer
debae in an urban setting, think about Ber-
ke ey, Wayne State, Georgia State, Pace, or
the University of Misouri a Kansas City.
If you plan to start out & a community or
junior college, Johnson County CC and the
Collegeof Eastern Utah are only two of the
many avail ablequdity programs. If you want
to study & a Christian school, universities
li ke Pepperdine, Georgetown, Bayl or, or Lib-
erty run nationdly prominent programs. If
you want to stay close to home you are
likdy tofind auniversity in your staewith
a debate program, or one nearby. And if
margind grades are likdy to keep you out
of themost diteuniversities, you'll find that
many of the best debate programs are run
a schools abit off the besten path.

Thebenefits of continued debate par-
tici pation areconsiderable. Most programs
offer scholarships of somekind, sometimes
explicitly connected to thedebate program,
sometimes ref | ecting a univer sity commit-
ment to support debate excelence Many
state universities can offer out-of-state tu-
ition waversfor debaters. Thus continuing
active participation can be a tangible way
to reduce the heavy financial burden on
families required to pay high tuition. Col-
lege debate participation, wdl integrated
into theoverall collegeexperience, will no-
ticesbly strengthen your academic prepa
ration. Your continued participation in in-
tensive research activity will support your
academic work in countless dasses. And
the qudity of argumentation tends to be
higher in college, reflecting both the fact
that college students are older and gener-
aly moreexperienced than high school qu-
dents, and tha the college circuit is more
wholly retiond (moreregiond and nationd
than stete and locd).

Sudents are sometimes aurprised and
relieved to discover thet theentirenationd
high school circuit does not paticipate in



college debate. In fact, while some of the
most successful collegedebaterswere high
school superstars most were not, and col-
lege success does not dways correspond
to high school preparation. The hungriest
students, those who are still ambitious for
success, will quickly outpace their high
school rivals. The advanced dimination
rounds of the college nationa tournaments
are full of bright students who, ether be-
cause they lacked high school opportuni-
tiesor simply blossomed incollegein anew
or different debate environment, never saw
mgjor high school nationa circuit success.

If you genuinedy love debate, and can
manage your participation in ahedthy way
(tha is, in away that does not completdy
overwhelm other important parts of your
life), you should consider continuing your
involvement, or at least trying it out to see
if youlikeit.

Advicefor Handling
theRecruitment Scene

Once you and your family have dis-
cussed collegepreferences and your finan-
dd drecumstances, i nvestigate whether your
top college choices off er debate, and then
make contact with the debate coach. For
the most part college programs are run -
ther out of the university's academi ¢ depart-
ment of communi cati on or &ffiliated with the
student programs office, dthough thereare
exceptions. If you reach the campus Stu-
dent Programs Office they will dmaost d-
ways be able to provide you with contact
information. Many debate programs make
information avalable a their institution's
website. Makecontact as early as you know
you'reinterested. Here are someother fac-
tors to consider:

1. Don't let debate drive your col-
lege decision. Having just promoted the
merits of the collegedebate experience this
may seem curious advice, but it'sessentid.
Debate, no matter how great your commit-
ment toit, will never bemorethan a pat of
your overall collegeexperience. Andinthe
grand schemeof life the educationyoure
cave in the dassroom and from sustaned
contact with other academic mentors, the
opportunities your school makes available
in aress other than debate, matter more than
any single extracurricular. Students may
|earn morefrom debatethan any oneof thar
dasses, but employers, graduate schools
and others care more about your grades,
and rightly so.

Astragic as it isto atend a college
that doesn't offer debate, inducing desper-
ae debae withdrawal, is to atend a mis-

match school, find debate unsetisfying and
be trapped with no other suitable options
(Cheshier from Page 25)

for collegelifeinvol vement. Visit the schod,
look carefully a its course offerings and
opportunitiesfor other extracurriculars, and
make sureyoucan liveheppily on their cam-
pus. Debateisoff ered & dl sorts of institu-
tions, includ ng thekind you favor and your
family pref ersto support.

2. If you'reunsure, plan to start out
debating, as opposed to joining later.
Many students don't fully investigate the
debateprogram at the college of their choice
because they are unsure about whether
they want to participate. | believe you
should plan to debate from the outset, for
severd important reasons.

You will dmost certainly hear this
advice, perhapsfrom your parentsor from
other mentors. "Don't do anything but
schoolwork your first semester of college
You know how debate can take over your
life sogiveit arest. Collegeisahard enough
transition, and you must not risk screwing
up early." As reasonable as this advice
sounds, | think it isexactly wrong. Debate
eases the college transition by immersing
studentsinanintdlectud activity, immedi-
atdy surroundingthem with ahedthy cirde
of overachieving peersand University aca
demic support. Itis much essier to benefit
from debate & the start of the season than
itistojoin midway or laer, when one must
play catchup to studentswho've been work-
ing dl fdl. And thetimeto experiment with
collegedebateby attending thefirst couple
tournamentsis early on: if you find that you
cannot handle everything, the lesson will
have been learned early enough in the se-
mester to fully recover (thefirst two or three
tournaments happen a most schools be-
fore the first tests are given). If you dis-
cover you don't want to stay with debate,
you'll have gotten it out of theway early
enough to tekeadvantage of other programs
on campus; if you discover you are cha-
lenged by it and still love it, you'll have
started on afooting equd with your peers.
In my experience, the concerns about dis-
traction and overcommitment are over-
stated: the college overachievers and su-
perstars are the ones who involve them-
sdvesin diverse ectivitiesfrom the begin-
ning, in the process discovering ther true
cgpacitiesforintdlectud life.

A less important point to consider is
that many college programs run pre-season
workshops in the days leading up to the
start of thefall semester. Studentswhojoin

late missout on these occasions for foren-
sicsinstruction, which don't conflict in any
way with theburdens of academicwork.

3. Be assertive about your interest.
College program directors are as busy as
you, maybe busier. They're usudly on the
road as much or more than even you are,
and many dso carry full teaching, resear ch,
and service responsibilities on their cam-
puses. Don'tinterpret their dd ay inrespond-
ing toinquiries as evidenceof hatred or dis-
interest. Bepersistent, make sureyour ques-
tions areanswered, and stay in contact with
them over the course of the spring. There
are important sdf-interested reasonsto say
in continuing contact. Collegeprogram di-
rectors can help you navigae ther univer-
sity bureaucracies (incduding housing, fi-
nancial ad, and admissions offices). They
can serveasgood contacts when you have
guestions about university programs, and
are eager to do 9.

Fed freeto ask college directors dl
the questions you and your family have. It
can seem awkward to interrogate a college
coach, and they may laugh about it even
whilethe conversationis happening, but it
never hurtsto ask. Somedirectorswill feel
uncomfortabledivulging theprecisedetails
of their budgets (athough a publicinstitu-
tions this information is available to any-
one who asks), but no one will object to
guestions about travel schedule, scholar-
ship opportunities, partnership policies,
work load, and the nature of the program
on-and-of f-campus.

4. Tell the truth. That sounds odd,
doesn't it? Presumably students of high
character would never consider compromis-
ing ther integrity for thesakeof advancing
their admissionsinterest, but you might be
surprised at the obvious games some stu-
dents play. Sometry to play off programs
against each other, looking to take advan-
tageof thehighest scholarship bid. Others,
afrad to admit a particular program is not
their actud first choice, dday pulling out
their gpplications until they find out there-
sultsof ther first gpplication.

One of the potentidly awkward mo-
ments comes after a student has decided to
go dsewhere There is the understandable
concern that the rejected coach has been
"let down,” and may even resent astudent's
refusd to atend their school. But if a stu-
dent has been honest, no coach | know re-
sents student decisions. Everyone knows
that smart debaters have multiple choices,
and no one expectsto recruit every student
successfully. Thereis, in short, simply no



reason to fed you need to fed awkward
about turning down a program.

Theconcernsthat giveriseto games-
playing are understandable, even reason-
able, but the world of college debate istoo
small for such gamesto succeed. Here asin
dl places, honesty is truly the best policy.
No director is of fended that you have mul-
tiple applications on file, or to know they
may not beyour first choice; infact, they'll
goprediate your honesty, and knowing the
full truth of your circumstances will hdp
them maketheir best case to your family.

Honesty adso means keeping every-
oneinformed about your thinkingdong the
way. Minds change, questi ans arise, circum-
stances evolve over the course of the year.
Your efforts to keep potentid directors in-
formed of dl thiswill only strengthentheir
regard for you as a potentid student/de-
bater, and as a person.

Good luck to those of you who are
thinking about debating in college--it pre-
sentswonderful opportunities for your con-
tinued intelectud deve opment, as well as
apotentid way to better managethecost of
atending college.

(David M. Cheshier is Assigant Prdfessor
of Communicationsand Director of Debate
at Georgia Sate University. His column
appears monthly in the Raostrum.)



