MAKING REBUTTAL OVERVIEWS

In the past ten yeas, the tactic of
starting each of thelast two rebuttdswith a
short overview has become popular dmost
everywhere. Students now routinely in-
struct judges to set aside extra paper for
ther introduction, and many judges are en-
thusiastic about them: if donewdl, over-
views add an dement of red doquenceto
therebuttd , and morei mportantly, they pro-
vide debaters an opportunity for synthe-
sis, achance to offer a more fully dabo-
rated "big picture.”

Of course, theseoverviews aren't per-
fect. Sometimes they run on too long, di-
verting imefromcriticd line-by-linecover-
age. At other timesthey feel abit pafunc-
tory, asif tacked on a the top, repetitiveof
more nuanced explanationsthat will come
later. Sometimes even outstanding debat-
ers get a bit derailed when they end up
spending a full minuteor more explicating
the"fivereasons were winning."

A wordabout my ownbias: Likemany
judges | like the summation section a the
top of the rebuttd. But, and perhgps this
puts meintheminority, | believe introduc-
tory overviews tend to be too long, fre-
quently contributing too littleto theoverdl
tectical work a greet rebuttd must accom-
plish. My purposeinwritingistoinviteyou
to consider how the introductory overview
can be improved.

A note too about terminology: In
what follows, | want to distingui shbetween
short introductions tha start off an entire
rebuttd, and introductory assessments of-
fered along the way in a speech, such asat
thetop of amgor position. So when a stu-
dent starts off his or her rebuttd with an
assessment (" The case turn nullifiesthead-
vantage, meaning any risk of Clinton out-
weighs"), | refer to tha kind of gpeech starter
& a "rebuttd overview," or RO. | aim to
contrast that ort of globd introduction with
internd overviews ("On Clinton, remember:
dl their uniqueness arguments actudly feed
thedisadvantage. Now onthe 2AC #1: No
link..."),and refer tothoseas|O's. The ba
sic gist of this essay is arecommendation
that RO's be used sparingly, and that 1 O's
beused more frequently.

What Goesl ntoaGood Overview

MORE EFFECTIVE
by David M. Cheshie

Rebuttal overviews, RO's, should
only beused if they make strategic choices
more powerfully clear for your judge, and if
they free up timeyou woul d otherwise have
to expend d sewhere. Unless they meat both
criterig, in my opinion, you should think
about diminating theoverview.

Toseewhy thisisso, consider that a
mgor benefit, perhaps the overiding ben-
efit, of the RO is how it provides debaers
with an opportunity to escape the some-
times straightjacketing constraints of the
flowsheet. If rebuttdists simply follow the
previous sequence of arguments, or argue
methodicdly lineby line, akind of deaden-
ing and equdi zing eff ect sometimes results
where everything blurs together and all
cdams appear equd in dgnificance. TheRO
alows speakers to pull one or two mgor
idess out of thismorass and call them tothe
atention of ajudgewho might not appreci-
aetheir red importance to hisor her deci-
sion. Given this, the mgor question you
should consider in formulating your over-
view should be What arguments are most
productively pulledto the top of the flow?
And, rd aedly, will moving thisdamaround
on theflowsheet benefit our position (both
with respect intimeand strategy), or will it
end up costing us in both areas?

Inthe couple secondstimeyou have
to think about your rebuttd introduction,
think about using these rules of thumb:

In thinking about the round, if you
find yoursdf returningto thesamecentral
point over and over asyou prep major po-
sitions, movethat pointinto theoverview.
Does the counterplan have atransforming
effect on every other asgument?Doyou find
yoursdf making such a point on every dis-
advantage? Then move the thought to the
top. Say it once, explanit fully, and move
on to theline by line. Then, when you get
to the same point later, your reference can
be speedier and even abit cryptic, sincethe
ideahas been explaned infull from the gart.
Do dl the disadvantages suffer the same
uniqueness flaw? Instead of making the
point daboratey on every disadvantage,
put it & the top.

| f time per mits, think about what one
argument your opponent has most screwed

up,andconsider discussion of itat thetop.
Or conversdy, decidewhat oneargument
in the debate most favors your position,
and move that to the top. If a mgor re-
sponse has been mishandled from the be-
ginning of theround, makeitthe RO ("From
thestart, they've never understood tha our
plan does not require Russiato do anything
-it only makes an offer. Thistakesout ther
disadvantage links!"). Orif amagor aspect
of the case has been dropped d | d ong, make
that the RO ("At no point in this debate
have they even tried to answer the nudear
accidents scenario. A totally conceded
nud ear warl").

You might dso consider using the
ROto address glaring weaknessesin your
own postion. Has an argument been mis-
handl ed or dropped by your partner? Some-
times it can be quite effective to acknowl-
edge the problem at the beginning of the
rebuttal, get it out of the way, and then
move on to other issues tha favor you.

Ifthereisan issueof great remain-
ing complexity, consider a full explana-
tion of your position in an RO. | often seen
rounds where students introduce a smart
counterplan, specificto theaf firmaiveand
designed to nullify some mgor pat of the
case. But because counterplan texts arereed
a top speed, the strategic brilliance of the
maneuver can become confused in the
judges mind until too late in the debate,
and judgessometimes findthemsd ves won-
dering how, for example, the counterplan
you've designed escapes your own disad-
vantages. In cases like this, where ether
the strategic complexity or argumentative
sophistication of your clams might leave
thelessinformed behind, consider all ocat-
ing timein an RO to aquick summary expla
nation of your strategy.

Making the Overview More Powerful

Once you decide to use a rebuttal
summearizing overview and what to indude
init, how can it bemade moreeff ectiveand
powerful ?

First, keep it short. At the start of a
rebuttd you havethe judgéesfull atention.
There is no need to orate at length about
your argument. Say what must be saidonce,
explanthepoint dearly, and moveon Guard



against letting vduable rebutta time dlip
away. And, rdated to this, keep the over-
viewas simpleasposdble. Overviewswhich
start withwordslike "There areseven rea
sonswhy..." will dmost dways prove adi-
sastrous misalocation of time later in the
speech.

Usetheoverview to makeimpact as-
sessments. Overviews are often most pow-
eful when they make assessments across
arguments which could not successf ully be
made on the impact subpoint of any par-
ticular position. The overview can even pro-
videsomelimited opportunities for making
new impact caculations. Sresswhat isex-
ceptiona about case or disadvantage im-
pacts, or alternaivdy, lay out abrief frame-
work for judge dedi sionmeking (eg., usethe
summary toremind thejudge of the critique's
apriori status).

Thinkabout scripting out therebut-
tal overview in advanceof thespeech. The
2AR often has sometimeto think about the
larger issuesin the round whilethe second
negativerebuttd i st prepares. Whilethecriti-
cd issues sometimes change given radical
2NR choices, usudly they don't. Therefore,
if you givethe 2AR, consider scripting out
word for word what you might want to say
a thestart of your speech. It will only teke
acouplesecondsto modify thescript right
before you speak, if necessary. An advan-
tage of such advance scripting is how it
keeps you focused on moving quickly
through the overview, and minimizes the
need for extensive e aboraion and repeti-
tion. Obviously such scripts are not to be
read a hyperspeed, but should be ddiv-
ered with d oquenceand asenseof urgency
and for ceful ness.

Think about your summaries after
the debate. Often judge critiques will use
rebutta overviews as thestarting point for
decision explanations. Listen carefully to
how your criticsinterpreted what you said,
where they seemed to diverge from your
own assessments, and wherethey accepted
your andysis. At home, consider how you
could have more persuasively overviewed
therebutta. How could putting the point
differently have swayed the judge to your
point of view? What might have been em-
phasized to darify judge confusion about
the strategy you defended? Spending time
a home focused on big picture questions
and their dear articulation will strengthen
your big picture and scenario-construction
skillsin futuredebates.

Conclusion:
Why Overrdianceon Rebuttal Overviews
Can beDangerous

Back to thebeginning: rebuttd over-
views are popul ar for many reasons. Some
lovethem becausethey likehow introduc-
tions gpped to lay judges who might be
lessindined to carefully follow theline by
lineexecutionof mg ar positions. Otherslike
the freedom summaries give debaters to
escape the sheer technicd work involved
in arguing line by line. And of course oth-
ers gopreciate the occasion it provides for
"big picture" debating, whereeverythingis
"put together" for the judge.

But sometimes forgotten are thedan-
gersindlocatingsubstantia timetothedo-
guent overview. Somejudgesfed the need
to giveRO's extrascrutiny, sincenew dams
can easily be hidden there and | eft uncha -
lenged directly by opposing debaters.
Rebuttdiststend to overdlocaetimeto the
first issues they address (efter dl, as one
spesks during thefirst minute, itseemsthe
rebuttd will | astforever), and so criticd line
by linecoverage istoo essily shortchanged
a the bottom of the speech.

It is worth considering the possibil -
ity that the RO might not actudly be the
best vehide for astudent to communicate
the "big picture." This is 9 because the
big pictureisnecessarily and best conveyed
throughout aspeech, and not just at its start.
In my experience, judges aremaostimpressed
with studentswho, & every moment inthe
rebuttd, convey agrasp of their arguments
and the interrelaionships between those
positions. If thisistrue, moving dl big pic-
ture assessments to the start of the speech
can actudly hinder strategicdarity and ex-
ecution to theextent it trades off with argu-
ment-by-argument assessment.

Even lay judges may not be best
served by short doquencebursts a the top
of the speech. I've noticed that many inex-
perienced judges don't even write down the
overview. They'll sit there with their hands
negtly folded tagether, and waittostart flow-
ing until theline-by-linearguing begins.

These combined risks, tha timewill
bemisdlocated, tha overviewswill divert
from better " big picture”" conveyance dse-
where, and that judges may not flow the
overview or understand itsrole, leed meto
recommend amaodifi ed goproach whi ch still
has a place for limited rebuttd overviews,
but which minimizestheir use

Many of the best debaters prefer to
put short introductory sections of andysis
a thetop of each mainissue, as opposed to

grouping it dl together & the start of the
speech. Thus there will be short introduc-
tions a the top of each advantage, disad-
vantage, topicdity position or critiquestill
beng extended. Thisis the better way to
go. First, since these internal overviews
(10's) are directly pertinent to theissue a
hand, thejudgeislikey towriteyour points
down; after dl, he or sheislooking & the
Clinton flow as you offer an assessment
about the Clinton debae, soit only makes
senseto flow. Second, | O's provide debates
with more frequent occasions to articulae
connections and convey thebig picture, and
thereby send a constantly reinforced mes-
sage that the rebuttdist understands the
intricacies of argumentative interaction.
Third, 10's are less likdy to derail overall
time dlocation, since they are not dl as-
sembled into the very start of the speech.

Thehabit of generating internd over-
views on, say, each disadvantageimproves
your strategicskill as wdl, in part because
the practi cerequires morementa work than
just comingup with apithy rebutta opener.
The practice forces one to give specific
thought toeach position, and to think about
the strengths and weeknesses of that argu-
ment and an opponent’s responsestoit. The
hyper-generdity of most RO'stoo often lets
debaters off thehook, and permitsultimatey
unpersuasiveand bana summary dams, of
the"Cadl for our cards!" or "Were winning
topicdity, killing them on nationdism, and
the counterplan solves the casel " variety.

Of course, 10's do not foreclose the
option of rebutta introductions, Butasyou
learn to introduce each mgor position, and
dedare your view of its strategic centrdity
tothedebate you'll find how littleexposi-
tion needs to be productively moved to the
very start of the speech. The result will be
shorter and more powerful rebuttd over-
views, supplemented by compe ling issue-
specific andysis; inshort, the best of both
worlds.

All of thisis less rdevant when de-
bating before a judge who has explicitly
stated a preference for extended rebutta
oveviews. Obviously, for such criticsyou
will best succeed by adapting to their bias.
But my guessisthat for thevast mgority of
other judges, you'll do better by offering
very brief and powerful rebuttd introduc-
tions, e aboraed along theway with issue-
by-issue assessments.
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