EFFECTSTOPICALITY,

When a judge looks a a plan how
will sheknow it'saplan” to significantly
increase academic achievement in second-
ary schools'? The question is not an easy
one, mainly becausethe topicframers have
onceaga npreferred agrammatica congruc-
tion of theresol ution which seemsto man-
dae so-cdled "effects” topicdity. That is,
by requiring the afirmativeto "establisha
policy to significantly incresse academic
achievement," as opposed to simply requir-
ing the affirmaive to "increase academic
achievement," the committee appears to
permit affirmatives theoption of defending
policieswhich would not directly incresse
achievement, but which only have the &-
fect of doing so.

Such constructions have become a
regular feaure of the high school topics
debated inthe |ast decade, and at | esst two
points can be made in defense of the
committeg's choices. First, high school de-
bates simply have not been plagued by &f-
fects topicdity alguments when such con-
structions have been chosen. Despite an-
nually strenuous conversation on the is-
suea themaj or summer programs, thecir-
cuit hasbeen abletohandl e gpparently prob-
lematic resolutions of this type without
much difficulty. And second, we could say
the topic committee has preferred a lesser
evil, since forcing affirmatives to actudly
implement "incressesin academicachieve-
ment" would impose a perhapsimpossible
burden on plan topicaity. Arguably theonly
certain way to fia an academic achievement
incressewou dbetoimplement adefinitiond
change, such as artifically adding 100
points to every student's SAT score or wa
tering down courserequirements. Merits of
such plans are difficult tolocate.

And so, once again, teams will de-
bateatopictha permits affirmaivesto cre-
aepolideshaving theeffect (direct or indi-
rect) of increasingachi evement. Tha iswhet
afirmatives mean when they say the reso-
lution"mandates effects," acommon catch-
phrase response to ef fectstopicdity viola
tions. But to say the resol ution requires ef-
fectsisnotto say tha dl effectudly topicd
cases should be dlowed. For example, to
pick an extreme case, we know that children
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are unlikdy to academicdly achieve when
they aredead. Such an argument (and who
candeny it?) justifies any plan that reduces
infant mortdity or decreases nudear war
risks. Weknow that poor children perform
less competently on standardized exams.
Does this make any pro-economic growth
plan a "policy to ...increase academic
achievement?" But if the answer is yes,
weve created an open-ended resol ution.

Now a reasonable response is to
point to the resolution's modifier for the
word "policy." Tha is, the worse effects
abuses might be preventable since the af-
firmaiveis only dlowed to implement an
"education policy." Andit istrue one defi-
nition of the phrase says education poli-
cesarethosewhich directly connect to the
actual operation of school buildings. But
the "education" modification does not en-
tirdy solve the problem. Many borderline
topi cal cases involve the operation of
schooal buildings (somerun this summerin-
cluded a ban on mandatory asbestos re-
mova and requirements tha school build-
ing security be improved). There are dso,
of course, many seemingy topica casesthet
have nothing to do with thedaily operation
of school buildings. And if oneprefers poli-
cies enjoying contextua support, she will
quickly find many proposds quiteextrane-
ous to our normal sense of achievement
policies which are defended as education-
dly pertinent, sinceit ispoliticdly popular
to defend new programs as done on behaf
of "our kids' kids."

Wha we need is atest, abright line
standard, which can beheld up against the
plan textto determineif itisreasonably (and
directly) a policy to increaseachi evement.
It'd begreat if thetest were plan-based (that
is, atest satisfied simply by looking to see
if the plan possesses cartain features), since
that would get judges out of having to ook
a solvency evidence to determine topica -
ity (aprocedure dmost everyone Opposes,
since it gets us into the ugly business of
"mixing burdens," atest the efirmativeis
usudly destined to fail, since casting any
doubt on solvency makes the plan only
"probabilisticdly topicd"). And it would
aso be good to devise areasonable test:

oneproviding somelatitudeto affirmative
(after dl, thetopic "mandates’ effects) while
still ridding usof themost absurdly indirect
achievement policies.

Here's the problem:

All the potential tests suffer from
mg or shortcomings.

Candidate 1: Does the plan an-
nounce itsdf as an academi c achievement
policy? This test has amajor virtue: all a
judgehastodoislook a theplan and seeif
themagic language appears. It hasamgor
drawback: any idiot can find away to plant
the resolution in the plan text, and given
this suddenly dl plansaretopicd . Example:
"We support establishment of the follow-
ing education policy to significantly in-
crease academi ¢ achi evement: Congresswill
immediady ratify the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty...." You seetheproblem.

Candidate 2: Does the case claim
only academic achievement advantages?
Here isan goparently brightlinetest. While
not plan centered, somefind it reasonable
to condude aplanisan academic achieve-
ment program when the only benefits
cdamed onitsbehdf areatanment rel ated.

A drawback of thisideaiswe end up
rather distorting our routindy understood
conceptions of topicality by embracing
case-basad standards. Many problems arise
form doing <0, only partly reved ed by these
guestions: (a) Imagine the negative wins a
case turn to one of the academic achieve-
ment advantages. Does this make the case
anti-topicd ? (b) Imeginethe afirmetivewins
their origina education-rd ated advantages,
but the debate findly comes down tother
success & winning aClinton turn. Doesthe
fact that ther biggest "advantage" is now
extraneous to academic achievement mean
they loseon topicdity?(c) Do wehaveany
justifiablebasis for denying theaffirmative
the right to defend advantages which di-
rectly stem from topicd action evenif they
have nothing specific to dowith academic
achievement gods?

Candidate3: Does someone dsesay
thisisa plantoincreaseacademicachieve-
ment? This test has more advocates, some
of whom are willing to impose quite strict
evidentiary requirements onaffirmatives. In



fact this may be the most popularly sup-
ported effects topicdity test of dl. Earlier
this summer | heard Dr. Scott Deatherage
(coach of the1998and 199 N.D.T. Champi-
ons, from Northwestern University) defend
the standard, I'm not sure how seriously,
that to betopicd an affirmativehasto have
expert evidence saying plan establishment
would increase achievement test scores by
asignificant anount. Thisistruly grict gan-
dard, sinceif wered |y knew how to incresse
scores significantly by enacting federal
policy someone would have gotten el ected
President for their brilliance in thinking it
up. Educaional consultants get paid big
money defending programs that promise
even slight test scoreimprovement -- deliv-
ering on such promisesisvery difficult.

Now this might beavirtueof thetest,
not adrawback. Thereisa set of proposals
whose proponentsc am test scoreimprove-
mentswill followimplementation, and while
there aren't many (presumably they would
incude proposds to shrink class size, em-
phasize instruction in the so-called "ba-
sics," implement meaningful testing, require
teecher certification, and other mainstream
idess), alimited caselist would result. No-
tice dso how this test gets the afirmative
out of the "mixing burdens" problem: A
judgemay cond ude (based on detailed sol -
vency atacks) that the plan would actudly
suppress test scores. But this fact doesn't
make the case nontopica, so long as the
afirmative has reasonabl e evidence from
someone saying it isther idea of an "edu-
caion policy” toimproveachievement.

But there are real drawbacks here as
well. Do we really want to straitjacket
afirmativesinto having to defend quantifi-
ablefederdly mandated test scoreincreases
when few if any serious policy players de-
fend such proposds, given the serious dis-
advantages? Even the President, who pos-
sesses a keen interest in educationd im-
provement, does not advocate anything
more likey to increase scores that putting
some additiond strings on Title 1 ESEA
funds, most of which proposd sfail thetopi-
cdity test by having thefederd government
provide probabilisticincentivestothe states
to improveeducationa outcomes.

There are some generd difficulties
with thecontextudity standard aswell. The
main termsin theresolution, especially the
phrase"education policy," do not well dign
with themain terms of art intheeducationd
policy literature. And when they do (asin
the case of "academic achievement™) van-
ishingly few authors advocate federal ac-

tionasthe agent of establishment. Of course,
sometimes these phrases gppear out of thin
ar, coincidentally chosen by this or tha
policy advocate as a way to defend his or
her wacky idea for fixing school s. Doesthe
process of linguistic happenstance really
producethebest case list? 1t might, but only
under drcumstances where thetopic com-
mitteeis especidly careful to producetop-
icsthat employ themain terminol ogy of the
relevant literatures.

Candi date 4: The "vacuum test."
Several years ago | devised wha is now
cdled by some the"vacuum test" asatopi-
cdity argument on a foreign policy topic
which was dso written to permit eff ects
cases. After many years of use, and having
generaed a decent amount of controversy
(if not outright opposition), | will readily
concedeits drawbacks. But in my view the
test works about aswell as any alternatives
and in fact has somespecific virtues.

When debaters def end avacuum test,
they are asking the judge to perform a sort
of thought experiment relevant to the plan.
To illustrate the use of thetest, | want to
usean examplefrom | ast year's Russiatopic
(for reasons I'll providejust abitlater). Asa
test for determiningwhether aplan changed
Americasforeign policy "toward Russia or
not, some defended avacuum test that said:
"Imagine thereisno country cdled Russia
in theworld. In such a world, would this
plan beagood idea?" If thejudge condludes
theplanisstill desirable(or, to usatougher
test, decides the plan "makes sense in a
world without Russid'), thenthe planfails
andisjudged tooindirectly topicd to pass.
If the plan is madeincoherent or obviously
enjoys no benefits in such aworld, then it
"passes,” and is topicd.

Such a test has some considerable
benefits. It createsarather bright lire-- one
canlook &t theplan and perform thethough
experiment without necessarily perusing
every solvency card. On last year's topic,
for instance, one could essily decide that a
plan to assig inthe deanup of |ake Baika
passed. After all, it would beincoherent to
imaginepassing aplanto deanup alakeif
thecountry it was part of did not even exist
(implyingthel akewasn't aroundeither). The
test often hasthe virtue of being easily ex-
pla nable. And whilenot wholly plan-based
(efter dl, onestill hastobring someoutdde
knowl edgetobear in makingonesdeci sion),
thetest ceartainly is plan-centered. Often the
test can be defended as producing a rea
sonably broad case list, onethat easily pre-
cludes (on thistopic) the anti-war and pro-

growth caseswhilestill permitting curricu-
lar mandates, testing modifications, and
even changes to such programs as the
JROC or "conflict resolution” modd pro-
grams.

| introduced the test by reference to
last year's topic because this year's word-
ing complicates useof a"vacuum test" con-
siderably, and in one particularly trouble-
someway: In devising atest for thiseduca
tion topic, how isit we imagine the world
has been changed? Do weimagine aworld
without "secondary schools,” aworld with-
out "academic achievement,” or a world
without "education policies'? How you
answer the question produces quite diver-
gent caselists. Perhapstheindusion of the
term "educati on policy” argues for avacuum
test which imagines a world without sec-
ondary schools (giventhedefinition | cited
earlier). Imposing such a test preserves
many of the mainstream cases but does get
rid of many others, like support for Head
Start and universd school-aged breakfast
programs.

There are other objectionsto vacuum
tests: (8) Onemight say the test eff ectivey
killsany beneficid plan proposd, sncein
those cases one can often say the plan
would "makesense" or be"desirable” even
in aworld of no schools. Theschool bresk-
fast case gets tothisgray area On the one
hand, school lunches are served in school
buildings, which implies theplan passesthe
vacuum test. But on the other, giving
school-aged children pricereduced meals
isawondeful ideawhether thereareschool
buildings or not, or whether academic
achievement existsor not. (b) The caselist
which results may be as much skewed as
the one produced by the more common
"contextud support” eff ects standard. The
vacuum test privil eges programs which the
plan explicitly runsinschool buildings, even
if they have nothing to do with academic
achievement. For exampl e, theplan to ban
the mandated removd of asbestos passes.
But asex education mandatearguably fails
(peopl e should learn how to use condoms
whether thereare school buildings or not),
even though that seems more obviously
rel evant to academi c achievement than as-
bestos conta nment.

Other merits and drawbacks can be
offered as with each of the topicdity tests.
| would simply offer these quick pieces of
advice in thinking through effects topicd -
ity this year. First, think through early on
how you intend to defend your own plan
and attack egregiously nontopical cases



given theusual reluctance of judgesonthe
nationa drcuit to draw the effects noose
too tightly. Second, settleon atest you feel
comfortabl e def ending which meatsthecri-
terial mentioned earlier, and develop fully
your rhetoricin defense of such a test (think
through, for example, what cases meet and
don't meat it). Hndly, regardless of thetest
you choose, articulae it fully. Too often
standards like the"vacuum test” aretossed
out without expl anation. Under suchcircum-
stances, where the affirmative answer may
extend no further than three words

"5 -- Passesvacuum test",
it's no wonder judges are reuctant to re-
solve the issue in your favor.
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