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All judges have experienced those
oraory rounds. Thecompetitor is spesking
doquently about a disdosure...the end of
the speech when the student reveds, "I
know, because this hgopened to me." The
student proceeds to expound on the tragic
eventsof her life

Thisatideisinnoway meant to be-
littlethe real emotiond panthat thesestu-
dents haveendured. It does, however, hope
to cdl into question the gppropriaeness of
such adisdosurein theforum of acompeti-
tive speech event.

Thepurpose of an oraory isto ether
inform theaudience of aproblem that exists
in society, an issuetha is not widdy un-
derstood, or to per suade the audi ence about
thetruthfulness of aparticular point of view.
Topic seection, therefore, is criticd tothe
success of the presentation. Coaches gen-
erally tend to counsd students against vari-
ous topics such as aortion, capitd pun-
ishment, or some other equally controver-
sid, highly publicized topic.

There isanother area of speechesthat
occasionally we as coaches and judges
ought to warn our students against, or a
least counsd agrea deal of caution when
they aresel ecting atopi c--persond experi-
ence. Though not rampant, it is not uncom-
mon to find a student spesking on atopic
such as a@use or growing up in an dco-
holicfamily because they themsdves have
been or arein tha situation.

While the ultimae god of the com-
petitive speech program should be to pro-
vide students with skills that carry them
through life, another goal that our students
strive for is to succeed competitively. Se-
lecting a very personal topicfor an oratory
placesthat god injeopardy for avariety of
reasons.

The judge of any public speaking
event evd uates on many factors: logic, or-
ganization, devel opment, aswell asa vari-
ety of public speaking skills. When a stu-
dent "bares her soul," it becomes very diffi-
cult to accuraely and farly assess these
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"..the orator must be truth-
ful. Any non-factual reference,
especidly a persona one MUST
be =0 identified."
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fectors. The heart of this difficulty liesin
the fact that a personal disdosure evokes
such a strong emotional response--a re-
sponse toward the speaker--that both the
speech and the presentati on take aback seat
inthemind of the judge. All judges should
strive to disassociae their own persond,
preconceived views on a topic from their
view of the speech being presented, but per-
sond disd osuremakes this objectivity very
difficult tomantan.

After hearing thereve ation, thejudge
isleft with two options:
Option 1) Thejudgeiswary of theverac-
ity of the persond disdosure. The judge
knows that thiscompetitor could make up
any personal story to add ethos and drama
to the speech. Some students might say
ANYTHING to score better in a round--
evenif it means embd lishing or even fabri-
cating apersond tragedy.At thesametime,
thejudgefeelsguilty for even SUSPECT -
ING that this spesker would stoop to lying
inan origind oratory.After dl, thekidlooks
SO hicel
Option 2) Thejudgeissquirmingin her
sedt. She feels that the speeker is (or may
be) reveding the heart-wrenching truth and
is both touched and uncomfortable. The
judgehas no previous persond relationship
with this student that would warrant such
intimate knowledge about the student.

Benginapositionto haveto utilize
either of these options torank a student is
difficult. Option Onecan never beverified.
Thus the benefit of having verifiable
sources. Option Two iswhere thedifficulty
redly lies. Thejudgeis left to wonder, "How
do | possibly rank this student now? How
do | say onthebdlot, "Your story was mov-
ing, and youveobviously been throughhdl,
but overall | have to giveyour speechab."
The judge is being asked to assign a nu-
merical va ueto someone'straumaor expe-
rience. Thus the real intent of the oratory
speechislost. Nolongeristhe judgerank-
ing the gegking, the logic, the organiza
tion, or the speaking skills, but rather the
emotiond vaueof tha individud's orded.
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Not only should the student consider
the potentid discomfort of the judge and
fdlow competitors, but additiondly, how
shewill fed if the speech receives alow
rank. Herein lies the problem for the stu-
dent: "Did tha judge rank me so low be-
cause they think | am a bad person for hav-
ing been through this? Coaches need to
consider this potentid impact on the stu-
dent when working through topi c sd ection.
As professiond s working with students, it
is sometimes our duty to guide students
away from decisions that may harm the
student's sdf-esteem.

There areforumsfor such disclosure
that are cathatic to both the spesker and
the audience, but these are forums where
thereis an understanding tha this kind of
intimate confession will take place and a
supportive bond can be formed. Competi-
tive speech events are not such places. In
an origind oratory round, judges (and of-
ten members of the audience) feel uncom-
fortable engaging in lengthy discussions
after the round with the competitors. The
judge usudly marks the bdlots in silence,
and the competitors quietly file out of the
room.

Coaches need not dissuade students
from sd ecting topi cs of strong personal in-
terest, and using an appeal to ethos is an
excellent strategy; however, atempting to
evoke a strong emotiona response from a
judge or audience by using persond dis-
closures can have unexpected negative re-
percussions. Sudents should be encour-
aged to gpped to ethos through the use of
exampl es or stories which arenot (or at least
not identified) as personal disdosures.
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