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for Further Investigation

MICHAEL W. SHELTON

Inrecent years, little attention has been assigned to debate speaker evaluation by forensic schol-
ars. This has occurred despite the fact that many have questioned the longstandzng reliance on
the traditional AFA Form C evaluation categories, and much of the data in the field related to
those standards is dated and often confusing and contradlctory It is time for renewed interest
in and attention to debate speaker evaluation by researchers in the field. This work offers a
review of the literature germane to the six traditional evaluation categories, as well as a dis-
aission of its confusing and conﬂzctual nature. The influence of non-performance variables
Uipon speaker evaluation and the rise of holistic assessment are discussed. The paper closes with
development of a new research agenda for the debate community in regard to the illumination
of the pedagogical and practical features associated with debate speaker evaluation.

|chatc Speaker Evaluation: The Case

oth Shelton (1996a) and Preston (1996) have recently shed some

renewed light on the issue of debate speaker point inflation.
Unfortunately, beyond that work, informal tinkering with some bal-
lot formats, and general complaints about specific scores from student
competitors, little other illumination has been cast on the general
issue of debate speaker evaluation in recent years. There have been
exciting and promising empirical efforts undertaken to explore a host
of issues germane to both the process and practice of intercollegiate
debate in recent years, but debate speaker evaluation has not been
among them. It is far too easy to reach the simple conclusion that the
basis for evaluating debate speakers has gone generally unquestioned
for much too long. The bulk of the research related to traditional cat-
egories for evaluation—such factors as delivery and evidence, for
example—is seriously dated and much of it is confusing and contra-
dictory. It is past time that a new agenda related to debate speaker
evaluation be established. That is the general goal of this work.

It is important to remember that there are important educational
and practical values associated with a research agenda of this nature.
Evaluation and feedback, such as what could be supplied by debate
ballots that are better grounded in contemporary empirical findings,

, are essential educational objectives for any activity. Speaking of the
broader communication discipline, Brooks (1971) noted:

An integral part of learning is evaluation and feedback. In the
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2 Debate Speaker Evaluation

educational process we assume that evaluation is a rational act
involving systematic analysis and judgment based on relevantg
criteria, and that the evaluation should be fed back to the learn
er so that appropriate understandings and behaviors are posi-
tively reinforced and erroneous understandings and behaviors
are corrected (p. 197).

The educational necessity for evaluative feedback was confirmed by
Professor Burgoon:

Certainly if students are to learn what elements truly contribute
to effective argumentation and specifically to successful inter-
collegiate debate, we must identify those factors that are relevant
and those that deserve the most emphasis (p. 2).

Verderber (1968) summarized the concept best by stating:
“Intercollegiate debate should be an educational experience; anything
that can be done to improve the value is worth the time and effort”
(p. 30). Hence, if further study were to aid the evaluation and feed-
back process for debate it would be well worth the effort. The poten-
tial practical reward in relation to funding may also make it well
worth the effort. Benson and Friedley (1982) noted that “obtaining
equitable funding and staff to coach...may be intrinsically tied to pro-
ducing empirical data related to the activity’s functions and claimed
benefits” (p.'1). Research regarding debate speaker evaluation may
help meet that need and, therefore, ultimately help to assure the
healthy survival of the activity.

In the pursuit of a research agenda regarding debate speaker evalu-
ation there are a number of things that most in the debate commu-
nity would like to know. First, what standards or guidelines, if any,
should be employed in the evaluation of individual debate speakers?
Second, should a more holistic approach totally replace the tradition-
al fixation with categorization? And, third, what is the relationship of
debate speaker evaluation to the ultimate awarding of a decision ina
debate and should there necessarily be any such relationship? I will
not, however, attempt to answer those questions here. What [ will do
is to offer a review of relevant literature and an account of current
conditions that lead me to express several specific steps that would =
contribute to a contemporary empirical investigation concerning 1
debate speaker evaluation and the central questions previously out-
lined. More specifically, I will review some of the earlier literature
related to many of the traditional categories employed in the perfor-
mance of debate evaluation. Next, [ will attempt to point out some of
the most striking and significant areas of confusion and Contradiction@‘
in that research. I will then offer some discussion concerning several-h{
factors external to those traditional evaluation categories and the
more recent process of holistic evaluation of both debate speakers and
debates themselves. I will close by outlining a number of steps that
hope will help light the path to a more informed consideration of
debate speaker evaluation.



TRADITIONAL EVALUATION CATEGORIES

For many years, most of the debate community implicitly endorsed
a standard evaluation form which suggested that six factors were of
the greatest importance in debate performance: delivery, reasoning,
organization, analysis, refutation, and use of evidence. These six fac-
tors were included on the American Forensic Association’s Form C
debate ballots to facilitate evaluation of debate speakers. The long use
of the Form C debate ballots institutionalized these variables as the
most important factors in debate performance. Many other debate
ballots utilize similar variables. Of course, ballots employed in parlia-
mentary debate and in activities sponsored by specific forensic asso-
ciations do not use those factors. In addition to their long use, exam-
ination of these factors is still important in this light; the bulk of
empirical research conducted within the debate community in the
area of debate speaker evaluation has related to those identified for
scoring on the Form C ballot. In addition, examination of those fac-
tors helps shed light on the uncertain nature of justifications for use
of such standards and many similar to them.

jDebate Speaker Evaluation 3

Some previous research has attempted to endorse the overall valid-
ity of utilizing the six factors on the Form C ballot for evaluation. For
instance, Professor Burgoon (19735) found that a “correlation analysis”
computed among the six predictor variables and the criterion vari-
ables “revealed that actually all of the six predictor variables by them-
selves were significantly related to percentage of wins” (p. 3). She
went on to note that “while organization and refutation emerged as
being slightly more important, all six factors were relatively equal in
their impact” (pp.3-4).

Other scholars have also touted the value of the six Form C factors.
“The Williams, Clark and Wood findings suggest that the traditional
criteria have a major impact” (Burgoon, 1975, p. 2), although they do
go on to note that they are not independent. Professor Giffin (1959)
conducted a study which found elements very similar to these tradi-
tional six, as constituting the majority of evaluation criteria employed
by debate judges. Although none of these studies unconditionally
embraced wholesale use of the categories contained on the Form C
ballot, they did add further credence to their use at the time and may
still, at least indirectly, influence the actual assigning of debate speak-
er points today. Even more, though, can be seen regarding these six
traditional categories by examining some of the forensic scholarship
directly relevant to each of them.

Gerald Sanders (1974) has operationally defined reasoning “as the
process by which we infer a conclusion from premises” (p. 11).
Although Sanders does not attempt to quantify the relative weight
that reasoning plays in a debate judge’s evaluation, he does note that
one should “emphasize the importance of reasoning in argumenta-
tion and the part that it plays in a judge’s decision” (p. 11).

3 B R R R R I



4 Debate Speaker Evaluation

Other authorities have suggested that reasoning is at least as impor-
tant as a debater’s use of evidence. Professor Cathcart (1955) ha
noted:

...the speaker who skillfully incorporates into his own thinking
the evidence gathered, and then weaves it smoothly into his
speech, will be just as effective as, if not more so than, the speak-
er who stops to cite sources for all of his evidence, or the one
who documents and qualifies each source. (p. 233).

Again, reasoning is identified as important, but the relative weight of
such importance is still unclear.

One could surmise that reasoning would obviously be important as
a debate skill, but the difficulty in attempting to independently mea-
sure its importance is equally obvious. The pervasive nature of rea-
soning in relation to debate may make it difficult to separate it from
other factors.

The great majority of earlier debate literature seems to place little
value on the independent worth of delivery. Indeed, the conclusion
reached by Vasilius and DeStephen (1979) seems quite true: “In
debate, the attitude toward delivery is ambivalent” (p. 197). Indeed,
they went on to note that the “overall lack of significance suggests
that a variety of factors contribute to debate success of which delivery,
at least in quantitative terms, may be of little importance” (p. 203).
Sanders (1974) has concurred by noting: “The judge who uses argu-
mentation and logic as his sole criteria for determining the winner of
an academic debate sees debate as an intellectual contest with speech
being only an incidental element” (p. 4). Many contemporary
observers (and most certainly critics) of NDT and CEDA would be
forced to agree that delivery seems to play little independent role in
the evaluation process.

There is actually a solid body of quantitative research which con-
firms the limited independent value that most debate judges and
scholars have assigned to delivery. An analysis of judging philosophy
statements found that relatively few judges automatically assigned
lower points to “spread debaters” or others who violates some deliv-
ery standard (Cox, 1975). Similarly, delivery or “speaking ability” has
been ranked extremely low in terms of its importance as an educa-
tional by-product of debate. Professor Pearce (1974) noted that:
“A...survey of attitudes toward forensics in the U.S. found that mem-
bers of the American Forensic Association themselves ranked the

development of speaking ability last in a list of educational objec-

tives” (p. 136).

There is very little debate-specific literature in relation to the
importance of organization. There is general literature concerning
organization and speech communication. For example, Elaine
Winkelman Butcher (1979) has observed:

Results of some previous experimental studies indicated that

e
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speech organization did not contribute to message comprehen-
sion. Other studies claimed that credibility was not impaired by
disorganization and that disorganization did not affect attitude.
On the other hand, the majority of the literature as well as
speech textbooks acknowledge the importance of speech organi-
zation” (p. 2980-A).

However, Butcher has also noted that disorganization is not inher-
ently negative or counterproductive. She noted:

Results confirmed the importance of message organization on
comprehension, but not on knowledge in some cases. Further,
disorganization is detrimental to credibility only on those factors
of qualification and safety, but not on warmth. Finally, this
study showed no effect of message disorganization on attitudes
toward the topic (p. 2981-A).

The controversy over the importance of organization in relation to
speech generally would seem to be relevant to debate as well. If judges
are more concerned simply with the outcome of arguments, organi-
zation may not be key. However, good organizational ability as an
independent factor in debate evaluation would appear to be open to
question.

“Analysis”, according to Sanders (1974), “is the arriving at an
understanding of the proposition and the discovering of the issues
inherent herein” (p. 6). Newman (1961) has suggested that delibera-
tive speakers, one would assume that this could include the debater,
“find that one of their most important tasks is analysis, or breaking a
proposition down into its component parts” (p. 43). Professor Rieke
(1968) has applied the concept more specifically to debaters by not-
ing that “analysis involves essentially two processes: discovering what
basic questions must be asked in considering the resolution; and dis-
covering what basic lines of reasoning are appropriate in setting about
to answer the questions” (p. 122).

Analysis is another factor, like reasoning, that seems to be general-
ly important, but very difficult to isolate and measure against other
factors. Indeed, Professor Rieke’s comment above clearly draws an
interrelationship between analysis and reasoning, further confound-
ing the situation.

Evidence and evidence usage appear to be factors that have stimu-
lated a good deal of debate-related literature. “Evidence”, notes
Sanders (1974), “is an indispensable element in good debating and
| the argumentation and logic judge treats it as such” (p. 11). In fact, a
- concern for evidence use bears upon the selection of a debate resolu-
tion. Sanders, writing again, has noted: “One of the criteria used for
choosing an intercollegiate topic is that adequate evidence should be
available on both sides of the proposition” (p. 10).

According to William Dresser (1963) “theorists generally agree that
the use of carefully selected and tested evidence is important to the
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advocate...” (p. 302). There are many who feel this is particularly
important for the debate advocate. “Champion level debaters”,
according to Benson (1971), “not only use the greatest amount of evi- &5
dence but also use a greater portion of their evidence to clash with
their opponents by denying arguments or establishing counter con-
tentions” (p. 264). Benson found that those debaters participating in
elimination rounds at major tournaments used almost one-quarter
more evidence than the “average” varsity debater, and more than fifty
percent more evidence than novices (p. 262). Other scholars (Bryant
and Shelton, 1986) have found that such differences tend to hold true
in both value and policy debate at the intercollegiate level.

Although “championship” level debaters tend to use more evi-
dence and evidence usage is generally recognized as important, there
is no firm consensus on its value or effect. “McCroskey’s findings”, for
instance, “that evidence is the least valuable factor for immediate atti-
tude change” (Vasilius and DeStephen, 1979, p. 203) obviously casts
doubt upon the inherent value of evidence usage. In debate situa-
tions, according to Vasilius and DeStephen, “where the critic must
render an immediate decision, the quality of evidence may be unim-
portant or at least not important as other factors” (p. 203).

Many feel that evidence is interrelated to other factors and debat-
ing skills. Some authors have suggested “that evidence is used to sup- %
port arguments and cannot be considered separate from the argu- \
ments” (Vasilius and DeStephen, 1979, p. 202). Professor Dresser
(1963) has also suggested that evidence tends to work with other fac-
tors. He has reported that:

This study tends to support the position of those contemporary
theorists who hold that the importance of carefully tested evi-
dence in speech making lies not in its contribution to persua-
siveness but in its usefulness in helping the speaker to explore
his subject intelligently (p. 306).

Debate scholars have long been at odds regarding the specific role of
evidence. Kathy Kellerman (1980) summarized the situation rather
succinctly:

In contrast to the teachings of most iritroductory communica-
tion courses, theoretical consensus and empirical validation of
the usefulness of evidence to a speaker have yet to be estab-
lished. Indeed, the plethora of empirical research on evidence
has produced such inconsistent results that no coherent theo-
retical perspective on the usefulness of evidence in argument can

be extracted (p. 159). £

As will shortly be seen, Kellerman’s conclusion regarding the inde-
pendent role of evidence is reflective of the general question of
whether the traditional categories serve as useful standards or not for
debate speaker evaluation.

Professor Sanders (1974) has defined the last of the six traditional
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standards in this way: “Refutation is considered to be the attempted

destruction of the opponents’ argumentation” (p. 13). Sanders feels

that refutation is one of the key elements that a judge considers in the
evaluation of a debater. There are others who have suggested that
refutation is the single most important element for evaluation. “If any
single measure could be applied to determine the potency of a
debater”, writes Professor Faules (1968), “that measure would exam-
ine refutation skill” (p. 190).

The results of actual debates seem to validate the relative impor-
tance of refutation. Faules (1968) noted that “winning debaters were
scored superior more frequently for refutation than any other item.
Such evidence indicates that refutation skill may be a predictor for
debate effectiveness” (p. 47). Keeling (1968) also found that “the
greatest difference in the scores of winning and losing debaters
occurred in the area of refutation. In addition, winning debaters were
scored superior more frequently for refutation than any other item”
(p. 190).

Despite evidence correlating debate success and high scores for
refutation, there is still doubt as to whether it is refutation alone that
actually accounts for this. In fact, Sanders (1974) has gone on to sug-
gest that rebuttal may be equally or more important than simple refu-
tation. He noted: “Rebuttal is the attempted rebuilding of an argu-
ment once it has been attacked. It does no good to refute an oppo-
nent’s argumentation if your own case is in shambles” (p. 13). Even
Faules (1968) has suggested that refutation may be inherently depen-
dent upon other factors. “The presentation”, that is delivery, “of refu-
tation will decide its potency” (p. 149). He has also noted that the
whole process of refutation is “dependent upon a student’s ability to
examine evidence, reasoning, and the relationship of evidence and
inference” (p. 191).

CONFUSION AND CONTRADICTION

It is nearly impossible to review the literature regarding the six tra-
ditional categories institutionalized with use of the Form C debate
ballot without recognizing that much of the research is confusing and
contradictory. For example, despite the fact that numerous scholars
have attached special, independent value to the roles of evidence and
refutation, many others have found that conclusion to be less than
apparent. Delivery is another good example. Most earlier research—
and, of course, much of contemporary practice utilizing some debate
formats—suggests that delivery carries little weight in the overall eval-
uation of debate speakers. Faules (1968), among others, however, has
indicated that it is the delivery of such features as evidence and refu-
tation that make them so important in the process of evaluating
debate speakers. If there is any one general consensus that can be
drawn from this earlier debate literature, it may well be that no gen-
eral consensus can be drawn regarding utilization of the six tradition-
al variables.-
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Early debate research, much like all research in any area that might
be viewed as a sub-specialty was heavily influenced by general schol-g
arship from the broader rhetorical studies and communication disci- 3
pline. Much of the examination of delivery, evidence, and other fea- T
tures traditionally evaluated in debates was fueled by a general adher-
ence to the guidance offered in classroom textbooks on public speak-
ing. Further, scholarship from the general communication discipline
filtered down into debate literature reviews on a regular basis. For
example, Butcher’s (1979) discussion of organization, Newman's
(1961) comments regarding analysis, and the reference to the
McCroskey studies on evidence were all general communication dis-
cipline advise, but they appeared in the literature reviews of several of
the debate speaker evaluation projects cited here.

The bulk of early debate literature failed to empirically validate any
one of the traditional evaluation factors as being independent of the
other five, and some of the studies cited recognized this to be the case.
Indeed, Burgoon (1975) has found that: “Debaters who were rated
high on any one dimension were consistently rated high on the other
five” (p. 4). Vasilius and DeStephen (1979) have also found a lack of
independent criteria for debate evaluation. They have noted:

Research indicates that debate evaluation is multidimensional, g
that some evaluative dimensions are more important than oth- %
ers, and that the dimensions are not independent, despite
“boxes” on a debate ballot indicating evaluative factors (p. 195).

After folding the six traditional categories of the Form C debate bal-
lot into three for their research effort, Burgoon and Montgomery
(1976) concluded:

The collapse of previously discovered dimensions into three in
this investigation is a significant finding. It implies that when
respondents are asked to reveal their standards for evaluation
rather than to rate actual people, a different judgmental struc-
ture appears. When evaluating actual people, it seems possible to
distinguish among composure, sociability, and character attrib-
utes. However, when the ideal is to be rate, all of these attribut-
es seem to be intertwined. The logical extension of this finding
is that judges probably only evaluate debaters along these three
general lines rather than making six independent judgements, as
presumed by the old Form c ballots (pp. 175-176).

Indeed, Burgoon and Montgomery’s conclusion points squarely to
consideration of the role of holistic evaluation of debate speakers and g

to discussion of the influence that non-performance or “external” *
variables might play in such evaluation.

HOLISTIC EVALUATION/EXTERNAL FACTORS

A recognition that the possibility existed that the six traditional
categories may actually operate in some synergistic manner that per-
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mits the intrusion of non-performance variables lead some early

sresearchers to point in the direction of holistic evaluation and other

. methods of assessing the skills of debaters. Burgoon’s (1975) remarks

are fairly typical:

The failure of judges to discriminate among the six elements
implies that either (1) they are only making a gross, global eval-
uation, (2) they are unable to translate their true evaluation cri-
teria into marking behavior (which reduces the utility of the bal-
lots as feedback to debaters), or (3) other factors are influencing
their decisions (p. 4).

The possible role of such “other factors” as non-performance variables
led many of the early debate researchers to appeal to the findings of
Barker (1966) and others in the general communication discipline:

The many uncontrollable variables present in the evaluation sit-
uation, coupled with different concepts of the ideal speech, com-
pound the problem. Evaluations of communication behavior
appear to be influenced by a combination of environmental, per-
ceptual, and hereditary factors that influence human judgement

(p. 10).

Some early researchers would draw from this the need to go down the
path of empirical investigation of certain non-performance variables
such as the side of the proposition being supported by an advocate
and the particular speaker position being performed by that advocate.
Review of some of that research permits us to glean even more ammu-
nition for the charge that further, contemporary research of debate
speaker evaluation should be undertaken.

Sidney Hill (1973) found “that the format variables ‘side of topic’
and ‘speaker position’ have no significant effect on the overall out-
come of intercollegiate debates as measured by the dependent vari-
able index of outcome” (p. 65). Any effect associated with topic side
would seem to simply reflect pure chance. Halstead (1940) concurred
by noting:

These figures indicate, then, that there may be a slight advantage
for one side on a specific debate question, but that there seems
to be no particular advantage for Affirmative per se or Negative
per se. Even this advantage may be pure chance, and it is so
slight an advantage that it is not likely to influence the decision
in a specific debate (pp. 214-215).

Other factors, however, also drew attention from early debate
researchers. “Physical location alone”, Brooks (1971) has noted,
“exerts a powerful influence on amount of interaction. The powerful,
almost mechanical, effect of physical distance on friendship patterns
is consistently documented” (p. 198). Brooks has further explained
that:

Both the conclusions of debaters and the conclusions of scholars
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studying debate judging indicate that debate decisions are based

on something other than the criteria listed on debate ballots. 4
Hidden criteria, sometimes suggested by debaters, are social dis-\"

tance and geographic distance (p. 198).

Brooks further reported that “geographical distance was related to
debate decisions in a manner not predicted by chance in five of the
six tournaments” that he studied (p. 199).

Hill (1973) has also examined the variable of geographical distances
or proximity. Hill noted: “Schools normally do a major proportion of
their season’s debating within their National Debate Tournament dis-
trict, thus potentially fostering ‘friendship through proximity’” (p. 9).
Hill felt that such influence was possibly overstated. He noted:
“Because these district lines represent natural lines of travel and tra-
ditional boundaries, the effects due to simple geographical proximity
might well be over-ridden by the pressures of district reporting” (p.
15). Hill further noted that his “model indicated that within any NDT
district, proximity was a negative influence. Perhaps, in this case,
proximity led to the growth of rivalries rather than friendships” (p.
77). The growth of CEDA and changes in travel patterns since Hill’s
period of research would further confound the role that geographical
distance or proximity might play in the evaluation of debaters.

The variable of gender has inspired even greater controversy among

forensic scholars. For example, Hayes and McAdoo (1972) have
found gender to effect speaker rankings beyond simple chance, they
reported:

The conclusion is that in debates involving at least one mixed
team, the rankings received by both males and females system-
atically differ from those expected by chance. Under these con-
ditions females receive more “one” and “three” rankings but
fewer “twos” and “fours.” At the same time males differ from
chance in that they receive more “twos” and “fours” but
fewer”ones” and “threes” (p. 131).

It has further been suggested that gender can affect total outcome
(win/loss), not only individual rankings. Rosen, Dean, and Willis
(1978) found “there is no difference between male and female teams
with regard to winning, but mixed teams are more likely to win” (p.
21).

Some authorities feel that the success of male-female teams actual-
ly reflects other factors at work. Hensley and Strother (1968) reported:

At least two reasons can be advanced for the advantage of the
male-female teams. First, there may be instances when the
respective styles of the male and female tend to complement
each other better than if members of the same sex were debating
as colleagues. Secondly, while in truth, there may be no differ-
ence in the abilities of the two sexes, coaches may be reluctant
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to pair a male and female (p. 236).
Hensley and Strother further suggest that single gender teams are nei-

ther more or less successful. The results of their study fails “to give any
credence to the superiority of a team composed of two males or to the
inferiority of a team composed of two females” (p. 236). Hensley and
Strother felt that the success of single gender teams merely reflected
chance alone. They went on to say “By the laws of chance alone,
debating teams can be expected to win 50% of their debates and,
indeed, teams composed of two males or two females have records
which conform very closely to this expectation” (p. 236).
]

The gender of those evaluating speech acts may play some part in
how these evaluations occur. This has been found to be generally true
in the field of speech communication. According to Barker (1966): “A
meaningful relationship was found between instructor’s speech rat-
ings and the sex of the communicator” (p. 14). In relation to debate,
Hill (1973) found that “female debaters tended to be associated with
lower team ratings than did male debaters. Conversely, male judges
tended to give lower team ratings than female judges” (p. 67). Hill
went on to explain the expected ratings involved in various situa-

tions.

This model indicates that the members of mixed teams received
lower ratings than either all-male or all-female teams. Before a
male judge, the expected speaker rating for the male member of
a mixed team was 19.50, as compared to 22.80 for a male debater
with a male colleague before a male judge. The expected rating
was 19.12. When debating before a female judge, the female in
a mixed team had an expected rating of 19.33 (p. 67).

Hill went even further to suggest that:

....for any given debate, then these results indicate that all-male
teams had a greater expectation of winning before a male than
before a female judge. Mixed teams and all-female teams, how-
ever, had an expected loss from male judges and an expected win

from female judges (p. 67).

Hence, gender of the judge in relation to gender of the debaters
involved may well influence evaluations made by those judges.

Unlike evidence, geographical proximity, and many other variables
that might impact the evaluation of debate speakers, gender has
received research attention in the last few years. None of that atten-
s tion, however, was specifically directed at testing gender as one of
~ many variables in relation to debate speaker evaluation. Indeed, much
of the recent attention that the debate community has lavished upon
the issue of gender has been in regard to overall representation rates
and sexual harassment. Two recent studies do, though, warrant note
as they are germane to the present discussion. Shelton and Shelton
(1993) found that there is no significant difference in ranking or suc-
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cess due to gender among high school debaters. Shortly thereafter,
Bruschke and Johnson (1994) conducted an extensive investigation of
college debaters participating in major NDT tournaments and found?
that not to be the case, concluding that “females might out-perform i
males to receive equivalent scores” (p. 169). They clearly suggest that
the evaluation of debaters in NDT tournaments currently favors male
debaters. Recently, Shelton (1996b) has questioned elements of
Bruschke and Johnson’s research and has suggested that the issue of
gender bias in debate evaluation is still open to question.

In addition to the various factors discussed here a host of variables
may effect debate speaker evaluation in practice. Shelton and Shelton
(1993) have concluded, “Another area that might be useful would be
to examine other variables that may effect performance such as attrac-
tiveness, dress, color of skin, proximity of competitor’s school to the
judge’s school, the prestige of the team’s school, amount of evidence
read, and so forth. Investigation of numerous other [besides gender]
factors might provide constructive information” (p. 24). They might
indeed.

RESEARCH AGENDA

Over thirty years ago, Williams and Webb (1964) concluded that i
“there is little research evidence that lends insight into the actual #
bases for judges’ decisions” (p. 126). Their conclusion is still true
today and in some ways even more important. It is still true, as noted,
due to the fact that most previous research focused upon the contra-
dictory and confusing categories associated with the traditional Form
C debate ballot and because the holistic process of evaluation that can
so clearly be impinged upon by multiple non-performance variables
has received little scholarly attention. Everyone may now proclaim “I
agree, but what research should we attempt to do?” Such a question
is most appropriate and it receives the remainder of my attention in
the present paper.

Replication of some of the earlier research would be a vital first
step. Replication is the normal mode of investigation according to
longstanding paradigms of scientific investigation and can be partic-
ularly useful in regard to debate speaker evaluation studies. Several
important questions might be answered and others raised by such a
replication method. We may well learn that contemporary practice in
intercollegiate debate—or, at least, in some of its manifestations—
might have shifted the balance to place more or less weight upon one
of the six traditional evaluative categories. We may also learn that the g
contemporary composition of the debate community, both partici- *
pants and judges, has so evolved that the six traditional standards
may be measured and considered very differently today.

Replication also holds the inherent potential of more robust data
results. This is true for several reasons. Contemporary researchers also
employ contemporary methods. In addition to indicators of mathe-
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matical procedures and formulas, contemporary researchers can draw
upon a host of quantitative and qualitative methods unfamiliar to
scholars even two decades ago. Further, many of those quantitative
and qualitative methods are now facilitated by the utilization of
advanced computer software. Contemporary researchers can also
make more practical, less technical, adjustments during the replica-
tion process. They may, for example, significantly expand the sample
size associated with a particular investigation or control for a variety
of different variables. Any of these steps may glean data that better
informs our knowledge of debate speaker evaluation.

Some would naturally question which of the earlier studies should
be subjected to replication. Of course, it would be theoretically possi-
ble to replicate all of the research reviewed here and to factor analyze
the relevant features so generated. Such an undertaking might be
quite rewarding, but some researchers might still want more specific
guidance. A good starting point might be to replicate those studies
like Burgoon’s (1975) or Giffin’s (1959) that tend to endorse the valid-
ity of the six traditional factors utilized on the Form C debate ballot.
Findings from such efforts would help provide a firm foundation for
future investigations. In addition, as noted, much of the early
research suggested that evidence and refutation held special value as
they are features that tend to be pervasive throughout any argumen-
tative situation. Replication of studies connected to those findings
might also be a good starting point for replciation as they could
potentially help point to specific variables that might play the great-
est role in debate performance.

Moving beyond replication would also be important. Empirical
investigations might start with assessments of the diverse array of bal-
lots that are now being employed in the practice of many different
debate formats. CEDA, NDT, NEDA, the parliamentary associations,
NFA Lincoln-Douglas, and most of the other contemporary debate
formats use ballots that are different in some way and often seek to
serve purposes specific to the particular organization sponsoring the
activity. Some debate ballots provide evaluation categories for such
variables as ethics, language use, style, courtesy, and a number of
other individualized variables. Empirical evaluation of all of these var-
ious ballot formats could help generate a list of important variables to
examine for debate in general and for the educational outcomes that
each organization seeks to promote.

More study in relation to the holistic evaluation of debaters and
debates would be in order. A quarter of a century ago, Hill (1973)
noted that “judges simply don’t check the boxes any more” (p. 213).

| Even then, researchers realized that debate judges often assign a score

to an individual speaker based not on a tabulation of the six tradi-
tional variables, but on some more holistic or impressionistic basis. In
fact, only two years later Burgoon (1975) saw this as a dangerous
trend. She noted:
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