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making. The connection between critical thinking and debate is best
explained by Harrigan (2008) when she explains that “switch side
debate contributes more greatly to the cultivation of a healthy ethic
of tolerance and pluralism, generates the reasoned reflection neces-
sary for critical thinking, or instills responsible and critical skepticism
toward dominant systems of beliet” (p. 37). Every individual, whether
they remain a student of argumentation or not, will be placed into the
position of decision-maker. In a democracy we are bombarded with
different ideas all framed around the idea of what is best, in business
we are bombarded by ideas about what course of action is the best for
our company, and in our personal life we are constantly making deci-
sions about what is best for ourselves, our friends, and our families—
debate puts participants in a more advanced position in all of those
situations. Strait and Wallace (2008) explained that “critical thinking
is necessary to assess all the possible outcomes of each choice, com-
pare its relative merits, and arrive at some final decision about which
choice is preferable” (p. 40). Scholars have also pointed to the need
for a critical and well-informed public to question decision-making at
the policy level (Zarefsky, 2007).

Students of debate learn the skills needed to be better citizens
(Zompetti & Williams, 2007) however, it is not always clear if those
learned skills transfer to the rest of their lives. In a conversation with
former debaters I believe that I can hear how they applied the skills
they learned to the rest of their lives. While the conclusions might
not suggest direct correlation, the research seems to illustrate that
participating in debate is a transformative decision and likely affects
how people carry out routine decisions as well as more complex deci-
sions. This leads to the final research question:

RQ #5: How, if at all, do the critical thinking and analysis skills
gained from debate affect participant’s identities as decision-makers?

Method

The goal that I set forth was to better understand how people relate
their sense of identity to debate. In order to achieve this goal I situ-
ated this study in the interpretive tradition, which focuses on mean-
ing from the perspective of the actors themselves (Baxter & Babbie,
2004; Denzin & Lincoln, 200S). Interpretive scholars look to identify
and understand the meaning-making similarities that communica-
tion or the phenomena in question hold for the participants, rather
than focusing on between-group differences (Baxter & Braithwaite,
2008; Creswell, 2007; Leininger, 1994). This meaning-making goes
beyond researcher-identified terms and focuses the study in regard to
the individual’s point of view (Bochner, 1985). The research is focused
on the subjective reality of the participants (Braithwaite & Baxter,
2005) and is consistent with Mead’s (1934) symbolic interactionist
perspective, which identified that reality is constructed through the
lens of social interaction.
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Participants

[ conducted 27 interviews. Though I reached theoretical saturation
at about 9, I continued to ensure that I heard nothing new. Theoretical
saturation is the point in the interviewing process in which the kind
of comments being made become redundant and no new information
is being gathered from the participants. The participants ranged in age
from 19-57. There were 19 males and 8 females. The participants
ranged from 4 years of high school experience to 41 years of debate
and coaching experience.

Procedure

In order to find the population best able to relay their experience,
purposeful sampling techniques were used (Spradley, 1979; Tashakori
& Teddlie, 2003). Everyone in the study was selected because they met
the following criterion: they participated in two or more years of aca-
demic debate. Upon approval by the University’s Institutional Review
Board, I recruited members of the college Lincoln Douglas debate
community via e-mail and flyer solicitation at tournaments around
the United States.

Once participants had replied to my inquiries, I scheduled tele-
phone interviews at their convenience. Interpretive researchers utilize
interviews because they are one of the most common and tested
methods to approach certain kinds of questions (Fontana & Frey,
1994). The individual interviews were focused on participants’ experi-
ences, feelings, and thoughts (Johnson, 2002; Straus & Corbin, 1998).
They were traditional, in-depth interviews (Kvale, 1996; McCracken
1988; Smith, 1995) which started with a set of open-ended questions
but had the flexibility to be guided by the responses of the partici-
pants (Spradley, 1979; Smith, 1995). Dealing with the issue of identity
and its change over time, I relied upon the retrospective interview
technique. This technique is a methodological tool that allows par-
ticipants to recall their memories at various points in their lives.

The interview began with an explanation of the study and how the
material would be used as data. I explained the participants’ rights
and emphasized their agency in the form of the power to skip any
question or end the interview at any time. Each interview lasted for
about an hour and was audio taped after consent by participants.

Data Analysis

The transcripts of the interviews provided the data for analysis in
this study. I used analytical coding (Lindlof &Taylor, 2002) to identify
key concepts in the data. I read each transcript and highlighted infor-
mation that I thought connected to or answered a research question.
As I collected the comments [ thought important to each question, I
also listened for any repetitiveness, redundancy and forcefulness
(Owen, 1984; 1985). This allowed me to identify themes around the
research questions. This analysis fits into the notion of symbolic inter-
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actionism because the language choices and stories told by the par-
ticipants guided the research.

Results

Responses from debaters in this study showed three primary
themes: how their identity was communicated through being a debat-
er, how they learned to relate and communicate with people through
debate, and how identity formation and empowerment through
debate seemed to be interconnected. Responses that fit into all of
these three themes were reported by all participants in the study. I
chose some exemplars to illustrate how these themes were illustrated
in the participants’ responses. While some of the responses were more
direct to these themes than others, and these were not the only
themes available from the data set, these were the most forceful,
prevalent, and consistent (Owen, 1984; 1985).

Identity Communicated Through Definition

Ehninger and Brockriedge (1978) explained that terms can be
explained in a variety of ways based on the way that the given word
was constructed in context. This helps legitimize the idea that social
construction is the key to defining words and ideas. There are many
different ways to define terms and concepts. Complex legal concepts
are often high level abstractions based on very precise definitions.
When posed questions about their identity and what it meant to be a
debater, participants constructed their answers in a variety of ways.
The four ways that participants defined being a debater were: in com-
parison to alternatives, through their self-concept, through the skills
they acquired, and through their team.

Being a Debater in Comparison to Alternatives

The questions that talked about what it meant to be a debater
offered some rich data. Some people related what it meant to be-a
debater to other things: “I wasn’t good at sports, so debate was some-
thing I could be good at. For me, it was like somewhere to belong, to
fit in” (IV 1). The concept of identity came into play often when
defining oneself as a debater using alternatives.

[ was not a girly-girl. [ never played with Barbie dolls or liked
pink. Debate was aggressive, not girly at all. | wanted to debate,
[ wanted to argue. [ mean, not a lot of girls were the inside
speaker, but [ always was. Guys were shocked to see this little
blond girl eat their lunch; they got embarrassed and I showed
them that [ was better than them right away. I always felt bad
when I didn’t like cheerleading or the mall, but debate gave me
something academic that my mom could be proud of and that [
didn’t have to just pretend to like. (IV 3)

In addition to sports and gender norms, debate was often explained
as an alternative to passivity and inaction. “Being a debater meant



What Debate Means to Us : Tl

doing something. My town had less than 1,000 people. It was either
sit and do nothing or join a team. We had debate and band—and I
didn’t want to be a band geek” (IV 2).

Being a Debater Improved Self-Concept

Defining what it meant to be a debater against alternatives was not
the only way that people explained what it meant to be a debater.
Many people explained being a debater as to what it meant to them
and what it said about their self-concept. “Being a debater meant that
I was one of the ‘smart kids’ in school. In movies and TV and stutf
they always made debaters out to be the nerds who later made it in
life and I was happy to be one of nerds now to make it later” (IV 1).
The competitive nature of debate also seemed tied to participants’
self-esteem. “I wasn'’t good at school. Classes were boring and I hated
listening to lectures. I was good at debate because it was all on me. I
gave all the speeches. I either won or lost” (IV 3).

But the ideas of self-concept and self-esteem were not always
understood through an individualistic frame; they were often viewed
through the lens of the other. “My parents were really proud of me
when | started debating. Anything with trophies got my dad fired up.
Being a debater meant being worth cheering for” (IV 5). This sense of
looking at oneself through the lens of the other was not restricted to
families. “I liked that teachers called on me. My social studies teacher
[in high school] would always ask me what I thought because I could
take the opposite opinion. I got better in class when my opinion
seemed to matter” (IV 3).

Relating Through Debate

People find ways to relate to other people based on their self-con-
cept. Debate as an activity seemed to empower people toward com-
municating more and feeling more confident, but debate also
functioned as the subject of relating, too. Participants came to not
only find themselves in the activity, but found ways that others
viewed them and how to reconcile all of those factors with a larger
identity. The two main themes that arose from relating were family
and team/group identification.

Relating to Family Through Debate

Building a family identity can be hard given the diverse roles that
people take within a family. The systems theory of family communi-
cation helps explain how people play roles and are constrained by
how they perceive themselves as “fitting” into the family. What the
research for this study found was that participants helped understand
their role better, as a marker of expanded identity, and found ways to
appreciate diversity throughout the family system. Two representative
examples that flow from child to parent, then from parent to child
will help illustrate the use of debate as a tool for relationship building
similar to families.
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There were quite a few stories told by participants that showed how
debate as an activity was a generational engagement. Fathers, moth-
ers, daughters, and sons often reported that they had tamily members
who participated in debate. More often than not though, the connec-
tion was not solely a categorical one, but the connection helped them
create an identity as a child or parent and offered each a way to better
understand the other. Children found ways to interpret affection and
increase their interpersonal connection. But the increased connection
was not solely from child to parent, it seemed to go both ways:

I got to talk to my son more when he started debating. I mean,
maybe it wasn'’t just because he started debating, but, it . .. made
it easier. He was at that age when | wasn’t cool anymore and
debate gave us something that he wanted to listen to me about.
It was like him following in my footsteps, [ was really proud. |
could see myself in him and when he did good I remembered
how it felt to compete and win and [ was that much happier for
him. [ worked 9-5 Monday through Friday most of the time he
was in high school, but [ always went out on the weekends and
judged for his team. We spent a lot more time together because
of debate and it made us closer. (IV §5)

Beyond parental-child bonding, there was a connection between
siblings as well. “For one tournament my senior year I actually part-
nered with my little brother. He was awful and it was the only tourna-
ment all year I didn’t break...It was my favorite tournament. We still
talk about it” (IV 3). And, sometimes, it allowed siblings to connect
who would not have otherwise had the chance:

My brother and me don’t have anything in common. He was the
captain of the football team. Not just a good player, he was the
captain. I did band, played chess, and loved debate. We couldn’t
have been more opposite. I must have went to every game he
ever played: football, baseball, hockey, basketball, he even
played lacrosse. Right before my state final round my junior year,
his senior year, he walked into the room and sat in the back. He
skipped [school event]| and drove out to [name edited out] town
to watch me for once. It meant the whole world to me. He was
so happy when [ won. He called me a debate jock. I used to have
“debate jocks” written on our team shirts because it let me tell
that story. (IV 4)

The connections made either through increased identification or
comparison was a consistent theme in participant responses.

Debaters Reported a Sense of Team-Identification/Group Belonging

While the familial connection was a major theme for how partici-
pants related through debate, many participants also explained their
team dynamics. Participants grounded their identity not only in the
activity and what it meant to them individually, but also in how they
existed in the larger group of their teams. Teams created social net-
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works, they were support systems, and they were instances of volun-
tary-kin relationships.

Teams were social networks because they let new people meet and
build connections. Twelve participants found dating relationships
from their debate team. “I met my boyfriend on my team in college.
There is no way I could have been with a non-debate boy. It’s not just
him though, all our friends are on the team” (IV 3). But it was not
limited to dating relationships; over a third of the participants met
their eventual husband or wife in debate.

[ was on the team with my wife for two years, then I coached her
for two years. All the time we spent together made me sure that
she was the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.
There is so much intense time spent working together, sharing
each other’s successes and failures. You're vulnerable in front of
each other, you're proud in front of each other . .. We have three
kids, been married 17 years, and won a [affiliation omitted] top
speaker award. (IV 5)

The social network aspect of teams showed consistently not only in
building relationships, but making connections.

In addition to relating through debate teams as a social network,
participants also related to team members as a support system. “When
my G.P.A. dropped, my teammates were my tutors. They wanted all of
us to be able to travel and my G.P.A. went from a 2.7 to a 3.3 when I
graduated. I couldn’t have done it without them” (IV 2). And while
there was a lot of support reported from participants about grades and
competitive success, there were also stories about how the team
became a support system while they were students in college and far
from home.

I would have quit school if it hadn’t been for debate and my
teammates. We drank a lot, we ate too much, and being part of
that team of losers saved my life. We all stay in contact . . . They
taught me a lot about how to help people—to be a good friend.
(IV 6)

The need for social support is high when away at college, and partici-
pants continually regarded their debate teammates as a support net-
work to lean on and trust.

The final way that participants constructed ways to relate with
teammates came from classifying the team as voluntary-kin. While no
one actually said the words “voluntary-kin”, most used family lan-
guage to describe people not biologically tied to them. Participants
described teammates as “like a brother” or “like a sister”. They
described their debate team as “a family.” To relate a story about the
person on the team they loved to hate, one participant evoked the
term “black sheep.” Still, this story stuck out to help illustrate this
theme:

My students have become like another set of my children. You
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spend so much time watching them grow up, it’s amazing. I
know which ones have gone to grad school, law school, and got-
ten married. It’s not like a normal student professor relationship
because you get to spend so much more time with them and you
usually get them for 3-4 years. When I go to [professional] con-
ferences now it is like a little family reunion. I see how all the
kids look grown up, married, and a lot of them with their own
little debate families. (IV 4)

The connections made between debate and voluntary kin relation-
ships are not just in the relationships between people, but also con-
structed in the locations of their future meetings.

Identity and Empowerment Interconnectedness for Debaters

The linkage between debate and civic engagement seems clear.
Students learn advocacy skills and engage in conversations about
political issues during their participation in debate. After learning
those skills though, the participants in this study help explain how
they have put those skills to work. Their responses illustrate how
empowerment affects peoples’ identities. Students of debate feel
empowered as advocates because they possess the specialized sKkills
taught in debate to understand and challenge policy options. These
advocacy skills empower them to take part in civic activities more
readily than those who feel overwhelmed by the system. It affects
their identity because the increased skill sets allow debaters to see
themselves as part of the political process rather than a passive agent
being acted upon by politics. The responses seem to consistently show
how empowerment leads to action and how the diverse skill set
taught in debate validates people to increase their self-concept and
alter their identities.

First, participants consistently talked about how they were empow-
ered to take action. “I haven’t missed a state or national election in 22
years. I've missed some local ones, but I've voted in most of those
too” (IV 5). But the connection between civic engagement and debate
is not just in the exercise of voting, but in the rationale behind it.
“You get involved because you learn how screwed up things are. Every
time you cut a harms card about how bad the world is, it is like its
own reason to try to do something about it” (IV 6). In addition to
facilitating the action and helping to justify the rationale for that
action, participants reported that learning to debate created a concep-
tual framework within which engagement fit.

I remember coming out of [high] school and wanting to change
the world and not having any idea how. You're 18 years old, you
don’t know how anything works, but your heart is in the right
place. Debate showed me how stuff worked. Get up and go pro-
test. Go out and start getting people to sign petitions. Bitch,
moan, make noise. Debate demystified the process. Everybody
that you know who made a difference started out just wanting
to help . . . You can engage the process in the language needed
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to actually get something done. Knowing how the world works
is the first step to actually giving your voice a chance to be
heard. (IV 4)

So many messages seemed to be about how the mechanics of debate
and learning the process facilitated future actions.

The root cause of the facilitation of future action seemed to come
from the empowerment that people felt from the skills acquired in
debate. Participant responses indicated that debate affects not only
how people see the world around them, but how they see themselves
in that world.

The first time I really felt smart was after a debate round during
a judge’s critique. It wasn’t like school and if I chose the right
letter, but the judge was telling me that I really impressed her
with the way I thought about a topicality argument. I felt really
good about myself afterward. I don’t know how to say it the best,
but debate made me feel like I could be better. [ heard that I was
smart in rounds and that made me smarter in the classroom.
Once I felt good enough to try, I kept getting good feedback.
That really translated to helping me feel good enough to try to
get internships, jobs, and admit that I really want to run for a
state office. I am working on a campaign for the governor and
one day I hope to get elected. I wouldn't feel like I was capable
of even trying something like this if I hadn’t done debate. (IV 1)

In addition to encouraging people through positive messages and
forming an identity as capable people, participants also explained
how debate made them able to understand other peoples’ identities as
well. '

The thing that debate taught me that [ wouldn’t have gotten
anywhere else is open-mindedness. I lived around the same
people who all had the same views my whole life. I mean, come
on, the first gay person | ever met was on my debate team. I
didn’t have any experience with diversity . . . Learning about
different people taught me that there are always two sides to any
argument. You learn that people aren’t bad or good because of
their opinions. I learned to talk more honestly with people and
give them the benefit of the doubt more. It made me realize
Republicans aren’t stupid or mean or evil; they just look at issues
a ton different than me. It makes it easier to get people. (IV 6)

Discussion

The results revealed the interconnection between the research
questions. The answers to research question number one were inter-
woven with the answers to research questions four and five. It appears
that empowerment is communicated by debaters through the acts of
civic engagement and that empowerment displays itself clearly in
their abilities as decision-makers. Also, the answers to research ques-
tions two and three were closeness connected. Participants responded
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that the empowerment felt through debate does translate across con-
texts and that identity transformation is what affects debaters beyond
their competitive years. In addition to the direct findings, there were
some very interesting theoretical applications to the findings as well.

Debate has often been explained as a forum for argumentativeness
and verbal aggression (Blair, 2006; Dimock & Dimock, 2009; Harrigan,
2008; Mitchell, 1998). Positioning debate as an alternative to sports
seemed to bring about a very interesting gender dynamic. Males
seemed to view debate as an alternative to physical contests which
they were not good at in school. Males also tended to view debate as
a way to compete and win without actually engaging in sports. Many
of the same philosophies of sports entered into the discussion—fair-
ness, competition, practice—but they were bracketed in a way that
positioned debate as an alternative to athletics. Females seemed to
view debate as an alternative to passivity. Argumentativeness is typi-
cally a trait that is constructed in very masculine terms (Infante, 1982;
Stewart, 1986; Swift, 2008a) and female debaters liked the forum for
them to be able to engage equally. Supported by theoretical stances on
gender and identity (Wood, 1994) the findings support that females
viewed debate as an alternative to gendered systems of identity con-
struction where they were expected to be supportive, nurturing, and
non-aggressive.

Empowerment as a function of debate has been seen in previous
research (Dauber, 1989; Swift, 2008b: Warner & Bruschke, 2001).
Previous research has not yet looked to the effects of that empower-
ment on debaters’ lives after their competitive careers have ended.
The results of this study suggest that the way that debaters communi-
cate the empowerment they felt during the activity is through civic
action. While the connection between debate and civic engagement
has been stated theoretically (Bellon, 2000; Hollihan & Riley, 1987;
Hunt, 1997; Rehg, 2002; Smith & Popovich, 1980; Williams, 2006;
Williams & Young, 2006) it has never been tested in any empirical
way. Here the findings overwhelmingly support the theoretical
assumption that debate increases participants’ civic engagement, but
now future research can look at that civic engagement within the
greater framework of empowerment.

Finally, the findings of this study help to illustrate the transforma-
tive nature of participating in academic debate. Whether it be through
empowerment, civic engagement, increased critical thinking skills,
interpersonal skills, or increased language skills; the lessons learnt in
debate alter a person’s sense of self and the way they construct their
identity. Tracy and Naughton (1994) explain that an individual's
sense of “self is constructed, maintained and challenged by self’s and
interlocutor’s communicative practices” (p. 282). The discourse of
debate alters participants’ sense of self through direct feedback and
verbal competition, which explains why debate as an activity is a
unique case study in the aptitude of communication to shape reality.
The participants consistently described themselves as different for
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having done debate, articulated a clear meaning for what it meant to
be a debater, and described how their worldviews had been altered by
engaging in the activity. In a world where debate programs are being
slashed from university budgets all around the country, more scholar-
ship needs to be produced that examines more closely the transforma-
tive nature of the activity. It will not only help create a justification
for the existence of debate programs, but it will also help our schol-
arly community preserve a forum that facilitates many of the best
things about education.
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