Academic debate is a powerful educational tool available in many high schools and
colleges, and there is a movement to increase its availability (Wade, 1998; Crenshaw, 1998). In
particular, the Urban Debate L eague movement was started to provide economically
underprivileged high schools with enough funding and support to offer a debate program.
However, core assumptions of the program remain theoretical and lack empirical datato
demonstrate implied and supposed relationships. This study hopes to further our knowledge of
success in debate by proposing the following research question: Do the economic situations of
the schools that participate in academic debate affect their performance at tournaments?
Literature review

While there are no empirical studies that have explored what makes a successful debate
team, there has been some discussion of various factors that might play arole. Lynn (1998)
explains that funding is a key because it alows teams to go to more tournaments, develop better
research ahbilities, and increase the pay for their coaches. Zorn (1998), on the other hand, says
that the key to any debate team is finding good teachers and keeping them. Although the issue is
widely discussed and intuitive, it isnot at all settled and controversy surrounds these core
assumptions. To understand this literature, we will first examine the urban debate leagues, then
explore arguments about the impact of economics, and finally examine why some people think
that money redlly is the key to a winning team.

Most of the literature about economics surrounds the creation of Urban Debate L eagues.
Wade (1998) says that the urban debate league movement is a response to the uneven way that
funds are being distributed to public high schools. The ability of the underfunded schools to have
adebate program is limited because the school cannot afford such a program. Breger (1998)

explains that the urban debate leagues hope to even out the playing field by giving urban children



the same benefits as the students attending high schools in the suburbs. While thisisa
worthwhile program because it gives these high school students the ability to compete in debate,
it still might not be enough give them an equal footing. An example of thisis explained by Lynn
(1998), who notes that the Chicago Public Schools received $75,000 for the city as a whole while
each of the individual Glenbrook schools received $60,000. This alows them to go to more
tournaments, hire extra people to help coach, and provide other benefits that will be discussed
later. While the school board in Chicago does give a considerable amount of money to the
schools, they are still not on the same economically advantaged level with the suburban schools.
Just getting debate started at these schools is the first step, but these programs are still limited in
comparison to other high schools that have adequate funding to ensure a successful debate team.
Most of the essays on funding are specific to the creation of debate-- they do not directly apply to
the programs that are aready participating in debate.

There isonly one article that argued that economics were not central to the success of a
debate program (Zorn, 1998). Zorn (1998) feels that the most important thing is the coach and
keeping that coach should be top priority. Thisis because without someone to tell debaters what
they should be doing it is hard for them to learn. While we agree that the coach does play a huge
part in the creation of a winning team, there are some arguments that seem to demonstrate why
economics are more important. For instance, the debaters from a school that do not have money
are not able to attend as many tournaments which means that it takes longer for them to learn
about debate. Also as Lynn (1998) points out, the richer programs are able to buy their debaters
supplies and are also able to get access to better research tools like Lexis-Nexis. The final
argument about why money is key and not the coach is that it takes money to get a good coach

and to keep them (Lynn, 1998). Kozol (1991) says that poor schools cannot get teachers because



they pay so much less starting out and that the top of the pay scale is lower. Therefore, teachers
who are good at what they do go to the richer schools--just like debate coaches. Another factor is
that the condition of the neighborhoods where the disadvantaged schools are located is much
worse, so teachers would not want to live near them anyway (Kozol, 1991). In short, new
teachers (and potential debate coaches) choose economically privileged schools because the pay
is higher and the neighborhoods are nicer.

Aswe have previoudly stated, the amount of money that a school receives affects things
like the number of tournaments they attend and how they research. However, there are other
benefits of being at arich school. Kozol (1991) points out that the people who live in the nice
part of town have more support from their parents. An example of thisis that they fight the
school board to get what they want and, since they have more influence, seem to usually get
what they want. Kozol (1991) uses the New Trier High School as an example of this situation
where the parents will get any significant thing they request. Not surprisingly it is one of the best
schoolsin the state of Illinois. There are also the benefits of having access to computers and
summer debate camps. Warner and Bruschke (2001) explain that these summer camps cost
around $2,000 to $3,000 per student-- which means that most students from the lower funded
schools cannot go unless they are able to get a scholarship to the camp. If a student does not go
to a camp they start the debate season behind the other students—in both research, lectures about
the debate topic, and rounds already debated. Neesen and Robertson (2001) point out that
debaters do notice the difference between themselves and the other debaters. In their essay they
point to the differences in dress as being directly linked to their economic situation.

Wade (1998) states that debate has always been seen as an activity for people of privilege

and islinked to private or exclusive schools. If the economic situation of the school is key, we



would also expect that the private schools that have the most money would have the highest
success rate. Therefore we offer the following hypotheses:

H1: Lesseconomically well-off schools will show lower school win percentages than
more economically well-off schools.

H2: Less economically well-off schools will show lower school average speaker points
per round than more economically well-off schools.

Method

The study examined the four largest tournaments in California during the 2000-2001
debate season. The tournaments are University of California at Berkeley, California State
University Fullerton, California State University Long Beach, and Redlands University. The
results were obtained by taking the records and points that al teams that each school brought to
the tournament in all divisons. Wins were divided by the number of rounds to obtain win
percentages and speaker points were divided by the number of rounds to obtain the average
speaker points per round. The unit of analysis was a school’ s performance at a tournament,
averaged across all teams fielded by the school in al divisions. Obvioudly, this decision led to
the double-counting of schools that attended more than one tournament.

The schools were then grouped into one of four economic categories. The first two
categories grouped the public schools that are in California. California ranks their public schools
with a numerical representation that they named Calworks number. This number isa
representation of the number of students below the national poverty line. The Calworks number
can be found at http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us/dev/State.asp under “ School Profile.” They dso
rank each school by telling the public what percent it falls in both their district and the state as a

whole. A median split was used to divide the schools into the well off and the underprivileged.



There were 58 poor public high schools included in the sample and 61 wealthy public high
schools.

The last two categories are for the schools that were not ranked by Calworks. These are
the private schools and the ones that are not in California. They were grouped separately into a
category for private schools in California (n = 46) and a category that included all schools that
were not from California (n = 83). Any high school that attended the four tournaments were
researched to find a Calworks number. The schools that did not have a Calworks number were
then researched on the internet via their homepages to further categorize them as either private
Cdlifornia high schools or schools from other states. The research design included a single
independent variable with 4 categories and 2 continuous dependent variables, making the
MANOVA the appropriate tool of analysis.
Results

Hypothesis one stated that less economically well-off schools would show lower win
percentages than more economically well-off schools. After conductingaMANOVA, the
hypothesis was confirmed to a significant degree. Public poor schools had an average win
percentage of .43, public rich schools had a win percentage of .53, out of state had a percentage
of .55, and private schools had a win percentage of .55. The most important finding for research
purposes is that the public poor schools were the only group to have alosing win percentage.
The magnitude of the difference between the public poor schools and every other group is about
10%. Post-hoc Sheffe tests demonstrated that poor public schools win percentages differed
significantly from every other group, and no other statistically significant differences existed.

Hypothesis two stated that less economically well-off schools would show lower school

average speaker points per round than more economically well-off schools. Once again, the



MANOVA showed that this hypothesis was also confirmed (F(243, 3) = 6.70, p < .001). Public
poor schools had an average mean of 49.39, public rich schools had 51.21, private schools had
51.74, and out of state schools had a mean of 52.92. Post hoc Sheffe tests revealed that poor
public high schools were significantly different from out of state schools, and no other
significant differences were present.

Discussion

While the subject of this study might seem obvious to those of us who have coached
debate over the years, it isimportant to note that no other study has empirically investigated the
relationship between economics and debate team success. This study is an important first step
that will further the investigation of what impact economic factors have on the success of a
debate program. Becauseit isafirst step, the conclusions that can be reached from this study
will not be ground breaking-- rather they have confirmed a belief many in the debate community
aready have.

This study looked at whether or not there is a correlation between the economic situation
of a high school and the results that a debate team has at tournaments. This means that we are not
able to determine what part of the funding, whether it is the school that gives students the benefit
or the wealth of their parents, causes the advantages once the students reach tournaments. While
we were not able to give a specific reason, we fedl it isimportant to go through some
explanations of the phenomena.

We agree with Zorn (1998) that the coaches are very important for the success of ateam,
but that it is the money that gets the coach to come to the school in the first place -- and it is what
keeps them at the school. In addition, coaches have to have a good understanding of what makes

adebater good and how to teach them these skills. Besides the basic coaching they also have to



understand the current trends in debate that might affect the team. At the tournament it isalso
important to have a coach who knows the people on the circuit so they can tell their debaters how
to adapt to particular judges. Thislist isjust a small percentage of the things that a coach must do
to have a successful team. In short, the better coach a team has the better ateam will do-- and the
best coaches are usually compensated for their sKills.

Another group of economic factors that probably play arole in the success of ateamis
the ability to travel. The ability to travel to many different debate tournaments outside the region
the school resides in will help increase ateam’srecord. It helpsincrease their record for two
reasons. Thefirst reason is that it allows them to go to more debate tournaments, which gives
them more experience. Naturally, experience is a key factor to the success of any debate team
since the more tournaments attended means more rounds debated. The second reason that travel
isimportant isthat it allows them to see different styles of debate that are not from their area,
which is another way that increases their experience. Funding becomes important to travel for
obvious reasons. If you have the money you can go to more tournaments. Local tournaments
usually require either funding for bus drivers or the use of personal vehicles and rental cars. In
addition, tournaments out of the arearequire plane tickets. Of course, only the richest schools
are able to fly their students to tournaments. For economically underprivileged high schools, this
israrely an option. Finally, once at tournaments the students still need to eat—which requires
food money. Some students from underprivileged homes simply cannot afford to go to
tournaments where they need to purchase lunch. Furthermore, students from economically
underprivileged neighborhoods usually have to supplement their (and sometimes their family’s)
income by having ajob. This limits the number of tournaments that they can attend since

working usually has top priority. In any case, the funding for travelling to tournaments will have



adirect effect on the long term success of a debate team.

The third grouping of factors that might explain the results is what the parents can
economically contribute to their children’s success. The personal wealth of the parents means
that they can help purchase the success that a team might enjoy. The most significant of these
factorsisif they have the ability to send the children to a summer debate camp. These camps are
important because they not only give the student a head start on the topic by giving them
evidence, they also give them a chance to be coached by someone who might have a higher
understanding of debate than their coaches. At the very least it allows them to be coached by
someone other than their normal coach, which might give them a different perspective of debate.
As previoudly mentioned, the camps also include a tournament—which means the students who
are fortunate enough to attend will already have had actual debate experience on the newest
topic. Furthermore, summer camps also allow them to make friends that can help them at
tournaments throughout the year. Besides these camps, the money also benefits these debaters by
allowing them to have computers, allowing them to do research at home. This means that they
get more time to do research than students without computersin their homes. The money also
means that they have better clothes to wear to the tournament and this has been found to be
extremely important in high school debate. Basically, students are expected to dress very
professionally when they are at tournaments. When a debater is not dressed as well astheir
opponents, it will affect the way they debate (Neesen & Robertson, 2001). One final thing that
the parent’s monetary status will affect is the supplies the debate activity requires. When you
debate you must buy things like pens, paper, debate tubs, copy paper, flow paper, and timers.
While this might not seem to cost much money it adds up over the course of ayear. All these

things are necessary to be the best in debate. An example of thisis that if you do not have two



timers then debate partners are not able to time each other which increases the chance that they
might make a mistake and not have their partner know about it at the time. The amount that
parents are able to help the debaters should effect how successful they are.

The final areathat we feel might explain the findings of this study surround the research
that people must do to be successful in debate. The better the school the more likely they are to
have a better library. Kozol (1991) saysthat in one urban high school they did not even have a
library and the books were piled in the corner of the lunchroom. When he went to the suburban
high school he found that they had a better library, but that they also had alibrarian to help the
students. This means that debaters at these schools had access to more books and if they had a
problem finding something they have someone to ask. Besides the better libraries the better-
funded schools can afford to buy evidence that they need. These include handbooks that anyone
can buy that have been researched by a college debater or even a coach. This evidence also helps
them because it saves them time and is better than the evidence that they researched themselves.
The economic benefit of research will help debaters win more round than teams who do not have
access to this material.

Now that we have covered the ground of debate, it isimportant to discuss the differences
in magnitude between win percentages and speaker points. As previousy mentioned in the
results section, students from economically disadvantaged high schools received lower speaker
points and less wins than out of state schools. However, the magnitude of the difference in
speaker points was much less than wins per round. Thisis an important finding because it
indicates that speaking ability is not as greatly related to the economical standing of the high

school. In other words, students from any category of high school have almost the same ability



to win a speaker award at debate tournaments. Money seemsto play a greater rolein
determining the number of rounds won at a particular debate tournament.

The final concern with funding surrounds the urban debate leagues. These groups were
set up through funding from various sources like the Open Society Institute and funds from the
National Forensic League. The problemisthat they were originally funded for three years with
the hopes that they would become independent though donations or from funding through the
school board. These other sources will not be able to fund them at the same level that they are at
now which meansthat if economicsis a key factor it might affect the success rates of the teams
in the league. With our personal involvement we think that it isimportant to know the link
between funding and the success raters of the teams.

Conclusion

This study proved that the economic standing of a high school is directly related to the
success of that high school at debate tournaments. The investigation analyzed both rounds won
and speaker points. In either case, students from economically underprivileged high schools
were not as successful as students from richer high schools. Importantly, this study provides
empirical support for Kozol’ s observations and confirms what many debate professionals have
intuitively concluded. On the one hand, these findings point to the need for debate outreach at
economically under-served schools, but on the other hand they point to the danger of relying
exclusively on a 3-year funding strategy with the hopes that districts will fully fund programs.

Future research should try to focus on the role that economics plays in the success rate by
breaking down the different variables that have been identified in this study. Some examples of
the different variables that have been identified is the amount of travel ateam does, the money

parents can afford to spend on debate, and the acquisition and retention of coaches. Thisis



important to the debate community if it is really interested in increase the participation of other
high schools. Further research could also look colleges to see if there is a difference between

rich private schools and schools who have not been funded as much.
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