


Big-time college debate
is a world unto itself

OWCET

by Scott Grant '92
Photos by Jim Ziv

I EIGHT IN THE moming
on a Saturday when most
Wake Porest students have
noteven begun bosti, sopho-
mores Jordana Stermberg and
Marcia Tiersky are 600 miles from Winston-
Salem in cold, blustery Evanston, [11, argu-
ing heatedly with two students from the
University of lowa about whether a Su-
premeCourtdecision that permits the use of
pavchotropic drugs on criminals s an inva-
S of privacy,

Tiersky stands behind adesk delivering a
flurry of words at the pace of an auctioneer.
Sternbery and the opposing team square off
at adjoining desks, scribbling notes on the
flurry of verbiage or hurriedly rooting
through crates of evidence as a judge sits
before them taking notes on the speaker’s
How,

The Wake Forest team wins the debate,
but thew have only begun a grueling week-
end of arguments and cross-examination.
Sternberg and Tiersky have three more de-
bates on Saturday, then face more pressure
on Sunday when they are bracketed with
only tough tearms. They just miss Monday's
final rounds in the single-elimination tour-
nament, but they are on hand o give sup-

Junior Rick Fledderman of Downers Grove,
lil., punches home his point in Evansaton.

part o the two Wake Forest teams that do
advance.

In the final rounds, teams scurry bebween
rosums, lugping their massive crates of evi-
dence. Coaches hunker with teams in the
hallways 1o discuss strategy for the next
opponent. The crowds for each round grow
bigger, as more teams are eliminated and
left b spectate. The tension is heightened as
advancing teams get inko more complex and
heated debates. Each round finds a longer
line of judges to distinguish the winners and
lasers.

This is the world of college debate—an
expericnce foreign to most outsiders; a ter-
rain populated by only a few,

Wake Forest is asuperpower in the world
of college debate. Although its fortunes rise
and fall ona year-o-year basis, the Deacons
consistently finishas oneof thetop 10squads
in the nation.

Three Wake Forest beams received invita-
tions to the National Debate Tournament
CNDIT) held in April gt Miami Universiby of
Ohio. This was the sk year the NDT al-
lowed any school to'eiber more than two
teams, and only live other schaols placed a
third team in the tournament, Two Wake
Forestteams received first-round bids—iwo
of the 16 bids signifving the top teams in the
contry entering the tournament.

This past season, Wake Forest's top team
of seniors Brian Lane and Mike Ridge won
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the esteemed University of Redlands{Calit.)
Debate Invilational, placed second at the
DartmouthCollege tournament and receiverd
an NDT first-round bid, The eam of juniors
Mark Grant and Rick Fledderman received
Wake Forest's other frst-round NDT bid,
with thesquad’s third bid going toSternberg
and Tiersky, who won the University of
South Carelina tournameni this season.
Other Wake Forest teams, including Grant
and seniorGordon Hull, freshimen Adrienne
Broveroand ScottdY Donnell, freshmen Brian
Flagler and Craig Green, freshmen Stapp
Becton and Matl Rogers and junior Nate
French and freshmen Keith lones, took hon-
ors at various tournaments this past season.

“If a program is measured by its full ser-
vice, then Wake Forest is one of the top
programsinthecountry,” savs Allan Louden,
communications professor and director of
debateat the University, “In termsof profes-
sional involvemen! and competition, we
have a top five program.”

For Loudlen, the erucial aspect of a debate
program isits ability te fulfill its educational
function, “Withoutaneducational goal, there
is something wrong,” he says.

To that end, the Wake Forest debate pro-
gram hosts one of the top high school tour-
naments in the country, the National
Farlybird Tournament; in Seplember and a
leading warkshop for high school students
it the summer. Its Franklin R. Shirey Dixia
Classic in Novemnber is arguably the best
collegiate tournament in the nation and was
voted “Best Tournamentof the Decade” ina
1989 poll of the nation’s debate coaches. And
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Wake Forest produces oneof the bestannual
handbooks for the collegiate debate world,

Much as in college athletics, recruiting
playsamajor part in the competitivestrength
of a debate squad. The Earlybind and the
summer workshop are important in show-
casing the program and establishing con-
tacts with promising debaters, bt Louden
and debate coach Ross Smith still must put
in a lot of time on the phone calling prize
prospects. This year's team was assembled
froma potpourri of states—MNew York, Loui-
siana, Virginia, Massachusetts, Tennessee,
Pennsvlvania, [llinois, lowa, Texas, MNe-
braska, Utah, South Carolina, Alabama,
Geongia amd Morth Carolina—demonstral-
ing the geographical lengths Louden and
Sroith go in their recruiting,

Many of the debaters acknowledge that
the University’s excellent debate program
wias a major factor in their decision toatkend
Wake Forest. “lt is unusual for a northern
Jewish zirl o attend a university like Wake
Forest,” savs Sternberg, who was a national-
class highschool debaterin Lexington, Mass.
“One of my main reasons for coming here is
the highly touted debate team.”

Wake Forest has a storied debate traci-
tion. In the 47 vears of NDT debate, it is
among the handhul of schools that have
qualified forthe nationals mostoften. Linder
Louden and Smith, Wake Farest has quali-
fied for the last seven NDT finals.

Louden reckons Walke Forest students
have debated since at least 1904—the date
engraved onone of the trophies inthe team’s
display case. Atfirst, debales werestaged by
literary societies and social clubs and were
major campus events. Homecoming rallies
were held on campus for teams that re-
lurned from the nationals in the 1930s,

Wake Forest debate teams wereespecially
strong in the 19505 and 1970<, Louden be-
came director and coach of debate in 1975,
then leftin 1982 tocomplelehis Ph.D. degree
at the University of Southern California.
When hereturned three vearslater, hefound
the program needed a jolt. He hired Smith,
himsell a former Wake Forest debater, and
together they rejuvenated it

Wake Forest has excellent assistant
copches—graduate students who debated
as undergraduates at various schools and
help the teamwehile pursuing graduate stud-
iesal Wake Forest, Someof theassistants are
formerstarson Deacon squads, while others
have come from around the country. Marc
Rubenslein, an assistant coach Lhis past sea-
son, was a member of the 1991 national
championship team from the University of
Redlands and wwas named top speaker at the
1990 NIIT.

Wake Forest has spawned numerous head
debate coaches and directors at other uni-
versities, including one of college debate’s

more eccentric figures, Bill Shanahan MA
‘89, currently co-director of debate at the
Liniversity of Texas. Shanahan, who was 2
graduate assistant at Wake Forest, bears o
striking resemblance to paindings of Jesus
and often walks around barefoot al tourna-
ments. Hehatesrulesand manages hissquad
in an unconventional manner: leam mem-
bers make most decisions by consensus
rather than majority vote. Shanahan says



team meetings have been known to run for
hours because the squad could not reach
CONSENSESE ON cerlain issues,

Although mostsquad memberscompeted
in high school and were recruibed , a handful
have joined the squad with no previous
experience. Sophomore Chris Weimbkin says
sternberg lalked him into it “It seemed in-
teresting and 1 liked the people.” He says
debate has improved his argumentation,

Far loft: Saphomore Melisaa Butler of
Ottumwa, lowa, listens intently to an
opponaent. Inset: Sophomares Jordana
Stemnberg, foreground, and Marcia Tiersky
sort through thelr crates of evidence.
Balow: Stermberg in action.

public speaking and eritical thinking skills.
And hesavs he has been exposed o factsand
points of view he may never have encoun-
tered in the dassroom,

Al last fall’s Earlybird, Louden tried 1o
lure Keith Jones, who was running the Stu-
dent Congress competition, into tryving de-
bake, I'le didn’t bite until Louden called him
a few davs before a subsequent lourmament
and asked him o Bl in for someone. Jones
wis given a bwo-day crash course indebate,
competed and, along with his partner, fin-
ished 3-3. He was hooked.

Lowclen says about half the debaters who
comne bo Wake Forest drop off the team
betore they praduate. Small wonder. Debate
makes enormous demands on a student’s
time, All teams evervwhere debate a single
issue for the entire year; the issue is an-
nounced in July, and most debaters immedi-
ately commence research. The week before
school starts, Wake Forest's leam comes 1o
campus for beo days of intensive research-
gathering, then spends four davsata moun-
Fain retreat discussing theory, planning stral-
egy and reading evidence.

Many debabers routinely put in 20 or 30
hours a week on debate. Sevious debaters
spend most of their free time on school days
and weekends working on their material.
Grant savs he spends a lot of time on his
schoolwork, but even more on debate. 11 |

santed 1o, 1 could do debale work all the
hme,” says Grant, who figures he spent
seven to nine hours a day on debale work,
and maore on weekends, in the three or lour
weeks leading up to the NDT finalks, “But
that 15 part of the game—figuring out what
you can get away with not doing.”

The many weekends of travel to various
tournamentscan lead lomany missed classes.
some debaters plan their academic sched-
ules toavoid many Moenday or Friday classes.

The intensity of their dedication can seem
curious, even strange, o outsiders. Grant
says he often finds his mind wandering to
possiblestrategies while studying. On plane
trips o lournaments, leam members usi-
ally spend their time lalking strategy or
making new T-cards—blocks of informa-
tion cuk and pasted tosheels of paper for use
in debate. After long, punishing days of
argument at tournaments, the squad will
spend the entire evening discussing the next
day’s strategies. Tiersky says a flight allen-
dant once confiscated her scissors as a pos-
sible dangerous weapon.

What drives people to such a demanding

endeavor? Many debalers, like athletes, rel-
ish the intense feelings of competition
achievement. "Theactivily issocialina weind
wity,” says Grant. “You do not get the rush
until you have debated other people who
have worked on the same issue vou have, A
lot of debaters have addictive personalities
and thrive on pressure.”

Acasualobservercan’| helpbutbestricken
by the intensily of the competition. Debaters
will fling their hands, gather spittle on their
lips, sway back and forth and pound desks
with their fists. Becton has even stood on a
table to get his point across,

Beeton points oul that besides analvtical
and argumentative skills, a sure sign of a
good debater is the abilaty o think on one’s
beet. Small wonder thal a ol of debaters
pursie law as a career.

Friendships are an important reveard in
debate, The debate world is is own family,
Many debaters at diflerent colleges were
teammates or compelilors in high school
ancd have 4,1L".-'I_"hh|.'lc:-u,i slrong rlj'lil.'l"lt.:l':'r]lij_}":.-ui,.'l_"r
the years, Sternberg says she has even seen
opposing teams tossing a football during a
round, “The activily is so inlense, you get
real close to people,” says Grand. “1 like the
atmosphere: asmall group of people getting
to know each other.”

Louden cites debaie’s "sense of commu-
nity” as itz compelling characteristic. "I re-
guires a lot of moxie o participste, which
means the people are interesting " 1o says.

Grant thinks debale s dpat from any
other collegeexperienee, “Twonidd ha vecom-
pletely dilferent memories of Wake Forest if
1 did not debate,” he says. "It delines who
am.” W

Seott Gront, wohio wwas Wake Forest University
Magazine's studen! infera s year, grodoaied
iy My weitlea negar i Favglish,
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