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College policy debaters come from many different walks of life, but, for those select individuals who make into the prestigious “Varsity Division,” all of them have one thing in common: they’ve been bitten by the debate bug.  Consider what it takes to compete in varsity policy debate—researching for hours-on-end everything from K-Waves to Foucault’s theory of biopower, learning to speak at breakneck speeds, and sacrificing multiple weekends to compete with a bunch of over-caffeinated college students.  Anyone willing to do all of that must have an abiding love for the activity.  Of course, the proverbial debate bug sometimes takes hold of students in the novice division as well.  However, because their high schools either didn’t offer policy debate or they just stumbled upon the activity in college, these competitors don’t have the wealth of knowledge that comes from years of prior debate experience and coaching.  Many have lofty goals in debate, but they don’t quite know how to achieve them.

I was one such debater.  As a freshman at Vanderbilt University, my prior debate experience consisted of a short stint on the Drama Team at my rural East Tennessee high school, where my best friend roped me into Ted Turner Public Forum debate (read: nothing-like-policy debate).  I really enjoyed myself in the three Public Forum tournaments I participated in, so as soon as I got on campus, I sought out the Vandy debate team.  Vanderbilt only offers policy debate, but luckily, they have a training program for debaters without high school policy experience.  My coaches allowed me to debate my entire rookie year in the novice division, where I experienced moderate success.  After that season, I was absolutely hooked on debate, and I wanted to become the best I could at it.  The next year, I was paired with Nick Brown, an extremely dedicated freshman who had less than a year very of prior debate experience on a strictly local policy circuit in Houston, TX.  Nick was so inexperienced that for quite some time we could not convince him that it was not “against the rules” to read cards in the 1NR!

Given our extremely limited experience, it might surprise you to find out that Nick and I managed to qualify for the National Debate Tournament (NDT) three times, win the American Debate Association National Championship twice, and secure Vanderbilt’s first-ever First Round At Large Bid to the NDT.  Having successfully made the transition from novice debate to the upper echelons of varsity, I picked up some useful tips along the way that I want to share with similarly situated debaters.  Since much of this information came from my own personal trials-and-errors, it may not be perfect, nor will it always make sense for all squads in all situations.  Nevertheless, I believe the following six maxims can serve as extremely useful guidelines for anyone with little prior debate experience who wants to make it to the next level of college policy debate.
1)  Establish a Clear, Realistic Goal

Though this may seem obvious, the first thing a young, aspiring debater should do is develop a definitive answer to the following question: What exactly do you want to accomplish in debate?  Whatever your particular goal may be, try to make it as specific as possible, e.g. breaking at a national tournament, qualifying to the NDT, getting a First Round.  A clear end goal not only serves as a helpful source of inspiration, but it can also give you better insight into what you need to prioritize.


For example, at the conclusion of my novice year, my Director asked me what I wanted to achieve in debate, and I told her, “I want to qualify to the NDT.”  This goal was clear and finite, and it was achievable over the medium to long term; although Vanderbilt had not sent a team to the NDT in several decades, we had come awfully close in the years immediately prior.  Thus, I set my sights on the NDT.  I even wrote the letters “NDT” on a poster of the famous runner Steve Prefontaine and taped it on the wall behind my desk.  The poster included a quote from Prefontaine that said, “To do anything less than your best is to sacrifice the gift.”  Over the next two years, whenever I would get tired of doing research or drills, I would simply look at that poster and imagine how fun and prestigious it would be to debate at the NDT.  That was all the inspiration I needed.


Furthermore, the clarity of this overarching goal also shaped how Nick and I prepared that year for Northwestern, the last tournament before the NDT district qualifiers.  Rather than try to craft a strategy for all 100+ teams at the Northwestern tournament (which we were unlikely to clear at no matter how much work we did), Nick and I instead used that time to prepare hyper-specific strategies for the teams we knew we’d see at districts.  We wrote new advantages to play to the weaknesses of their common negative strategies, and cut 100+ page case negatives for each specific team, making sure we went back and read the parts of their articles that they didn’t include.  At the actual D6 tournament, this extra month of preparation ultimately made the difference; we bested several top 30 teams to earn our first trip to the NDT.

In addition to having a specific goal, aspiring varsity debaters should also make sure their aspirations are realistic.  If you plan to win the Copeland award fresh off one year of novice debate, for instance, you should prepare for some serious disappointment.  Goals that are unachievable cannot serve as very useful guides for someone just starting to learn the ropes of the activity, and failing to achieve them can be quite debilitating for a young debater.  For example, qualifying to the NDT or getting to elimination rounds at CEDA Nationals are more realistic goals than winning a national championship or getting a First Round bid.  After you reach these more reasonable milestones, you can (and should) set your sights higher.
2)  There Is No Off Season

Many people in the debate community refer to the time between the last round of the NDT in March and the release of the resolution in July as the “off season.”  Yet, if you’re a novice debater looking to transition to varsity, the off season should be time to kick your focus on debate into high gear.  During these four or so months, there are no tournaments, no classes or schoolwork, and for many, there is a sudden abundance of free time.  Even with a summer job, there is downtime at the office, after work, and on the weekends.  While many debaters may see this these summer months as a time to take a break from debate, the off season is the young debater’s best opportunity to catch up.  After all, you’re already four years behind most other varsity debaters; they have learned from more mistakes than you have the luxury to make if you want to succeed in college.
3)  Work Out the Novice Kinks


Given the crucial importance of the summer, what specific things can you do during this time to accelerate your progress as a debater?  An obvious place to begin would be with the two main areas that debaters with only one year of experience typically struggle with the most: speed and efficiency.  

Reading faster is the most straightforward problem to address.  I know no other way to improve at speed-reading than simply practice, practice, practice.  You need to be doing speed drills every single day.  It won’t take long before something clicks, and you too will be able to read cards quickly.  In fact, you will likely reach a point where you can read cards too quickly and will need to pull yourself back to achieve a good balance between speed and clarity.

As for efficiency, novice debaters often struggle with making an argument effectively, clearly, and only once.  I have personally watched late elimination rounds in novice divisions where each team in their final 6-minute rebuttals effectively made only 4-5 arguments; the rest of the speech time was filled with silence, repetition of previous arguments, and “filler” words.  Of course, a major cause of this problem is their lack of familiarity with the topic, something which will improve with more research and experience.  But, there are also other issues that need to be specifically addressed.  Young debaters often lack faith in their ability to make an argument effectively the first time, and they don’t realize that their judge is capable of understanding their argument the first time.  So, they often read a card and then editorialize for some time about what the card they just read says.  Similarly, their inability to properly “flow” causes them to make the same argument several times in several different places, wasting precious seconds that could be used to get ahead in a debate.

For an aspiring varsity debater, there are a few different ways to attack these efficiency problems.  First, you should practice speaking as much as possible.  Here are some specific drills to help you improve in this regard.  Regive all your rebuttal speeches from the year prior, making sure that you maximize argument and word economy.  You should speak in front of a camera as much as possible, as will help you identify physical and verbal habits that you want to eliminate.  Another really good, but somewhat time consuming, drill is to record one of your rebuttals and then type out every single word, including the pauses, the “ums” and “uhs,” and the argument repetitions.  After you transcribe your speech, go back and highlight all of the inefficiencies, and then time yourself rereading the speech with the highlighted portions omitted.  Repeat this exercise several times with the goal of making your rereading as close to 6 minutes as possible (i.e., a perfectly efficient speech).

Beyond these individual drills, one of the best methods at improving your overall delivery is to simply watch other good debaters.  I recommend finding videos of previous varsity debates and flowing some of them, and simply watching others to see how the top debaters present themselves and their arguments.  If you see a debater at the upper echelon of varsity debate say something funny, persuasive, or effective, then simply emulate them.  In the word of the famous Roman rhetorician Quintilian, “The whole conduct of life is based on this: that what we admire in others we want to do ourselves.”  After all, the best debaters are the best because they are doing something right.  Of course, young debaters should avoid emulation simply for emulation’s sake; i.e., “double-clutch” breathing, wild body gestures, and unnecessary jargon do not make you better at debate, even if they seem “cool” at first.  Rather, take note of all the good things that the best varsity debaters do, and use them to improve your debating.  

In addition to delivery concerns, another area in which young debaters need to catch up in the off season is what I call “debate knowledge,” i.e. all the things you need to know about debate outside of the particular topic itself.  Debate knowledge includes the history of the activity, debate theory, and the overall rationale for why we have policy debate in the first place.  Though these issues are tangential to the specific topic you’ll be debating that year, they are often more important in determining the outcome of particular rounds.  

For instance, what good is your new, tricky Plan Inclusive Counterplan that you put together for a particular debate if the other team can simply beat you on its theoretical legitimacy?  Who cares that you’ve thoroughly researched 5 topic-specific disadvantages if the other team just refuses to defend a literal interpretation of the resolution?  Likewise, certain arguments fall out of favor with the debate community, but you still need to know what they are and why they are no longer generally accepted so that you’ll know how to beat them if they ever arise.  Remember, most varsity debaters have already picked this information up by debating many more rounds than you and spending several years around experienced, knowledgable coaches.  Thus, you need to educate yourself quickly and thoroughly.  

There are several resources I found helpful in this regard.  First and foremost, talk to you coaches, other coaches, and other debaters as much as possible.  Most of us are debate junkies who love to reminisce, so you should take advantage of the opportunity to hear from others whenever you can.  Reading debate forums like CEDA Forums and Cross-X as well as debate blogs such as Putting the K in Debate and The 3NR is an invaluable opportunity to hear from some of the greatest minds in debate.  To really get a handle on debate theory, read articles from The Rostrum and the Edebate Archives from coaches who have really sat down and thought out these ideas.  Then, put together your own basic theory file, making sure you’re making the best arguments with maximum word economy.  I would also suggest attending a college debate camp or teaching at one of the various high school camps over the summer so that you can experience weeks of intensive focus on debate, collaborating with coaches and students from around the country.

Second, I recommend reading various judge philosophies on the NDCA wiki or Debate Results.  Finding out how other people evaluate debate rounds will help you in case that particular person ever judges you as well as give you a glimpse into the status and development of the activity as a whole.  For example, I remember reading Casey Harrigan’s judge philosophy one summer, and he mentioned arguments like “Vote No” and “Intrinsicness” against the Politics disadvantage.  Since I had no clue what these words meant, I perused the Internet until I found out exactly what these arguments were.  Thus, when people started to make these tricky arguments in my varsity rounds, I was prepared.

Lastly, there is a sea of instructional resources available for debaters online that you should use to your advantage.  Nearly all of the major high school debate camps post video lectures and instructional materials on their websites.  Watching these videos gives you the opportunity to hear from some of the best high school and college coaches in the country on developing your debate strategy and skills.  Also, I always found the SDI Encyclopedia—an online glossary of debate terms written by coaches and debaters—to be an extremely useful tool if I ever got stumped trying to figure out what a particular debate concept meant.  I have attached a list of these and other sources that I have found most helpful in transitioning from novice to varsity debate.  Remember, now is the time to dig in; there is no off season.
4)  Research Is Your Best Friend

Evidence is a central component of modern policy debate, and as such, learning how to research effectively is certainly one of the most important skills that someone wishing to become an elite varsity debater needs to acquire.  As someone starting out as a novice debater, delivery may never become your strong suit.  People who have been in the activity much longer than you sound better when they speak, know judges in the community more personally, and for various other reasons often just have more ethos.  Nick and I, for example, only ever received one speaker award each at major national tournaments, despite finishing as the #10 overall First Round team our senior year.  A large part of our success and the reason we could overcome our delivery weaknesses was research.  Early on, Nick and I decided to set the bar high for the quality of evidence we were willing to read.  Our philosophy was always: We may not sound pretty, but we will be right.  And, I can remember several upsets where the quality of our evidence was the deciding factor in our triumph over a more experienced team.

Of course, there will always be resource disparities among squads and limits on the amount of debate work any one person can accomplish.  But, given my experience in policy debate, I am a firm believer that anyone can “keep up” with the research load and succeed while debating in whatever style they choose.  In fact, from what I’ve heard, even the big, powerhouse squads really only have a small cadre of core card-cutters.  During my time at Vanderbilt, Nick and I cut 95% of our own cards—which was a lot of work since we didn’t really go for generic counterplans or kritiks—and managed to stay more or less on top of things.  As the Second Affirmative speaker, I was responsible for all of our aff work (cutting an affirmative, new advantages, 2ACs, etc.).  Nick took the bulk of the negative work, and whatever he couldn’t cover got distributed to me and the rest of the squad.  Doing nearly all of our own work, I believe, gave us a strong advantage throughout our debate career; we knew exactly what all of our evidence said and where all of our cards were located.  As a former Copeland winner told me, “To get a First Round, you need to cut all the cards you’ll need yourself.  Everything else is just bonus.”

Though my goal here is not to provide a bunch of specific research tips, I will say that the only way to get faster and better at researching is to do it—a lot.  You will pick up plenty of tricks along the way.  My main advice is that it’s never too late to start.  Some things in debate never change; you will always need a good impact takeouts file and a good answer to kritiks that resurface on every topic.  These are projects that you can and should do in the summer.  Putting together a 100+ page file is one of the most educational experiences for a young debater, as it forces you to think up everything you need answers to and gives you a lot of hours of practice researching.  If you get stumped, a good resource to use is the College OpenCaseList, which has various citations for what other teams consider to be quality evidence.  Following the footnotes in these articles can also lead you to a wealth of good information.

Furthermore, whenever the topic area is announced, you can begin work on generic positions and impact areas.  To get a big leg up before the regular season begins, I recommend following closely the discussions about the topic and resolutions and even attending the topic committee meeting if possible.  This will give you a better understanding of topic-specific ground and topicality issues before you even have your first debate.  Research is an ongoing, intensive component of policy debate and a skill that you should constantly be trying to improve.
5)  Skip JV Debate

This may be the most controversial of my maxims, but I firmly believe that any novice who wants to become an elite varsity debate should bypass Junior Varsity debate altogether.  This is not meant to disparage JV debate.  I recognize that not everyone has the time or the desire to compete in the upper echelons of varsity debate, and the JV division provides a good opportunity for these people to compete and benefit from the activity.  However, for those novices willing to devote themselves completely and who have lofty goals like qualifying to the NDT, it will help your progress tremendously if you simply forego JV debate.


Of course, opting out of JV means going directly from novice debate into varsity, or, as we at Vanderbilt like to say, “getting thrown into the fire.”  This can seem somewhat disconcerting, especially for someone who enjoyed a lot of success in novice debate.  And, unsurprisingly, you will lose a lot of rounds that first transition year.  For example, after my novice year, I attended the Kentucky tournament in the varsity division.  In the first 5 rounds, I debated two first round teams and two people who would later become champion and runner-up at the 2011 NDT.  By the end of the first semester, I had won a whopping 7 out of 24 rounds at major national tournaments.

Nevertheless, my rate of improvement grew exponentially with every national varsity tournament I competed in.  Getting beat by those excellent debaters allowed me to see first-hand what the good teams do, what they sound like, the rationale behind the strategies they went for against me, and how they exploited my weaknesses.  Over time, my record at major national tournaments went from 2-3 wins that first year, to 3-4 wins the next year, to consistently clearing the next year, and appearances in quarters and even finals my last season.  This should not be too surprising; a consistent value that the debate community professes is that everyone benefits when their arguments are thoroughly tested.  This is the rationale behind switch-side debate, pre-round disclosure, and open scouting like the Wiki.  Every time I lost a close debate or got clobbered by a first round team, I got a wealth of feedback to incorporate when I returned to Vanderbilt.

I do not believe I would have progressed as quickly or to the same extent if I had spent the majority of my second year in JV.  In that division, my competitors would have been at a very similar stage as me in their debate development.  Though I would have likely improved, it would have been at a much slower pace than my peers in varsity with whom I wanted to eventually compete.  Since my partner and I were fairly successful novice debaters, we would have likely won many rounds in JV, but our opponents would not consistently exploit our bad habits and strategic blunders.  Thus, all of my bad tendencies from novice debate might have been positively reinforced and harder to unlearn when I eventually did transition to varsity.  Furthermore, at tournaments, the most highly preferred judges are used in the open division, so the JV debaters do not get the opportunity to be critiqued by some of the best coaches in the country.  As such, I suggest sending debaters who want to reach the upper echelons of varsity debate to as many major national tournaments as possible.  

Of course, when you suggest that novice debaters put themselves in a situation where they know they are going to lose a lot of rounds, you run the risk of them getting too discouraged and quitting debate altogether.  Yet, I would not suggest this advice for the faint of heart.  Rather, I suspect there are those out there like me who want to excel and will delight in getting to compete against the best of the best.  


Moreover, such a schedule can be adjusted according to a squad’s needs.  For example, if your campus is in the South, it may not make sense to use scarce budget resources to fly your teams to the extremely difficult tournaments like Harvard and the Coast.  Rather, there are many good regional tournaments that can and should be used as supplements.  Entering your team in the varsity division in those tournaments will give them experience implementing their newly acquired knowledge against teams closer to their caliber.  Regional tournaments are also a good way to keep your teams’ spirits high, as the smaller pool often makes it easier for them to win speaker awards and advance to the elimination rounds.  The same rationale applies if your team wants to compete at a JV-level national championship tournament.  But, in general, novices with high aspirations in varsity debate should avoid the JV division altogether.

6)  Crush the Weak, and Sleaze the Strong

To actually reach the elite levels of varsity debate, you obviously need to win a lot of rounds, and this last maxim is a good one to remember when you’re developing your debate strategies throughout the year.  By “the weak,” I mean teams that are worse or about the same level as you.  To beat these teams, you should put to practice the guidelines I’ve already outlined and learn to execute your fundamentals consistently and reliably.  The more practice you put in, the less costly mistakes you’ll make in rounds like these.  Some of the biggest hurdles to overcome are not “debating down” to teams less-skilled than you and not losing your cool when a team makes a bad, but strange argument.  Composure and consistency will prevent this from happening to you, and this comes with lots of practice.

“The strong” then are the teams who, all things being equal, are more likely to beat you than not.  These teams are often the most experienced, and so they have seen and debated many of the traditional arguments (whether topic-specific or not) more than you.  As a younger, less experienced team, you will need to throw them off their game in order to net some big wins against these teams.  This is where the “sleaze” comes in.  I want to emphasize by “sleaze” I do not mean unethical tactics like fabricating evidence or “clipping” cards.  I also do not mean you should read some random backfile like Spark or Timecube which lacks credibility and/or truthiness.  Smart teams will easily defeat these arguments.  Rather, to effectively “sleaze” a team, I suggest finding something unique and new, with qualified authors who support it.  Whatever you choose, this argument should coopt or make a lot of what the other team will say irrelevant so that you deny them the offense they want to use against you.

For example, Nick and I scored multiple upsets last year with a deontology-based argument based on libertarian ethics.  Deontology impacts give you a strategic advantage because they make a lot of the war/extinction-based impact calculus irrelevant.  Moreover, we knew most teams would simply respond with consequentialism/utilitarianism, so we put together a 100+ page file refuting that ethical philosophy (for those who don’t know, deontology vs. utilitarianism is a very deep, important debate among ethicists).  So, we were always ready to collapse down to this debate and outgun the other team.  Other teams have used various other momentum-changing strategies to achieve a similar result.  

No matter what you choose, find something new and original, and do not be afraid to be bold and collapse the debate down quickly to an issue that is both totalizing and one that you can win.  Of course, these types of strategies need to be more like an “ace in the hole” than your A-strategy.  If you become reliant on them, teams will catch on and start over-covering them.  If someone does this, you need to be able to exploit this scenario by having other viable strategies ready to go.  Nevertheless, in most situations, remember this: better teams will beat you on the basics; don’t be afraid to be bold.

In summary, here are the six maxims that a novice debater should follow to transition to the varsity division:


1)  Establish a Clear, Realistic Goal

2)  There Is No Off Season


3)  Work Out the Novice Kinks

4)  Research Is Your Best Friend

5)  Skip JV Debate

6)  Crush the Weak, and Sleaze the Strong
Hopefully, these six pieces of advice will help other novice debaters as much as they did me.  I believe that my debate career and the career of several others demonstrate that anyone can succeed in policy debate, and they can do so on their own terms.  It takes intense commitment, drive, persistence, and hard work, but this activity rewards those who put a lot into it.  I hope to see many more former novice debaters put this advice to work and achieve their highest aspirations in debate.
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