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Reasoning and Risk: Debaters As An Academically
At-Risk Population

STEVE K. HUNT, DARIN GARARD, and GREG SIMERLY
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characteristics in the students' environment which may facilitate risk. As Richardson,
Casanova, Placier, and Guilfoyle (1989) note, current definitions of at-risk populations are
problematic because they are rooted in an epidemiological metaphor:

Unfortunately, the decision to employ an epidemiological mode for the study of these
problems limits educators' ways of thinking about these phenomena. Since the problem
is believed to be inherent in the student, then the search for the cause is limited to the

characteristics of the students themselves. Characteristics of our society and school are
left unexamined. (p. 6)

The epidemiological model identifies risk factors as exclusive propertics of the student:
inadequacies, limitations, incompetencies, and deficiencies. According to this perspective,
students are at-risk for academic failure if they possess "deficient” characteristics such as
learning disabilities, low self-esteem, or external locus of control. Richardson et al. (1989)
suggest that being at-risk involves far more than the personal characteristics of the student.
This research has led Richardson and her colleagues (1989) to propose the following social
constructivist or interactive model of at-risk variables in schools:

It is an interactive view in which the perception of at-riskness is constructed within a
particular social or cultural context. The child brings to the classroom a certain number
of characteristics that have been shaped by background and personal factors and past
experiences in school. This child interacts with a classroom context that includes other
children, teacher(s), and materials. (p. 7)

Unlike the epidemiological model, which focuses solely on personal characteristics, the
interactive approach examines the construction of at-riskness within a given context. As
educators move beyond the epidemiological model and focus on classroom, school, and societal
variables, they will acquire a more accurate and holistic perspective of at-risk students.

The current study uniquely contributes to contemporary discourse regarding at-risk
populations for two reasons. First, the study examines a population that has previously been
ignored by researchers. This population may be overlooked by those who subscribe to the
epidemiological approach precisely because intercollegiate debate is an academic endeavor. If
we assume that debaters are very bright and highly motivated, then we are likely to assume that
they have the capacity for academic success. However, many variables within the context of
intercollegiate debate may influence debaters' at-risk status. Loss of classroom time because
of research and travel, for example, tends to compete with debaters' academic commitment.
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Second, this study avoids a major shortcoming of many studies in this area by priviizging th;
perspec’:tiv% and perceptions of those under investigation. The present study should expan

i i arding at-risk populations by including students’ volces. ' ' _
dlscusm?l“ll:tgolbwiig rmearcpl?qwsﬁons guide our investigation of debaters perceived at-risk

status:
RQ,: Do students bwho participate in intercollegiate debz.itc perceive that time
1 committed to the activity interferes with their academic success?
RQ, Do students who participate in academic debate perceive that it is important
for them to succeed academically?
METHODOLOGY
Sample

A total of 102 subjects participated in the study. Data were collected at a lafgc Cross
Examination Debate Association (CEDA) debate tournament, hc?d. at a large Mldwcc;t;rz
umiversity. This site is appropriate because of the broad range qf pgmcxpants acrosls the N
debate population present at the tournament. The eth{uc dxsmbutlop of the sgmp c';/P ..fo
Furo American, 6.1% African American, 2.0% Hispamc American, 2.0% Asi ac::l ic
Islander, 1.0% Native American, and 2.0% Bi-Racial/Mi'xgd Race. _ In terms of gend er
distribution, 70.5% are male and 27.5% are female. The remaining 2% did not u:)dxgatq gen el;i
Class rank distribution is as follows: 23.5% freshmen, 28.7% sophomores, 23.8% juniors, an
23.85% seniors.

Instrument )
A specific instrument was created for the purposes of data collection. The Self-

Perceived Risk Assessment Inventory (SPRAI)' has twelve itextns, ranging f;rom dcrqogragini
questions to perceptions of academic success. The first seven items solicit mfon"n'fat.lon aboul
participants’ demographic background, GPA, and time they spend on dcbgte actl\.'me? versus
class work activities. Categories are modeled after instrumeng used for mstmctloxz’a cour_se;
evaluation (ICE) familiar to the researchers. The final ﬁve.mcms are rated‘ ona xvlc ;;31?
Likert-type scale. These questions seek participants' perceptions on several issues related to

! Because the instrument lacks specific reliability claims, results should be viewed from the perspective of a pilot study.
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academic success. Categories are based upon the literature pertaining to debate and at-risk
populations.

Statistical Analyses

Simple frequency distributions were conducted for each item. The researchers wanted
to gather information which may inform others for future study and research on debate
populations. In addition, two t-tests were performed. The first t-test measured differences
between participants' GPA and the importance placed on getting good grades in school. The
second examined differences between participants' GPA and the importance placed on

performing well in debate. For both tests, the researchers isolated participants who referenced
a GPA 0f 4.0-3.5 and 2.9-2.5.

RESULTS

Beyond demographics, the first question on the SPRAI instrument concerns participant
GPA. In general, results illustrate above average marks. Specifically, 48.5% of the participants
reference a GPA between 4.0 and 3.5. A total of 29.7% of the participants indicate a GPA
between 3.49 and 3.0. The remaining 21.8% note a GPA below 3.0. In short, 78.2% of the
participants claimed that their GPA is between 3.0 and 4.0.

Results also manifest that participants have been involved in debate (high school and
college) for more than three years. Specifically, 25.5% reference less than 3 years working in
debate. A total of 55% of the participants indicate 3-6 years involvement. Finally, the
remaining 19.6% claim more than six years of involvement.

The results also indicate that more time is spent in debate activity than academic
activity. Specifically, only 22.5% state that they spend less than 15 hours a week on debate.
Further, 11.8% spend between 16 and 20 hours on debate. The remaining 65.7% of the
participants respond that they spend more than 20 hours each week on debate activities.

Results for how much time participants spend on class work were distributed more
evenly. The highest percentage (22.5%) of participants indicate that they spend between 1 and
5 hours per week on class work. As compared to 20 or more hours spent on debate (65.7%),
only 20.6% of the participants spend more than 20 hours on class work. The remaining values
of hours spent on class work are as follows: 21.6% between 6 and 10 hours, 19.65% between
11 and 15 hours, and 15.7% between 16 and 20 hours.

The remaining five questions of the SPRAI focus on participant perceptions of debate,
academic success, and combinations of both. First, results demonstrate that more participants
believe debate traveling "sometimes" (42.5%, M = 3.186) interferes with their academic

51



Hunt, Garard and Simerly: Reasoning and Risk

success. Twenty-two point five percent claim th::’tf debate travel "rarely” interferes with
i i .5% feel that it is "often” an interference.
acadm?é::ﬂ? oile domonstrte that debate rescarch "sometimes” (£3.1%, M = 2382
interferes with participants' academic success. A total_ of ‘27.5% cl‘axm that debate rire7 );; o/xs
an interference. The three remaining categories are distributed fairly evenly (never = 7.8%,
=11.89 =9.8%). .
often lrlh?rg‘,’aai:z; majorit)? of the participants state that being invoived in debate bgneﬁfs
them academically (M = 3.99). Specific values are as follows: 21.8% mal"'k that dge ate;' ::
"sometimes” beneficial, 40.6% indicate "often", and 32.7% state that debate glways nle 1
them academically." Collapsing the last two categories, then, 73.3% of the participants believe
benefits them at least "often.” ' )
e debélt';e fourth question of the SPRAT asks participantsh abgut the importance of eamu;\i
"good grades" in academic settings. In general, participants mfhsate thaii‘t.hxs is 1mpor;aur;:}f /
=4,297). Specifically, 57.45% claim that carning good gades is z.ah'ways important. er,
23.8% believe that this is "often” important. Again, compmmg these two categores
demonstrates that 81.25% of the participants claim that earning good grades in school is
M " n.lﬂ v
lmponan’:’l?: :ie::ltq:izm of the SPRAI asks participants about tl_ne importance of "perfom}xng
well" in debate activities. The researchers constructed this question as a means gf comparison
with school performance. Much like the previous question, results indicate that it is ;mpo;tz:;t
for participants to perform well in debate M= 4.228).{ More than half (51.52/(;))7; z
participants claim that performing well in debate is "always" important. In addition, 26. lo anIn
15.8% state that debate performance is "often” and "sometimes” important, respectively.
short, 78.2% of the participants belicve that it is important that they perform well in debate at
st Oﬁ'g; t-tests yield statistically significant results. The first test ‘demonstrates sigmﬁcaﬁ
differences, t (59) = 3.17, p <.01, between groups. Participants repc?rtmg a GPA of 4.0.-3..5 (
= 4.60) state that getting good grades in school is significantly more important than panxq?a?ts
reporting a GPA of 2.9-2.5 (M = 3.77). Results from the second t-@st also manifes t:
significant difference, t (59) = -2.52, p < .05, between groups. Specxﬁcally, part;:;pax:l
reporting a GPA of 4.0-3.5 (M = 3.98) indicate that performing well in debate is signiticantly
less important than participants who reported a GPA 0f2.9-2.5 M=4.77).
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DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study is to gather preliminary data on student debate
populations. The rescarchers are interested in this particular population because students
involved in debate spend a significant amount of time away from their usual academic activities.
This extra time is often in the form of debate research and traveling. From an intuitive basis the
researchers are curious if these time constraints and other factors place debate students
academically at-risk.

Our first research question was, "Do students who participate in intercollegiate debate
perceive that time committed to the activity interferes with their academic success?" In general,
the data present a complex picture. For example, the majority (78.2%) of the participants note
that their GPA falls between 3.0 and 4.0. By most academic standards, this is above average.
However, the majority (65.7%) of the participants also claim that they spend over 20 hours each
week on debate activities. Further, most (22.5%} spend less than five hours per week on their
ciass work. Obviously, the reader can interpret these data differently. Perhaps those involved
in debate have enough intelligence and organizational skills to spend at least four times more
hours per week on debate than on class work and still achieve at least a 3.0 GPA. However,
64.7% of the participants also indicate that debate at least "sometimes” interferes with their
academic success. One has to wonder how much interference this actually is if students still
achieve above average grades. Another way to interpret the data is to realize that asking
students to report their GPA may not be a valid method. This is not to suggest that the results
are entirely inaccurate, since our finding concurs with Jones' (1994) investigation of debater
characteristics, which found an average GPA of 3.305. Regardless, the result that students
spend significantly more time on debate as compared to academics should be cause enough for
further research and possibly concern.

The results paint a positive picture about debate as well. For example, a strong
majority (73.3%) of the participants indicate that being involved in debate benefits them
academically at least "often." Further research is needed which isolates this variable and seeks
to ascertain specific ways that debate involvement is beneficial. Nevertheless, these results bode
well for individuals seeking to recruit future debaters, or justify the academic significance of
program. '

Our second research question was, "Do students who participate in intercollegiate
debate perceive that it is important for them to succeed academically?" Results of this study
suggest a qualified yes. In general, these students report that they are concerned about their
academic progress as well as their debate activities. However, results of the t-tests demonstrate
that debaters with a high GPA are far more concerned with their academic performance than
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their peers with lower GPAs. Debaters who report low GPAs indicate that pafomg well in
school is significantly less important than those who report high GPAs. These fmdmgs could
represent a manifestation of debaters’ need to demonstrate their intellectual prowess in some
academic context. In other words, students may feel that it is unnecessary 10 demogstratz their
intellectual abilities in the classroom because they feel they succeed in intercolleglfiw debate.
Indeed, Jones (1994) suggests that a clear motivation for debating is proving one's intellectual
capacity. o

At a minimum, though, debaters who privilege performance in debate and devalue
academic performance may place themselves at-risk in the educational system. In other words,
no matter how many trophies debaters win, by devaluing the academic experience they might
eamn only Ds and Fs in course work. ]

Finally, the reader should not overlook the other si gnificant results of this study §u§h
as demographics. Based upon the present sample and despite recent efforts to make the actnylty
more inclusive, the majority of participants in CEDA debate continue to be Eurq American
males. Diversity continues to be an important issue for directors. of iflte{Cf)lleglate debate
programs. Strong recruitment efforts are needed which seek out ethnic minorities and females.
Increasing the numbers of these populations may benefit debate programs as a Whole by
introducing a variety of perspectives and backgrounds to the activity. Further research is needed
which explores ways to improve recruitment efforts and boost participation by memberg of these
populations (Loge, 1991; Logue, 1985a; Logue, 1985b; Logue, 1987; Simerly & Gartin, 1994,
Simerly, Biles, & Scott, 1992; Stepp, 1991; Stepp, Simerly, & Logue, 1994).

CONCLUSIONS

Despite recent attention devoted to at-risk populations, researchcr§ have oyeleooked
students who participate in intercollegiate debate. However, those involved in the activity face
several factors that may place them at-risk academically. The resuits of this study §uggcst that,
while many debaters report high GPAs and a strong commitment to af:adem:c success, 2
significant portion privilege performance in the activity and devalue acadequ SuCCess. Fma.lly,
this study is an important step away from research rooted in the epidemiological model of psk.
By examining students within the context of debate, the present study avoids the shortcomings
of assessing academic risk based merely on the personal characteristics of the students.
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A Feminist Critique of Intercollegiate Debate
AMANDA M. WILKINS and JEFFREY HOBBS

This critique secks to examine the current practices and mainstream attitudes in the
field of intercollegiate debate to determine whether or not they show evidence of being
patriarchal. Foss argues that a patriarchal society consists of relationships that "exist in all
institutions and social practices” in which men attempt to dominate women. These values are
instilled in society, and thus we view them as normal and tend to "perpetuate them” (1996, 166).
If practices in the field of debate are found to be patriarchal, then these values and ideas are
being perpetuated, perhaps unwittingly, by those in the community. The goal of this
examination is to help empower people within the context of intercollegiate debate. Bartanen
contends that debate can uniquely empower students in that:

. .. the debate community can incorporate masculine and feminine ways of knowing
and speaking. By understanding better how women and men students from a variety
of backgrounds leamn and reason and make decisions, we can modify our teaching
practices and reform our debating norms to be more amenable to the development of
authentic student voices. (Bartanen, 1995, 12)

This essay will proceed by explaining the methodology used, reporting the results obtained,
reframing the results as double binds, and concluding with a discussion of possible solutions
for the empowerment of the debate community.

METHODOLOGY

The first step in this critique is to define how gender is constructed in debate. How is
rhetoric used to define the roles of men and women in the activity? Are there certain opinions,
whether spoken or unspoken, about how women and men should behave? Is the viewpoint that
debate offers the audience one of masculine or feminine understanding? Is there an attempt
being made to leave women powerless? Are women being forced to adopt a masculine mind set
in order to identify with and be included in the activity (see Foss, 1996, 170-171)?
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