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Abstract

This thesis will research disability in college policy debate. Specifically, I am looking at
how rhetorical norms of ableism structure policy debates’ discussions of its own values and
practices. In order to do so, I am looking at the rules of college policy debate (CPD) for ways
that ableism structures them, then looking at how documentaries/videos about debate portray
ability within debate and comparing the findings in each. Throughout, I will also provide
analysis on how those rules are enforced or how the video portrayals of debate reflect the
experience of debating based on my own experience. CPD is a space that has had fairly active
conversations going on about race, class, gender, queerness and disability for years in round, on
social media, at tournaments outside of rounds, and in other places. By studying the charter
documents and constitutions of CPD's governing organizations, promotional material about the
activity, and an auto-ethnographic investigation of my own experiences as a disabled debater and
coach, this thesis will explore how rhetorics of disability affect the way that disabled people
access debate and the way disabled debaters are perceived. CPD has a variety of benefits to
students that disabled students are denied access to due to ablenormativity and through
illuminating those process we can work to change them and make debate accessible to disabled

students.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

I love debate, but there have been a lot of moments that made me question why. One such
moment weighs on me as I write this thesis. [ was judging the finals of Cross-Examination
Debate Association (CEDA) Nationals. For context, debaters often participate in a practice called
spreading or speed reading. As a disabled debater and now coach/judge, one of my
accommodations I have to ask for is for people to not spread. This was the seventh CEDA
Nationals I had attended, and I was so excited for a final round I could finally understand. Before
the round I told the competitors I couldn’t understand spreading and we established a signal for
when I wasn’t able to understand what they were saying. My dreams of finally being able to be
part of CEDA finals were quickly shattered when the debaters competing started spreading and
either didn’t see or ignored my signal that [ didn’t understand. I turned into an unplanned display
of the pain of ableism on one of the biggest stages of college policy debate. I understand ableism
as defined by Dolmage as the compulsory nature of able-bodiedness and able-mindedness.
(2017) This is inherently tied to ablenormativity because ablenormativity frames able-bodiedness
and able-mindedness as the norm which is necessary to make it compulsory.

This thesis will research disability in college policy debate. Specifically, I am looking at
how rhetorical norms of ableism structure policy debates discussions of its own values and
practices. In order to do so, I am analyzing at the rules of college policy debate (CPD) for ways
that able-normativity exists within them then looking at how documentaries/videos about debate
portray ability within debate and comparing the findings in each. Throughout, I will also provide
analysis on how those rules are enforced or how the video portrayals of debate reflect the
experience of debating based on my own experience. I competed in college policy debate for

four years and am currently in my fourth year of coaching. CPD is a space that has had active



conversations going on about race, class, gender, queerness and disability for years in round, on
social media, at tournaments outside of rounds, and in other places. By studying the charter
documents and constitutions of CPD's governing organizations, promotional material about the
activity, and an auto-ethnographic investigation of my own experiences as a disabled debater and
coach, this thesis will explore how rhetorics of disability affect the way that disabled people
access debate and the way disabled debaters are perceived.

I am choosing to discuss college policy debate for a few reasons. First, debate is a place
for learning effective rhetoric, advocacy, and persuasion. CPD and debate education broadly has
been said to teach students “not only to be better speakers and critical listeners but also more
informed, engaged, and responsible citizens.” (Hogan and Kurr, pg.2) In addition to this, it has
been argued that debate is particularly important with the growth of Al because it trains skills
that usage of Al might degrade such as critical thinking, empathy, information literacy, research,
teamwork, and active listening. (Bricker and Justice, 2024) In any given round the goal is to
persuade a judge to vote for you or your team. Beasley also describes how rhetorician’s former
debate experience influences how they engage in their future research around rhetoric. (Beasley,
2021) The overlap of rhetoricians and debaters/former debaters link the debate space directly to
priority setting of rhetorical research and curriculum development.

I chose to analyze college debate rather than high school for a few differences. The first
is that the people participating in college debate are adults and have more control of their
participation in debate. High school policy debaters may be required to do it for course credit or
by parents, but college debaters have a higher level of voluntariness. My other reason for
choosing college is how arguments and research tend to circle through debate. Arguments (and

the research to back them) go through trends where some arguments are more popular at



different times. Often the same arguments that are popular in college policy debate become
popular at the high school level a few years later. While certainly there are important ways that
ableism affects debate at the high school level, high school debate is governed by a different set
of rules, norms, and expectations. A full analysis of these norms is beyond the scope of this
thesis. It is my hope that while this thesis focuses only on college policy debate future research
could be done that incorporates other forms of forensic competition and the experiences of other
disabled people both in college policy debate and elsewhere.

College policy debate has three governing organizations: the Cross Examination Debate
Association (CEDA), the National Debate Tournament (NDT), and the American Debate
Association (ADA). This thesis will examine the rules documents from all of these
organizations. The rules documents for these organizations are publicly available on their
website. I chose to look at the By-Laws and rules for CEDA’s 2026 national tournament for
CEDA, the Standing Rules for the Tournament and the NDT Charter for NDT, and the Standing
Rules for Tournament Procedure and the Constitution for ADA. I chose those documents
because they all fit the same criteria: they are easily accessible, they lay out guidelines for what
is and isn’t allowed in the process of debating OR talk about the organizations’ beliefs on debate,
and they are the same type of document for each organization so I can have more comparisons
with each organization. Organizational documents are a static representation of expectations of
how people should/are required to engage in the space. Organizational documents are agential
documents that enact the agency of the writer of the document by delineating what actions are or
are not allowed. (Cooren, 2004) Looking at organizational documents enables painting a picture
of what the ideal organizational member is by pulling out those requirements and piecing them

together.



Before analyzing the norms governing policy debate, it's important to understand what
the structure of debate looks like. People compete in policy debate in teams of two, usually from
the same school but that’s not required. At a given tournament there will be a schedule that has
pre-elimination (prelim) rounds and elimination (elim) rounds. Generally, college tournaments
have either six or eight prelim rounds. The amount of elim rounds is usually dependent on the
number of entries at the tournament and who participates in them (or “breaks”) is based on a
partnerships’ record in prelims. For each round a pairing is released with two partnerships from
different schools, a room number, and at least one judge but sometimes multiple. During the
debate there are eight speeches, comprised of four constructives (nine minutes each), four
rebuttals (six minutes each), and four cross-examination (CX) periods (three minutes each)
following each constructive speech. The first speech of the debate is the 1AC or First
Affirmative Constructive. In that speech the affirmative reads their case. There is a norm that the
case meets the “burden of proof” or proves that a proposed change to the status quo is necessary
and/or sufficient to stop something bad from happening or continuing to happen. Often, the
“change to the status quo” is a government policy about the annually chosen resolution and this
style is often referred to as “traditional” or “policy” debate. When the affirmative chooses to
defend something else, often things people in the debate space can do about the topic and/or
takes perspectives from students’ life experiences related to the topic, which is referred to as “K”
or “Kritikal” debate. Kritikal debate has a history of being utilized by marginalized debaters,
especially Black debaters, as a way of making debate more accessible. (Dillard-Knox, 2014;
Larson, 2023; Monteith, 2023)

Generally, when a debater reads evidence, they also email it to the other team and

judge(s). They sometimes also send pre-written arguments but that isn’t universally standard.



This allows the other team and judge to see the evidence/argument in addition to hearing it.
Debaters often also engage in something called “spreading” or speed reading. Spreading is done
to try and have more arguments made within the limited speech time available. According to
analysis done comparing teams that broke at the 2019 and 2021 NDTs, the 90™ percentile of
speakers speak at 318 words per minute and the 50™ percentile speak at 276 words per minute.
(Batterman, 2021) Even the 10" percentile being at 237 words per minute is much faster than the
150 words per minute The National Center for Voice & Speech says is average for English
speakers in the United States. After the debate, the judge(s) decides on a winning and losing
team and assigns each debater speaker points (usually on a 25-30 point scale) then announces the
decision and the reason for decision (RFD).

I’1l be outlining my own experience with ableism in the debate community as a former
disabled debater and now disabled coach. It’s important to specify my disabilities as they apply
to debate since disability isn’t a monolith. I make explicit the way I engage with the structures of
debate as a way of counteracting the assumed neutral shared experience of ability, as called for
by Tanya Titchkosky and Rod Michalko. (2012) I have both mental and physical disabilities
including a progressive disability, so I have lost abilities over the almost eight years I’ve been
involved in college debate. When I joined college debate my disabilities didn’t significantly
impact me. The issues I’m about to lay out started partway through my first year and have
worsened since. I have audio processing issues that prevent me from understanding spreading. I
also have chronic fatigue and chronic pain which often makes the physical aspect of debate very
challenging. With the pain and fatigue, I often experience brain fog which impacts my general
comprehension and thinking ability. I also have issues with standing long times so I debated

while sitting where most people debate standing up. While these are the barriers I experience,



there are also other disabled debaters within the community that experience some or all of these.
There are also disabled debaters with different relationships to debate’s practices of ableism.
There is also a limitation to self-reflection of the fact that I can’t be certain of how other people
perceive me and which aspects of my disabilities impact those perceptions more. However, auto-
ethnographic interrogations of discourse around disability from disabled people are particularly
beneficial because it creates a lens through which to view the impacts of said discourse. I use the
term auto-ethnography here mirroring G. Thomas Couser’s understanding of auto-ethnography
as “texts that explore the creation of identity within particular subcultures and texts that contest
the way the author’s community is characterized from the outside.” (pg. 103) This thesis
attempts to explore the way that the ablenormativity built into the subculture of debate
complicates the identity of “disabled debater” and contests the understanding of what a debater
looks like as able-normative.

I’m also comparing my findings in the rules documents to several videos about debate. I
will be looking at a total of nine videos. Each of the videos I will be discussing can be
understood as fitting into one of three categories: instructional videos for people starting debate
(Introduction to Policy Debate by Boston Debate League and 2. What is Policy Debate by
Kentucky Debate), debaters talking about benefits of debate (1. Why Debate? by Kentucky
Debate and The Dartmouth Forensic Union Debates at Top Speed by Dartmouth) and media by
and for non-debaters portraying debate (Speed Debate: Chicago Style by Sean Lewis, Speed
debaters spew serious policy points by CBS News, Fast Talk (2011 Debate Documentary) by
Vintage Debate Vids, Kansas Debate: For the Love of the Argument by JasonBadgett, and High
School Debate at 350 wpm — Wired by WIRED). I chose these because I wanted a variety of

perspectives on debate and each of these videos have different creators and intended audiences.



The videos offer a glimpse into the way the rhetorical norms about what debate is/who debate is
for because they are intended as an introduction to debate for non-debaters or new debaters. This
is useful for understanding the rhetorical norms that shape debate because they show both how
debate plays out and are made by the people who enforce the rules. The intended audiences
shapes how the creators portray debate and who the video is made by influences how they
understand debate which is why I categorized the videos through those lenses.

By looking at each video, I will get a glimpse into what is required of debaters and what
benefits disabled people are losing due to barriers to access. Governing documents allow me to
look at the top-down view of debate to see what debate looks like from the perspective of the
governing organizations. The videos help me look at both how debaters view themselves/the
activity and how they portray it to others, especially others who they want to participate in
debate in the context of the recruitment videos. This is being informed by my own positionality
and experience which allows me to speak at a deeper level of how our image of what debate
looks like can impact debaters. This allows me to situate the abstract image in a more tangible
way.

Literature Review

I will engage in this literature review in three portions. The first section is existing
research around disability and rhetoric, but not debate specifically. The second section is existing
research about debate and other forms of marginalization like race and gender. The third section
is existing research about debate and disability. The first two sections are research areas that are
adjacent to my own, but help situate my research. The first section helps situate disability and
debate within the larger study of rhetoric. The second section around marginalization in debate

helps situate my discussion around ableism with discussions about racism and sexism. The final



section of disability and debate is the conversation that my work is building on directly. All three
of the sections are having fruitful conversations about disability and/or debate and my hope is
that bringing these separate research areas together will provide insights into the state of
disability and debate that each area doesn’t have independently.

When looking at disability and rhetoric, I start by looking at how disability is constructed
as/with rhetoric. Jay Timothy Dolmage’s book Disability Rhetoric frames disability as
rhetorically constructed by looking at different rhetorical constructions of disability throughout
history and how they’ve been representative of different perspectives on disability. Dolmage
looks at threads of ableist rhetoric through history to understand what he terms as a set of
“myths”. These “myths” seek to understand different common ways that disability is represented,
often in ableist ways, and how that impacts lived reality for disabled people. James Cherney
agrees with Dolmage, arguing that ableist culture maintains itself through rhetoric. He
additionally argues that because ableism is constructed via rhetoric, in order to combat it, we
need strategies that work on a rhetorical level. With Dolmage and Cherney combined we see that
both disability and ableism are rhetorical meaning that both disability itself as a social category
and the discrimination as a result of it exist on a rhetorical level and can, and arguably should, be
researched in that same rhetorical context. Vanessa Beasley adds on to this discussion, somewhat
arguing the inverse of Cherney. Cherney argues that rhetoric is important to disability and
Beasley argues that disability is important to rhetoric. In other words, rhetoric shapes how we
understand disability and vice versa with disability shaping how we understand rhetoric.
Beasley’s article argues that disability has been historically excluded from the study of rhetoric,

and in that exclusion we also exclude disabled students from the benefits of studying rhetoric.



One such potential benefit is the ability to create rhetorical strategies against ableism,
which Cherney says are needed. This concern of exclusion is mirrored by Dolmage in a different
book of his, Academic Ableism, where he argues that ableism in academia specifically is
rhetorical. This is done through the rhetorical construction of academia as the antithesis to
educating disabled people, or as he puts it, “Disability has always been constructed as the inverse
or opposite of higher education. Or, let me put it differently: higher education has needed to
create a series of versions of “lower education” to justify its work and to ground its
exceptionalism, and the physical gates and steps trace a long history of exclusion.” (Dolmage,
2017, page 3) The devaluation of educating disabled people provides additional help to my
research beyond the understanding of how disability exists rhetorically because it helps bridge
the gap between rhetoric generally and in academia specifically with debate being an aspect of
the academy.

While Dolmage situates ableism in academia, research around debate and disability is
situated within the study of rhetoric specifically by Beasley. She explains the connection
between rhetoric and debate saying, “The academic study of rhetoric in U.S. communication
departments includes enough scholars who were once collegiate debaters to make this
observation uncontroversial; the college debaters who once traveled to argue against each other
in empty university classrooms on weekends now argue with each other in journals, conferences,
and association list-servs.” (Beasley, 2021) The observation she refers to in that quote is that
rhetoricians want to win, and that a drive to win is what pushes the study of rhetoric forward.
This is what she argues causes the exclusion of disabled peoples’ rhetoric because disabled
people aren’t expected to win. If disabled people aren’t expected to win, rhetoricians don’t need

to look at their rhetoric because it’s not valuable to winning — their primary consideration. The



exclusion of disabled peoples’ rhetoric also goes hand in hand with the exclusion of disabled
people from debate; either as disabled people being excluded from debate because they’re
already not expected to do well and/or the inverse — that disabled people being excluded from
debate is causing rhetoricians to assume their incapability of winning because the rhetoricians
establish their understanding of “successful” rhetoric in debate.

With our understanding of ableism as the compulsory nature of able-bodiedness and able-
mindedness from Dolmage, we can see how ableism functions to exclude disabled existence.
Ablenormativity is part of this process. If able-bodiedness and able-mindedness is the
compulsory form of existence, ablenormativity serves to normalize that process of exclusion by
making disability invisible. These norms of bodymind ability shape our larger understanding of
what is good/bad by tying ability to good and disability to bad. This process is explained by
Brandon Fletcher in the context of international politics as intentionally done by politicians to
create negative views of political adversaries by specifically labelling them with terms tied to
disability or even specific diagnoses. (2017) Through this thesis I aim to make explicit the
ablenormativity that functions in shadow and through that process make it possible to contend
with.

After looking at disability as and with rhetoric, I shift to look at college policy debate and
other forms of marginalization such as race and gender. The first thing I pull from that literature
is the application of looking at rules and norms to discussions of race specifically. Tiffany
Dillard-Knox starts this discussion with the distinction between rules and norms when she says
that there aren’t many explicit rules and that, “Therefore, the practitioners of the Debate
community determine which norms and procedures will be adopted, thus which ones have value.

As such, an analysis of how those norms and procedures interact with the increase in diversity,
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particularly Blacks, within the Debate community is a very important one.” (Dillard-Knox, 2014)
Some things I discuss, like spreading, are not rules but norms which impact debaters in
potentially exclusionary ways. Norms might impact more aspects of debate since they’re more
pervasive, but the rules are more explicit which is helpful for analysis. The ADA also has an
additional section to their rules called “decorum” rules, but those rules post-date Dillard-Knox’s
article. Squid Monteith adds to this discussion choosing to look at rules specific to one
tournament. They argue that governing policies “dictate what is and is not permitted to exist
within a given space” so which norms of debate are able to exist must first be allowed by the
rules. (Monteith, 2023) As I intend to look at rules documents, this discussion of how they
function constitutively in college policy debate specifically aids in my understanding and
explanation of why I am looking at them.

This section of the literature also draws a distinction between different styles of debate.
The 1AC described above where the case presents a policy that could be implemented by the
federal government is what is sometimes called “traditional” debate. There are also
K/Kritikal/performance cases which have a lot of variety within them, but generally don’t have a
plan based on the federal government and focus more on societal issues such as racism, sexism,
and homophobia. Dillard-Knox discusses the way that K affirmatives, or what she terms
“alternative” styles of debate, have been particularly impactful for Black debaters. This form of
debate, sometimes also called “revolutionary” debate is argued to increase accessibility for Black
debaters especially through “revolutionary vs. revolutionary debate, as emphasized by Charles
Athanasopoulos & Corinne Mitsuye Sugino. This also extends to judging preferences. Allison
Harper, when looking into potential judging bias, found that those who do performative debate

were more likely to prefer Black and women judges where those who do more traditional forms
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of debate ranked judges about equally. The different organizations I’'m looking at are associated
with different styles of debate — not as a requirement but it is more common to find certain styles
in particular organizations — and the difference that Harper and Dillard-Knox talk about might
show up in the rule documents. The different styles of debate were impactful for accessibility
and inclusion of Black debaters, but there was also backlash that also stemmed from that (Reid-
Brinkley, 2023; Larsen, 2023; Athanasopoulos & Sugino, 2023) including sparking discussion
about things like the point of debate and if standard aspects of debate are moral (Hicks &
Greene, 2005). Shanara Reid-Brinkley discusses the interactions of both styles, often termed
“clash of the civilizations” debates, and how Black debaters have had to adapt to those
interactions and found success where teams on the traditional side haven’t. While majority of
these articles have focused specifically on Blackness/race, Beau Larsen explains how trans and
queer debaters are indebted to Black debaters because the strategies to increase access and
inclusion used by Black debaters were also used by trans and queer debaters. Larsen’s
explanation highlights that performance/non-traditional arguments can be used by non-Black
minority debaters as a method for finding access but also reminds those debaters to not forget
where those strategies come from and to continue to support Black debaters.

The majority of research in this is focused on methods that Black debaters have used and
are using to shape debate into a more accessible and inclusive space. One of the major ways this
has happened is through different styles of debate, whether calling it non-traditional,
performative, Kritkal, revolutionary, alternative, or other terms. Changing the ways one chooses
to engage in debate can change how people from their community can engage with the debate
space. This is not to suggest that Black debaters no longer experience racism in debate, but rather

that the shift to Kritkal debate pushes the community to confront the ways that it is complicit in
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and upholds harmful structures of power which works to improve access to debate. Disabled
debaters are also using this method to work to improve access to the debate space for themselves
and other disabled debaters. Kritikal debate also brings into focus some of the distinction
between rules and norms of debate. In the rules, other than the ADA, it is not required that the
affirmative defend a government policy but the norm of focusing on the government is still
culturally enforced. The videos about debate concretize what is expected of debaters, whether
that be rule or norm, while the rules documents make explicit what is rule. Through my analysis,
I hope to clarify both how rule and norm work to create the ideal of what a debater looks like in
ablenormative ways.

Having looked at two adjacent discussions, I now move to the ongoing conversation
about debate and disability. This conversation often focuses on specific disabilities (Ferguson
discusses Deaf debaters, Nelson and Miller focus on dyslexia, etc.) or specific aspects of debate
(Dhillon’s focus on debate camps for example). There are also some aspects of the discussion
that are specific to high school, such as two articles from Rostrum the National Speech and
Debate Association’s publication. Some common threads of the discussion are looking at what
barriers exist for disabled debaters and how can we make debate into a more accessible space.
The identified barriers focus largely on things that happen in round such as high levels of jargon
(Ferguson, 2016; Nelson & Miller, 2016), spreading (Ferguson, 2016; McVey & Gerber, 2023),
and more. Mayes & Zirkel in Rostrum walk through a variety of different disabilities and
accommodation requests in order to explain what is actually required by the Americans with
Disabilities Act (2018). Each of these articles have worked to identify places where barriers to
disabled people accessing debate exist. My thesis is building upon this to shift from an

understanding of how specific aspects of debate are inaccessible to a broader understanding of
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how ablenormativity built into our understanding of debate undergirds each of those specific
barriers. Since several of the articles focus on specific disabilities their suggested
accommodations also often focus on those same disabilities (Ferguson, 2016; Nelson & Miller,
2016) or very specific aspects of debate that are outside of CEDA/NDT/ADA (Dhillon, 2016).
McVey & Gerber take a more holistic view in their discussion, arguing that ableism in debate
stems from Burke’s theory of entelechy and they “hope that calling into question the way that
debate’s drive towards competitive excellence reifies norms and practices that generalize bodily
expectations against which disabled people are judged as lacking may help create new spaces to
rethink what inclusion of different identities may look like in debate.” (McVey and Gerber,
2023) In this, they call for increased self (and community)-reflexivity in the way we in debate
create general expectations of what people are capable of to the detriment of inclusion. Richter
similarly calls for increased reflexivity as a method for working against ableism. In a response
article to Richter’s, Gerber points out in 2016 that some changes for accessibility have happened
such as having stable room assignments or people being willing to stop spreading. My thesis is a
form of the reflexivity that has been called for and suggestions will hopefully stem from that
reflection that could aid the debate community in shifting to be more inclusive.

I intend to bring together these three sections of research with my thesis. The first portion
I discussed was research around disability and rhetoric, but not debate specifically. In this
section, I get an understanding about how norms and ideologies of bodily ability are encoded
into our perceptions about rhetoric and public address. The second section I discussed was
research about debate and other forms of marginalization like race and gender. In this section I
have two major takeaways — a distinction between rules and norms and that different styles of

debate engage with marginalized groups differently. The third section was about disability and
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debate. This is the section that my research is most directly building on. From this section, the
two biggest takeaways are what barriers to accessing debate have been identified by others and
what recommendations have been made to make debate more accessible.

Methods

I hope to gain a few things from my research. I want to see if and how ableism is built
into our understanding of what debate looks like, especially what good debate looks like. In my
literature review I showed that there’s already a variety of research that has been done on how
ableism is built into our idea of what a good speaker looks and acts like. I want to add to that
seeing if those same ideas are reflected into how we govern debate and how we portray debate.
My two primary questions are what barriers exist within what is required of debaters and what
benefits of debate are disabled people potentially being excluded from?

When analyzing the rules documents, I will be attempting to answer three questions. The
first is if the rules could function as barriers to disabled debaters’ participation or success? While
this is not meant as a comprehensive list of every possible barrier in the rules, it’s valuable to
begin the process of identifying these barriers. The second question I’m attempting to answer is
what traits of debate/debaters are positive or required? Rules documents are the method by which
the desires of the writers are enacted. (Cooren, 2004) In other words, when the rules view
debate/debaters in an ablenormative way, that is representative of the way the people, groups,
and institutions responsible for these documents view debate and debaters. The final question
I’m looking to answer is what the stated reason(s) for debate are. Through this I’ll get an idea of
what benefits debate has and thus what people who are excluded are losing out on.

When looking at the videos I will be looking for answering two questions. The first

question is, what traits do the videos portray as either necessary or beneficial for debate? This is
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intended to work with the information from the rules documents to help create an idea of what
the ideal debater looks like. I will also look at the overlap between what is required of debaters in
each (both in rules and videos) to get a clearer view of the requirements that the most emphasis is
placed on. As discussed in the literature review, rules dictate what norms are allowed to exist so
if the rules value particular aspects of debate and debaters that would decide which direction the
norms of that particular organization go in. The second question is what is portrayed as the value
to debate itself? The videos are often used for recruitment of new people into debate or for
teaching people who are new to debate about what they’ve just joined. This again will help me
gain an understanding of what people who are excluded are being excluded from.

Through this thesis I hope to gain an understanding of how rhetoric of ablenormativity
serves to exclude disabled people from debate. As understood by Beasley, what we value in
debate shapes what is valued in the study of rhetoric. This means that pushing debate to become
more inclusive of disabled people would in turn push the field of rhetoric to be more inclusive.
It’s important for communication scholars to think about CPD and how disability is understood
within CPD because of the way it influences the larger agenda setting of rhetorical study. If we
want to shape the world in a more inclusive way we must first start with how we value people
and their contributions to change-making.

Centering the perspectives of disabled scholars and debate professionals is important to
understanding ableism in debate because the overlap in those experiences provides deeper insight
into the ways that ableism exists in debate. Disabled scholars are able to give insight into their
experiences of ableism in academia that deepens our understanding of how ableism functions in
practice. In the same way debate professionals are able to add depth to our understandings on

how things within debate function. In that same vein, if we want to understand how ableism
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functions within debate we can gain that understanding through the perspective of disabled
scholars who are debate professionals.

In this thesis I employ the critical interpretive methods of rhetorical studies to engage in a
rhetorical analysis of rules documents and videos about debate. Engaging in rhetorical criticism
can, “disrupt taken-for-granted epistemologies and ontologies and practices.” (Wilson, 2020)
Through rhetorical criticism I aim to disrupt the practices of ablenormativity within the debate
space. I understand the process of rhetorical criticism as fully engaging with the material being
criticized, but without a strict set of procedures. (Lucas, 1981) The way that I engaged with the
rules and videos was different in that when analyzing the rules I did so looking solely at text
while keeping the questions I laid out previously in mind but when looking at the videos, while I
largely focused on the “text” of the video, or what was said, there were times when visual
aspects of the video were also valuable to include.

Additionally, this thesis employs auto-ethnographic writing as a way to add texture and
depth to the critical rhetorical analyses of these texts. While a full auto-ethnographic account of
the experience of disability in debate is beyond the scope of this thesis, I employ auto-
ethnographic writing in order to give a fuller sense of the affective and emotional weight of
ablenormativity as it was experienced by myself, a disabled debater and coach. As explained by
Aaron Hess, "Embodied advocacy, as performed and witnessed under ethnographic conditions,
provides critical rhetoricians with an opportunity to not only maintain a critical attitude toward

discourse but also connect research practices with activism." (Hess, 2011)
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Chapter 2 - Rules

In this chapter I will be looking at each of the rules documents discussed in the
introduction. I will be analyzing the norms and expected behaviors the rules frame as important
to their respective organizations, and how these norms dictate the expectations placed on
debaters. Organizational documents influence how an organization functions, as argued by
Cooren, both through the agency of the document itself and the agency of the creator(s) of the
document. (2004) The documents are able to condemn or condone particular actions and the
creator(s) of the documents condemn or condone actions through the documents. Rules
documents make explicit what is required of debaters. The rules lay out what the requirements of
participating in debate are, both in what must be done and what isn’t allowed to be done. The
norms and behaviors framed as important are often less explicit. There are times in the rules
where it says things like the point of debate or the aim or the organization and those show the
organizational values more explicitly. There are aspects where value is portrayed more implicitly
by placing emphasis on aspects of debate, often through repetition. The requirements and values
combined can give me a picture of what each organization thinks debate is supposed to look like
and why. The three organizations I will look at are the American Debate Association (ADA),
National Debate Tournament (NDT), and Cross-Examination Debate Association (CEDA).

For each organization I will analyze two documents: one about the organization as a
whole and one about their tournament procedure. For the documents about each organization as a
whole I will be looking at The Constitution of the American Debate Association, the NDT
Charter, and the CEDA Constitution and By-Laws. Each of these organizations also host a
national championship tournament at the end of each school year and has rules regarding that

tournament and/or the others throughout the year that they sanction. For the documents about
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tournament procedure for each I will be looking at the Standing Rules of Tournament Procedure
of the ADA, The Standing Rules for the Operation of the National Debate Tournament, and the
tournament invitation from the 2026 CEDA Nationals hosted by Binghamton University. CEDA
doesn’t have a document that I could find that was just the information about the rules of the
tournament so I’m using the rules from this year’s nationals but will not be including the
tournament specific information such as the hotel, schedule, and fees. I'm looking at
organizational documents because, as argued by Cooren, the presence of the documents makes a
difference to how that organization functions both through the hybrid agency of the document
itself and the agency of creator(s) of the document. (2004) In other words, the documents
themselves approve or condemn particular actions and the creator(s) of those documents approve
or condemn actions through the documents. The other primary reason I’'m looking at the
documents is because these demands placed on how we debate are tied in with able-normative
modes of viewing effective communication which shapes not only how we exist within debate,
but also what aspects of communication (especially rhetoric) are chosen to be studied. (Beasley,
2021)

The first organization I will look at is the American Debate Association (ADA). The
ADA Constitution was approved in 1988 and has been revised 14 times with the most recent
being in 2022. Much of the constitution has little to do with the process of debating and is more
about the governing of the organization. There is one section of this document that is important
for establishing how the ADA thinks about debate, which is Article I, Section 2 and is about the
purpose of the organization. Subpoint one of this section defines debate as “a controlled
discussion which analyzes the substantive issues raised by a particular public policy

proposition,” which is built on by subpoint two saying, “Debate is persuasive, oral
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communication activity in which debaters assume the obligation to communicate reasons for
positions taken in a manner that is coherent, intelligible, and consistent with the limitation of
human speech and listening.” (Article I, Section 2) These two subpoints along with the rest of
this section posit several possible reasons for debate along with the requirements of those
involved. The reasons for debate primarily include education and the ability to discuss
substantive issues. Something to consider is what issues are considered “substantive”, certain
issues like ableism haven’t been historically considered substantive within academia but if that
specifically applies to debate is outside of the scope of this research. It would be beneficial for
future researchers to do content analysis on arguments and the win/loss rate of different content
types to gain a deeper understanding of if arguments about ableism are deemed substantive. The
requirements of students involved include ability to “control” discussion, engage in “persuasive,
oral communication”, be coherent and intelligible, and being enrolled in good academic standing
at full time. (Article 1, Section 2) Bring perceived as controlling the discussion and being
persuasive are both subjective and can be influenced by ableist norms of what “good”
communication looks like. There are a variety of symptoms of disabilities that place aspects of
communication outside of “control” such as (but not limited to) tics, lisps, and stutters. This
means that students with those symptoms would not be in control of their own contributions to
the round much less controlling the round overall. The perceived lack of control in presentation
is part of what Beasley argues has been used to disqualify disabled people from the capacity for
effective rhetoric. In addition to this, as Dolmage argues, people with physical disabilities are
perceived to also be mentally incompetent so debaters without those symptoms but with visible
disabilities would also be perceived as not being in control even when acting like their able-

bodied peers. (2014)
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The subjectiveness of evaluating directly contradicts the requirement of judges to be
objective (Article 1, Section 2) because even if the judge attempts to be objective they will still
be evaluating under the subjective ableist norms around communication efficacy. In addition,
being coherent and intelligible can be made difficult by a number of disabilities, including things
like lisps or stutters and things that might impact the way someone processes information which
can impact how they explain things. By defining effective communication in an abled-normative
way the ADA upholds norms that exclude disabled patterns of communication. The final portion
of this section is being enrolled in good academic standing at full time which is a lot of work for
anyone, but doing that work and debating can be difficult especially for people dealing with
other demands on their time like disabilities. In addition, disabled students can face additional
difficulties with maintaining “good standing” through needing to navigate accommodations and
professors denying accommodations. (Dolmage, 2017) Through this requirement the ADA
furthers the ablenormative understanding of what a debater looks like by tying it to standard
measures of intelligence/success in academic spaces.

The ADA Standing Rules of Tournament Procedure proved more fruitful for the
discussion, which makes sense because this is the document that actually has the rules regarding
the process of debating. The document articulates one of the purposes of debate as education
multiple times. Debate’s ablenormative rhetorics reflect broader norms of ableism within higher
education. Dolmage argues that this structure stems from the idea that educating disabled people
is deemed “lower” education which is antithetical to higher education. It’s also possible that
education being the purpose of debate is what is meant in rule .11 when they say debaters and
judges “should conduct themselves as if they are in a classroom environment,” though this

requires a shared understanding of what is proper behavior in a classroom environment that can
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pose specific issues if that norm isn’t clear communicated. There are also aspects that imply that
part of the purpose of debate is competition. This is another reason why disabled people are
pushed out. Beasley argues that the reason that disabled rhetoric isn’t studied in the field is
because disabled people are presumed not to win, and if the reason for debate is competition
disabled people would also be presumed not to debate/do well in debate.

This document outlines a variety of requirements for both debaters and judges. I will be
going through the requirements placed on debaters because before becoming a judge you need to
first be a debater. Disabled people who get pushed out due to ableism would experience that
before becoming a judge. However, there are some requirements of judges that could contribute
to that process of pushing out so I will be including those. Debaters are required to engage in
collaboration with a partner (Rules 1.1 and II1.5 say teams must be made of 2 people), but also
can’t be reliant on said partner (Rule 1.10 says consultation with partner during speeches and
cross-examination periods must be MINIMAL, capitalization is from the rules) and that this team
of two much be self-sufficient during the round (Rule 1.9 says that “a team may not receive
assistance, suggestions, or coaching from anyone while the round is in progress’). One thing to
note with Rule 1.9 is that the rules do not define what “assistance” is except to specifically
include assistance from tournament staff to deal with technical issues during online debate, this
could potentially be applied to mean both that teams can’t receive technical assistance from
coaches during online debate which may be needed since in online debate tournaments staff
aren’t always physically available and that assisting students in things unrelated to debate might
also not be allowed. This means that acts of care that coaches/community members can provide
to students could not be allowed. Tournaments are long and hard both mentally and physically

and one of the things coaches/community members are sometimes asked to do is provide
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additional care in round. Disabled students may need that assistance more often than non-
disabled students, but everyone needs help sometimes. As termed by Dolmage while referencing
Davis on dismodernism, “dependence, not individual independence, is the rule.” (2017, pg. 118)
Dependence is the rule not just for disabled people, but ablenormative culture has painted
needing help as a form of weakness. I’ve had students message and ask if I could bring them a
variety of things from snacks, water, and caffeine to Band-Aids, pain or allergy medication, and
tampons. With the way this rule is written that care that coaches provide outside of direct
coaching would be against the rules. This rule, from my experience isn’t enforced this way but I
think the fact that the rule is specifically written to include technical assistance only from
tournament staff implies that the ban on assistance is not only limited to argumentative
assistance.

While there are barriers to receiving assistance Rule II1.5 also says, “If one of the
debaters of a team cannot debate in any given round, that round will be forfeited. To debate in a
round is defined as to give one constructive speech and one rebuttal.” This means that if one
student isn’t feeling well for a third of the rounds (rounded down to the nearest round) the
remaining partner can’t finish the round (with the possibility of still winning, the rule does say
they can finish the debate for educational purposes) or, as the rules continue to say, receive
speaker awards or clear to elimination rounds. The majority of tournaments are either six or eight
rounds, so a third rounded down would be two rounds, or in other words there is a one round
allowance before they are precluded from receiving speaker awards or clearing to elimination
rounds. This is an improvement from the Standing Rules as published in 2024 because in that
version if a student missed a single speech or round they could not receive speaker awards or

clear when speaker points were a determining factor. This could discourage people from
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partnering with disabled debaters with disabilities that impact their ability to give all required
speeches in every round because of how we tend to value competitive success. It also punishes
people who may need to take rounds or speeches off for health reasons (and their partners)
because even if they do well in all of their other rounds they are disqualified from speaker
awards. This forces students to choose between taking care of their health and their competitive
success/the success of someone who relies on them. While suggesting and explaining Universal
Design for Learning, Dolmage explains the value of flexibility in educational structures to
support disabled students. (2017) Having flexibility allows accommodations and access to drift
as ableism does.

All of those portions were about debaters’ engagement with their partner. The rest of
these rules are about individual aspects of engaging in the debate. Debaters are required to have
consistency (rule I.3), time management both inside and outside the round at tournaments (rules
[.13 & 11.5), and debate orally and comprehend opponents speaking orally (rule 1.8). Rule 1.12
dictates requirements regarding delivery of speeches namely that they should speak
comprehensively, intelligibly, without shouting or yelling, and arguments need to be developed
clearly, presented orally, and adapt to judge preferences. These requirements dictate what
speeches must look like in order to even be considered speeches. This requires a shared baseline
of what is comprehensive, clear, and intelligible. The norms of comprehension and intelligibility
are inextricably coded through the rhetorics of ablenormativity because they create a delineation
between good and bad forms of communication that rely on normative understandings of ability.
The line is not made explicit anywhere so it’s assumed to already be shared, but for those with
disabilities that impact their information processing that line may not be clear. Disabled debaters

may not be meeting that standard when they think they are or have a higher bar for
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understanding other debaters. In other words, disabled debaters may have aspects of their
communication that is not reaching the standard of comprehensive/clear/intelligible and not
realize it if that standard isn’t clear. Disabled debaters may also have a higher bar than what the
standard is but because a speech meets that invisible standard it’s deemed okay even though not
everyone in the room understands it.

In addition, there’s a potential double standard here when it comes to spreading. In the
past few years there have been several debaters requesting that their opponents don’t spread as
an accessibility measure, but there is rarely enforcement of that accommodation and when there
is it’s done by judges not the organization/tournament itself. This means that when someone
needs a higher level of clearness and legibility than is considered “normal” the requirement of
clarity no longer matters. I was one such debater who couldn’t understand spreading and there
were many times I was told that it was my own personal failing because I wasn’t trying hard
enough, wasn’t smart enough, etc. which wasn’t the case but does tie back into the idea that
disability is a personal or moral failing. (Cherney, 2011; Dolmage, 2014) In addition to this, at
the high school level it has been explicitly deemed by two lawyers writing in Rostrum that asking
people to spread is not a reasonable accommodation but rather seeking competitive advantage.
(Mayes & Zirkel, 2018) This has not, to my knowledge, been applied to college debate by any
governing organizations but it could be and reaffirms that clarity only matters for people with
“normal” processing ability.

The second organization I will discuss is the National Debate Tournament (NDT). The
2026 NDT is the 80™ year the tournament is being held and the charter for the organization was
last revised to take effect at the 1995 NDT. Similarly to the Constitution for the ADA, the NDT

Charter deals more with the governing of the organization rather than the actual process of
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debating. It does, however contain something important to discuss. In Article 1: Name, Purposes,
and Jurisdictional Structure the document discusses the purpose of the NDT. The purposes
discussed are to “encourage the growth of programs of excellence in forensics education in
institutions of higher education in the United States; to conduct a National Debate Tournament
which shall be equally committed to encouraging the opportunity for quality debate for students
of all institutions of higher education by maximizing the number and geographic representation
of participating schools, encouraging the highest standards of debate excellence by maximizing
the competitive quality of participating schools, and encouraging the highest standards of
educational excellence by conduction a tournament consistent with the educational objectives of
intercollegiate forensics competition.” The given purpose for the NDT emphasizes the
importance of high-quality education. This focus on “higher education” and improving
educational quality buys into the same rhetoric that Dolmage critiques as exclusionary of
disabled students because education of disabled people is prescribed to be “lower education.” Or,
as Dolmage terms it, “Disability has always been constructed as the inverse or opposite of higher
education. Or, let me put it differently: higher education has needed to create a series of versions
of “lower education” to justify its work and to ground its exceptionalism, and the physical gates
and steps trace a long history of exclusion.” (2017, pg. 3) The NDT’s focus on quantity and
geographic diversity of programs could make debate more accessible through creating more
opportunities. However, this may or may not also extend more opportunities to disabled debaters
because of the exclusionary nature of higher education.

One thing to note is that within the charter it doesn’t say what “quality debate” is, but that
leads me to looking at the NDT Standing Rules for the Operation of the National Debate

Tournament. The NDT Standing Rules were last updated in January 2025. There are several
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traits discussed of what makes debate good as well as some requirements for engaging in
debates. I will first go through some of the traits of good debate. The document describes good
debate as ethical, rational, respectful, adversarial and competitive, and without harassment and
discrimination. (Rule I, Section C) This reinforces some of the values of larger structures of
academia that can be exclusionary towards disabled people. For example, disabled people are
often labeled as irrational or unreasonable due to things like communication differences and
sensory/information processing differences. As Fletcher argues, this label of rational/irrational is
also used on an international political scale and tied to the label of abled/disabled with rationality
inextricably tied to the label of able. (2017) This value on rationality in debate also mirrors the
value I discussed earlier with the ADA of valuing “controlling” the round because in the political
realm the label of irrational is used as a means to control actors and grant power to those
portrayed as the most rational. (Fletcher, 2017)

One year at the NDT when I was competing, the people I was competing against engaged
in that exact labelling of my partner and myself as irrational. My partner and I argued that they
were engaging in ableist rhetoric that is harmful to disabled people in the space such as myself.
One of our judges in the round coaches a team that regularly goes for the same type of argument
but about Black people rather than disabled people. At the end of the round he told me he didn’t
understand why ableism matters. My experience in that round is how the ablenormative rhetoric
of this framing of debate in the rules plays out to impact disabled students. I choose to share my
experience not for the purpose of shaming this coach/judge but to highlight that the rule exists in
a tangible way that impacts students.

On the flip side though, a focus on ethicality and creating space without harassment and

discrimination is probably beneficial to accessibility. However, it has some limitations with the
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way that the exclusion of disabled people could be perceived within these metrics. It’s unclear
how much intentionality matters to those who evaluate if discrimination has occurred or not and
the line on what is ethical is inherently blurry because there aren’t universal ethics. In addition,
the document says that certain arguments can be both painful and highly educational and that
people “should be able to take controversial positions without fear” but don’t define limits on
what those controversial positions can be —i.e. people could argue that excluding disabled people
is good and it might not be considered discrimination. The lack of limits means that seeking
some form of recourse through the appropriate organizational channels is more difficult and
unclear because it shifts the question from if the thing said was discriminatory to if it has
educational value.

Moving towards requirements for even getting to the tournament, similar to the ADA, the
NDT Standing Rules also define a team as consisting of two students from the same school
(though there is a hybrid team waiver available to allow teams consisting of two debaters from
different schools described in Rule II, Section A) who are each an “undergraduate, degree-
seeking student, and is in good standing.” (Rule II, Section A) As the ADA has the same rule,
I’ve already discussed the way that requiring good academic standing operates as a potential
barrier for disabled people accessing debate. Similar to the ADA, the NDT has a rule against
receiving “assistance, suggestions, or coaching from anyone while the round is in progress”
however the NDT version of this rule doesn’t limit receiving technical assistance only to
tournament staff and has an addendum that if assistance is needed, “debaters should be
transparent and notify the judges and opponents of the nature of the issue, who is assisting them,
and how it is being resolved.” (Rule IV, Section F, subsection 8) This iteration of the rule

wouldn’t fall into the same potential issue as the ADA rule in that it allows assistance for
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personal issues as long as the debater is transparent with the other people in the round about
what’s happening. This could result in students having to disclose personal/medical information
they might not be comfortable sharing, but a student saying that they are experiencing a personal
issue might also be sufficient. The level of disclosure a student would need to make is fully
dependent on the judge.

The final organization I will discuss is the Cross Examination Debate Association
(CEDA). First, I’'ll be looking at the CEDA Constitution and By-Laws. The first thing of note is
that in Article 1, Section 3 they say that “CEDA is organized exclusively for educational
purposes,” which very explicitly sets up the primary reason for debate as education. Article 11
expands more on the purpose of the organization saying that their mission is to “create and
support a community of scholar-advocates within the larger; institution of higher education who
respect one another as seekers of knowledge and agents of social justice; actively encourage
participation in all forms of academic debate as a means to create personal leadership,
transformation and growth; embrace a diversity of ideas and participants in order to foster an
appreciation of the complexity and richness of human existence; promote the value of
argumentative discourse as a means of producing reasoned, measured, cooperative solutions to
contemporary problems of social and political significance.” (Article II, Section 1) This lays out
several of the values that CEDA views as needed to reach the stated purpose of education
(community, scholarship, advocacy, respect, diversity of ideas, and diversity of participants) as
well as the roles people play in that (scholar-advocate, seekers of knowledge, and agents of
social justice) and what specifically people are supposed to get from it (personal leadership,
transformation, growth, and the ability to engage in argumentative discourse to produce

reasoned, measured, cooperative solutions to modern issues). If, as argued previously, structures
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of education as a whole are structured to maintain ableist understandings of what “good
education” looks like CEDA would buy into this same logic. However, their additional focus on
advocacy, diversity, and social justice may imply that they have been doing work to not engage
in larger structures of education that have historically been exclusionary. Similarly to the ADA
and NDT, CEDA says that in order to participate at the CEDA national tournament students must
be “officially enrolled undergraduate students in good standing at the college or university they
represent.” (By-Laws Article VII, Section 1) This means that even if CEDA is working to not
engage in those harmful parts of higher education, students must still experience them to debate
because they must be students. In addition, students must be in good standing meaning they have
to find ways to be successful in classes despite those structures that would keep them out.

The By-Laws also have a large emphasis on ethical debate and communication,
especially in Article XIV the “Statement of Ethical Principles.” In this section some of the things
that they discuss that are required for ethical debate from the student end include not distorting
evidence, writing your own arguments, prioritizing academic progress, not
belittling/degrading/demeaning/dehumanizing others, not plagiarizing, and committing to a
program. There are also requirements for coaches and judges but those largely revolve around
the same things and encouraging students to act ethically. It would make sense that the various
ways they say that you should treat people fairly (not belittle/degrade/demean/dehumanize and
the ways it’s phrased for coaches/judges) would also extend to not discriminating/engaging in
ableism. Though it doesn’t explicitly say don’t discriminate, the ways ableism is enacted on an
interpersonal level is through those various other actions that it does say explicitly. Article XV
the “Statement on Sexual Discrimination” begins with a preamble that says that all members of

the community will have access, “without regard to race, creed, age, sex, national origin, sexual
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or affectional preference, or non-disqualifying handicap.” Much of this section focuses on sexual
harassment, but the way things are phrased imply that the statement would also apply to other
forms of discrimination. Section 1 says “In the debate community, the presentation of a reasoned
or evidenced claim about a societal group that offends members of that group is to be
distinguished from a gratuitous denigrating claim about, or addressed to, an individual or group
such as those enumerated above. The former is bona fide academic behavior while the latter may
demean, degrade or victimize in a discriminatory manner and, if so, undermines the above
principles,” which draws a line between discrimination and valid argumentation on if the
argument is reasoned or evidenced. If someone wrote and published citable things that say
discriminatory things like excluding disabled people is a good thing and with the line the
document draws, that would be fine and not discriminatory.

The final document I’m discussing is the invitation for the CEDA National Tournament
in 2026, hosted by Binghamton University. The tournament invitation changes some each year,
but I will not be focusing on the specific tournament details like fees, airport details, or hotel
information which are the parts that change the most. I will first discuss what the invitation lays
out as requirements for engaging in debate. All people involved in debate are required to be
respectful, not “belittle, degrade, demean, or otherwise dehumanize others”, and aren’t allowed
to smoke, drink alcohol, or consume illegal substances. Debaters are also required to engage in
cooperation because teams must be two students with each student giving one constructive and
one rebuttal speech. Students must also be in good standing with the university they’re
representing. Debaters being required to cooperate with a partner relies on that partner’s
willingness to accommodate their needs but also has benefits in that it is a from of built-in

interdependence that works to counteract ableist norms of autonomy. In addition, requiring that
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students be in good standing like the ADA and NDT means that students engaging in debate
must also engage with the larger structure of higher education that is built on the exclusion of
disabled students. One interesting thing to note is that CEDA specifies that they will make
“reasonable accommodations for all qualified tournament participants.” CEDA expresses the
norms they care about including ethics, education, access, student privacy, and student safety.
Caring about student privacy and safety, ethics, and access is beneficial in that it prioritizes
student’s ability to engage in the debate space without facing potential harm. However, when the
measures to ensure those values are put into practice are built on an ablenormative understanding
of what a debater looks like it can reinvest in ablenormativity through the monolithic idea of
what measures would be effective. In addition, the focus on education reinvests in ablenormative
modes of quality education that exclude disabled students.

One of the values of the organization is access so making sure that disabled people are
able to access debate either through accommodation or through shifting things about debate to
make it universally accessible should be a priority. One question that arises with CEDA saying
that they’ll make “reasonable accommodations” is who determines what is reasonable. When
granting reasonable accommodation, it leaves open the possibility for the accommodation granter
to decide that the requested accommodation is unreasonable and deny it. The possibility to deny
accommodation reinforces a paternalistic form of ableism where the disabled person cannot
decide for themselves what they need. This also buys back into the logic that accommodation is
the best way of making something accessible. Accommodation causes issues because of the way
it singles out disabled students, requires high levels of external verification that isn’t accessible,
maintains the idea of people faking disability for preferential treatment, and more. Dolmage

argues an alternative to accommodation in Universal Design, where instead of assuming disabled
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people won’t use the space we assume they will and work to make the space as accessible as we
can and when we learn there is something inaccessible we change it for everyone not just the
person who it was inaccessible for. (2017)

Throughout this chapter there were several common themes that arose around what the
“normal” debater is able to do. Namely, the “normal” debater is persuasive and can control
conversation, is self-sufficient but also collaborative, in good academic standing, and can debate
in all rounds of a tournament. These are built on normative ideas of what good communication
looks like and shape how rhetorical and communication education continues. (Beasley, 2021)
Each organization also has a statement against discrimination but engages in ableism through the
ablenormativity found in their documents. The ablenormativity built into the structuring
documents of debate is representative of ablenormative understandings of what debate,
particularly good debate, looks like because the documents act as placeholders for and enact the
agency of the creators of them. (Cooren, 2004) By understanding the way that the requirements
for debaters are steeped in ablenormativity I offer a method for deepening our understanding of
the ways that ableism is enacted in debate to the detriment of disabled debaters.

The ablenormative understanding of what debate looks like precludes disabled people
from being able to equitably access the debate space. This also prevents disabled people from
equitably accessing the benefits to debate. The primary focus for the purpose and benefit of
debate is education. Disabled students need access to education, including quality education.
Excluding disabled students from accessing educational improvements through things like debate
worsens existing ableist exclusion of disabled people from education. This also means that
working against the exclusion of disabled people from debate can help work against the

exclusion of disabled people from educational structures.
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Chapter 3 - Video

In this chapter I will reflect on a variety of videos about debate, focusing on the way that
the videos portray the value(s) to debate and the requirements of debaters. Each of the videos I
will be discussing can be understood as fitting into one of three categories: instructional videos
for people starting debate (Introduction to Policy Debate by Boston Debate League and 2. What
is Policy Debate by Kentucky Debate), debaters talking about benefits of debate (1. Why
Debate? by Kentucky Debate and The Dartmouth Forensic Union Debates at Top Speed by
Dartmouth) and media by and for non-debaters portraying debate (Speed Debate: Chicago Style
by Sean Lewis, Speed debaters spew serious policy points by CBS News, Fast Talk (2011
Debate Documentary) by Vintage Debate Vids, Kansas Debate: For the Love of the Argument
by JasonBadgett, and High School Debate at 350 wpm — Wired by WIRED). I chose these videos
because I wanted to get a variety of perspectives on debate through the different backgrounds the
video creators have as well as different intended audiences. The intention of the video shapes
how the creators portray debate. Who the video is made by influences how they understand
debate which is why I categorized the videos through both of those lenses. Some of these videos
focus on debate at the high school level, including Urban Debate Leagues (UDLs) which focus
on high school debate and sometimes even younger students. Specifically, the Boston Debate
League is a UDL working with middle and high school students. In addition, Speed Debate:
Chicago Style by Sean Lewis, Speed debaters spew serious policy points by CBS News, and
High School Debate at 350 wpm — Wired by WIRED all portray high school debate in their
videos. However, I still chose to include the videos because they shape how people outside of
debate and new debaters think about debate and because some of the people included in that

video went on to be involved in college debate.
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I will organize my analysis moving forward through the categories of instructional
videos, debaters talking about debate, and media by and for non-debaters that portray debate. For
each video, I will be looking at what they portray as the benefit(s) of debate and what they
portray as requirements for debate — especially what is required for being successful in debate.
The portrayals of debate set what the “normal” debater looks like and can do. Dolmage offers a
“simple definition” of the function of the norm as, “it acts as a noun designating culture’s desire
for homogeneity, and it also acts like a verb, in that this agenda is enforced.” (2014) The videos I
discuss are a form of spreading and enforcing the agenda of the norm. The requirements of
debater directly define the “normal” debater where the benefits of debate act twofold. First,
benefits highlight what those who cannot access debate are missing out on. Second, the benefits
show the way that the “normal” debater moves through society outside of debate, e.g. if a benefit
of debate is improving students’ public speaking a “normal” debater engages in public speaking.

The first section consists of instructional videos for people starting debate. I chose to
include each of these videos because when someone starts debating, these videos or similar
lectures given by coaches are where they would start. This use case of the videos introduced
people to what “proper” and “improper” ways of debater are, how debaters are supposed to
comport themselves, and what is “normal” for how bodies (including the brain as a part of the
body) act within debate. This is how able-normativity is maintained within debate and spread to
new debaters. Introduction to Policy Debate was published to YouTube by the Boston Debate
League which is an Urban Debate League (UDL) based in Boston which “prepares young people
for college, career, and engagement with the world through debate-inspired learning in the
classroom and beyond.” (Boston Debate, no date) This video frames what policy debate is as

similar to a sport because you have rules, compete in teams, need to practice, have a judge
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(which they compare to a referee), and a winner, but different in that debates don’t usually have
large crowds. This sets up debate as oppositional, like sports, and establishes the need for
following the rules. In sports, there are very clear penalties for breaking the rules — what that is
depends on the sport — and this implies that there’s the same for debate. The comparison of
debate to sports also furthers the emphasis on competition, especially winning, which is the root
of how educational priorities in rhetoric/communication studies are set. (Beasley, 2021) Boston
Debate describes what debaters need to do as taking different sides, speaking twice during the
debate, using evidence to support arguments, and adhering to speech time limits. They also
define that policy debate only focuses on government policy. These are implied to be the rules
referenced in the earlier comparison to sports. At its most basic, the requirements are places
where disabled people could be denied access by not being able meet the requirement, but it also
creates the normative conception of what debate is and is not. Debaters who either cannot meet
the requirements (or choose not to, especially in the case of focusing on government policy) are
framed as antithetical to succeeding in debate even though there have been successful teams
where that isn’t the case. Tying ablenormativity directly to competitive success reaffirms that
disabled people aren’t able to win and which devalues their contributions to our understandings
of rhetoric. (Beasley, 2021)

The last take away from the video was the purposes for debate. The Boston Debate
League said that tournaments are their favorite part of debate when they get the chance to travel,
eat food, get trophies, and connect with community around the country. They say that “It’s
important to remember that the purpose of debate is not about winning or about trophies. This is
a community of students who are dedicated to learning about different topics and staying

informed. It’s also a place where students have a platform to share their stories and highlight the
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issues they care about.” (Boston Debate League, 4:27-4:44) This is a place where the video very
explicitly lays out the reason for debate as community and a way to give students a platform.
What the community understands as important is influenced by the students because students
choose which issues to highlight. This means that what is understood as important is not
influenced by what matters to disabled students who are excluded. When debaters go out from
debate and influence the world, their ideas of proper agenda setting isn’t influenced by the
priorities of disabled people because disabled people weren’t able to give input on the agenda
priorities when they learned it in debate.

The other video in this section is 2. What is Policy Debate by Kentucky Debate. This
video is part of a series from the Digital Speech and Debate Initiative (DSDI) which aims to
“grow and sustain online and in-person speech and debate at the middle, high school and higher
education levels.” (Digital Speech and Debate Initiative) This video focuses solely on what
debate is, not discussing why it’s important, but as I’ve said before discussing what debate
is/requires also lets us see how people can be excluded. They say that debate is different than
arguing because it has a defined topic and a judge. They define policy debate as different from
other forms of debate because you compete in teams of two, have a year-long resolution that
defines what teams can argue, focus on public policy, have tournament competitions, and defined
speeches. One of the things that I pull out as potentially exclusionary is the need to work with a
partner, this can pose issues for people for different reasons the first that comes to mind for me
being things that cause communication differences that can present added difficulties to
partnerships. This isn’t to say that all team activities are inherently ableist, but rather that the
reliance on a partner means that disabled debaters’ ability to participate in debate depends on the

partner’s willingness to accommodate them. Interdependence can be particularly beneficial
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because you’re able to support each other as needs arise, both argumentative and personal.
However, if your partner isn’t willing to accommodate you that presents an additional barrier.
There’s also a potential access issue with the resolution defining what can be argued as well as
defined speeches, while they are defined they are subjective and disabilities that impact how you
understand the world can impact the way you interpret them and potentially make that
interpretation “wrong”. The static defining of the resolution and speeches requires a shared
understanding of what those definitions are, but disabilities that impact information processing
can influence how disabled debaters understand the definitions. Different understandings of what
is needed in speeches can result in disabled debaters doing them “wrong” and potentially impact
how they’re evaluated.

As a senior I was competing at CEDA with a partner [ hadn’t met before, but we were
both seniors and both of our normal partners weren’t able to go to CEDA. I told her before
competing that I couldn’t understand spreading and asked that she accommodate that. We
decided to run her affirmative with her being the second speaker when we were affirmative and
me being second speaker on the negative. One round we were affirmative and the negative didn’t
accommodate me being unable to understand spreading. Rather than my partner standing with
me, she messaged me that she needed to spread if we wanted to win. She didn’t care that I still
needed to give another speech based on the one she was giving, instead explicitly prioritizing
winning over accessibility. As with my other experiences I’'m sharing, I’'m not intending to
shame her, but this experience shows how the impacts of ablenormativity in the videos can play
out in the debate space to impact disabled debaters.

The second section of videos is debaters talking about the benefits of debate. The first

video in this section is /. Why Debate? by Kentucky Debate. This video is from the same series
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as 2. What is Policy Debate discussed in the previous section. They say debate is a
“transformative experience” that you gain a variety of skills from. The rest of the video is
structured around each of those skills. The first is listening because debate requires responding to
what the other team says and according to them “The best debaters understand the opponent’s
argument even better than the opponent does,” which they say requires respect. Debaters with
communication differences would not process the arguments in the same way. Tying the
understanding of arguments to respect would imply that disabled debaters who don’t understand
the arguments “correctly” are disrespecting their opponent and/or the debate space. This would
further serve to push out disabled debaters by framing their different understanding not as
communication differences but as not caring about the space as shown by disrespecting it. In
addition, saying that you need to understand your opponents’ arguments better than they do just
adds even more difficulty and lowers the bar for what could potentially be exclusionary. The
second skill is switching sides because you’ll argue for both sides of the resolution which they
say adds depth to students’ understanding of the issue and teaches them the complexity of it. The
way they present switching sides is ablenormative in that it requires a specific shared
understanding of the way the resolution operates. In addition, this is complicated by Kritikal
affirmatives which are being used to improve accessibility to the debate space. The
understanding of switching side forwarded requires defending the government in your
affirmative rounds which would prevent the move towards accessibility that Kritikal affirmatives
offer.

The third skill is information processing, which is important because there’s a lot of
information in the world and is developed in debate by processing the arguments the other team

is saying which develops critical thinking skills. There are several disabilities that can impact a
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person’s information processing abilities both mental and physical. While training your
information processing isn’t necessarily ableist, privileging a particular model of information
upholds an ablenormative understanding of how processing happens. While the video doesn’t
explicitly say only one form of information processing is valid, the ablenormativity in their
understanding of communication would extend to information processing because of how they’re
linked. In other words, one of the causes of communication differences is differences in
information processes so because the creators of the video forward a singular understanding of
communication, they would also forward a singular understanding of information processing.
The fourth and final skill is public speaking, debating allows you to practice public speaking
which helps you organize your thoughts better and increase fluency. Similar to the last skill there
are a variety of disabilities which might impact your ability to organize your thoughts and
spoken fluency. The prioritizing of “better” organization and fluency requires an understanding
of some organization/fluency as less than that’s upheld be an ablenormative understanding of
winning communication as explained by Beasley.

The other video in this section is from Dartmouth entitled The Dartmouth Forensic
Union Debates at Top Speed. This video started with spreading and has it interspersed
throughout the video. Each time the people in the video are spreading it’s captioned “inaudible
fast talking” and at one point Tyler Vergho, a student in the video, says that policy debate
“requires” spreading. This is followed by another student, Raam Tambe saying that “The way
you deliver your argument is almost as important as what your argument is and a very persuasive
team can make a very bad argument into a winning argument.” Requiring spreading also requires
the exclusion of those who don’t understand it. Disability may also influence what presentations

are seen as effectively persuasive. Beasley argues that disabled peoples’ rhetoric isn’t studied
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because disabled people are assumed to not be able to win. (Beasley, 2021) This bias in judges
might make it so that when disabled people are debating, they are deemed less persuasive. They
define policy debate as focusing on government policy exclusively. This video was very explicit
in what the benefits of engaging in debate are, potentially because this video is used for
recruiting new students and the benefits of debating would be something prospective new
debaters would care about. Tambe said that being in debate made him “a better writer, a better
researcher, a better speaker, a better class participant” and that debating is an integral part of his
education with what he learns in debate not being separate from what he’s learning in class.
Because disabled people are excluded from debate, this also impacts their larger education by
preventing them from accessing those things that improve quality of education.

The last section is media by and for non-debaters portraying debate/debaters. Several of
these are from news outlets such as CBS News, Wired, and a local Chicago News network. They
also tend to focus on and sensationalize spreading. The first video in this section is Speed
Debate: Chicago Style by Sean Lewis. This video originally aired on a local news station in
Chicago and focuses on debaters from the Chicago Urban Debate League. The major focus on
the video is on spreading, saying that the reason for it is to fit more arguments into speeches.
They also say that debate relies on former debaters to judge because they’ll understand what’s
going on with spreading. Throughout the video there is a secondary focus on how smart debaters
are. They say that since the students pick what to argue, there’s a draw for students who struggle
in school but “have a lot of intellectual energy and need a place to direct it.” This might also be
reverse causal, because debaters need to be smart coaches might only recruit students perceived
as smart which wouldn’t include disabled students. Outside of the content of debate, they also

discussed the potential access issue of needing money to do things like going to tournaments and
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needing a lot of time available to spend at tournaments. They said they spend 20-25 weekends at
tournaments per year and hours a day researching. However, success in some ways pays the way
for more success with the students discussing getting scholarship money for winning.

The next video in this section is Speed debaters spew serious policy points by CBS News.
This video also has a large focus on spreading, calling the students “lightning-fast listeners and
note-takers as well.” A student in the video says that spreading ‘““scores more points with the
judges” and that they even have to care about what pens they use because different pens have
different writing speeds. Students also have to listen “with surgical precision” because if they get
distracted for even a few seconds they’ll miss something important. All of this serves to
sensationalize spreading and solidify spreading as integral to debate in the public idea of debate.
The video says that spreading is beneficial because it increases students’ processing speed. The
video also compares high school debate to presidential debate, saying that they docus on “serious
government policy.” A debater also says in the video that they should spread during presidential
debates. The video also shows how debate takes up a large portion of these students’ lives with
debaters not knowing major celebrities which Mo Rocca says was “refreshing.”

The next video, Kansas Debate: For the Love of the Argument by JasonBadgett, also
starts with spreading. This video follows debaters from the University of Kansas, giving an
overview of the team and following them at the Northwestern University tournament. They start
by focusing on the team overall. Within that they describe debate as an “intellectual game”
played by the “best and brightest” or “overly caffeinated, shabbily dressed individuals” who talk
fast and yell at each other. Again, the video frames debaters as very smart. While disabled people

can be and are just as smart as a non-disabled people, they are presumed not to be because of
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how ablenormativity is built into the social construction of intelligence and how intelligence
looks. (Dolmage, 2017)

The debaters in the video rhetorically position debate as the outcome of hard work,
exemplifying how values of autonomy and independence become linked to bodily competencies
of endurance. When discussing why debaters debate, the Kansas debaters say that it’s something
you engage in because “you’re passionate about it and it’s something you love.” This could be
linked back into rhetoric of disability as personal failing, i.e. you’re not successful because you
don’t care enough rather than accounting for the necessary bodily competencies, In this section
of the video the debaters discuss the team’s past success, saying that part of the reason they have
so much success without having a much funding as private schools (and thus a smaller coaching
staff and fewer scholarships) is that they all work together to help one another succeed. This
working together is also shown at the tournament, all the teams make it into elimination rounds
but when one team got eliminated, they worked to help the other teams still competing get ready.
As one debater said, “you’re not done debating until everyone’s done debating.” This work only
adds to the physical and emotional drain of tournaments described in the video which is even
more difficult for many disabled people who have limited energy. They say that they give each
round everything they’ve got and that while at tournaments they never get a chance to rest and
that they get so busy they forget to eat at times. While the physical demand of a tournament is
hard for anyone, it can be even harder on disabled people who might have other issues with
energy or food. The forgetting to eat can also be harder on people with dietary restrictions
because even when they remember and have time to, there may not be food available that they
can eat. While at the tournament they show a variety of teams, one team — Loyola Marymount —

is the only one shown not spreading and when they discuss Loyola Marymount, they emphasize
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that they engage in debate differently than KU or most other teams. They don’t directly say, but
with the combined emphasis of KU’s success and how different Loyola Marymount is from KU
it is implied that debating without spreading is less successful. The drive for success motivates
what is done in debate, including spreading. As said by McVey and Gerber, “Thinking and
talking faster than one’s opponents opens new doors to the entelechial pinnacle of debate
victory.” (2023) The portrayal of KU as successful and fast and Loyola Marymount as
unsuccessful and slow reaffirms the necessity of speed for success and the exclusion of those
who don’t understand spreading from the possibility of success.

As with the previous videos I’ve discussed, High School Debate at 350 wpm — Wired by
WIRED, also starts with spreading. They say that not a lot of people can understand spreading
and that you have to be there for a long time just to understand the rounds. Contrary to some of
the other videos, they say debate is not focused on persuasion and is more about how the
arguments are constructed and factual evidence. Where persuasion is more subjective, factual
evidence is objective which is less subject to ableist bias. For one of the students, debate was
such a significant part of their life that when asked about their future they said, “planning to
debate in college but don’t know what else I’'m going to do.”

The final video I'll discuss is also by far the longest. Fast Talk (2011 Debate
Documentary) by Vintage Debate Vids is a longer form documentary where the others are news
clips or other shorter from videos. This video also has an emphasis on spreading, as the name
suggests. In addition to including clips of spreading there’s also a lot of discussion of how to
improve spreading via things like drills. They also discuss potential benefits of spreading, saying
that it has the potential to sharpen pace of thinking and keep you mentally sharper for longer in

life, potentially preventing Alzheimer’s, but mention that some people claim speed is a substitute
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for more nuanced argumentation. This directly ties disabilities that impact people’s ability to
spread or understand spreading to overall mental ability. In other words, if you can’t spread you
can think as well as (or fast as) someone who can spread. They try to acknowledge that not
everyone spreads by showing a clip of a debate with Louisville where neither team spreads. In
that round Louisville argues that spreading makes debate exclusionary, specifically towards
Black people, but after the round the Northwestern debater who participated in that round
implied that spreading is what makes him and others good debaters. This section shows that
many forms of privilege influence spreading, including disability and race as already discussed,
but also class and gender. Most people who spread also went to expensive camps during
summer. They also suggest that spreading and “beating people mercilessly” is antithetical to how
women are taught to act. Spreading is framed as aggressive and the video suggests that
aggressiveness is not deemed the “norm” for women. This gender normativity could provide
potential access issues for women in debate, but delving deeper is outside of the scope of this
thesis. The need for speed in debate also goes outside of speaking. There’s a scene where the
coach is having a sit-down meeting with each team and one team is told that their issue is that
they’re too slow moving between rounds because they’re short and they “need to fix that.” The
students are explicitly told that something they can’t control about their body, their height, is the
main barrier to their competitive success and needs to be fixed. While their height is not
generally disabling for these students (with the acknowledgement that disabilities related to
height such as dwarfism and Marfan Syndrome where a major symptom is tall stature exist) this
framing reinvests in the rhetorical framing that the abled normal is good and the disabled

abnormal is bad and needs to be fixed/cured.
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Speed might not be the only thing that acts as a barrier to access discussed in the
documentary. They also imply that non-traditional/Kritikal debate is meaningless, showing
someone rapping and saying that they “chose to defend nothing more or less.” Kritikal debate is
often used by minority debaters (including disabled debaters) as a way of creating pathways to
access debate where they wouldn’t otherwise. (Larson, 2023) There is also a scene where the
narrator says that there “might be something about the present state of debate that alienates
women” then shows a scene of two debaters holding water guns and shooting them at a feminine
presenting person when she makes a mistake. When she says she doesn’t want to continue she’s
talked into continuing by them saying that’s how you become a good debater. It seems to have
worked because at the end of the video it says she went on to be one of their top debaters. This
framing prioritizes success over students’ ability to set boundaries and define what they are/are
not willing to do. This can be particularly harmful to disabled debaters who may need to set
additional boundaries due to their disabilities, especially around things like time and energy.
Success is one of the biggest focuses of the video, especially how you become successful. They
even say that the reason they are talking to Northwestern is because of their history of
competitive success. This focus ties the exclusionary practices discussed above to success. This
tie is especially true in their focus on Branson, one of the students, who is described as thinking
faster, working harder and being bigger, meaner, and stronger than everyone else and they
focused on Branson because of his past success. With this video being intended for audiences
outside of debate the focus on success above all else gets spread not only to the larger study of
communication (Beasley, 2021), but also to the broader public where it serves to maintain the

social construction of the “norm” as able.

46



The last thing of note with this video is a discussion of how much stress/strain debate
tournaments are. The coach particularly exemplifies the stress of tournaments with one clip him
saying that he stops eating at tournaments and in a later clip denying that they had the
conversation. He also shows the long-term impacts of the hyper-emphasis on competitive
success and the strain that comes with it. For him, the physical strain culminated in a heart attack
at 47 that resulted in his death. This physical difficulty happens to everyone but can be
particularly harmful for disabled people who already have other issues with their bodies.

Throughout this chapter there were several common threads of what the “normal” debater
looks like. The “normal” debater spreads, does traditional debate, does not do Kritikal debate, is
highly intelligent, and is able to manage the physical demands of a tournament. One only needs
to listen to the “In Memoriam” section of the NDT opening ceremony to see the long-term
impacts of the physical demands of tournaments. As Gerber phrased it too many have “died for
the cause” from “too many sleepless nights researching and strategizing; too many fast-food
meals at 11pm following prelims; too much stress over wins and losses (the bottom line); and not
enough relaxation or decompression time.” (2009) In other words, the “normal” debater
sacrifices their health for the sake of success until they literally can’t anymore. The drive for
success that pushes for spreading, traditional debate, intelligence, and physical sacrifice
maintains able-normative ideals of the body and deems those existences outside of the norm as
also outside of the capacity for success. As McVey and Gerber term it, “The implication of this
entelechial obsession is that many debaters either self-select out of the activity when the true
nature of what it means to succeed becomes apparent, or they continue to participate in a system
in which perpetual disappointment ensues because of an inability to reach the idealized norms of

bodily performance. This is particularly true of debaters with disabilities.” (2023) In addition to
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what we saw about what the “normal” debater looks like, we also saw what the value to engaging
in debate is. While in some videos debate seems to be largely about expending excess energy or
just as a fun thing to do, in other videos they discuss things like research skills, educational
value, better public speaking, and awareness of political/social issues. This shows that the non-
“normal” debater is expected not to have skills in research or public speaking, not benefit from
educational improvements, and not need or have awareness of political/social issues. This
affirms societal ideas of disabled people not being capable of engaging in social or educational
life that results in the exclusion of disabled people from those spaces. This is untrue. Disabled
people engage with all of these aspects of life and excluding them from the avenues to improve
them like debate worsens existing structures of ableism.

Through this analysis we’re able to see the blurring of the line between rules and norms.
This impacts larger educational structures outside of debate as Beasley argues the
communicative norms we value in debate set the values of rhetorical study. This could also go
the other way. By expanding our understanding of what good debate (and good debaters) looks
like we could build rhetorical study into a more inclusive field. Disabled peoples’ rhetoric has
had impact and would be beneficial to study, such as the example Beasley shared of Roland
Johnson. This shift would help improve our understanding of effective rhetoric for everyone, and

would make rhetoric inclusive to disabled students.
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Chapter 4 - Conclusion

Throughout this thesis I’ve gone through the rules documents for intercollegiate policy
debate and several videos about debate. I’ve looked at the way each text frames the “normal”
debater through what they require of debaters and what they frame as the reasons to engage in
debate. I’ve also provided an auto-ethnographic account of my own experience of ableism in
debate, demonstrating how the rhetorical norms encoded in these rules documents and videos
manifest in the lived experience of disabled debaters. In each chapter I focused on the artifacts
corresponding with the chapter, but there were some overlapping themes in each that deepen our
understanding of the “normal” debater by finding what both the governing organizations and
media agree upon as defining the “normal” debater.

Many of the overlaps were about the structure of policy debate. Debaters must work with
a partner, adhere to time limits, and give two speeches in each round. Requiring working with a
partner means that debaters must engage in a high level of collaboration. This form of
interdependence can be particularly beneficial to disabled debaters. It means you can rely on
each other rather than having to solve all the issues or have all the answers yourself. It also
means that if something arises during the round such as health issues or other things not related
to the round itself you have someone else to help you through it. On the other hand, collaboration
can cause issues when partners aren’t willing to adapt to disability. While I’ve been largely
talking about coaches/judges/administrators accommodating disabled debaters, their partners
need to adjust things as well potentially even more. If disabled people aren’t able to find a
partner willing to accommodate them, they aren’t able to debate. Not having a partner willing to
accommodate you means that the accommodation you need to access the space wouldn’t be

provided by your partner. Having your partner back you up on your accommodation
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requirements is important in round because the recourse available for when your opponents don’t
follow your accommodations is to make an argument about it and that requires buy-in from your
partner.

Time limits can be beneficial because it means that everyone has the same amount of
time to speak so in theory this could make things more equal. It does also mean there are limits
to things like how long you have to process the things happening in the round and some
disabilities can make it so you need longer to process things. Requiring that each debater give
two speeches per round isn’t inherently an accessibility issue. Having a clear expectation of what
each debater needs to do in the round can potentially even be beneficial. Where this can come to
be an issue is with how it’s enforced. Punishing debaters for taking care of their health
incentivizes dying “for the cause” that Gerber explains is already happening to coaches and
competitors with the physical strain of debate and the stress that comes along with it. (2009)
While this is impactful for all debaters, it’s particularly impactful for disabled debaters with
health issues that might cause them to need to take more speeches or rounds off.

There were also some things required in both the videos and rules documents that aren’t
about the structure. The first of those is that debaters need to be persuasive. What is deemed
persuasive socially is influenced by ableist norms of what effective/winning communication
looks like. Beasley argues that our understandings of what good persuasion looks like is
influenced by ableist norms in which disabled people are assumed to be unable to “win” at least
in part because they’re assumed not to be able to engage with the system to win within. (2021) In
addition to this Dolmage argues that people with physical disabilities are assumed to also have
mental disabilities or be less intelligent. (2014) This means this assumption of not being able to

win doesn’t just apply to people with mental disabilities but rather all disabled people. It also
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means that the assumption of not being persuasive is prescriptive, when someone is evaluating
persuasiveness of a disabled person the assumed answer is that they aren’t persuasive. This also
could be cyclical. In other words, because disabled people are assumed to not be persuasive, they
are excluded from persuasive spaces so we don’t see disabled people being persuasive so we
assume disabled people can’t be persuasive.

The second thing both the videos and rules say is needed is also about presentation,
controlling in the discussion in round. Similar to being deemed persuasive, controlling the
discussion is very subjective and requires an understanding of what “good” communication looks
like that can be influenced by those same ableist norms. Someone who perceived to not have
control over their own performance of communication (i.e. through stutters, tics, etc.) would not
be perceived as controlling the larger discussion. This perceived lack of control is part of what
Beasley argues has disqualified disabled peoples’ rhetoric from being deemed valuable.

The final thing that both the rules and videos say is that debate has a defined resolution.
The video 2. What is Policy Debate by Kentucky Debate says that the defined resolution is part
of what makes debate different from arguing. A potential issue with this is that it can be
exclusionary to Kritikal debate. Some of the videos and the ADA rules say that the only valid
way of engaging with the resolution is through government policy. Kritikal debate has
historically been used to make debate more accessible and beneficial to marginalized debaters
and generally doesn’t focus on government policy, instead focusing on what we can do about the
issues we face. In the CEDA rules there are some things that imply that Kritikal debate is
welcome, which makes sense with the history of CEDA, but this isn’t true of the other
organizations — NDT doesn’t take a stance on the matter.

There are several reasons to do debate discussed in both the rules and videos.
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The biggest focus in both for why we should do debate is education. Some of this focus is
generalized education and some is on learning or improving specific skills. As Dolmage
explains, higher education is built intentionally in an inaccessible way. If one of the major
benefits of debate is education and debate is inaccessible to disabled students it only worsens the
existing issues with inaccessibility. There are also a variety of specific skills students are
supposed to learn or improve through debating. There are some places that only say that you gain
skills and don’t list specific ones and some things in this list are only mentioned in one place. I
chose to include the skills only mentioned in one place because they could be meant in the places
that only say that you gain skills or experience “personal growth.” The specific skills mentioned
are listening, respect, switching sides, information processing, critical thinking, public speaking,
writing, research, and improved class participation. All of these skills are things that disabled
students also need and excluding disabled people from learning these skills only worsen existing
ableism. In other words, if disabled people are denied the ability to access spaces that improve
their research skills (or any other skill on the list) their research skills will be worse than those of
non-disabled students and that disparity is the reason given for denying disabled students access
to the spaces which only worsens the disparity.

Both the rules documents and values provide non-educational reasons to debate. One of
those is that it provides a platform for students to discuss how to solve
important/substantive/modern issues and to connect with community. I’ve seen people using
their platforms in debate to discuss issues such as racism, sexism, ableism, and more. Similar to
the issue with the requirement of being persuasive, this poses an issue because disabled people
are assumed to be unable to effectuate change (aka “win” as Beasley terms it or solve important

issues as the rules/videos term it) so they are assumed to not have things to contribute to the
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solution building aspect debate. Again, like with evaluating persuasion, this could be cyclical.
Disabled people are assumed to not have things to contribute so they get excluded, so we don’t
see disabled people contributing to solving issues and assume they aren’t able to. Disabled
people being excluded from debate also means that they are excluded from the community
within debate that is working on solving those various issues. This results in a few things. First, it
can mean that disabled people don’t have others to work on solving issues with or they need to
build that group to work on solving issue with themselves rather than being able to take
advantage of the community that already exists for this. Second, if the solutions that arise
through debate actually become implemented they would be implemented without input from
disabled people about how the policy will affect them. While this is fairly standard procedure, I
do think it is a particular downfall when tied with the educational purposes of debate. When
we’re trying to learn how to solve issues and/or make government policy and part of that process
is not caring about how it will impact disabled people when debaters go outside of debate to
apply that knowledge they will continue to not care about how their policies will impact disabled
people.

Disabled people can benefit from debate. Debate can benefit from disabled people. The
debate community has long professed a desire to work towards solving societal issues, but in
order to do that we need to include all groups those issues effect — including disabled people. It is
my hope that this thesis serves as a contribution to the existing conversation around ableism, and
ablenormativity specifically, within debate and empowers those challenging this construction of
the “normal” debater. My goal is that this thesis not be taken as a wholesale rejection of debate

but rather as a place where the community can grow and to potentially spark further research.
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Throughout this thesis I have shared several moments of my own experiences with
ableism in debate. When offering places for further research, I first want to invite my fellow
disabled debaters to talk openly about their experiences as well. It is my goal that when people
read this and see not only that ablenormativity is built into our understanding of debate but also
the tangible impacts that has on disabled debaters it will make them think about the ways their
actions have also worked to uphold ablenormativity. As Cherney frames it, “As the neologism
"ableism" itself testifies, we need new words to reveal the places it resides and new language to
describe how it feeds. Without doing so, ableist ways of thinking and interpreting will operate as
the context for making sense of any acts challenging discrimination, which undermines their
impact, reduces their symbolic potential, and can even transform them into superficial measures
that give the appearance of change yet elide a recalcitrant ableist system.” (2011) If we want to
work against ableism in the debate space we need to make the ways ableism rhetorically operates
explicit.

Another place for future research that would be valuable is focused more on the content
of debate. In this thesis I have primarily focus on the structure and advertising of debate. It
would be beneficial to see if our understanding of ablenormativity also extends to the way we
value particular argumentative contents. Are Kritiks of ableism valued similarly to Kritiks
around other structural forms of oppression such as racism, sexism, queerphobia, etc.? In
addition, is the valuing of Kritiks around ableism influenced by the presentation of the
arguments? In other words, are arguments about ableism more or less successful when presented
in a way that is more traditional such as spreading, standing, and verbal fluency? Another space
it would be good to investigate the impacts of ableism on how arguments are perceived would be

when there are issues of in-round violence. Unfortunately, people say problematic things in
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round. The avenue presented to students for recourse around that is to make it an argument in
round and a reason for the team who said the problematic thing to lose. Do judges care about
people saying ableist things to the same extent they care about them saying
racist/sexist/queerphobic/etc. things?

It would also be beneficial to replicate portions of this research at other portions of
debate. Is the ablenormative rhetoric found in these rule documents replicated at the high school
level by the Tournament of Champions or National Speech and Debate Association? If so, is
there a difference between national level competition and UDLs? Is ablenormative rhetoric found
in other forms of college debate such as Lincoln Douglas or CARD? As I don’t engage with
those other forms of debate, I am not able to speak to the experiences of disabled debaters in
those realms. In addition, it could be beneficial to see if ablenormativity is found in competitive
speech events. I again will encourage disabled competitors, coaches, and judges to use the
avenues available to you to speak out about your experiences with ableism and ablenormativity
in your forms of competition.

The final place I argue would be valuable for future research is in judging. Before most
CPD tournaments, students and coaches fill out “judge prefs” where they rank the available pool
of judges by how much they would like to be judged by that person. It has been shown that there
are racial and gendered implications when judges are ranked. (Harper, 2018) Are there also abled
implications? In other words, are disabled judges less preferred? And if there are, Harper found
that the students argumentative leanings (K vs traditional policy) influenced how they preferred
judges along racial and gendered lines, is this also the case for disabled judges?

I started this thesis with a story of pain, but want to end it with one of joy and connection

at CEDA nationals. During round I and a fellow disabled coach were not judging so we were
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taking a break together and just chatting. As is often the case when disabled people get together,
our conversation turned to being disabled in our shared space. He is someone who has been
involved in CPD longer than I have, but there were a variety of experiences we both shared. One
such experience was spending a lot of time and energy figuring out how to make this space work
for us. This year we were both coaching a student with the same disability(s) we had and both
shared in the joy of easing that pain for others by being able to share what we had figured out.
This was a moment that reminded me why the pain is worth going through when I can — for

those who come after.
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