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Bay Area Urban Debate League
Mixed-Experience Activities Pack, December 2008
Coaches and mentors: among the perennial problems of debate teams are the mismatched needs and interests of experienced debaters and new recruits.  This is a beginning guide to thinking through these problems, with a few activities.  
Mixed-experience Practices: General principles
Any class is full of students with a wide range of knowledge and experience; because of its emphasis on student voice and competitive success, debate makes these differences more obvious and pronounced than usual.  But if managed right, the skills and knowledge that varsity debaters gain can always be a benefit to their peers.  The first step is to clearly identify a criterion for which debaters are experienced and which are new (e.g., which have already been to a tournament) and communicate it clearly to the team.  Then the following principles can come into play:
· Massive differentiation is not always necessary – No matter how good they are, star football players run sprints right along with the slowest of their teammates.  It is important not to take students at face value when they tell you (as they will) that they are too advanced for a speaking drill, too experienced to flow along with the rest of the class, etc.  Remind them that Michael Jordan became the best in large part because he put in the time to get a better hold on the basics than anyone else.  Also so important: spice up debate practices with activities that tap into school issues, hot-button political topics, and even personal situations.  These are topics that everyone can speak out on regardless of their experience in formal debate, and it’s a chance for your debaters to apply the skills they learn in debate to the rest of their lives – crucial both for their personal development and for the long-term health of your team.
· Small twists can make a huge difference – Generic activities like speaking drills and mini-debates can be modified slightly such that they are challenging for all.  If new debaters are doing a speaking drill with 1AC evidence, advanced debaters can do a speaking drill with the newest or most challenging Aff evidence they can find.  In mini-debates, have fun with dfferentiated requirements: for example, in the same amount of time a novice has to prepare an impromptu speech, an experienced debater has to find a piece of evidence to support the points they will make in their own speech. If given the proper encouragement and shown some examples, students will begin to find their own ways to make activities challenging.
· Make peer mentorship a part of debate team culture – This is a motto to repeatedly emphasize, but also to institutionalize: we lift as we climb. As the group of top debaters on your squad becomes clear, make sure that each of them have a  personal responsibility to help out one or a few new debaters on the team.  List explicit responsibilities such as helping new recruits learn speech structure, going over key evidence, and following their progress through tournaments.  In practice debates and scrimmages, occasionally put experienced and new debaters on the same team with the explicit note that in order to win, the experienced debater has to make sure their partner knows enough to support their cause.  Co-captains can coordinate the help, but it has to be the responsibility of the whole team to spread knowledge as soon as it is gained.
Mixed-experience Practices: Activities
As noted above, most activities can be lightly tweaked to accommodate a wide range of skill and experience.  With a little preparation and nudging, you can position experienced debaters to be judges, partners, and friendly competitors for novices.  Of course, some activities lend themselves particularly well to diverse groups; here are a few:
· Flow Bingo – Decide on a debate topic (e.g., a controversial statement, or an advantage/ disadvantage) before practice, and fill a bingo sheet (attached) with key words and concepts that you are fairly sure will come up in debate on the topic.  Give out the bingo sheet to all debaters, and then select a group of experienced debaters to argue the topic.  Make it clear to the advanced debaters that it is their job to incorporate the concepts from all boxes into their debate.  Audience members cross off boxes on the bingo sheet when they hear the words and concepts in each box; in order to win, they have to be able to describe the context (who said it, how it fit into their argument).  For the next round, fill a bingo sheet with only first letters, so that students cross off boxes when they hear what they think are key concepts that start with those letters.  This activity is particularly good if you have only a few experienced debaters.  
· Hot Seat Cross-X – As a group, brainstorm effective cross-examination questions on a particular topic. One or two at a time, have experienced debaters go to the front and see who can best endure a withering stream of Cross-X based on (but not limited to) the questions you developed together.  It’s often best with this activity to have an idea about who will ask questions in which order.
· Argument Rampage – In the video game Rampage, Godzilla and King Kong tear down the buildings of a helpless populace; here, the team knocks down arguments posed by a few experienced members.  Have a small group of experienced debaters advocate for a plan, and give the rest of the squad two minutes to come up with a “negative block”, where everyone gets roughly 15 seconds to advance one point (make time limits fun and exciting – use a stopwatch!) and the goal is to have as little overlap as possible.  The challenge for the experienced debaters is to write down all arguments and refute them in a 3-minute 1AR.  Throw in a cross-examination at the end if there is time.  Interesting variation:  Play Devil’s Advocate, in which a coach takes on a controversial character (e.g., Reginald Higginsbotham III, ) and provokes the squad before they give their collective negative block.  
· Evidence Sprints – pair 1-2 relatively experienced debaters with each new debater, and make sure that each has a full copy of the evidence.  Play games to 3, with points determined as follows.  The novice debater grabs a random piece of evidence from their folder (the card has to be more than 4 lines long) and starts reading it out loud.  Experienced debaters win a point if they can produce the page the evidence is on before their partner finishes reading it.  If they are too late, the partner gets a point.  If there is enough time, rotate partners and keep track of total records.
