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T he January 2013 issue of 
Rostrum magazine focused on 
college and career readiness, 

providing a comprehensive overview 
of how speech and debate activities 
meet ACT Test skill areas, and how they 
link to Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS). The League has committed 
to promoting the relevance of what 
we teach, both from a core skill area 
standpoint, as well as across the 
curriculum.

As we hear buzz words such as 
“21st century skills,” and analyze what 
skills the workforce is looking for, 
skills developed in speech and debate 
education provide a broad array of 
means to meet standards, which 
students master through depth and 
persistence of participation.

Unfortunately, not all education 
officials and lawmakers have received 
this memo, and at the youngest 
grade levels where students begin to 
deliver presentations in class, they are 
not taught speaking skills properly, 
and begin to develop bad habits. 
This is no more apparent than in the 
distracting and gratuitous PowerPoint 
presentations students prepare to 
accompany their speeches.

A Comprehensive Approach
Whether a student is seeking poems 
for interpretive performance, or 
searching for debate evidence, they 
rely upon information literacy. This 
broad term encompasses skills that 
are enumerated in the CCSS Reading 
Standards for Informational Text. 
Connection to these skills may not 
always be apparent, particularly if a 
speech or debate student is not being 
taught a methodical process of arriving 
at their end product of presentation.

For example, when students 
seek fictional literature, they also 
should research the background of 
the author as well as the historical 
and cultural contexts of the plot 
and characters. This research allows 
them to understand the literary 
work(s) to a greater depth, mentally 
and emotionally, and create a more 
meaningful performance as a result. 
This also takes students on a journey 
from the English literature discipline 
to the social studies discipline, giving 
them a more robust cross-curricular 
experience.

This example can be developed into 
a fantastic unit plan that meets almost 
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every single CCSS in English/Language 
Arts. In a school that offers a course 
including performance of literature, 
this is a no-brainer. For the purposes of 
illustration, we will assume that speech 
and debate is strictly an extra-curricular 
activity at a school, and that this lesson 
plan is developed in collaboration 
between the speech coach (who may 
not even teach at the school) and 
the English department. This serves a 
secondary purpose of exposing a wider 
array of students to an experience that 
emulates the world of interscholastic 
speech, and could become a useful 
recruitment tool.

To expand the relevance of the unit, 
a social studies teacher also could be 
looped in, and students could focus 
their literature to a particular time 
period (such as the colonial period). 
This puts all the students in the same 
time period, which can allow a more 
in-depth exploration of that period.

This unit will use the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education’s Project 
Zero Teaching for Understanding (TfU) 
framework for curricular design 
(see http://goo.gl/rA6uO and 
http://goo.gl/iWVbV). We begin with 
the notion of a generative topic, which 
piques student interest and allows 
them to connect a new concept to 
prior knowledge. The teacher could ask 
students to independently brainstorm 
examples of performances (live 
theater, film, television, etc.) that were 
particularly vivid in telling a dynamic 
story with relatable, strong characters. 
Then, students can share their 
examples, which may or may not have 
merit. Depending upon the maturity 
level of the students and the degree of 
harmony in the classroom, the teacher 
may invite some collegial disagreement 

among students as to the depth of 
characterization and believability of 
plot in examples offered by peers.

After this discussion, the teacher 
should ask students to collaboratively 
brainstorm (in small groups or as the 
whole class) the traits that make a 
quality plot and characters, including 
things actors do to bring those alive. 
This is what the TfU framework refers 
to as understanding goals, because 
they narrow the conceptual focus 
of what students are investigating. 
Next, students should independently 
brainstorm stories they have read only 
(and not seen dramatized adaptations), 
that meet these qualities. These can be 
from works studied in English classes 
or read for leisure. And, once again, 
students can share their findings with 
the rest of the class, which may prompt 
additional ideas among peers. Along 
the way, the teacher can monitor 
students’ brainstorming process and 
discussion contributions, meeting the 
TfU’s ongoing assessment component. 
Finally, the teacher can lead a full-
class discussion on what techniques 
students believe actors used to convey 
realistic performances, which should 
lead to a universal understanding: 
research.

The teacher can conclude the 
first lesson module with an overview 
of the unit, up to and including the 
culminating performance of literature, 
appropriately referred to in the 
TfU framework as understanding 
performances, because they are 
practical applications that allow 
students to demonstrate mastery of 
skills. 

The next lesson module involves 
seeking literature. Ideally, this lesson 
would be held in the school library 

or in a nearby public library, with a 
librarian present. Part of the process 
will involve learning or reviewing basic 
information literacy, including how to 
use various tools to find material. Just 
as students brainstormed in the first 
lesson, they must first determine what 
type of literature they are looking for 
in terms of themes, values, tone, etc. 
Students will need to conduct some 
initial research, using strategically 
conceived key words and phrases 
to ensure successful results. This is 
where a librarian can lend expertise 
in information literacy and online 
searches.

While the teacher can offer some 
guidance to students, this process truly 
needs to be self-directed to make the 
experiential learning meaningful. Sure, 
it is easy to simply hand students past 
pre-cut scripts and tell them to “go,” 
or to purchase ten-minute scripts 
targeted for speech competition, but 
that robs students of the educational 
benefit of developing the persistence 
and prowess needed to find a poignant 
piece. It also short-circuits the amount 
of CCSS being met, which weakens 
the argument for the necessity of 
a competitive speech program at a 
school.

A continued search for literature 
may continue as homework, and if 
timed before a weekend, students 
might use the extra time to visit the 
library or a bookstore. Once students 
have a selection, it is important they 
read the entire original source. If 
they have a novel or full-length play, 
they need to read the entire work to 
understand it appropriately. This is 
best assigned as homework, and in the 
meanwhile, the teacher can discuss 
approaches to researching the historical 
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and cultural milieu that surrounds a 
work in order to understand it better. 

Next, the teacher can discuss basic 
approaches to performance, such 
as Stanislavski’s System, use of vocal 
tools, as well as physicality. All of these 
lectures should be accompanied by 
practical activities in class, such as 
theater games, to immerse students 
in the process of performance. 
Depending on the time available and 
the nature of the students, the coach 
and teacher can determine which type 
of performance mode(s) best serve 
needs, i.e., solo performance, pair/duo 
performance, and/or small groups. All 
the while, students should be keeping 
up on reading their material. Finally, the 
teacher will need to discuss the process 
of selecting excerpts and cutting. Some 
of the lessons for performance may 
be outside the teacher’s training (refer 
to the League’s Resource Packages; see 
sidebar on p. 25) so the speech coach 
could direct the teacher to reference 
material, or could even serve as a guest 
teacher, if possible.

Once the students have read the 
material, as well as their research, they 
should write a journal entry (400 to 
500 words recommended), reflecting 
on what they have learned about 
the context of the literary work, and 
discuss how—in terms of methods 
and process of performance—they 
plan to approach various facets 
of characterization, time period, 
place, and space. The journal should 
synthesize specific examples from 
the literature and explorations of 
subtext, specific citations from the 
research, and specific descriptions of 
what was learned about performance 
techniques in class. This journal must 
be inherently argumentative, taking 
specific positions, and backing them 

with specific references (evidence).
Either as part of the journal, or as a 

separate assignment, students should 
write an introduction that captures 
the essence of the human condition 
as described in the journal entry itself, 
and determine what type of teaser 
they will use to preview the piece. 

A few class periods can be 
dedicated to cutting and rehearsals, 
where students collaborate in pairs 
or small groups, to workshop and 
critique performances, and the teacher 
can visit the various groups and 
monitor progress, interjecting advice 
where needed. This will be followed 
by however many class periods are 
necessary to conduct the actual 
assessed performances. In addition to 
writing a self-evaluative journal entry, 
students should write a critique of 
a peer performance. Both of these 
written assignments should, like the 
previous one, incorporate reactions 
to concepts of literary merit, the 
context of literature, and performance 
techniques, citing specific instances 
from the performance witnessed.

As a teacher justifies the relevance 
of this unit to meeting CCSS, s/he 
can point to the depth of study and 
experiential learning that is happening. 
Here is an overview of how this lesson 
meets CCSS for English Language Arts 
and Literacy in History/Social Studies:

• Reading for Informational Text: 
Meets all standards, except those 
that specifically speak to legal 
documents.

• Reading for History/Social Studies: 
Meets standards to the extent that 
students investigate primary and 
secondary sources, and considers 
multiple sources that may disagree, 
reconciling the information to arrive 

at a conclusion.
• Writing: Meets all standards, except 

those that speak to legal reasoning.
• Speaking and Listening: Meets all 

standards.
• Language: Meets all standards, 

provided that the teacher 
persistently holds students 
accountable in their written work.

Education Week magazine on
December 12, 2012, featured the article, 
“Common Core Taught Through 
the Arts” (http://goo.gl/wC8TA) 
which highlights similar, innovative 
approaches to this unit plan.

Speech and Debate Skill Areas
Information literacy is the primary 
skill area used by speech and 
debate students when they are just 
beginning the process of creating their 
presentations. Once students have 
acquired the information they need, 
the skill areas become more specialized 
to the competitive event (or similar 
classroom speaking assignment) for 
which they are preparing.
 Following is a list of some 
competitive events, which highlights 
specific CCSS met by that event’s 
central focus. While we do not 
specifically highlight language standards 
here, the effective use of language 
when speaking is vital to a student’s 
credibility in the eyes of judges, and 
coaches and teachers are urged to hold 
students to those standards in written 
drafts and practice speeches.

• Interpretation: Students, in 
preparing their performance, must 
read for information to “determine 
two or more central ideas of a text 
and analyze their development over 
the course of the text…” (RI.12.2), 
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and “analyze a complex set of ideas 
or sequence of events and explain 
how specific individuals, ideas, or 
events interact and develop over 
the course of the text” (RI.12.4). 
These two skills, in particular, are 
necessary for students to engage 
in the higher level critical thinking 
needed to produce an effective and 
engaging cutting of their selection.

• Original Oratory: Because students 
write highly developed manuscripts, 
effective writing and use of 
language are quite pronounced. In 
particular, students must “develop 
the topic thoroughly by selecting 
the most significant and relevant 
facts, extended definitions, concrete 
details, quotations, or other 
information…” (W.12.2.b), and “use 
precise language, domain-specific 
vocabulary, and techniques such 
as metaphor, simile, and analogy 
to manage the complexity of the 
topic” (W.12.2.d).

• Policy Debate: Students synthesize 
evidence from a wide array of 
primary and secondary sources 
as they promote or attack the 
feasibility of a plan of solution. This 
really promotes reading in history/
social studies, as they “cite specific 
textual evidence to support analysis 
of primary and secondary sources…” 
(RH.12.1), “determine the meaning of 
words and phrases as they are used 
in a text, including analyzing how an 
author uses and refines the meaning 
of a key term over the course of a 
text” (RH.12.4), to “evaluate authors’ 
differing points of view on the same 
historical event or issue by assessing 
the authors’ claims, reasoning, and 
evidence” (RH.12.6), and to “evaluate 
an author’s premises, claims, 
and evidence by corroborating 

or challenging them with other 
information” (RH.12.8). Of course, 
these also apply well to Lincoln-
Douglas Debate.

• Public Forum Debate: The unique 
nature of crossfire helps meet some 
discussion and argumentative CCSS 
in speaking and listening: “posing 
and responding to questions that 
probe reasoning and evidence…” 
(SL.12.1.c), and the audience-centered 
nature of PF asks debaters to 
“present information, findings, and 
supporting evidence, conveying a 
clear and distinct perspective, such 
that listeners can follow the line of 
reasoning…” (SL.12.4).

• Congressional Debate: Since 
students propose laws, they must 
understand the framework for 
our government, jurisdiction of 
Congress, and federalism; CCSS in 
reading for information pertaining 
to legal texts and public advocacy 
(RI.12.8, RI.12.9), as are CCSS in 
writing with legal reasoning 
(W.12.9.b). The nature of debate 
requires students to critically listen 
to several divergent viewpoints, 
and synthesize those ideas to be 
able to respond cogently. This is 
“collaborative discussion” as well 
as “civil, democratic discussion and 
decision-making” as described in 
CCSS for speaking and listening 
(SL.12.1, SL.12.1.b). 

Adam J. Jacobi coordinates League 
middle school programming, international 
curriculum development, advocacy of 
Common Core State Standards, and 
Congressional Debate inquiries. When 
he coached, he earned two diamonds, 
the Distinguished Service Award, and has 
taught courses in speech communication 
and International Baccalaureate Theatre. 

Resources
for teachers

The National Forensic 
League has a number of 
valuable tools available as 
part of its online resources 
to create an educational 
environment that answers 
to the Common Core.
 
Our searchable Script 
Database allows subscribers 
to use keywords to 
find titles of literary 
works, and our National 
Tournament script lists 
include spreadsheets with 
complete bibliographic 
information for each title 
performance.

Also available are 
downloadable textbooks 
including The Art and 
Science of Original Oratory 
and Introduction to 
Lincoln-Douglas Debate, 
helpful webinars such as 
“Introduction to Blocking” 
and “Characterization 
101,” and more than 600 
instructional and final round 
performance videos.
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