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Let’s Begin with a Question:

True or False:

Male-presenting speakers are more credible 
and more persuasive than female-presenting 

speakers; that’s just the way it is.



Why Do We Criticize Women for HOW They Speak?

From the world of Speech and Debate

Straight from the Headlines



Why Are Women Less Successful in Debate than Men?

Photo courtesy of speechandebate.org



Session Plan
Part I: The Research Program

▪ Creating the structure for student research into cultural phenomena

▪ Developing student interest and choosing the research team

▪ Managing work while following a winding path

Part II: Findings and Outcomes

▪ Differing success rates for male and female speakers

▪ Societal perceptions of male and female speakers

▪ Troubling findings and future work



Developing the Research Program

▪ Laurel School established the Laurel Center for Research on Girls 
(LCRG) in 2008.

▪ Consistent experience among debaters led many to assume a 
gender bias against female speakers.

▪ A schedule change in 2016-2017 created time for student project 
work.

▪ “Gender in Speech” was established as the first faculty-mentored,  
student-led research program within the new structure.

▪ The research program was advised by, but separate from LCRG.



1. Are success rates different between female and male speakers in 
interscholastic debate and analytical speech?

2. Are female and male speakers criticized differently for how they 
speak?

3. Has the participation level for female students in interscholastic 
debate and analytical speech changed over time?

4. Can we inform a larger conversation about socially-constructed 
expectations for speech and argumentation?

5. Can adult evaluators be trained to mitigate the effect of socially-
constructed bias?

Research Objectives



Assembling a Team

Our Research Associates
(most of them)

Katie, Bess, Sophie, and 
Lydia hard at work!



The Process, Phase 1: 
Quantify Weekly Participation and Success



The Process, Phase 1: 
Participants Tracked Through Elims to Final Round



The Trend Quickly Became Clear
(published in The Rostrum, April, 2018)
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▪ Weekly outcomes in Lincoln-Douglas Debate and Extemporaneous Speaking are 
not as striking as for Public Forum Debate

▪ Qualification to higher-level (National) Tournament shows a clear disadvantage for 
female debaters in both Public Forum and Lincoln-Douglas.

▪ Qualification to higher-level (National) Tournament in Extemporaneous Speaking 
does not show a statistically significant disadvantage for female speakers.

▪ However, on a weekly basis, female participation in Extemporaneous Speaking is 
10% below female participation in Debate.

▪ And once the female speakers make it to Nationals …

Comparing Results in Different Types of 
Debate and Analytical Speaking



A Disheartening Picture for Female Competitors
(published in The Rostrum, April, 2018)
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Women in PF Face a Daunting Challenge
Female PF Debaters are Underrepresented and have Diminished Success at Nationals.

14

At 2019 Nationals Qualifiers Elims On Stage

FF Teams 60 9 0

FM Teams 76 31 2

MM Teams 110 43 12



The Cumulative Effect
Disproportionate Attrition at NSDA Nationals 2010 - 2018
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What Happened in 2008?
Cumulative Deficit of Female Debaters in Elims Since the Beginning of PF
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Phase I Research Published in The Rostrum, 
April, 2018



The research suggests that perceived or actual 
differences in cognitive performance between males 
and females are most likely the result of social and 
cultural factors. … [R]esearchers believe social context 
plays a significant role. 

▪ Spencer, S.J., Steele, C.M., & Quinn, D.M., Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology (1999)

So Why Do Girls Have Less Success in Debate and 
Extemporaneous Speaking?



▪ Structural Factor: Are Debate and Extemp constructed in such a 
way that Male speakers have an advantage over Female speakers?

▪ Activity Factor: Do the language and protocols for argumentation 
inherently favor the Male norm over the Female norm?

▪ Cultural Factor: Do listeners hear male and female speakers 
differently and operate under a subconscious bias in evaluating 
speakers and debaters?

▪ In Phase 2 of our research, we examined more than 1,000 Public 
Forum Debate Ballots from 9 different open tournaments around 
the US.

What is the Social Context of Debate and Extemp?



The Process, Phase 2: 
We Collected Debate Ballots from Tournaments Each Week



The Process, Phase 2: 
Every Ballot is Indexed and Relevant Information is Recorded



The Process, Phase 2: 
Gender-Specific Information is Removed



The Process, Phase 2: 
A Separate Team Logs Any Comment on Speaking Style



▪ In an average tournament, 20% of female debaters will be criticized for 
how they speak, vs. 9% of male debaters.

▪ Two specific criticisms – Aggression and Emotion – are directed at female 
debaters far more often than at male debaters.

▪ When female debaters are criticized for Aggression vs. male debaters, the 
female debaters lose 90% of the time.

▪ Decisions from female judges seem to be more closely tied to their ballot 
criticisms than those for male judges. (More analysis in this area is 
needed.)

Some Eye-Opening Findings from Phase 2



Digging Deeper into Judge Behaviors
Data from a 2018 National Circuit Tournament with 120 PF Judges and 1000 PF Ballots.

By Judge Gender Female Male

F Wins per 100 F Competitors 47 36

By Judge Age and Gender F Over 25 F Under 25

F Wins per 100 F Competitors 46 49

M Over 25 M Under 25

F Wins per 100 F Competitors 38 31



Digging Deeper into Judge Behaviors Part II
Data from a 2018 National Circuit Tournament with 120 PF Judges and 1000 PF Ballots.

Judges with No Camp Experience Female Male

F Wins per 100 F Competitors 50 38

Judges with Camp Experience Female Male

F Wins per 100 F Competitors 35* 30

* Small sample size limits statistical confidence.



An Indictment of Debate Culture and a Pivot to Advocacy

• Public Forum Debate began (2002) with a lay focus resulting in a high degree of gender parity.

• As Summer Institutes and the National Circuit gained influence, norms favoring socially-
constructed male behaviors began to emerge.

• Over time, Public Forum was reconstructed by these institutions leading to a pervasive, 
systematic disadvantage for female-identified participants.

• The current practice in Public Forum Debate not only creates a significant bias against female-
identified participants but includes a culture lacking boundaries between young male judges 
and competitors and creates an unsafe, misogynistic environment that further harms female-
identified participants.

• Most recent data (September-October, 2019) indicates a possible decline in female 
participation in Public Forum Debate.



And Finally … A Movement?


