The Value of Debate and How to Fit It in 

One of the dilemmas parents understandably have, when considering whether to allow their child to compete in debate or not, is how to fit it into the student’s schedule. Most parents are astute enough to realize that debate consumes much time. They wonder if they can “fit it in” with their already busy schedule. The question is valid and good, but the approach to analyzing the situation is flawed. 
When most parents think about adding a subject to their students’ school load, it is natural to weigh the cost by trying to guess how much time the new subject will take and then see if the students’ schedule will allow the increase. This is wise and compassionate (although there is a significant chance that the student will fail to see the compassion in adding anything to his load). Nonetheless, the parent has the child’s best interest at heart. The basis for the decision, then, is how can this new subject fit into the existing schedule? Approaching debate in this manner will always lead one to say, “No way!” 
Debate requires a tremendous amount of time, resource, energy, commitment, parental involvement, guidance, money, and encouragement. In the 1998 season debate season, the authors of this course carefully tracked almost every hour their two sons spent on debate over the course of the entire season. The time spent by each of them was considerably over 300 hours. This included writing, computer time, preparing cases, dialoging with their partners, practice debates with club members, debates with other clubs, conferences, tournaments, critique sessions by parents and others, teaching debate to younger students, learning how to speak clearly and persuasively, research (library, online, newspaper, and interviews), and studying history, Constitutional law, political theory, current events, world politics, our country’s founding documents, and national and international policies regarding the topic. Not every student will put in this same amount of time, but many choose to once they find out how fun it is. 


Of course, fining this amount of time into a “normal” school schedule would be impossible. Do not even try! It will lead to frustration and discouragement for the student and also the parents. But let’s look at that list again: 
This included writing, computer time, preparing cases, dialoging with their partners, practice debates with club members, debates with other clubs, conferences, tournaments, critique sessions by parents and others, teaching debate to younger students, learning how to speak clearly and persuasively, research (library, online, newspaper, and interviews), and studying history, Constitutional law, political theory, current events, world politics, our country ‘s founding documents, and national and international policies regarding the topic. 

This list is typical for every year of debate. The topic changes and therefore some of the details shift, but all of the general subjects and activity remain the same. The list makes for an amazing education all by itself! Debate yearly encompasses history, — politics, current events, writing, editing, public speaking, rhetoric, research skills, typing, logic, and interpersonal skills as students learn how to work effectively with others. 


For those interested in character development, a host of further benefits arise: respect for those wiser than oneself, learning that most issues are not as clear cut as they appear on the surface, learning how to handle having one’s ideas shot down or at least having many holes put into them, learning how to receive constructive criticism and appreciating those who take the time to give it, learning how to be quiet and listen, rather than feeling compelled to justify one’s erroneous ideas, learning how to defend ideas that are worth fighting for, learning how to give to those with less experience and seeing how that approach actually makes the student learn more himself, learning how to focus on others more than oneself, developing stamina, patience, perseverance, and trust in a sovereign God, and learning to appreciate this country’s godly heritage and the price paid to establish it. 
In order to be successful with debate, parents must see its value in providing most of the needed education for that year. Additional subjects should be maintained, such as Math and Physical Education, but most other areas are covered within the subject itself. They just take a different form than what one usually sees. 


Debate is close to the perfect “KONOs” curriculum, because it is fairly complete and thoroughly integrated. Understanding this outlook will make education fun and interesting for the debater and will remove the guilt of the parent concerned about “fitting everything in.” The parent will be amazed at the tremendous intellectual and character growth of his student. This type of education comes naturally and will usually not need coaxing. The fun and competitive environment motivates students to work hard to learn more. In fact, the normal scenario easily becomes one in which the parent must tell the student not to spend so much time on the computer and get some other things done. 
Now one must ask, “if debate becomes the vehicle to my child’s education, then how do I determine specific categories for the multiple subjects and then count credit hours towards them?”
How to Count Credit Hours 
This is simple and complex at the same time. An excellent resource, The High School Handbook, by Mary Schofield (See Appendix E), helps answer this important question. 
Most college admissions departments consider a year long high school course as worth 10 credits. How many hours of school work do those 10 credits represent? There is some latitude regarding this answer. Schofield explains how to figure out the number of hours of school work equal to each credit. Her calculations are based upon the average number of hours for each class in an institutional school year, since this is what most colleges are used to: 
- The average institutional school meets 180 days out of the year. 
- The average class time is 50 minutes long, with most teachers pleased if they accomplish 40 minutes of real instructional time. Here is where the latitude comes in: 

• If one counts 180 days times 50 minutes per day, that equals 150 hours of class work for each 10 credit course. 

• If one counts 180 days times 40 minutes per day, that equals 120 hours of class work for each 10 credit course. 

Whether a parent wants to count the instructional time as 50 minutes or 40 minutes to derive the total number of hours towards the 10 credits, is a 
mailer of choice. 
- Simply put, colleges would expect that a one year course, valued at 10 
credits, would encompass 120 to 150 hours of educational time. Whether your 10 credits represent 180 hours, 150 hours, 120 hours, or some other number, they must be justifiable. Your reasoning should be consistent and maintain integrity. For purposes of consistency, the following examples 
assume 150 hours per year as equaling 10 credits, 75 hours as 5 credits, and 15 hours as 1 credit. 
Next consider how the student’s transcript will be formatted. Will it be by grade (Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, or Twelfth), listing subjects taken under each of these grades? Or do you want the transcript to be one in which the subject mailer (Math, Biology, P.E., American History, and so forth) is simply listed with no reference as to when the student completed the material? The most common format is by grade, but by subject is also just as acceptable. Because of debate’s intermingling of subjects (and the multi-year nature of debate), it is somewhat easier to employ a subject style transcript.

Next, one must determine the number of hours spent on the different subjects. 
Some clearly defined and distinct subjects require only basic addition and division. 
You simply add up the total hours and divide by 15 hours (the number of hours per 
1 credit), to come up with the number of credits. 



For example, if a student spends 1/2 hour per day over a 180 day school year playing the piano, the total number of hours spent playing for that year is 90 hours. The 90 total hours spent playing the piano divided by 15 hours (per credit) gives 6 credits of piano for the year. Your child probably spends more days than that practicing piano and in many cases more time than that. Some days he may spend less, but just chose an average number and then use the following formula: Hours (per day) x Days (per school year) + 15= # of Credits 


Some classes are not so cut and thy. Subjectivity enters when subjects overlap, such as research skills and typing, or Constitutional law and Government. When this happens, one needs to add up all the related hours and decide how much time one wants to count towards each subject. This often becomes completely arbitrary, based solely upon what the teacher or principal of the homeschool feels is in the best interest of the student. There is no right or wrong when doing this, as long as the decision is logically justifiable. If the student has put in 180 hours of Constitutional law and Government over the course of the year, the formula would be: 
180 hours ÷15= 12 Credits 
The options available for these 12 credits are: use 6 for Constitutional law and 
6 for Government, or split them unevenly, such as 8 for Constitutional law and 
4 for government, depending on where you think the emphasis was stronger. 


Besides overlapping subjects, debate frequently builds on the knowledge gained the previous year. The subject format transcript permits recording of this process in a simple manner. For example, if Economics played a role in debate several years in a row, instead of listing 2 credits for Economics for the freshman year, 1 credit for the sophomore year, and 3 for the junior year, just add up all related credits and list them in the subject format as: Economics —6 credits total. This goes for all subjects. Those that carry over from year to year, such as History, Constitutional Law, Research Skills, Debate, Public Speaking, Typing, Computer Skills, Political Science, Government, Economics, and Composition, are all easily accommodated this way. 


Each year the new resolution brings opportunities for specialized subjects to be added to the transcript. These might be electives, or they might be better counted under core classes (general education). Research skills and composition easily fit under the core area of English. Debate is an elective. The principal of each school or homeschool must determine how to classify all the hours worked.
From Coaching Policy Debate by the Stollars and used by permission.

Lori’s note: I do disagree with their premise that you only need to offer debate, PE, & math to your high schooler.  Debate can count for a lot, but I do think a student needs more! 

