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Introduction
The Women’s Debate Institute (WDI) is a robust community dedicated to the education of
young women. Each summer we host an institute for high school women from around the
country. In the summer of 2013 we expanded the focus of the camp and created the Collegiate
Scholars program. The purpose of the Scholars Program is to bring together women who are
about to start competing in college debate and women who are actively competing in a noncompetitive environment so they can share their experiences and challenges. Our first class of
nine women spent five days building relationships and discussing their experiences. They also
developed this manual that details some of their shared experiences and offers suggestions
about steps that the debate community can take to address some of the most common challenges faced by women in debate.

Gender/sex is lived and experienced differently depending on context and social position.
This document is not meant to imply that all women have the same (or even similar) experiences in debate. Nationality, disability, color, class, religion and sexual orientation all intersect
with gender/sex in complex ways that can amplify many of the issues discussed here. Some of
the most aggressive violence in our community targets those whose sexual orientation does
not conform to heteronormative standards, who are perceived to not conform to heteronormative expectations, and whose racial identification is other than White. Privilege similarly
manifests for women at various intersections of socioeconomic factors. Women are Black,
White, Latina, Asian-American, American Indian, Muslim, Hindu, Christian, Jewish, agnostic,
belong to a range of economic classes, heterosexual, bisexual, homosexual, queer, trans*, intersex, cisgender, able-bodied, disabled, cognitively normative and non-normative, and
many many other things.

This document is the first of what we hope will be an ongoing effort to communicate the issues
that diverse women encounter in debate. We look forward to continuing the conversation about
diverse experiences and highlighting the ways that women experience debate from their own
perspectives.

We begin in the opening chapters by addressing general issues facing women in debate at all levels.
Chapters 1 and 2 tackle sexism and sexual harassment. Chapter 3 considers the lack of mentors for
women in both high school and college debate. Chapter 4 is dedicated to a discussion of women at
debate camps. Chapters 5 and 6 address issues that affect the retention of women coaches – the pay
gap and families respectively. Our goal is to let this manual be a starting point for future discussions about these and other impediments facing women in debate.
Please direct all inquiries and feedback to: womensdebateinstitute@gmail.com

Chapter 1: Sexism
Sexism is the most pervasive and universal issue facing women in debate. This should make it one
of the easiest concerns to address, but because sexism manifests itself in so many small ways it
is often difficult to know where to begin. However, a few small changes can significantly improve
the quality of life for women in the activity, starting with recognizing how sexism may exist in the
community.

Some issues women in debate face include:
• Sexist jokes
• Comments about their bodies or clothes
• Rooming (e.g., staying with strangers to save money, rooming alone and feeling 			
excluded, or rooming coaches and students together to simplify travel)
• Getting hit on
• Lack of respect from their students
• Unequal pay
• Being asked, disproportionately, to undertake stereotypical female work:
organizing social events, taking care of students who are sick or emotional,
cleaning up after people, ordering food, etc.
• Being told their voices are too high-pitched
• Cyber-bullying
• The cult of personality surrounding male peers
• Being talked down to or ignored in cross-ex
• Stereotypes about aggressive women being “bitchy” or passive women being
“doormats”
• Exclusion from squad conversations and events

• Being put in a “female friendly partnership” (e.g., women in mixed gender
partnerships are more likely to be 2As, or preventing two women from debating 			
together)
• A lack of female coaches or teammates to whom problems may be taken
• Being asked to dress in a feminine way in order to debate
• Having coaches or judges direct comments or questions to their male counterparts

Though occasionally unintentional, these actions are sexist. They ignore the fact that women deserve tournament and team experiences equal in quality to men and there should be accommodations to ensure these quality experiences.

Rooming alone creates a fundamentally different experience for female debaters; often they end up
separated from the men on the team, possibly left out from team prep sessions and excluded from
organic discussions that happen informally in rooms. Often women are asked to stay with female
members of other teams to save money. This can be uncomfortable and awkward at tournaments
where staying focused on debating is more important than trying to navigate a new social situation. It also complicates prep work while attempting to keep arguments secret. This is one example of an issue that often goes overlooked and disproportionately affects women, but could be easily
addressed by simply asking a woman what her preference is.

Women feel pressured to go along with sexism or to just “laugh it off,” because it is hard to stand
up for yourself when you feel outnumbered. But over time it is tough for women to deal with offhand comments and jokes. Women may begin to feel like outsiders in debate.

Strategies to Address Sexism
1.

Raise awareness

It’s important to have a conversation to see what issues women in the community are facing.
While women of different backgrounds likely face different kinds of discrimination, the first step
to addressing sexism is to acknowledge that it exists. Addressing sexism starts with being realistic about where there is discrimination- whether intentional or accidental- against women of all
backgrounds.

2.

Take personal responsibility

Those in leadership roles can create environments where women of all backgrounds are respected
and welcomed by shutting down sexist jokes and offhand comments. They can make women feel
comfortable coming forward by addressing issues discretely and tastefully- avoid victim blaming
and don’t make the woman feel like a tattler. Individuals can make conscious decisions not to engage in sexist behavior and be role models for inclusion and respect. It can be as simple as making
sure women on your team or that you compete against feel comfortable and included. Plan to prep
in neutral spaces like the hotel lobby, talk up the women you work with, put younger women in
touch with older female role models- small things make a big difference.

3.

Ask a woman her preference

For most situations that unfairly affect women, the best course of action is to consult with women
to see what their preferences are. Some women love to room alone, some prefer to choose a friend
to stay with, some love meeting new people and rooming with some from other squads but the most
important thing is that they should have a say in what their experience is.

4.

Be an “active bystander”

Most people in the debate community see sexist behavior happening and are not sure how to
respond. It’s useful to develop strategies in advance so we can engage constructively with others.
MIT has developed a set of strategies for being an “Active Bystander” when you witness discrimination. Some of these are reproduced below; there is a full list as well as resources for implementing these strategies online at: http://web.mit.edu/bystanders/strategies/index.html

Strategies to be an “Active Bystander”
In the Moment

After the Fact

Name or acknowledge an offense

Privately support an upset person

Point to the “elephant in the room”

Talk privately with the inappropriate actor

Publicly support an aggrieved person

Report the incident, with or without names

Use body language to show disapproval
Use humor (with care)
Help calm strong feelings
Call for help

Chapter 2: Sexual Harassment
One of the most vicious ways that sexism can surface in the debate community is through sexual
harassment. Women have reported facing inappropriate behavior from team members, opponents,
judges, and coaches on many occasions. It can be as minor as a comment in a debate round that
sexualizes a competitor and as harsh as sexual assault. Women also report that the community
seems to let this conduct slide or side with the offender.

Strategies to Address Sexual Harassment
1.

Make sure issues are heard

There is a terrible trend of keeping the uncomfortable quiet and shying away from discussions once
they are started. Coaches and debaters need to be advocates for victims of sexual harassment.
Being more open and taking action against sexual harassment can be done in multiple ways.
Coaches and debaters should be proactive in taking a firm stand against sexual harassment. Support groups should be created that help victims cope with their experience. Most importantly we
need to get rid of people that commit sexual harassment, so that victims don’t have to repeatedly
come face to face with their abusers.

2.

Implement team codes of conduct on sexual harassment

Women report that alerting their coaches to sexual harassment by a teammate does not guarantee
that any action will be taken, and that a desire to maintain the school’s reputation and competitive strength impact what, if anything, is done to the alleged harasser. To address this, programs
should have a code of conduct that outlines what is and is not acceptable behavior. Each code of
conduct should contain an affirmative commitment to respect and equality. The code of conduct
should also include clearly defined consequences for violations, including:

• travel restrictions
• probation from the team
• a set list of “strikes” before a debater is no longer welcome to the team
• reporting to school administration

3.

Implement community codes of conduct on sexual harassment

Women also report experiencing harassment from members of other teams at tournaments. These
incidences are typically reported to the tab room, but because of a lack of clarity about response
and a lack of a clear channel of communication amongst coaches, often no action is taken against
the harasser. To resolve this, the community should develop a code of conduct that clearly outlines what is and what is not acceptable behavior. The code of conduct should contain an affirmative commitment to respect and equality. The code of conduct should also include clearly defined
consequences for violations, including:

• Being pulled from the tournament
• Prohibition from attending future tournaments

Tournament directors should make clear in their invitation that the Community Code of Conduct
will be in place, and coaches and tournament coordinators should be required to familiarize themselves with the document. Coaches should try to make a streamlined agreement on how to deal
with sexual harassment across teams.

4.

Crack down on harassing judges/coaches

When judges and coaches engage in sexual harassment with students there are even more issues
to deal with because of the position of power/age. One of the main problems with coaches/judges
getting away with sexual harassment is that individuals merely go to work with another school.
Coaches should all stop the cycle of rehiring sexual harassers for judging, coaching, or anything
related to debate. Tournaments could also put in their invitation that criminals can’t be hired. If
known sexual offenders are put in as a school’s judge, tournaments could also choose not to accept
that judge more discretely through email/call/etc.

5.

Implement mandatory facilitated discussions & trainings

To effectively address sexual harassment, the community should endeavor to host facilitated
discussions and diversity trainings throughout the year either before or after tournaments. These
forums should be run by trained facilitators. Attendance at one of these discussions should be
mandated for any debater, coach, or judge who wishes to be eligible to attend the NDT or the
CEDA National Tournament.

Chapter 3: Lack of Mentors
The number of women who join debate during their high school careers who quit the activity
shortly after is alarmingly high. Many women report that something about the debate community
and the activity drives women away. Because the number of women who participate in college debate is low, the community can be very male dominated, which can be very intimidating for women
when they first join the college debate community. Women also report becoming discouraged when
they see that the people who appear to be receiving the most awards and accolades are men. This
tends to make it difficult for women to imagine themselves as being successful. The way to address this is through mentoring relationships with other women. Female mentors can play critical
roles in both welcoming young debaters to the community and in fostering the competitive success
of other women.

Strategies to Improve Mentorship for Women
1.

Make your presence known

Older female debaters should make their presence known to younger girls. Local schools should
have their debaters exchange emails and contact information to build relationships on the local
level. If successful debaters and female coaches are linked with girls on other squads, relationships

can be built to support younger girls in debate. Let students know about online forums for women
in debate, including the “Debate Ladies” page on Facebook. Older girls can then become sources of
advice who younger debaters feel comfortable approaching.

2.

Take the time to praise

Even if debaters are not involved in a formal mentoring program, small acts can make younger
girls feel welcomed in the community. A simple smile or congratulations from an older girl can
remain emblazoned in the mind of a younger debater for years. Everyone has a debater that they
have idolized—to feel acknowledged and welcomed by one of these women can provide the critical
support that helps to retain younger debaters in the community.

3.

Stop name calling

As much as women can help one another, they can also tear each other down. Slut-shaming, gossip, and name-calling can make women their own worst enemies. If women stop these practices, it
makes it less acceptable for men to continue them.

4.

Facilitate mixers & other networking events

Older role models have an accountability to bring younger girls into the community and to look out
for one another. Where can we start to build these relationships? One idea is to have brief meetings among women in the community at pre-tournament mixers. Even though everyone wants to
cut cards the night before a tournament, these events can be quick enough to avoid sacrificing prep
time. Thirty minute dinners can provide female debaters with opportunities to network, without
cutting into serious prep time.

Networking events could also occur on days that might be less stressful for college debaters to attend. For example, on the day between the Coast tournaments, women could get together as they
regroup and could use that time to reconnect. Get-togethers for college debaters could even occur
at high school tournaments. As there would be much less pressure for college debaters at a high
school tournament, they would be more likely to attend these networking events. Furthermore,

high school debaters would then have a chance to meet and build relationships with their college
role models at these events.

Chapter 4: Camps
Camps can be some of the hardest places for women in debate. Given the current lack of gender
diversity, there are often only a few young women in each lab. The dominant male presence in labs
can be incredibly stressful and cause isolation for many young women at camp. Furthermore, it
increases the chances that if a sexual harassment/assault takes place, it will go unreported. Each
year sexism emerges at camps, ranging from young men making inappropriate jokes to sexual
assault. Instead of ignoring these issues or concealing their existence, directors need to take proactive steps to prevent such incidents, including but not limited to hiring more female lab leaders,
encouraging networking between females at the camp, holding camp-wide discussions about women in debate in an effort to increase awareness of women’s problems, and hiring a full-time sexual
harassment officer.

Strategies to Improve the Camp Experience
for Women
1.

Hire more female lab leaders

Female lab leaders function as mentors for girls in the lab and can offer guidance and foster inclusion in ways that male lab leaders often cannot. If a young woman is being harassed in lab, it is
extremely unlikely she will feel comfortable expressing her problem to an adult male lab leader.
If there are no female lab leaders in a particular lab, it increases the likelihood that harassment
will go unreported. Having a strong female mentor can make her feel like she has somebody who
will listen to her. Furthermore, as we try to deal with the retention issue in debate, it is vital that
young women can have a role model. Including more female lab leaders must move beyond “tacking-on” a younger female lab assistant in an effort to balance the gender in the lab. Experienced

female debate coaches with experience in dealing with gender issues who can be strong role models
should be placed in every lab.

However, in order for this to be effective, fellow male lab leaders will also have to work to change
the culture of labs. In many instances, predominantly male labs idolize male lab leaders while
functionally ignoring their female counterparts. Male lab leaders should build respect and foster
an atmosphere that allows female lab leaders to earn the same amount of respect as their male lab
leaders.

2.

Facilitate interpersonal networks between women

Camps should facilitate the development of interpersonal networks, between both female lab leaders and students and also between older and younger women at the camp. Fostering these types
of interactions can help with retention issues because it creates a network of women that help and
support each other. Camp is the perfect opportunity to create a robust network of women. Simple
things like sharing contact information or encouraging females within labs to talk to each other
can foster an environment where young girls feel comfortable reaching out to older women at the
camp.

3.

Include facilitated trainings and discussions as part of the camp curriculum.

While some camps have already started participating in these discussions, more camps need to
encourage discussion about gender for boys and girls. One of the largest problems with sexism in
debate is that many young men are simply ignorant about the consequences of their actions and
how they affect women. Having respected members of the community teach the students about
gender can dramatically reduce the amount of sexism that happens in debate camps. Camp discussions should take two forms. First, an all-women forum provides a safe space to discuss issues and
concerns without fear of harassment from men at the camp. Second, a discussion held for young
men at camps should include both female and male staff and work to raise awareness about sexism and issues facing women in debate. Raising awareness is one of the most effective ways camps
can reduce the probability of sexual harassment or assault.

4.

Designate a full time staff member to be the sexual harassment advocate/officer

The unfortunate reality of camp is that sexual harassment does occur and often goes unreported
and unpunished. These actions can range from graffiti on whiteboards to pornographic images being put on girl’s laptops to sexual assault. While lab leaders are the first line of defense in many of
these cases, sometimes they can miss these events or female students may feel uncomfortable coming forward to them with these problems. A full time staff member dedicated to dealing with these
incidents can ensure they are not only dealt with properly, but maybe even prevented.

Chapter 5: Pay Gap
Every debate camp director knows and heeds one unwritten rule. To avoid allegations of sexism,
as well as to attract young girls to the camp, one female teacher must be present in every summer
lab. Given the gender imbalance among nationally competitive debate coaches, this makes qualified female lab leaders hot commodities at debate camps across the country. Simple laws of supply and demand, therefore, dictate that female debate coaches, being heavily sought-after, should
receive the highest pay, the most benefits, and the best treatment that employers can offer. In
reality, however, women who were award-winning collegiate debaters, with years, if not decades of
coaching experience, often make less than male lab leaders with fewer qualifications.

Strategies to Address Pay Imbalance
1.

Demand equal pay

Camp directors and program administrators ought to offer compensation for women in debate commensurate with their experience and seniority without regard to sex. Women need to ask during
salary negotiations what men hired for similar positions are making, and demand that they receive compensation equal to men. Women should also consider requesting higher compensation on
the theory that the scarcity of women in debate justifies higher pay than their male counterparts.

2.

Negotiate for what you are worth

Although sexism is a contributing factor, women’s lower salaries are likely due in part to the reluctance of female employees to negotiate for more pay in the workplace. This tendency is not unique
to women in the debate community. According to Linda Babcock, a professor of economics at Carnegie Mellon University, men are between four and eight times more likely than women to initiate
salary negotiations. As a result, the starting salaries of women in all fields, not merely in debate,
are roughly 8.5 percent lower than those of men. Women’s reluctance to initiate and directly negotiate their initial salary offer directly contributes to the salary gap between women and men
(Babcock & Laschever, 2007, p. 6). As the title of a book points out, “women don’t ask” – for salary,
for work opportunities, for perks.
Kate White, the CEO of Cosmopolitan magazine, has attributed this phenomenon to women’s
tendency to talk themselves out of having the tough conversations necessary to negotiate. “Good
girls,” White says, avoid confrontation, convincing themselves that if their employers could pay
them more, they would. Only “gutsy girls,” who actively negotiate for more money, receive the pay
they deserve. In fact, the willingness to advocate for one’s self may influence whether one even receives a job offer given “assertive women are more likely to be hired” (Basow, 2008, p. 22). So, ask
yourself: How many of you have proactively gone to a camp director and asked to be hired?
What is the answer for women in debate? The good news is, research work can pay off. The female
director of one debate program said that when she was promoted, she did her own research. She
asked male directors of debate, in programs analogous to her own in terms of competitive success,
how much they were paid. She then went into her negotiations with the median of all of those salaries, and refused to accept anything less than her own predetermined number.
To address the pay gap in debate, women need to know their worth. They need to negotiate more
frequently and ferociously for the pay they deserve. Debate camps have been able to take advantage of female employees by low-balling them in salary negotiations, assuming that they will
accept the starting offer. This may be due more to stinginess than to sexism. Whatever the reason may be, every female employee of a debate camp, be it an RA, a lab assistant, or a lab leader,
should know their worth, ask for more, and then not take no for an answer.

Chapter 6: Women with Families
Long hours, constant travel, limited eating options, and heavy workload make debate a challenging community for every demographic. It is an activity often inaccessible to individuals unwilling
or unable to dedicate substantial amounts of time. While all participants deal with these time
pressures, parents and primary caregivers with young children face the unique challenge of balancing their responsibilities to both their family and their team.

All working parents have to make choices about balancing their work obligations with their responsibilities to their families, but because so many mothers are still their family’s primary caregivers, this burden falls disproportionately on working moms. Thus, while the responsibility of
children extends beyond women, this section is geared specifically towards the retention of women
with children—all too many of whom leave debate when they desire or acquire children. Yet these
recommendations could benefit all primary care givers involved in the activity. Debate’s retention of women with children would benefit not only these particular women but also the activity
as whole. The debate community gains a great deal from the inclusion and retention of gender
diversity. As a community we should work diligently to preserve and increase the diversity of our
judging pool and coaching staff.

This section works to identify potential strategies that could increase the retention rate for working mothers in the community. The more varied the ways the debate community is willing to accommodate women coaches, the more likely it is that the activity will be able to retain sources of
incredible talent that would otherwise be lost to other fields and careers.

By changing the way that teams, tournaments and camps hire and organize employees, it is possible to radically change the culture of debate for mothers who often feel that the adequate balance
of their commitments to both their family and their team is impossible working in an activity that
requires such long hours. Each of these recommendations can be easily incorporated into the current structure of debate camps and tournaments without adding an undue burden to the alreadyheavy workload of many team, tournament and camp directors.

Strategies to Make the Debate Community
More Family Friendly
1.

Create a family-friendly squad environment

Coaches and debaters are in squad rooms at various hours. Yet for parents with children, late
meetings and practice debates can be especially taxing on their family. Working to schedule whole
team activities should be done with the needs of parents in mind.
Working parents inevitably have to occasionally bring their children to work. Making the squad
room more child friendly can be accomplished by avoiding vulgar music (this is important as a
general way to make the room inviting to all people), acting respectfully to one another (another
generally important concept), and making the parent feel as though it is ok, even exciting, to have
their child around.

2.

Offer flexible judging schedules

Debaters and parents alike face sleep deprivation. Children require a lot of sleep but different
families have different routines. Many children go to bed early and wake up early, many require
naps (sometimes two or three), and often children have difficulty sleeping though the night.
Tournaments should find out in advance if coaches or debaters are bringing children (as they do
with eating preferences) and offer them a flexible judging schedule. They could also give a coach
with children a smaller judging commitment without penalizing the team. Currently, coaches and

judges often are given certain rounds off to watch basketball games, head to a social event, or get
on the road early. The system easily could accommodate placing primary caregivers in rounds that
make it easier to raise children in the community.

3.

Provide a child- friendly environment and the option of a caregiver to watch

coaches’ kids during tournaments.
Leaving children with another caregiver is a very personal decision. Yet having a child friendly
space at a central tournament location can be a huge benefit to parents who need to change a
diaper or set up an older child with a movie. Tournament directors need to be proactive to communicate with teams bringing children in order to determine the best ways to accommodate their
needs. Some parents might find a qualified babysitter to be of great assistance. A babysitter available in the hotel may also be helpful, enabling a coach to meet with their team while a qualified
adult watches their sleeping child. Other accommodations might include a quiet sleeping space, a
smart classroom where children could watch films or do homework, a supply of healthy snacks, or
an on-campus gym to play games. Parents know what is best for their children, so the simple act of
asking them how best the tournament can accommodate them will prove fruitful.

4.

Take the needs of families into account when planning debate camps

For couples who both coach debate, the flexibility to bring their children to camp would offer the
opportunity to preserve family unity during the 2-7 week period that many coaches would otherwise spend away from their children. Hiring one or two additional members of staff would not
often break the budgets for most debate camps, and the option would provide flexibility for mothers and families working at the camp.

In cases where only one parent coaches, debate camps could provide accommodations for a partner
and/or children to attend camp at no cost. Welcoming whole families to camp enables coaches to
be engaged with both their work and home life. It might also be an attractive option for partners

who might find debate camp an opportunity to vacation with their children while the other parent
works. This hiring choice also significantly widens the pool of coaches that camp directors can recruit; coaches who would have turned down a position to spend the summer with their kids might
be significantly more willing to accept an offer that allows the family to stay together.

5.

Cultivate a culture of respect for parents who coach debate

Recognition of the contributions of individuals who coach debate while raising families is a viable
and imperative communal change that could dramatically increase the retention rates of female
coaches. Like female debaters who quit the activity because their team contributions are not recognized, coaches whose efforts to balance work and family are all too often ignored, downplayed, or
trivialized, and they consequently have a greater incentive to leave the community and pursue a
career where those challenges are less.

It follows logically that anyone is more likely to stay in a community that respects the tremendous
sacrifices they make for the welfare of the community, and honoring the immense time trade-offs
that primary caregiver-parents have to make to lead successful teams is something that each
member of the debate community can do.

6.

Recognize that not all families have the same needs

Families function in diverse ways. What might be a helpful accommodation for one parent may be
an unacceptable nuisance for another. Children of different ages require different adaptations. If
teams, tournaments, and camps truly want to retain parents, the most important way to achieve
this goal is to listen actively to individual parents and be open to various types of assistance. While
it is true that for some parents the demands of debate are too much of a trade off with the time
they spend with their children, many parents would find a more accommodating environment an
opportunity them to stay in the activity.

Conclusion
This manual provides an overview of the obstacles women in debate face, both as debaters and
coaches. We took a broad approach to address issues starting in high school, through the transition
to college and beyond graduation in the greater debate the community. Our goal with this manual
is not to put an end to the discussion about women in debate but rather to start the conversation.
The strategies outlined in this manual are first steps that we hope will spur more robust recommendations as more people contribute. In future years, we would like to expand the manual to
include other ideas and perspectives. The Women’s Debate Institute is committed to the recruitment and retention of women in debate and we hope that this manual can help raise awareness
and create community-wide strategies to help us fulfill our mission.
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