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As part of our mission to ensure inclusivity for ALL 
debaters, the following is part of a guide we issued 
on pronouns/gender identity.

Just by taking the time to educate yourself on these 
issues, you’re making the speech and debate space 
more inclusive for everyone.



Pronouns are a part of speech that people use to identify 
others, playing a key role in gender identity.

The best way to make everyone feel comfortable is to ask if 
anyone would like to share their pronouns and offer yours as 
well.

However, never pressure someone to share their pronouns!



● It is imperative that you read 
and respect people’s pronouns 
as listed here. 

● If someone is misgendered in 
round, this can have a 
triggering effect, and an effect 
on performance in the round. 
Do your best to be 
accomodating.



DO:

● Refer to the speaker or 
debater using their name, or 
refer to the team as a whole.

● Mention your own 
pronouns.

DO NOT:

● Assume the 
pronouns/gender of any 
speaker or debater based on 
expression

● Intentionally misgender 
someone



Section 2: Harmful 
Comments!



● Please remember that every person holds implicit biases. 

● Some common examples are:
○ Biases against racial or ethnic groups
○ Biases against LGBTQIA+ people
○ Biases against women or anyone female identifying
○ Biases against individuals with disabilities or neuroatypical 

people
○ Biases against mental illness 



● “For the Ladies: To look professional, keep it conservative. A nice pant/skirt 
suit. NO short, tight, too bright, or inappropriate clothing is allowed.”

● “For Guys: When competing all men must dress in business attire. Wear suits 
paired with a button down shirt and tie. CLOTHES SHOULD NOT BE 
WRINKLED.”

● “Appearance can be the deciding factor for a judge. If it’s down to two 
equally talented individuals, the way you present yourself can put you on 
top!”



● Many debaters may not present in ways we consider 
“professional”
○ There are explicit and implicit ways this can factor into 

decisions:
○ Explicitly: That team is wearing sweatpants. They must not 

respect the activity.
○ Implicitly: Oh that team looks like they prepared more— 

look at how polished that shirt is!



● Debate clothes can be extremely expensive and 
inaccessible for people. 

● Check yourself by asking if you would make the 
same decision if you had your eyes closed the 
entire round



“Your body language was awkward.” 
“Stop stuttering so much. It’s unprofessional.”

Why are these problematic? 

Comments about stuttering and body movement can be 
extremely exclusive to speakers and debaters with disabilities. 



● Avoid making any comments about the presentation or body 

movement of debaters.

● Assign speaker points based on performance in the round 

instead of presentation and speaking style.

● If comfortable, consider including in your paradigm that you 

do not care how debaters dress or about their body language.



Section 3: Debate Comments!



“Your voice got quite shrill at times”
“You were too aggressive in crossfire”

Why is it problematic?

Comments about speakers’ or debaters’ voices are most 
commonly made to femxle debaters. 

Comments policing the “aggressiveness” of debaters, again, usually 
femxle, force them to find a non-existent balance between “too 
aggressive” and “not assertive enough”.



Section 4: Speech 
Comments!



“Another piece on race? There’s so much more out there.”

“Since my personal experience is different from yours, I couldn’t 
connect with your piece.”

“You made us all uncomfortable when you started speaking in
Spanish.”

“You have chosen a piece that isn’t commonly known. It wasn’t 
clear what the intent of the speech was.”



Through speech and debate, students are empowered to choose 
pieces that are meaningful to them. These comments overlook the 
importance that a piece may hold for the student, potentially 
overlooking or ignoring a part of someone’s identity.  

We want to welcome a wide spectrum of speeches, authors, and 
topics, honoring the diversity that the speech and debate community 
seeks to represent.



Section 5: Final Comments!



● Internet access, video quality, and household disruptions



● Many speakers and debaters may choose to keep their 
cameras off. And that is okay!
○ Some students may not have webcams.
○ Some students may live in households with disruptions 

and thus may prefer to keep their cameras off
○ Unless the tournament mandates it, please do not 

require students turn their cameras on. You can let 
them know that you prefer cameras, but do not require 
it or include it in your decision/feedback.



● Except in cases of discriminatory language or hate, we recommend 
giving competitors speaker points on the higher end.

● Speaker points are a way that almost every single implicit bias we 
have can naturally be manifested into competitive success, often 
disproportionately harming minorities.

● Decide speaker points solely based on whether they were 
persuasive in their content or argumentation, not speaking style.



● If you observe any instances of discriminatory behavior, you 
should:
○ Report the incident to the tabroom staff running the 

tournament.
○ Stop them during the speech/prep or include in the 

feedback why you felt it was discriminatory
○ If the misconduct is extremely egregious, feel free to drop 

any competitors for their actions



● We understand that all of this is pretty knew. When in doubt 
just remember that everyone competing is trying their best 
and working really hard, so try to be nice, understanding, and 
encouraging

● Any Questions?


