
Think swimming lessons.

ONE  |  Yes, you could jump in a pool and move 
around, even your first time in the pool.

But it probably wouldn’t be graceful.

And your Vegas odds wouldn’t be great. The 
safe bet is you’ll sink soon.

TWO  |  Or you could play around in the pool 
with your family, going there on sunny days 
for Marco Polo or splashing around. With this 
passing familiarity, even though you never had 
a lesson, you could last a while if thrown in the 
water.

But it probably wouldn’t be graceful.

Vegas—50/50.

THREE  |  Or you could take direct instruction in 
swimming and practice swimming with a teacher 
who gives you specific feedback on swimming 
so you can get better at swimming.

In this scenario, you’d be ready to swim at 
meets. You’d work hard to smooth out your 
strokes so you’d place better next time—a 
destination that focuses the journey.

I’d bet on that kid. 

Direct instruction matters.
An elevator pitch for speech and debate 

Now re-read the three situations with speech 
instruction substituted for swimming instruction. Imagine a 
student going up to give a speech with no prior experience, 
a student who’s been assigned a presentation for class 
without direct instruction on how to deliver it, and a student 
who’s had direct instruction. Who do you want to swim the 
Olympics for Team USA? In the forensic world, where the 
five-ringed flag flies over NSDA Nationals, who competes 
best country and Crabtree? 1

My point is this. People readily agree that swimming 
instruction is important for people who swim. Oral 
communications instruction needs correspond, but we are 
often told “kids will get it in English class” or “as part of 
the everyday curriculum.” This argument is all wet. Direct 
instruction matters. Our students sink without it.

Compare the exponential growth of video conferencing with 
the use of the fax machine. When did you last send a fax, 
and do you feel the need to train your students to use fax 
machines so they’ll be successful in college, or are they more 
likely to take an online class with video-linked participation? 
Technology makes person-to-person oral communications 
global and simpler than ever, but this generation speaks with 
its thumbs. In the adult world of jobs and academia, people 
talk to each other. 

Students need us now to practice for their best work 
then. If we don’t teach them directly how to speak and listen 
successfully, we haven’t completed their educations. They’re 
not ready for the open water. 

by Steve Meadows

Steve Meadows is a five-diamond coach 
and member of the NSDA Hall of Fame.

Do you have an “elevator pitch” for speech and debate?
Send your thoughts in 500 words or less to info@speechanddebate.org.

1   A tribute to one of my heroes, Don Crabtree, who is a nine-diamond Hall of Fame coach and former NSDA Board president from Missouri.
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