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  To every student who ever felt afraid to speak — this book is for you.
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I

Part One


This part briefly highlights how I essentially started my debate career as well as what made debate more enjoyable beyond the competitive aspect of it. Debate is forever going to be an element that I admire and honestly, you need to enjoy yourself while being out there competing because that is what is going to end up being your biggest motivators when you’re in that random classroom debating. 
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  The Spark

  
  




Up until 6th grade, I remember my parents always comparing me to my friends in terms of achievements.

“See, Kaylee got an award for being good at math! She probably has so many awards to decorate her entire house.”

And, “Mark is so good at swimming that he got like thirty awards for it. See! Here!”

I didn’t really do anything. I was kind of taking it easy in life because I didn’t really find anything too interesting. I didn’t do any sports or extracurriculars and didn’t do much at home either.

I thought sports were very aggressive and not really accessible to me in my apartment in the city, which wasn’t very close to any parks. At home, I liked to watch cartoons or play Roblox with my brother. I liked to sleep. That was my talent — one I should’ve won awards for.

But eventually, when I saw that my school, The Anderson School on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, NYC, had a lot to offer, I wondered what I was really good at. My parents wanted me to win something — do something with my life — so I was going to do just that. I just had to find the right thing.

Eventually, I did.

It wasn’t easy. Despite being the rambunctious and extroverted person I was then, I was scared of the judgement that came with being on any of my school’s clubs or teams. I wasn’t scared of the judgement of my own classmates, the ones I had spent so much time with since kindergarten.

I was scared of the judgement of the upperclassmen.

Yes, the upperclassmen who ran down the halls even though they were told not to. The upperclassmen who always walked around in their cliques, probably laughing about how they were twice my height.

How frightening.

In 5th grade, I had always been delighted by the idea of being on my school’s debate team. I was really loud when I was younger. I always raised my hand if my teacher was talking about something and brought up something slightly irrelevant but still interesting. I always joked around with my classmates during work time, but I managed to get all my work done within ten minutes — and with full marks.

Joining the debate club would allow me to talk as much as I wanted and be awarded for it! What a beautiful way to spend my time. I was good at those random persuasive essays my ELA teacher used to assign, and I was always dramatic enough to my parents to be a star in a movie.

What talents did I not possess to be a stellar debater? My ego was at its peak, and debate was only going to ignite its flames further.

So when 6th grade began and I sat in my social studies classroom, looking up at my teachers, I was bubbly. My fingers drummed against the table in exhilaration as I listened to whatever my debate coaches, Mr. Mucha and Mr. Fox, had to say.

Then came the golden words: “upcoming debate tournament at Columbia University in December 2022.”

My ears perked up. I knew at this point that my parents would be extremely impressed with me if I competed there. I craved my parents’ attention — I wanted them to acknowledge how amazing I was at everything. But also, this was my chance to finally compete at my dream university. I knew I wanted to pursue law ever since my 5th grade field trip to a courthouse and doing a mock trial.

When the announcement was over, I eagerly walked around the room, asking everyone if they wanted to be my partner.

To my disappointment, nobody wanted to be my partner. They said they only came to debate club to use the iPads to play games or were too shy to actually compete.

I felt a pit in my stomach. I was being stopped by something I didn’t think would ever be a problem.

I sat in my seat, despair filling my face. As I slumped in my chair, the girl next to me — the first one I had asked — said that maybe she could ask her parents if she could compete.

Glee filled my eyes. I finally had a partner! I could finally compete at the tournament that I thought was a far-fetched dream or goal.

After I finally had a set partner, I began to prepare for the tournament like a maniac. I finished nearly the entire case within three days (which I learned in the far future to NEVER do) and printed out a copy to show my debate coaches. I asked them to proofread it and give me feedback. Their feedback was something I was extremely reliant on because nobody really taught me how to write a case except for the basic structure of having the reason, evidence, and impact.

“Bani, I think you have too many arguments… all of your arguments are around five sentences, and I think you need to go deeper,” Mr. Mucha told me. “I recommend you start with two arguments since it’s your first tournament.”

I hummed in reply. I usually absolutely hated it when teachers told me that I wrote too much and that I needed to shorten what I wrote. I always felt like they didn’t value all the hard work I put into their assignments. I loved writing a lot because I was a yapper, and writing let me express everything I wanted to without annoying my friends so much (I never annoy my friends — they love me).

But I soon realized that my coaches weren’t actually telling me to delete what I had written. They simply wanted me to choose two arguments to yap about and then weave in what the spare arguments were about into the main two. This covered several burdens of mine as a casewriter: having arguments that were well structured and having arguments that anticipated potential refutations from the opponent.

My coaches definitely played a fundamental part in my debate journey. Whenever I was at a debate tournament, my opponents always said they had really strict coaches who honestly didn’t coach them at all. Those coaches wrote their cases for them and did all the research for them. That couldn’t possibly help a debater really immerse themselves in the topic they were debating, and they probably had the same arguments as the rest of their team.

Our coaches helped us grow by letting us just learn on our own. They pushed me out there to really understand how to understand debate — my second tournament showing more brilliant results than the first proved this exactly!

My coaches didn’t criticize the way we debated either. Instead, they just gave us feedback. You might think that this is the bare minimum, but after debate rounds where my opponents’ coach was watching, I noticed that coaches often deprecated their debaters and compared them to famous speakers. My coaches just let us go with the flow.

I think I was also able to create an amazing bond with both of my coaches by being in their classes for two years each for social studies — their classes themselves giving me material to bring up in crossfire or use as a refutation to an argument. I always loved being able to see them throughout the day.

I knew one of my coaches, Mr. Fox, since I was in second grade, as I always snuck down to his classroom during lunch to play with his class fish, “Alexander Swamilton.” I remember his welcoming smile every time, despite knowing an elementary schooler wasn’t really supposed to be wandering the middle school floor hallways.

Mr. Mucha’s 5th and 6th grade social studies class was always a delight, with him conforming to the humor of a middle schooler. His class really got me into global history for high school, and I’m always bringing elements from his class into debate (and sometimes using his legendary roasts to crack a laugh). Both of my coaches really did “raise” my debate career, and I’m extremely thankful to them for it.

I had a hard time deciding what arguments to “delete” that night. All of the arguments were written by us, so they had to be perfect, right?

But alas, I had to choose two. Two for each side.

I remember the topic being about a ban on social media or something similar to that. There were many reasons to hate or love social media, and I thought I had to point out every single one; otherwise, the opponent and judge would think I was ignoring a super important factor.

Now, I know that this is quite the opposite of what I have to do when casewriting. I have to accept the fact that not everything can be said about a topic within a three-minute timeframe. I had to accept that there were disadvantages in debate that were meant to exist because that’s what made it genuinely challenging.

It’s a brutal exercise, trying to identify the two most foundational arguments — the two that, if shattered, would crumble the entire structure. It’s not just about removing words; it’s about reconceptualizing the entire argument, finding the overarching themes that encompass the smaller supporting points.

I’m searching for that elusive golden thread that ties everything together, allowing me to weave a compelling narrative with just two pillars of persuasion. The pressure is immense, but the challenge is exhilarating — to prove that less truly can be more, even when it feels like I’m leaving so much unsaid.

After a few hours, I finally chose two arguments for each side and felt happy with myself, immediately pressing Command+P to print out another copy to give to my debate coach.

I think on that day, I didn’t realize that what I had accomplished could’ve been done in ten minutes, yet I had spent hours on it. This actually meant a lot, though, because it gave me a personal feeling that I was taking debate seriously and putting my best foot forward in order to do better.

I wasn’t going to magically get better, so I counted on the feedback I was getting. Usually, I hated getting feedback because I always thought people were just trying to nitpick whatever I did since I was always “perfect.” I didn’t like changing things when they were already fully written out. My mindset was that once it was on the paper, it was there forever.

This mindset was also found in my schoolwork. It irritated me immensely when my teachers asked us to submit first drafts and final drafts. I secretly never really did those drafts and just submitted the “final version” both times — with the only change being grammatical edits.

Eventually, while my debate career progressed, my mindset changed along with it. I started really seeing the value in planning things out — essays or not — before actually committing to a final project. It genuinely helps you make something the best it can be. This is a critical life skill, and that was a statement I refused to admit until the last few months of 8th grade.

While I waited for feedback, I worked hard on improving my speaking by reciting the lines over and over again each night. When I discussed the case with my debate coach, he mentioned that he had indeed read what I put together, but said, “I think you should review it on your own. I mean, it’s good.” He gave me a few suggestions, and I took them happily.

My debate coach was a very chill and laid-back person, so this honestly made me feel a lot more relaxed about the upcoming tournament.
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Looking back at the case I wrote, it wasn’t the most impressive piece of argumentative writing I’ve ever put together — not to be too hard on my 6th grade self. But I’ll take it as a sign of how much I improved my writing and debating skills.

So, I forgot about the feedback, and I didn’t make any further efforts to improve my case. I kind of just let it be and practiced my speaking skills instead.

What I should have done was learn how the actual debate works. I was absolutely clueless.

This factor was going to stress me out so much in the first round on tournament day.

But until then, I slept peacefully.

During our first round, I thought both the first and second speaker would say arguments in their speeches. I had a bit of luck when my brain finally processed the fact that the rebuttal speech was just to refute — not to bring up the entire second argument we didn’t say.

We only had one argument presented in our constructive speech for our very first round. Wonderful.

I noticed that our competitors had brought a spectator with them — a very annoying one. He kept giggling at what were obviously YouTube Shorts and then showing his friends the videos in the middle of the round.

I was irritated, but I didn’t want to lose my cool. Besides, this was my first debate round ever, and I knew the judge was seeing what I was seeing.

My partner gave her speech, and everything after that was a blur. I remember not really being able to hear our opponents, so my summary speech was just summarizing our own arguments and not theirs.

Somehow, we won.

My partner and I linked our hands under the table. We had won our first debate round ever! After that round, we celebrated by sitting in the halls of the Hamilton building and eating a giant family pack of Takis.

The second round was a blur and not very interesting — our opponents didn’t talk a lot and mumbled through their speeches, so we won that too.

This was when my ego started kicking in again. We were going to EAT the third round and leave no crumbs.

This round is still one of the funniest debate rounds I have ever experienced.

The opponents gave their constructive speech first, and the second they were done, I knew these girls did not mumble. They didn’t giggle with their friends in the background. They were serious. They had EXPERIENCE — the one thing that we lacked.

Their coach was watching our round, as well as my father. I remember that their coach had no manners whatsoever for a debate round. She talked through the speeches and gave her team motivational remarks and looks. She gave our team nasty looks as well as some surprisingly respectful ones, with occasional comments such as, “Damn girl, you get that!” and eventually, “This is better than Wednesday and all my telenovelas!”

Eventually, we knew we were being crushed by the team when we couldn’t reply to any of the questions during crossfire, and I blanked out through my entire summary speech. But when their coach made one more remark, my partner lost it.

“Can you please STOP talking? It’s so disrespectful!” my partner snapped.

The debate coach looked astounded but did not reply. She leaned back in her seat and stayed quiet for the rest of the round.

When the judge announced our first loss ever, I wasn’t as crestfallen as I thought I would be because I knew I did poorly that round. I knew this was going to happen at this tournament eventually. I was more annoyed by the fact that the opposing team’s coach still had the audacity to say “Good job” with that smile that I knew wasn’t fake, but I like to say it was.

Ew. Get your positivity out of my face.

After that round was lunch break — pizza in Lerner Hall. Our school huddled around the end of the staircase, as all the other spots were taken. We chatted about our rounds and the silly things that happened over Takis, pizza, and a weird concoction of a Taki dipped in Fanta.

Glorious.

At the end of the day, we finished with a 2–2 win–loss ratio. It wasn’t bad for a first tournament, so I was proud of myself. But I was even prouder of my school’s team because one partnership of debaters from our school made it into the final round.

I watched the round with intense curiosity as a one-man team (the other partner had complications and couldn’t compete) from our school went against two biting high school girls.

The round ended with me believing that the high school girls would win — not because I didn’t have faith in us, but because they simply attacked his points so well and spoke so well.

I was astounded when they announced during the award ceremony that he had won first place. First!

I was even more astounded when they announced my name for the Outstanding Speaker award for my school. I had actually made an achievement. I had gotten a certificate — a token to show my parents that I truly was capable of winning something in life!

I gloated my award to my proud-looking father who was waiting in the crowd for me.

But I didn’t just take away from these rounds that the opponent was annoying and that their coach was annoying and that everything about them was super-duper annoying.

I took their skills.

It sounds a little like a crime, but that’s the only way people truly learn. They borrow tips and tricks that they saw their opponents use and then apply them to their next round. This sounds so simple, but it really wasn’t. I wrote down the feedback that the judge gave to my opponents and applied it to myself.

This is not only how you become like your opponents — but how you become better than them.

Oh, how I love the competitive thrill of everything.

After the overwhelming event, we finally headed home, and I remember that day as one filled with many memories of running around and being foolish on my dream university’s campus.

Looking back on the tournaments at Youth for Debate at Columbia University, I think those tournaments were honestly the ones that helped me improve the most as a debater. The judges at Youth for Debate were genuinely interested and experienced in debate since they created the program on their own. This was very different compared to the judges I’ve faced in other leagues — parent judges who honestly couldn’t care less about debate and were only judging because their child’s team needed to fill a judging requirement.

While I think it’s admirable for parents to step up and serve leagues in such a critical way, I think something that could make the debate experience a lot more worthwhile for both the judge and the debater is simply giving genuine feedback and trying to fully grasp what’s going on in the debate. This feedback will eventually help kids so much that by the next time those parent judges judge a round, the rounds will be much more entertaining to listen to — and much more rewarding to judge.
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