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"Ladies and gentlemen of the parliament, my lovely partner and my rather well-dressed 

opponents..."' 

So began another round of debate. On the way out of the round, one of my fellow members of 

the judging pool, a male, turned to me and noted that he couldn’t believe that they had done that. 

"Lovely partner...well-dressed opponents..." Those words begged harassment, he said. 

I suspect that at that moment I rolled my eyes. Let's not be ridiculous, I thought. We all know 

what is good-natured banter and wit (the stuff of good parliamentary debate) and what isn't. That 

opening was innocent enough. "But," I was asked later, "what about the incident at such and 

such tournament? Where do you draw that invisible line?" Leave it to debaters and debate 

coaches to want to split hairs, I thought. Slippery slopes abound. Then I sat down to eat with my 

students that night. I was surprised as I visited with them. I thought that somehow my “liberal-

to-them” influence would have been larger. I figured that all my subtle arguments and rabid tirades 

would have given them a good dose of racial and gender-based sensitivity. Yet, when I 

mentioned harassment that they may unintentionally commit, I saw the flags go up before my 

eyes: denial, anger, frustration. And as we talked, it occurred to me that they didn't understand 

what harassment was and that in their minds they certainly weren't guilty of it. So, I tried to 

explain, and at last our team president turned to me and asked why no one taught them this 

outright before. 

I was indicted. You see that is my job, both literally and otherwise. I am one of the two 

faculty and staff members at our institution who has been trained to coordinate and revise policy 

while working on education and prevention in the area of sexual harassment. More than that, I am 

a teacher and I care about the issue. I know that there are problems with definitions of 

harassment and implementation of programs and that the only way to resolve the problem of 

harassment is to educate and encourage people to have both the respect and the self-respect 

needed to end the problem. Two days before that dinner discussion, I had agreed to sit on a 

harassment policy committee for NPDA. Still, over time, I had resigned myself to the fact that 
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debaters will be debaters and boys will be boys and girls will be girls and that there are statements 

and behaviors that just don't seem to disappear. I'd heard and left unchallenged comments by my 

students and the students of others engaging in discussion and banter that could be construed as 

harassment. And at what cost? A year of enabling potentially bad habits for students in debate 

and in life? A year of allowing students to justify negative behavior and vent their own 

insecurities by harming others often in ignorance? A year of allowing my students to believe that 

the only people who address this issue are "whiny liberals" and people too wimpy to just stand up 

for themselves? Though I hope that my personal indictments are overstatements, what if they 

aren't? How can I call myself a coach or a teacher if I don’t respond to and deal with the most 

basic social issues: respect for self and others?   And that is what sexual and racial harassment is 

about. Respect. 

So, as a coach and a teacher, I bring this case before you. Resolved: This house believes that 

all people deserve respect and with that have the right to privacy in matters related to gender1. In 

order to support this contention, I maintain that coaches and students of the National 

Parliamentary Debate Association should actively reconsider our values and educate our students 

on harassment in addition to the steps already at hand in creating a harassment policy. 

First of all, the issue at hand is not just of policy but also of value. The policy is needed. We 

as an organization had little choice but to appoint a committee to investigate and write a 

harassment policy. We have both a legal and an ethical responsibility to do so. Still policy can 

only help to provide legal and competitive protection for those who are victimized by harassment 

and provide legal protection for the organization, it is not the means to prevent harassment. 

Those who support policy creation must take the stance that policy which is often reactive and 

punitive be a small part of our response to sexual harassment. Our goal as educators and coaches 

must be to see the policy as secondary to prevention and that prevention is centered in a 

reconsideration of values. We must value one another and the concept of mutual respect, or 

1I limit this statement to gender, because that is the current issue in NPDA. Nonetheless, the point should (as I believe the 
policy should) apply to race and other individual differences as well. 
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harassment will continue, policy or not. Harassment is the result of attitudes and beliefs which 

value one set of people over another. It is the result of a mentality which dictates that one doesn't 

respect another unless that person is like them or as good as them or whatever. It is a mentality 

that suggests that one give respect only to people who earn respect rather than respect based on 

shared humanity. And unfortunately, it is a mentality often found in debate. We teach students to 

be aggressive, to demand respect, and to be tough. That is fine. That is, all too often, life. But 

unfortunately, as we do that, we can inadvertently teach them that respect is conditional and that 

intimidation is the means to success. Despite common wisdom, this simply can't be the case if we 

are to overcome the problems of harassment. We must teach students and colleagues that respect 

in and out of rounds is due others simply because that is what mature, intelligent and responsible 

people do, not because of some perceived earning or power differential. Moreover, we must 

teach students that winning through reasoning, intellect and speaking skills is much more 

impressive than winning through intimidation, subtle or overt. We must teach peers and students 

that respectful dialogue is much more effective communication than derisive arguments. 

Second, we must realize that there are those who don’t know that their behavior is potentially 

problematic and/or in conflict with the value at hand. While my initial reaction to this was once 

skepticism, as I have studied the issue of sexual harassment and worked with harassment 

intervention, I have come to realize that due to conflicting legal definitions of harassment and/or 

the perception that there must be an exchange of sexual or other favors in order for harassment to 

be proven, many people, colleagues and students are confused about harassment issues. For 

example, many people are unaware that in most states, harassment can be charged when there is 

minimal evidence of a hostile environment as perceived by the victim. Moreover, the victim, in 

some jurisdictions, can be a third party to those in the exchange (Perry, 1993). People who do 

not understand this provision assume that they are clear of sexual harassment because they know 

the people involved and/or because there was no overt request for sex. Thus, not only do we 

need to aid students in understanding that the underlying issue in harassment is respect, we need to 

help students and colleagues to see how once commonly accepted behaviors can be 
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problematic and how sensitivity of potentially harassing situations must be employed to prevent 

formal charges and to uphold the value of respect for self and others. 

Finally, we must acknowledge that there are people who do not respect, teach, or uphold the 

value of respect. Further, there are those who have been victimized so frequently or whose 

protestations have not been heard to whom we have a responsibility to be advocates for those 

persons and further support harassment response policies. I will grant, here and now, that there 

are a lot of frivolous law suits out there and that there are a number of sexual harassment cases 

that seem petty. I will grant further that I personally think that the first course of action should 

always be to exercise good interpersonal skills and go first to the offender to try to mediate the 

dispute.   If that approach fails, take a third party with you to the offender and try to work it out. 

Only after this second step fails, does one, in my opinion, make the matter public. Nonetheless, in 

reality there are people who won't meet with one or two others to discuss something as 

"insignificant" as the dignity and the privacy of another person and there are others who, for 

whatever reason, aren't able to stand up for their dignity on their own. The victims in these 

situations need a policy and vocal advocates both to help validate their hurts and to give them the 

means to express their concerns. 

Thus, it is my contention that in addition to creating a harassment policy, NPDA schools and 

judges must make an active effort in education and intervention aimed at prevention. To that end, 

I’ve included educational elements of a sexual harassment program adapted from the work of Dr. 

Andrew Luptak for the Concordia University System (1994) with potential applications for the 

National Parliamentary Debate Association. 

First, students, coaches and judges must know what sexual harassment is (or what behaviors 

can be defined as such). Thus, as all good debaters do, let us begin with a few definitions. Sexual 

harassment has been defined in a number of ways in a number of cases and regulatory statutes; 

nonetheless, there are commonalties across these cases. Generally, the definitions follow those of 

the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission which were upheld by the Supreme Court in the 

Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v. Vinson, et al. (Perry, 1993). Perry offers the following definitions 
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on a continuum which is useful for the discussion at hand and in educating others.  1) Gender 

harassment consists of making generalized sexist statements, exhibition of behavior which insults, 

degrades and/or conveys sexist attitudes, and creating a hostile environment due to gender. 2) 

Seductive behavior consists of unwanted or offensive verbal or physical advances and creating a 

hostile environment. 3) Sexual bribery consists of making request for sexual activity and/ or sex-

linked behavior by promise of a reward. 4) Sexual coercion is making a request for sexual 

activity and/or sex-linked behavior by coercion and/or threat of punishment. 5) Sexual 

imposition is sexual assault and/or rape. Sexual harassment can be filed under any of these 

definitions (even when other charges may also apply as in rape) and, as indicted earlier, sexual 

harassment may be defined and filed by people who are not direct victims of the behavior, but 

who suffer because of the behavior. 

With these definitions, in application, any of the following situations could constitute 

harassment for one or more of the individuals involved. 

• Seated in a van, three women and two men are engaged in conversation. One of the women 

takes the opportunity to tell a sexually explicit joke. The three women laugh; however, the 

two men are offended. 

• In the past, Steve has asked Mindy out for a date. Mindy has told Steve that she is not 

interested in dating him. Steve feels that he can get Mindy to like him, so he continues to ask 

her out and pursue a dating relationship. 

• Julie and Kim have taped the centerfold picture from the current issue of Playgirl onto the 

inside door of their practice room in the communication building. 

• Joe, a novice debater from a large team, comes to his last round judge-before the ballot goes 

in--and asks for help on his debating. The judge tells Joe that normally he would send him to 

his coach, but, given the Joe's need for more individualized attention, he would be willing to 

help Joe out if Joe agrees to go out with him later. 
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• Mike thinks that the judge (or competitor) in his round is quite a "looker." On a number of 

occasions, some people observing the round (including the judge) observe Mike looking at the 

woman's breasts. 

• Tammy is a very "up," energetic and demonstrative teaching assistant for the debate squad. 

During tournaments, it is not uncommon for her to run up to coaches and players and give 

them a big hug (without asking). 

• Diane and Jason meet at a debate tournament. They end up going to a local lounge and have 

a drink. Diane has two beers and Jason has several. They end up returning to Diane's hotel 

room (she is the only female on the team) and they both willingly kiss and pet. Because of the 

amount of alcohol Jason has consumed, he passes out and the next day feels that Diane 

crossed the line. 

• Two male debaters are competing against one male and one female debater. In the course of 

the round, it becomes apparent that whenever the female speaks there is excessive heckling 

and rather abrupt questioning from the opposing team and a great deal of laughter from the 

peanut gallery. When the woman's partner, of apparently equal skill, presents, the heckling is 

less frequent and questions are offered in a more polite and professional manner. 

So, we can see from these examples that sexual harassment is not easily defined although it can 

be seen in a wide array of behaviors, many of which would not seem inappropriate to a majority 

of people. Nonetheless, when the behavior creates a hostile environment, it is a problem. 

Second, we must help educate students and colleagues as to the potential problems associated 

with sexual harassment. As indicated earlier in my essay, it is critical that we educate people such 

that sexual harassment is not viewed as harmless. While one would think that such a mindset is 

beyond us, it really isn’t. Especially to those people who are anti-policy and anti-minority rights, 

the mentality that people should just toughen up is real. The amount of monetary damages 

awarded shed light on the seriousness of sexual harassment suits. From 1992 to 1993, the 

monetary damages awarded for sexual harassment doubled from $12.7 million to $25.2 million 

(BNAC communicator) and estimates of sexual harassment of college students is estimated 
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between 13-33% (Allen & Okawa, 1987). We may not know the breadth of harassment in the 

NPDA2, but many of us have heard complaints. Moreover, we know from other debate 

organizations and classroom studies that harassment may cause victims to suffer emotionally and 

physically, perform below their potential, and leave the activity (Luptak, 1994; Stepp, Simerly & 

Logue, 1994; and Szwapa, 1994). We need to carefully frame our educational efforts such that 

oeople understand that not only must responsible people be wary of actions which might result in 

legal recourse, but that there is an ethical responsibility to avoid harassment. 

Third, we need to educate ourselves and other about the appropriate responses to sexual 

harassment. Of course, the first and foremost means to stopping sexual harassment is to stop it at 

the time of incident. For example, if several persons are outside a round and a joke passes 

between the judge and a competitor, it would be reasonable for one or more of the members of 

the parliament, another competitor or another judge to intervene and note that the humor was not 

appreciated or that offense had been given. With that warning, a mature adult should recognize 

the error, apologize and move on. In such a case, it would be also reasonable for a judge to stop a 

round, deduct speaker points or rule favorably on a point of personal privilege emerging from 

harassment. Unfortunately, too often, a polite request or ruling may not be met favorably and/or 

may result in further harassment. In these situations, other measures must be taken.   Typically, 

there are two responses in a harassment situation. One is a formal response, following either legal 

routes or organizationally-legislated means. The other is an informal response in which two 

individuals or two individuals with a third party or personal advocates attempt to resolve the 

problem. In dealing with both of these situations, both parties should keep careful records of 

specific situations, behaviors, or statements in which the harassment occurred. The victim should 

keep a record of the persons involved, in what manner they were involved and why there was a 

perceived abuse. This record keeping helps all the parties sort out what happened and how the 
■ 

manner can best be resolved. 
 
_________________ 

 
2Surveys like the one conducted by Robert Trapp at the 1996 National Parliamentary Debate championships are a 
place to begin such an investigation in our organization. 
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Typically, at the time that a formal or informal route of address is selected, one also determines 

the need for legal support or an advocate to support the persons in the proceedings (Robertson, 

Dyer & Campbell, 1988; West, Reynolds & Jackson, 1994). Unfortunately, until the NPDA 

policy is completed, the exact procedure for advocacy can't be spelled out. Nonetheless, there are 

some things that individuals can do to help both the victim and the accused. First, it is important 

to support both parties. Since a number of sexual harassment charges are the result of differing 

perceptions (Luptak, 1994), it is important to realize that both parties may have "true" accounts of 

the event. The victim needs to know that there are people who believe him/her and who will help 

articulate what are sometimes difficult and embarrassing situations and complaints. Likewise, it is 

important that the accused realize that an accusation is not a conviction and that there are those 

who will support him/her as well. It is critical for successful intervention that neither party move 

into a defensive posture or feel threatened for telling the "truth" of the situation. Thus, the need 

for advocates. Most policies suggest that an advocate is critical in mediation. The parties each 

need a person there to encourage and support. Second, confidentiality should be maintained. 

Successful mediation cannot occur if either the victim or the accused is convicted through the 

tournament gossip mill, a chat site on the internet or other means of communication. Again, 

respect is essential on the part of both parties. The victim must model for everyone the very 

respect that they believe was denied them if there is to be a successful end to the situation. To this 

end, all parties must keep the matter confidential until the incident is resolved. 

Once an advocate has been identified, mediation typically involves a face-to-face meeting in 

either a formal setting with an organizational official or with a judicial board or in an informal 

setting (depending upon the elected course of action) with the accused, the victims and their 

advocates. The manner of this proceeding may vary from organization to organization, yet the 

desired outcome is the same—resolution. This resolution may or may not mean that a formal 

sanction is effected. Rather, it may mean that both parties sort out their differing perceptions and 

agree on what they will do to prevent further violations or misunderstandings. Either way, once 
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the meeting has ended, both victim and accused must move forward. This is often the most 

difficult part of sexual harassment mediation. The parties must agree to let the past be the past and 

agree not to discuss the matter or accuse after resolution has been achieved whether or not the 

outcome was what either side wanted the outcome to be. 

In closing, I call on my colleagues in NPDA, the students, and our officials to consider how we 

can systematically teach about sexual harassment, dispel gender stereotypes that set up an 

atmosphere of disrespect, and respond maturely to whatever channels are ultimately established by 

the NPDA for sexual harassment intervention and mediation. Again, this issue is not one of policy 

alone. The policy provides only a means to respond to a problem. If we hope to prevent the 

problem, to make our activity one of professionalism and to promote education, we need to 

address the real issue...respect. 
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