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“What would occur if debate became as compulsory in inner-city educational culture as football or basketball? Imagine graduating from high school each year millions of underprivileged teenagers with the ability to articulate their own needs, the needs of others, and the ability to offer solutions. I am convinced that someone would be forced to listen.” - Professor Edward Lee, Memoir of a Former Urban Debate Participant

The Seattle/Northwest Debate Foundation (SDF) a 501(c)3 social justice organization committed to the critical literacy and empowerment of urban youth through debate education.
Description of Programming
SDF creates and sustains informal and empowering learning communities throughout the Seattle area's underserved populations by sponsoring weekend debate tournaments; public/street debates; teacher support programs; direct coaching; and parent/community training for paid & volunteer positions in: judging/administering debate tournaments, community organizing, fundraising, and youth mentoring.
Curriculum is designed to expose students to current literature and experts from the community who are waging critical arguments that focus on ways to address the root cause of societal injustices and inequities based on race, class, gender, sexual orientation.  Not only do students develop an understanding of how these issues affect themselves and local and global communities; but they also learn about the importance of their own voice and role in creating solutions to these problems.
Preparing for and participating in public debates and 90-minute debate rounds at weekend tournaments, students practice voicing their own researched views on the most pressing political, economic, social and cultural questions facing their generation. 
Educators around the country believe that debate is a better learning tool for urban students than anything else they have tried.[1]  According to Yale University Professor Minh A. Luong, “There is no better activity that will develop essential academic, professional, and life skills than dedicated involvement in speech and debate.”[2]  Research on debate consistently produces dramatic results across the curriculum and most measures of academic achievement – especially for traditionally underserved educational communities.  Robert B. Reich, Professor of Social and Economic Policy at Brandeis University explains: “Urban Debate Leagues can help reduce the education-opportunity gap that separates rich and poor communities and thus they can help our children’s chances and our nation’s future.”  
Debate participation is linked to improvements in test scores, grades, reading comprehension, critical thinking skills, reducing achievement gaps[3] between populations, reducing discipline referrals[4], and promoting college attendance.[5]  In Atlanta, a study of the impact of debate on at-risk middle school students found that seventh graders improved their grade-point averages by four points and experienced a 50% reduction in disciplinary action.[6]  Not only do reading scores of debaters improve 25% more than those of non-debaters;[7] but also, the New York Times reported in 2004, that after two years of debating, high school students participating in Urban Debate Leagues research at a post-collegiate level.[8]  Furthermore, John Sexton, President of New York University and former Dean of NYU Law School explains, “In some ways debate is a superior training to what’s offered in some law schools.”[9]
 
Debate increases college matriculation and scholarship opportunities.  In 1997, Atlanta reported that over 12,000 of students participating in urban debate went on to attend a four-year college or university, with three dozen receiving debating scholarships.  In addition, nearly 100 colleges and universities recruit urban debaters, the majority of whom are low-income.[10]
 
Debate transforms classrooms into dialogical learning environments, where debaters actively determine their education’s content.  Debate Across the Curriculum is an effective and easily replicable teaching tool that enables students to be actively engage in learning.[11]  Miami English teachers at several low-performing schools use debate to teach after-school remedial reading classes.  Student satisfaction in these classes motivated them to compete in the Miami Dade Urban Debate League.  Bonnie Copeland, CEO of the Baltimore City Public School System claims that “Linking debate into the social studies curriculum enhances their ability to learn the necessary skills and concepts.”[12] 
 
High expectations for student achievement are fostered by team-based competitive tournaments.  Debate competition inspires students to improve reading comprehension, critical thinking and research skills, note-taking, communication skills, conflict resolution skills, and enables students to become leaders in their peer group and role models for middle school students. 
 
Students learn to respect others’ views, develop their own, and accept responsibility for them. The debate format positions students as active, vocal advocates for public policy change: transforming traditional student attitudes toward learning basic skills.  Research becomes a means to an end:  winning debates.  Students are free to speak with authority, as advocates for change in which they are intellectually invested.  Breaking the code of public policy language is a byproduct of researching those issues, providing students with justified confidence in their own ideas.  Teachers, parents and judges listen while students speak.  Judges take copious notes.  This reversal of power that the debate format embodies is critically important as a life experience for marginalized populations.
Weekend tournaments create a unique opportunity for interaction between economically and racially diverse groups from within the school, and from schools around the country creating a culture of learning and a national network of friends.  Students mingle with students with various backgrounds and academic records.  This improves overall conditions between these groups at school.  
In addition to the traditional debate curriculum we also engage the teaching strategies to connect to students’ interests by enabling students to use Hip Hop music and culture to speak to the issues the students will be debating.  This incorporation not only increases student’s participation in debate by uniquely motivating them to learn; but also functions as a means to switch the code of academic debate in a way that values the richness and voices of all cultures and forms of expression.  Students learn how to create dynamic speeches by incorporating alternate forms of cultural expression and political thought found in Hip Hop including spoken word, poetry, and song.  Students will work in collaboration with debate coaches and Hip Hop artists to create and record these speeches for future use in public debates and weekend tournaments.  Incorporating Hip Hop into debate has received national attention and recognition as both a valuable teaching tool to reduce the achievement gap and as a powerful and persuasive style of debating practiced by some of the top college debaters in the country. [13]
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