Hip-hop adds twist to debate

New debate league in Tacoma encourages students to not just speak their arguments, but to rap or rhyme
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[image: image1..pict]High school debate teams aren’t just for honor-roll kids in sweater vests anymore. A new kid is on the scene – the Tacoma Urban Debate League, which shakes up debate with spoken-word poetry and hip-hop. The group is organizing after-school debate teams at Mount Tahoma, Lincoln and Foss high schools, and held its first workshop Wednesday at the University of Puget Sound.

The teams’ coaches will include hip-hop and spoken word artists from the community along with students from the University of Puget Sound.

The Urban Debate League’s goal is to reach out to students who might otherwise not think about participating in debate, said program coordinator Stella Haioulani.

“Traditional debate has this misconception about what it is supposed to be and who’s supposed to be debating,” Haioulani said. “Here, they’re using hip-hop and they’re using spoken-word poetry as part of a policy debate. That’s a little different.”

About 100 students participated in Wednesday’s workshop, many of whom were recruited through the Higher Education Readiness Opportunity initiative, a program that helps prepare low-income and minority students in Washington for college. Others learned about the debate league through the High School Street Behavior Program at Mount Tahoma, which targets students who are in danger of getting involved with gangs.

The Seattle Debate Foundation, which has run the Seattle Urban Debate League since 1998, organized the Tacoma league this year with a $35,000 grant from the Comcast Foundation. It’s the 22nd Urban Debate League to be formed nationwide.

As part of Wednesday’s workshop, the students watched a practice debate between UPS students and debate league organizers about whether the United States should fund clean-water programs in Africa. The debaters used rhyme, drumming, metaphor and phrases in native African languages to get their point across.

The nontraditional approach encourages students to enjoy themselves while developing their writing and research skills through debate, said Rajnii Eddins, a spoken-word artist who will be coaching students at Mount Tahoma.

“It’s taking it out of the realm of being an elitist practice generally accessed only by people in privileged positions,” Eddins said. “It’s their own culture and personal expression they’re using that’s allowing them to be empowered.”

Paul Johnson, a junior at Foss High School, said he’s looking forward to participating in the debate league. He said people often underestimate the importance of hip-hop in young people’s lives and don’t think of using it as teaching tool.

“I think it’s great experience to be able to use hip-hop as a positive form, because a lot of times it’s looked on in a bad light,” Johnson said.

“You can use it for more than entertainment.”
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For details

If you want to get involved with the Tacoma Urban Debate League, contact Stella Haioulani at 253-921-1160 or visit the HERO program office at Mount Tahoma, Lincoln or Foss high school.
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Stella Haioulani joins the discussion in a Tacoma Urban Debate League workshop Wednesday at the University of Puget Sound. “Traditional debate has this misconception about what it is supposed to be and who’s supposed to be debating,” said Haioulani, who coordinates the program at area high schools.








