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Ethical, Practical, and Educational Issues: Addressing the Use of Unpublished Pieces in Interpretation Events Andrew C. Billings Jennifer L. Talbert The forensic community pretends it is not a big issue, yet we all know it is. People speak of it, but it is always referred to as something someone else is doing. Students practice deadpan expressions if asked about it. In sum, the issue of unpublished interpretation events is often avoided in forensic discourse, largely because the issue opens a potential minefield of problems for the activity. Still, particularly in the mid-to-late 1990s, unpublished pieces have flooded interpretation rounds, drastically altering the landscape of competition. Beyond competitive issues lies the deep-rooted question: Educationally, does the use of unpublished literature hinder a student's potential for learning and growth within the activity? Gernant (1991) asks the largest question of all: "What are students learning?" (p. 41). To answer this pedagogical dilemma, this study will address attitudes regarding (1) the prevalence of unpublished literature, (2) the opinions related to the use of such pieces, and (3) the competitive success of pieces written exclusively for use in individual event competition. In answering such questions, this study provides a solid heuristic for the future study of an issue that must be addressed in the forensic community.



Related Literature First, it is important to define the differences and similarities between the terms "unpublished literature" and "literature written for the sole use of competition." While unpublished literature has no author referent and only implies that the piece has never formally been printed, for the purposes of this study, the term operationalized interchangeably with literature written for the sole use of competition. This combining of terms is necessary for accurate study of the issues, as this dilemma really is not about whether a piece is or is not worthy of publication; nor is it an essay regarding the many ways a poor piece of literature can now be published on the Internet. Instead, this study should shed light on selections (largely unpublished) that are written with the intent of winning a speech competition. Andrew C. Billings (Ph.D., Indiana University, 1999) is an assistant professor and Director of Forensics at Clemson University. His forensic research interests lie in the areas of after-dinner speaking, interpretation, and gender communication. Jennifer L. Talbert (M.A., Wichita State University, 1997) is the Director of Forensics at Ball State University. Copyright © 2003 National Forensic Association
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Additionally, it is important to note that this study will treat partial-writing of a piece or program as being of the same ethical dilemma as writing an entire piece or program in its entirety. In other words, writing a poem for a program because the published literature that was found only makes for five minutes of performance material will be characterized in the same ethical motif as writing an entire poetry program from scratch. Put simply, any performance that contains unpublished literature as part or all of the texts is open for discussion. No major studies of unpublished literature have been conducted to date; however, scholars such as Keefe (1985) have examined the performance of oral interpretation in ways that are significant to studying pieces written exclusively for competitive purposes. These areas include: (1) a discussion of author's intent/ maintaining the integrity of the selection, (2) the need for accurate and consistent judging criteria for the performance of interpretation events, and (3) the potential difference in pedagogical value of performing published and unpublished literature. First, researchers have pointed out the importance of maintaining the integrity of a piece of literature, often correlated closely with the concept of author's intent. Geisler (1985) uses the example of a published poem that she wrote herself, performed under a pseudonym, and still received comments regarding author's intent. Five of her nine ballots argued that she "did not understand what the author of the piece had in mind" (p. 71). Considering that she was the actual author of the piece, comments like these underscore the impossibility of maintaining the intended message of the piece. As Geisler wrote, "All too often in competitive interpretation both contestants and judges assume that concepts like 'authorial intent' can be adjusted and quantified in order to do the pieces 'correctly' " (p. 71). Using pedagogy of hermeneutics, she introduces four propositions necessary for the assessment of competitive interpretation: 1. A need to ensure the integrity of a text. 2. An understanding that oral interpretation is both creation and re-creation of an art form. 3. The realization that interpretations which are defensible are valid. 4. A decision to honor generic characteristics of a given art work (p. 7879). Within these four propositions lies related concerns pertaining to unpublished interpretation, most notably the fourth, because there is no original pre-cut work in which any honor could be paid to generic characteristics. In addition, the second proposition refers to a re-creating of art, which implies that an interpretation performance takes pre-existing art and then does something new with it. This is obviously not always the case with interpretation written solely for performance. Beyond the realm of author's intent and integrity of literature, a second area of study focuses on the problems with judging inconsistencies. As Mills (1991) points out, "it is also important to substantiate what is actually occurring in the judging of individual events" (p. 31). Scholars such as Mills (1984), Hansen (1988), and Billings (1997) have addressed judging criteria within public address events, finding issues with standardization of judging criteria . However, the criteria em-
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ployed in evaluating interpretation events appear to be even more subjective. A report from a 1982 Speech Communication Association Caucus argues, "The basic cause of inconsistent judging is that there is no real agreement on how to coach interpretation" (Holloway, Allen, Barr, Colley, Keefe, Pearse, and St. Clair, 1982, p. 43). The same group of researchers examined 72 interpretation ballots, finding that judges comment primarily on vocal response (50 ballots) and introductions/transitions (39 ballots). Judges were less likely to focus on issues such as bodily response (22 ballots), timing/pacing (16 ballots), and command of material (13 ballots). Still comments ranged over eighteen different categories with the average ballot containing only 3.5 of these eighteen categories. As a result, it is no wonder that students and judges have a difficult time understanding the assessment of interpretation performances. Issues such as unpublished literature serve to blur the boundaries even more. Lewis, Williams, Keaveney, and Leigh (1984) introduce key questions a judge should ask when evaluating interpretation performances, many of which morph into different questions when applied to unpublished literature that is written directly for individual events performance. Among some of the questions that Lewis, in particular, provides: 1. Do you tell about context, characters, omitted scene information required to understand the selection? 2. Does the literature seem "fresh" (not just new, but "revitalized" literature)? 3. Is this "pulp" literature or literature of "merit"? 4. Does the monologic personal grow/change/evolve in the reading? Clearly, questions such as these are very fair questions to ask when evaluating interpretation performances, but they do not always fit when the student is performing something that was written by themselves or by their coach. For instance, question #1 asks if the context, characters, and other plot references that were cut from the performance were made clear to the audience. When performing a piece written for performance, this criteria is obviously always met, seeing as there is no other text beyond what is being spoken. Thus, judging criterion employed to evaluate a performance is altered greatly. Students who write their own material never have to worry about the comments that "this piece is overdone" or that a judge is "not following the flow of the cutting." With unpublished interpretation, the piece has never been done and there is no "cutting" to be done. While it may be difficult to write a piece yourself, there are clear advantages to performing your own material. The bottom line is that the material a student is performing is the top criteria that many judges use to determine a ranking. Mills (1991) proves this in an extensive analysis of 2,596 comments taken from 250 oral interpretation ballots. The top number of comments (649) were regarding the material being performed. That fact, in itself, warrants the analysis of the venues currently being used to find the material that is being presented. Verlinden (1987) writes that "the way oral interpretation is presented in forensics is important because so many students have their first or only exposure to
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the art in forensics" (p. 57). Students who perform unpublished literature are gaining art skills in the form of writing, but they are not gaining exposure to the mainstream literary world. Thus, from the standpoints of literary integrity, judging criterion, and pedagogical value, issues inherent in the performance of unpublished interpretation pieces must be addressed.



Research Questions Based on the perceived prevalence of unpublished interpretation pieces within individual events competition as well as the scholarly arguments concerning what superior interpretation should include, the researchers gained focus on the key issues within this perceived problem. As a result, a survey concerning these issues focused upon five key research questions: RQ1: Has unpublished interpretation regularly been competitively successful for the students who perform it? RQ2: How prevalent is the performance of unpublished interpretation in competitive collegiate forensics? RQ3: Do students within the forensic community regard the performance of unpublished interpretation as an ethical practice? RQ4: Do students within the forensic community feel the performance of unpublished interpretation should be legal? RQ5: What are the advantages and disadvantages of performing unpublished interpretation?



Method In order to assess current attitudes regarding unpublished interpretation, a 13-question survey was constructed by the researchers and then tested for any possible flaws by two students within the forensic community. These items asked questions about the prevalence, ethical and legal issues, and benefits and drawbacks of the use of using such material. A copy of the survey in its entirety can be found in Appendix A. The surveys were distributed at four large individual event tournaments in October 2000. These tournaments represented three distinct regions of the country (Midwest, Southeast, and East), that allowed a diverse number of teams to participate in the survey. While the exact number of different schools participating in this study can not be ascertained because of the anonymity of the surveys, it is estimated that 35-45 different schools were represented in the database, based on the number of schools who attended these tournaments. Once surveys were completed, means and crosstabulations were calculated using SPSS for Windows 10.0 (2000). Two additional coders checked the data for intercoder reliability. Overall correlation between the coders exceeded 99 percent.



Results In sum, a total of 109 respondents took part in the survey. Eighty-six (79%) had competed in an interpretation category at the collegiate level. Within this group, 24 students (28%) indicated that they had performed an unpublished piece at some point in their forensic career. When asked to indicate their success, all 24 (100%)
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indicated they had advanced to a regular season final round, 10 (42%) indicated they had made a quarterfinal round at AFA or NFA, and six (25%) indicated they had performed in a national final round using unpublished literature. Considering the fact that a quarter of all people performing unpublished interpretation did so at the highest level, research question #1 was answered, as using this type of writing was found not to hinder competitive success whatsoever. In fact, it appears to have enhanced a competitor's chances for success. Yet, beyond the apparent success of the students who did choose to perform unpublished interpretation pieces, evidence was found to indicate that the practice does not dominate collegiate forensics. The eighty-six respondents who indicated they have performed in an interpretation category also self-reported that they had performed 674 pieces/programs collectively. Among this sample of 674 interpretation events, only 55 (8%) were unpublished material or material written directly for use in competition. Students were also asked if they knew of anyone on their team who had ever performed unpublished interpretation. Thirty-five (32%) said yes, 57 (52%) said no, and 17 (16%) indicated they did not know or were unsure. When asked how much unpublished literature is being used in interpretation events today, 48 (44%) said 0-20% of all interpretation performances contained unpublished material, 34 (31%) felt that 21 -40% of all material was unpublished, 12 (11%) said 41 -60%, 5 (5%) said 61-80%, and 2 (2%) said 81-100%. Eight (7%) additional respondents claimed they were either unsure or had no basis for the assessment. The data concerning number of pieces performed, number of unpublished pieces performed, number of teammates performing unpublished literature, and the amount of unpublished literature within the entire activity combine to answer research question #2, which asked for the prevalence of unpublished interpretation. While only 8% of all interpretation actually were reported to be unpublished, the majority of students guessed the number was actually much higher. If the 8% figure holds true in subsequent studies, it should note that the amount of unpublished literature actually being performed does not amount to nearly as high a percentage as the amount of unpublished literature people think are being performed. The respondents were also asked to indicate how big a problem the use of unpublished literature is within collegiate individual events. Nine (8%) said it was a major problem, 25 (23%) indicated it was somewhat a problem, 39 (36%) said it was a minor problem, and 28 (26%) argued that it was a non-existent problem. Eight (7%) respondents either did not answer of the question or indicated no opinion. Building off of this question, respondents were asked how ethical the practice of performing unpublished interpretation is, yielding perhaps the largest array of responses. While six (6%) people has no opinion, 13 (12%) said it was highly ethical, 13 (12%) said it was moderately ethical, 33 (30%) said it was neither ethical nor unethical, 21 (19%) said it was moderately unethical, and 23 (21%) said it was highly unethical. Thus, research question #3, which asked about the ethics of using unpublished literature must be answered in a mixed response. The most frequent answer to this question is that the practice lies in the middle of the
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ethics continuum. However, slightly more people (40%) leaned toward labeling the practice unethical than leaned toward the practice being ethical (24%). Students were also asked the pragmatic question of whether unpublished interpretation should be legal for competition. The majority of respondents (56/ 51%) said that it should be a legal practice while 43 (39%) said the use of unpublished interpretation should be deemed illegal. Ten (10%) people indicated no opinion. One respondent even said, "I hate it. It's cheating. If we want to use so much of it, then it needs to be its own event, or legalized so everyone can do it, not just those prestigious enough to get away with it.." As a result, research question #4, which pertained to the legality of unpublished pieces, was answered by saying that while the majority of respondents favored keeping it legal, the forensic community, as a whole, remains largely mixed. Ironically, while both ethical and legal issues yielded diverse responses, people indicated leanings toward labeling the practice unethical, but nonetheless legal. Respondents were also asked if performing unpublished interpretation made a student more or less likely to succeed. Thirty-nine (36%) said yes, while 49 (45%) said no, with the remaining 21 (19%) indicating that the practice did not cause students to be any more or any less successful. Respondents were then asked the question of why they felt that way. Several themes emerged within the responses of the thirty-nine individuals that answered yes. Ten individuals claimed that students would succeed because of an increased connection with the literature; nine indicated that the unpublished literature was written specifically for the performer—a "tailor-made" piece—thus increasing the likelihood of success; six wrote of being able to follow a specific "formula" for success; three respondents believed that success would be enhanced because the student would be more familiar with the literature; and three postulated that the unpublished literature gave advantages to a limited few. Other arguments included: (1) unpublished literature increased the quality of literature, (2) only top level competitors performed unpublished literature, and (3) it was easier to find unpublished literature. Of the 49 surveys that indicated no, respondents justified why individuals were no more likely to succeed with unpublished literature. Nine respondents suggested that material did not matter nearly as much as the talent of the performer; seven believed that unpublished literature would have as much literary quality as published literature. As one respondent stated, "If someone beats me with an unpublished piece, they were just better than me." Three thought that using unpublished literature was unnecessary because there are plenty of quality published literature available, three more suggested that the unpublished literature did not make any difference in success. Other reasons why people who perform unpublished literature were seen as being less likely to succeed were that: (1) the feeling that "cheaters never win", (2) judges are not familiar with unpublished literature, (3) there is no guarantee with unpublished literature, and (4) the practice is unethical. A final sentiment for these students being less likely to succeed was voiced by one respondent, who wrote that "It is actually more difficult to write a piece with the necessary levels and parts." The next question pertained to the perceived advantages of performing an
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unpublished interpretation. Respondents were able to detail multiple advantages including that: (1) unpublished literature is new/novel/unknown (20 responses) (2) the competitor would feel a more personal connection with the literature (17 responses); (3) the competitor could tailor to a piece in conjunction with a performer's "style" (15 responses); and (4) an interpretation "formula" could be more readily followed (12 responses). Others indicated that unpublished interpretation was an advantage because there was no need to decipher the author's intent because they did not have to locate literature, and because the selection could be rewritten to suit the audience. Fourteen individuals could not find any advantage to performing unpublished literature. The final question asked for disadvantages surrounding the idea of performing unpublished literature. A few answers were repeated a multiple times. Nineteen respondents believed that a disadvantage would be the possibility of poor writing or decrease in the quality of literature, eight individuals felt you could be caught or disqualified from competition, and six implied that performing unpublished literature could bring "bad name" to a student, a team, or even an entire activity. A myriad of other disadvantages was given concerning legitimacy, ethics, and author's intent. Several others spoke of how unpublished literature "creates an imbalance in the playing field" as some students are working on better cuts of published pieces while other students are working on rewrites of pieces they have written themselves. Fifteen surveys indicated that there were no disadvantages to performing unpublished literature.



Discussion The results of the survey provide insight and integral data on how people feel about unpublished literature within interpretation events. Five key findings appear to be important for the forensic community and the direction of future research within this area. First, students did appear to be just as successful (if not more so) when performing literature that is in unpublished form. Of the 24 students who reported they had performed this type of piece, a quarter made it to the pinnacle of forensic success: a national final round. While we do not know the success of the other people in the survey, it could be safe to assume that they would not have had such high success rates with published literature. Still, students felt there was no inherent advantage, as the results showed a near-split between people who felt unpublished literature helped then and the people who felt it hurt them competitively. This study also pinpointed the prevalence of unpublished literature. Perhaps surprisingly, the practice of using this form of literature was not nearly as widespread as what we think it is. In fact, half of the people surveyed surmised the percentage of unpublished literature would be 20% or higher. However, this survey found that only 8% of all performance literature were reported to be unpublished. Granted, the perceived stigma of performing unpublished interpretation could imply that students may have been hiding the truth within the research, making the actual percentage higher. However, given the complete anonymity of the surveys itself, students actually were given no motivation to do so, as any report of
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performing self-written or unpublished interpretation would not come back to harm them personally. A third finding uncovered what many already would have guessed: there is no clear-cut consensus about the ethical implications of performing literature written directly for forensic performance. In fact, when asked about such concerns, there was a virtual split, although people did lean slightly toward the "unethical" side of the scale. Such a disagreement confirms division within the community as to how to handle the issue. It also shows why the topic rarely is openly discussed within the forensic activity; people's opinions are widely diverse on the ethical issues within the debate. Fourth, in regard to legality, the largest finding was that students were uneducated about the current rules. Many students dubbed the practice illegal when, in fact, the practice is not specifically banned by either the American or National Forensics Association. While most appeared to endorse the status quo, they differed as to what the status quo was. Some reported that the practice should "stay legal" while others wrote it should "remain illegal." It is clear that the lack of discussion about unpublished interpretation has caused many to be unable to discern the rules of the activity. Clearly, this problem must be alleviated. Nonetheless, beyond the perceived lack of knowledge about the rules as they relate to unpublished literature, the set of respondents stayed fairly split—although this time they leaned on the side of the practice being legal. The fact that the majority (albeit not an overwhelming majority) felt that unpublished literature is both unethical, yet should be legal is an interesting juxtaposition of the issue. Yet, perhaps this actually does reflect an endorsement of the status quo, because while some feel they do not like the practice, they see it as impossible to enforce because of the prevalence of internet publishing and other venues to make unpublished literature become published literature in a matter of minutes. Finally, this study uncovered some of the reasons why students choose the unpublished option when performing interpretation pieces. The most common advantage listed was that the piece would be guaranteed to be new. In other words, they could avoid the comment that the piece has been performed successfully by another competitor. Perhaps people who do not endorse the use of unpublished literature would want to take these comments to heart by rewarding students for performing high-quality, classic pieces of literature even if someone had performed it before. Students also felt that they would have more of a "connection" with the piece if they dictated what was the exact text and that this practice helps students fit into the inherent "success formula." The most common disadvantage listed was that the literature would not be of as high a quality as other pieces. In sum, the question of whether to perform unpublished literature becomes an issue of benefits and drawbacks. For instance, if the decreased literary quality of the piece could be counteracted by the ability to create a success formula within the piece, the student is more likely to opt for an unpublished piece. If that is not the case, they are more likely to remain with a piece that is already published. The same could be true with the other advantages and disadvantages; the practice has clear benefits and drawbacks and the question becomes whether the unpublished piece
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is seen as "worth the risk."



Conclusion Without question, the performance of unpublished literature is a touchy subject that polarizes students, coaches, and judges alike. The most pressing question that coaches, as educators, should ask, is not whether students using unpublished interpretation are more or less likely to win, but whether they are more or less likely to learn. There is no question that the skills employed when performing an unpublished piece are significantly different than the skills used for finding, cutting, and performing published literature. The forensics community should be asking whether both of these skills have educational value and whether the goals of interpretation are still met regardless of whether the piece is published or not. Additionally, the findings in this study should spark debates about judging paradigms, specifically what judges look for when assessing a piece for interpretation. Those who feel the practice is unethical may need to adjust their paradigms to allow room for pieces that have been done by other competitors at other times and places. Coaches must also speak openly about the issue with their students. At times, students may be performing unpublished literature without the knowledge of their coaches for fear of the coaches' disapproval of such a choice. However, it is only through frank discussion of these issues that the forensic community can eventually come to an understanding of them. These questions will persist until we create an open, honest dialogue about unpublished interpretation. Right now, the dialogue is relegated to the nebulous "other" that is choosing to perform unpublished literature. The stigma of admitting to writing a piece for competition is quite evident, but the only way to erase such stigmas is to talk about them with an aware eye toward consensus building.
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Appendix A Interpretation Events Questionnaire NOTE: You are about to answer a series of questions pertaining to unpublished interpretation that is performed in individual events competitions. Obviously, this is a subject that has been kept a secret because of a possible backlash against some performances. Please know that we guarantee that your answers will be kept confidential and that you will not be asked to render information that in any way helps to identify you, your school, or even the geographic region in which you compete. Feel free to answer these questions openly and honestly. l.)Have you ever competed in interpretation events (prose, poetry, duo, DI, POI) at the college level? ___ Yes ____ No If no, skip to #5 2.) Approximately how many different interpretation pieces/programs have you performed at the college level? ____ Number of pieces/programs performed 3.) How many of these pieces/programs have been unpublished material (i.e. written by students, coaches, etc.) ____ Number of unpublished pieces/programs 4.) Have you ever performed unpublished material in: **You may check more than one: ____ Regular season final rounds ____ AFA or NFA quarterfinals ____ AFA or NFA semifinals ____ AFA or NFA finals 5.)To your knowledge, does anyone on your team perform unpublished material? ____ Yes ____ No _____ Unsure 6.) What percentage of interpretation events on the circuit do you feel are unpublished pieces/programs? 0-20% 21-40% 41%-60% 61-80% __ 81-100%
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7.) Would you say unpublished interpretation, is a: ____ Major problem ___ Somewhat of a problem ___ Minor problem ___ Non-existent problem 8.) In your opinion, performing unpublished material is: ____ Highly ethical ___ Moderately ethical ___ Not ethical or unethical ____ Moderately unethical ____ Highly unethical 9.) In your opinion, performing unpublished interpretation should be: ____ Legal ____ Illegal 10.) ____



Do you feel people who perform unpublished interpretation are more successful? Yes ______ No Why?



11.)



What do you feel are the advantages of performing unpublished interpretation?



12.)



What do you feel are the disadvantages of performing unpub lished interpretation?



13.)



Additional comments:
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