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COLLOQUIUM ON BALLOT CRITERIA: The Use of Criteria Referenced Ballots for Individual Events Kristine M. Bartanen * In the forensics tournament setting, students receive feedback on their performances through ballots written by each of their judges. The benefits of this procedure include the opportunity for each competitor to have some twenty to thirty different forensics educators respond to their performances in a given year and offer them assistance in improving their oral communication skills. The opportunity for feedback is maximized when ballot forms focus critics' attention on criteria relevant to the event being judges and prompt judges to provide helpful suggestions. Despite the importance of the written ballot to forensics education, forensics educators have not studied ballot format. The proceedings of the 1984 National Developmental Conference on Forensics notes: "If one area of tournament direction has been ignored, it has been ballot construction. Quite often, the configuration of the ballot seems to match the paper available" (Murphy, 88). In order to improve ballots, the NDCF recommended a set of criteria for evaluation of speech (informative, persuasive, communication analysis, extemporaneous, impromptu, speech to entertain, etc.) and interpretation (prose, poetry, drama, duo, etc.) events. Murphy reports: These standards of evaluation are intended to provide a framework of criticism.... [and] will allow students to understand what they are supposed to accomplish and learn. These standards reflect well established rhetorical principles which transcend the particular events. These standards should provide a framework for more coherent evaluation of student performances (90). The criteria proposed by the individual events work group were endorsed by the NDCF and have been used by various tournaments, including the Pi Kappa Delta National Tournaments (see Hanson, 1985). There has been no study, however, of the effect of the criteria on comments written by judges, or even of the usefulness of the criteria themselves. In recent years, forensics educators have also discussed the merits of adding a "reason for decision" section to individual events ballots; proponents of such an addition argue that it would prompt 'The National Forensic Journal, VIII (Fall, 1990), pp. 133-144. KRISTINE M. BARTANEN is Professor and Director of Forensics in the Communication and Theatre Arts Department at the University of Puget Sound, Tacoma, WA 98416. This project was supported is part by a University of Puget Sound Enrichment Grant.
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judges to provide a rationale for the ranking and rating awarded to a competitor. This study is an initial investigation of some of the foregoing assumptions about ballot format. In particular, the research sought to learn: Q1: Does articulation of criteria on a ballot affect the content of judges' comments to students? Q2: Does a "reason for decision" space motivate judges to explain or justify their rankings and ratings? Q3: Are each of the NDCF criteria used by judges or do some of them appear to be irrelevant or misunderstood? Q4: Does use of ballot format vary among types of judges, events, divisions, or levels of rank and rate? Method Data were collected by using two-part NCR ballots for all preliminary individual event rounds at the first Northwest Forensics Conference Tournament of 1988-89.1 Round one ballots listed no criteria, round two ballots used the criteria proposed by the 1984 National Developmental Conference, and round three ballots used these criteria plus a "reason for decision" space (see appendix for copies of the ballots used). Judges were given no special training before rounds began. The second copies of the ballots from the nine individual events were collected and content analyzed. In all, 1002 ballots were studied in this project. Demographic information recorded for each ballot included round, event, judge (director of forensics, assistant, alumni of forensics competition, other),2 division of the competitor, rank and rate. The total number of comments and the number of comments directed to each of the criteria, reason for decision, or "other" were counted. The unit of analysis was a complete thought unit, which ranged from one or two words (e.g., "good gestures") to a lengthy sentence or two. Finally, a judgment was made for round two and round three ballots as to whether the judge made no attempt to use the ballot format, made partial use of the format, or made a clear effort to use the printed format. Inter-coder reliability was 93%.3 Cross-tabulation, breakdown, and chi-square analyses were conducted using SPSS.4 Results Q1: Does articulation of criteria on a ballot affect the content of judges' comments to students? Using a criterion-referenced ballot clearly affected judges' comments to students. As the first segment of Table 1 indicates, in the speech events the number of comments as well as judges' attention to thesis, link, support, organization, and language improved in rounds 2
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and 3 when ballots with criteria were used. The greater focus on these factors did not negatively impact judge comments on speech delivery. The first segment of Table 2 contains the results for the interpretation events. While the total number of comments here did not increase significantly, use of the criteria referenced ballots did shift judge focus to factors other than delivery of the program. TABLE 1 Crosstabulations for Speech Events (Mean Number of Comments) Total



Thesis



Link Support Organ



Lang



Deliv



Other RFD



Rd 1 (N = 228)



4.88



0.29



0.18



2.26



0.49



0.19



1.38



0.12 0.03



Rd2



5.79



0.53



0.50



1.93



0.83
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0.17 0.04



6.02



0.52
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1.88
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.0000
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.0000
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0.48
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0.40
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0.35
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0.48



0.08
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0.44 0.03
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0.39



0.38



1.70
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0.31
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0.39



1.53



0.20



0.01
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.2911
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.0948



5.41



0.44



0.26



2.04



0.92



0.37



1.34



0.25



0.04



5.99



0.47



0.56



1.87



0.64



0.39



1.94



0.25



0.14



5.00



0.33



0.41
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0.38



0.12



1.51



0.47



0.01
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0.52



0.46



2.13



0.73



0.39
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5.43
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0.50



0.26
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TABLE 2 Crosstabulations for Interpretation Events (Mean Number of Comments) Total Purpose Link Integrity Theme Delivery Other RFD Rd l (N = 140) Rd 2 (N = 140) Rd 3 (N = 136) p= DOF (N=104) Asst (N = 89) Alum (N =113) Other (N = 110) p= Prose (N=115) Duo (N = 51) POI (N = 129) Drama (N=121) p=



4.82



0.31



0.18



0.03



0.51



3.19



0.25



0.14



5.09



0.68
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0.15
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0.16
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0.29
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0.49
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.7023
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Consistent with these results is the assessment of judges' use of the ballot format. In rounds 2 and 3,28% of the speech ballots showed that judges wrote comments in response to the questions posed. An additional 12% of the ballots showed that judges made some effort to respond to the criteria by writing a short global response to the questions and then writing comments in their own format on the right-hand side of the ballot. Interpretation ballots displayed a similar pattern: 27% contained comments written directly to the criteria and an additional 19% showed a partial effort to use the ballot format. Since judges who wrote 60% of the speech ballots and 54% of interpretation ballots did not put their comments into the format printed on the ballot, it was important to investigate whether having the criteria on the ballot impacted the nature of their comments nonetheless. Table 3
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indicates that while there were some differences between round 1 ballots and ballots completed by round 2 and 3 judges who did not use the printed format, no pattern of influence emerges. There is no clear indication that judges had made mental note of the criteria and used them in making comments. TABLE 3 Comparison of Non-Criteria Ballots and Format Non-Users (Mean Number of Comments) Speech:



Total



Thesis



Link Support Organ



Lang



Deliv



Other RFD



Round 1 (no criteria on ballot)



(N=228)



4.88



0.29



0.18



2.26



0.49



0.19



1.38



0.12



0.03



1.58



0.27



0.04



5.06 0.25 0.42 1.72 0.57 0.20 1.28 0.66 .1549 .2050 .0004 .0016 .0062 .8687 .1412 .0000



0.05 .493



Round 2 (non-users of ballot format)



(N=139)



5.32



0.36



0.35



2.02



0.75



0.17



Round 3 (non-users of ballot format)



(N=138)



p= Speech: RFD
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0.31
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4.09



0.43



Link



Support



Organ



Lang
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Round 1 (no criteria on ballot)



0.19



0.03



0.22



3.44



0.63 0.11



2.85



0.28 0.08



2.65 .0045



0.34 0.10 .0002 .7847
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0.10



0.22



0.17



Round 3 (non-users of ballot format)



(N=138) p=



4.30 0.48 .0269 .1307



0.31 .0074



0.04 .0000



0.38 .0732



Q2: Does a "reason for decision" space motivate judges to explain or justify their rankings and ratings? Use of the "reason for decision" space did result in a significant difference in ballot comments justifying the competitors' rankings and ratings (see the final column in Tables 1 and 2). More round three ballots contained reason for decision comments. However, in all, 86% of the interpretation ballots and 94% of the speech ballots contained no explicit reason for decision. Q3: Are each of the NDCF criteria used by judges or do some of them appear to be irrelevant or misunderstood?
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A summary of the results concerning judges' use of the National Developmental Conference criteria, displayed in Table 4, shows that even when the criteria were printed on ballots, some standards prompted little comment from judges. For example, with the speech events, more than half of the ballots contained no comment about thesis, motivational link to audience, and language usage. For the interpretation events, more than half of the ballots contained no comments about motivational link to audience, maintenance of author integrity, and theme. TABLE 4 Judges' Use of Ballot Criteria Speech:



Thesis



Link



Support



Organization



Language



Delivery



82.9 68.1 61.1 70.7



30.7 21.0 22.7 24.8



Percentage Making No Comment Rd l Rd 2 Rd 3 Total



72.8% 50.7 54.1 59.2 Mean



Range



1.10 (1-3)



Interp:



Purpose



84.2 55.0 57.2 65.5



7.0 12.2 15.7 11.7



59.2 37.1 44.1 46.8



Number of Comments for Those Who Commented 1.17



(1-4) Link



2.29 (1-9) Integrity



1.33



(1-6) Theme



1.15 (1-5)



1.99 (1-7)



Delivery



Percentage Making No Comment



Rd 1 Rd 2 Rd 3 Total



77.1% 36.4 43.4 52.4



82.9 58.6 49.3 63.7



97.1 52.9 72.8 74.3



84.3 57.1 49.3 63.7



7.1 6.4 4.4 6.0



Mean Number of Comments for Those Who Commented



Range



1.13 (1-4)



1.05 (1-2)



1.05 (1-2)



1.15 (1-4)



3.16 (1-11)



Q4: Does use of ballot format vary among types of judges, events, divisions, or level of rank and rate? The second segments of Table 1 and of Table 2 report significant differences in ballot comments among types of judges. As ought to be the case, the better ballots were written by directors of forensics. Program assistants appeared to be the weakest group of judges in this study. They tended to write fewer comments; they are less likely to comment on thesis, organization, and language in speech events; and
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they are less likely to comment on purpose, motivational link, and literature integrity in interpretation events. The third segments of Table 1 and of Table 2 show some significant differences among events. The persuasion ballots contained the fewest comments, least attention to organization and language, and greater focus on delivery and miscellaneous comments. Judges seemed least concerned about motivational link to the audience in extemporaneous speaking and communication analysis. While communication analysis ballots contained an expected greater focus on supporting material/ analysis, they, as with the persuasion ballots, contained fewer comments on organization and language. For the interpretation events, judges gave greater attention to purpose on prose and programmed interpretation ballots, while duo judges commented extensively on vocal and physical delivery. There were a few division differences among the speech events, as evidenced by the final segment of Table 1. As might be expected, judges addressed more comments on support-analysis and miscellaneous matters and fewer comments on organization to championship division speakers. Novices received more frequent comments about the thesis of their presentation. Attention to delivery was lower as the level of competition increased. There were no divisional differences among the interpretation events. There were also no differences in ballot comments based on ranking or rating. Discussion Criteria Referenced Format. If more and varied relevant comments are an indicator of better critiques, then use of criteria referenced ballot forms has the potential to improve a significant proportion of tournament ballots. While there were more directors of forensics who used rather than ignored the ballot format, there were a few judges in other categories who also "complied" with the ballot provided. A weakness of this particular project is that no judge training other than two pages of event rules was provided. If judges received stronger encouragement to use the ballot format, and the criteria and their importance were explained to judges, then one could hope for even stronger results (see Hanson, 1989 and Dean, 1988). While some judges may continue to prefer to use their own format for comments, additional training might increase the salience of the ballot criteria. Reason for Decision. While providing a "reason for decision" on ballots did appear to promote a few more comments justifying students' placement in rounds, the overall paucity of comments in this category indicates that more work is needed if forensics educators deem the reason for decision an important element of individual events ballots.



140



National Forensic Journal



The number of comments recorded in this category is, in fact, an overestimate of their usefulness as "tough round" gives little clue for improvement to competitors or coaches. Some judges used the space to summarize two or three items for improvement in a student's presentation; while this is very helpful feedback, it is not necessarily justification of the judge's decision. This observation brings up the tension between educational and competitive emphases. Placing greater emphasis on reason for decision emphasizes the competitive aspect of forensics; perhaps that is more important for championship level speakers. From an educational perspective, a student may be helped more by a comment such as "You need to do x and y to improve your introduction" than by a reason for decision which reads "Your introduction was weak." NDCF Criteria. The individual events work group which drafted the NDCF ballot criteria "sought to draw up standards that would preserve the creativity so apparent in individual events, while providing the judge with enough information to write useful comments on the ballot." The work group felt that these criteria "would direct the attention of judges to the crucial areas of the students' performance" (Murphy, 87). The results of this research indicate some, but not overwhelming, fulfillment of those hopes. That several of the criteria are significantly underused raises several concerns. First, while lack of comment may, in some cases, mean that student performance was adequate or good in a given category, from an educational perspective, such lack of comment deprives students of feedback. In particular, students miss out on feedback of a positive or reinforcing type. Students and coaches ought to know, for example, if the judge could identify the thesis or claim from which the speech was developed. Second, the low proportions of comments in both speech and interpretation events regarding motivational link with the audience support a general intuition that judges do not know what to do with this criterion. Is the judge supposed to report his/her "liking" of or interest in the topic or selection (a common type of comment)? Or is the judge to evaluate how the student attempted to link his/her presentation to a college forensic audience generally? Forensics educators have discussed on various occasions the importance of audience adaptation and the difficulty of accomplishing such adaptation in the relatively "closed environment" of forensics competition. There are certainly variations in the ability of students in various divisions and events ("prepared" vs. "limited preparation," for example) to adapt to the specific judge and panel of listeners. It seems safe to say that the individual events community needs more discussion of and education about this criterion.
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Third, despite three of the five interpretation event criteria relating to what have been termed communication or literary rather than performance elements (Pelias, 1984), the strong emphasis of ballots on vocal and physical delivery suggests that judges have yet to see oral interpretation as a forensic event. If we support the argumentative perspective of forensics, then we ought to encourage judges to make greater use of the purpose, link, and thematic development criteria on ballots (see Swarts, 1988 and Verlinden, 1987). Fourth, at least two of the NDCF criteria deserve revision. The "use of appropriate language" criterion and, especially, the "maintain the ethical integrity of the literature" criterion are threshold standards. While certainly important, they are the criteria most likely to provoke a yes/no response from the judge. It would seem more useful to have speech ballots prompt judge comments on clarity, propriety, and variety of students' language choices. We ought to do more to educate students and critics about the importance of stylistic excellence. The weakness of the integrity standard in interpretation is most clearly seen when a potential parallel criterion for speech events is forwarded: "Did the speaker plagiarize his/her presentation?" Of course, we want students neither to violate author integrity nor plagiarize material. How is a judge to know if the literature has been abused if he/she has never seen it before? (A common ballot comment under this category is "I guess so.") Perhaps ethical integrity ought to be addressed in event rules rather than in ballot criteria. What ballots do tend to include are comments about the appropriateness of the literature for the interpreter, quality of the literature, and commonness of the literature in competition. While there are difficult biases possible in each of those areas, perhaps a better criterion for our ballots would be: "Did the interpreter choose appropriate literature for self, theme, and audience?" Variations Observed. The relative weaknesses of ballots written by program assistants is troubling. While it may have been an idiosyncrasy of the given tournament or year (see Bartanen, 1987), we may need to be more concerned about training assistant coaches to write better ballots. Our tendency may be to assume too often that because they have recently been competitors, graduate assistants and other assistants know what constitutes a good ballot. They may even write good "competitive" ballots. Over the years we have spent considerable time and effort discussing means of training "lay" judge-critics. We may need to direct similar attention to helping assistants make the transition from competitors to forensics educators. Some of the findings with regard to particular events are consistent with previous research. Extemporaneous ballots studied here appear to be similar to those examined by Harris (1986). There are similarities, as
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well, for communication analysis ballots (see Harris, 1987; Larson, 1985; and Dean and Benoit, 1984), although this study shows less emphasis on organization. Again, it is difficult to say that no comment necessarily means disinterest; perhaps the low number of comments on organization and language use in communication analysis and persuasion—the two "most prepared" speech events—means that student performances were strong enough in structure and word choice that judges did not feel a need to comment on those criteria. The greater attention to delivery in interpretation events is also consistent with prior research (see Pelias, 1984 and Verlinden, 1987). Conclusion This research is an initial attempt to study the usefulness of criteria referenced ballots. The project would have been stronger if joined with a two-wave follow-up survey. We should have asked judges at the conclusion of the tournament for feedback regarding their use of the various ballot forms. Questions about ease of completion; relative value of the criteria in ranking, rating, and critiquing student presentations; and use of "reason for decision" would have been both appropriate and helpful. In addition, we should have mailed a short survey to coaches shortly after the tournament to gain input regarding their perceptions of the usefulness of the various ballot forms in coaching their students. Nonetheless, this research indicates that use of a criteria referenced ballot—perhaps with a modified form of the NDCF criteria—will improve tournament feedback for students and coaches.
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Notes 1 Ballots ere collected at the Logger Invitational Tournament, held in November 1988 at the University of Puget Sound. Twenty-seven schools participated. Individual events included extemporaneous, informative, persuasive argument analysis, communication analysis, prose, duo, and programmed oral interpretation. 2 "Other" judges included graduate students in speech communication, communication faculty members, law students, a high school speech teacher, and friends of visiting coaches. 3 I wish to acknowledge the help of Scott Eagan and Jennifer Verive who assisted with ballot coding. 4 I wish to acknowledge the assistance of Dr. Raymond Preiss who assisted with the computer analysis.
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