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Introduction 
 

This Extemp Central topic analysis breaks down the thirteen topic areas that will be used for International 

and United States Extemporaneous Speaking at the 2014 National Speech and Debate Association 

(NSDA) National Tournament in Overland Park, Kansas.  This topic analysis is not sponsored by the 

NSDA and the authors have not participated in writing questions for the NSDA National Tournament.  

Their advice is based on their years of experience as competitors and/or judges at the tournament. 

 

For each topic area, extempers will find an explanation of big issues, strategy tips, and a list of practice 

questions that they can use to prepare for the tournament. 

 

It is my hope that extempers and their coaches will find this topic area analysis useful in their preparation 

for this year’s NSDA National Tournament.  I thank you for reading it and using Extemp Central for 

extemporaneous speaking resources. 

 

If you have any comments about this topic area analysis, or any Extemp Central services, please forward 

them to me at logan.scisco@topper.wku.edu. 

 

           -Logan Scisco 

                     Extemp Central Founder  
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2014 NSDA Nationals 

International Extemp Topic Area Analysis 
by Logan Scisco 

 

The National Speech and Debate Association (NSDA) National Tournament is the largest high school 

speech and debate tournament in the country.  Competitors from all across the United States, as well as 

American territories, attend the tournament and the prep room will typically contain close to 500 

extempers. 

 

Traditionally, International Extemp has been the toughest of the two extemporaneous speaking categories 

at NSDA Nationals.  The field usually features more experienced extempers and each round will require 

you to adjust your global focus.  For example, your first round might force you to talk about Brazil’s 

economy and the next round might send you halfway across the world to discuss Iran’s nuclear program.  

It is a safe bet that many of your judges are not familiar with the nuts and bolts of international events, 

especially those that are more obscure.  They might be able to give you an opinion on Russia’s move into 

Crimea, but it is unlikely that they will know about the competing factions in French politics.  Educating 

your audience about obscure events is what makes International Extemp challenging, but the good news is 

that since your judges will likely be unfamiliar with these events, they will not carry biases into these 

rounds (which is something domestic extempers have to deal with). 

 

This analysis will break down the thirteen topic areas used in International Extemp at the 2014 NSDA 

National Tournament.  It will highlight some of the significant issues you may face in each round, offer a 

few strategy tips (when warranted), and provide practice questions for you to use in preparing for the 

tournament.  Keep in mind, this topic brief is not sanctioned by the National Speech and Debate 

Association and I am not on any panels to write questions for the tournament.  My analysis of these topic 

areas is through my years of experience competing at the tournament and judging rounds and merely 

predicts what you will encounter in the prep room in Overland Park. 

 

Topic Area #1:  Africa 
 

The African continent is currently a story of potential and chaos, with the chaos weighing down what 

many African nations could achieve politically and economically.  The reasons for the chaos on the 

continent can be traced to European imperialism, when nations like Sudan were carved up based on 

European, rather than local, interests and groups that feuded with each other were placed into the same 

country.  When these European powers left after the Second World War, these ethnic groups were left to 

create viable nation states on their own and many engaged in civil wars as groups vied for power.  The 

2013-2014 season has seen conflict in Somalia, South Sudan, the Central African Republic, Mali, Nigeria, 

Libya, and Egypt.  Some of this conflict has a religious dimension, as Islamic terrorist groups like Boko 

Haram and al-Shabab have terrorized Nigeria and Somalia and Kenya, respectively.  Boko Haram’s 

activities have attracted a greater share of international attention in recent weeks due to their kidnapping 

of Nigerian schoolgirls, so extempers should definitely expect to see a question about Boko Haram in this 

round.  Libya has seen Islamists take power after the fall of Moammar Gaddafi, but the central 

government has struggled to rein in militant groups and elements of the old Libyan army are now trying 

to wrest control back from these forces.  Northern Mali has seen the Taureg peoples, an Islamic believing 

ethnic group, wage a prolonged struggle against Mali’s central government for greater autonomy and 

France has been active in that conflict zone in 2013.  Muslim rebels have also given fits for the Central 

African Republic.  Ethnic conflict has also divided South Sudan, as Dinka and Nuer factions are fighting 

for power.  The United Nations still has an active mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo as 

well, which has been authorized to protect civilians from militant groups through 2015.  In some of these 

conflicts, concerns of genocide and famine have been expressed, especially in South Sudan and the 
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Central African Republic.  There are also concerns about violence against women in these conflict zones, 

which is an area that could be considered for a question as well.  To prepare for questions about famine or 

genocide in these areas, extempers should make sure they understand what took place in the Ethiopian 

famine of the 1980s and the Rwandan genocide of 1994, as those are the most apt historical parallels for 

the present situations. 

 

Economically, African states are seen as the potential growth engine for the global economy beyond 

2015.  However, investors remain skittish about corruption and conflict in some of these areas.  The two 

largest economies in Africa in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) are Nigeria and South Africa.  This 

year, the Nigerian government rebased its GDP for the first time since 1990, which made it the largest 

economy on the continent.  Still, the Nigerian government has had to weather accusations that it is not 

doing enough to clamp down on government officials stealing oil funds and Boko Haram’s insurgency 

scares investors.  The lack of investment in more remote areas has also fueled other insurgencies in 

Nigeria, such as the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND).  Also, there are 

concerns that the one-party dominance of the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa may 

cause the government to take actions that are counter-productive to establishing a vibrant, free market 

economy.  The ANC weathered protests from labor groups in the run-up to national elections, which were 

held several weeks ago, but the sizable victory for the ANC in those elections will probably enable it to 

pursue a “National Development Plan” that calls for more infrastructure spending and a wage subsidy to 

get young people to work.  Like Europe, there have also been dreams of making the African Union (AU) 

a stronger economic entity, called the African Monetary Union.  The dream is to establish a common 

currency, which could possibly be named the afro, and the target date for creating this union is 2023, with 

the creation of an African Central Bank by 2028.  As governments continue to move towards this target 

date, some are creating more regional economic organizations like the East African Community, which 

involves Burundi, Kenya, Rwnada, Tanzania, and Uganda.  Overcoming the tendency of African states to 

use the government printing press to pay debts (which caused inflation in Zimbabwe), as well as power 

conflicts on the continent will be important to making an African Monetary Union work. 

 

Politically, the Africa round will ask extempers to grapple with whether older leaders should step aside 

and whether elements of the African continent are moving back to dictatorship.  If the question writers 

choose to include Egypt in the Africa topic round (sometimes people argue that it is really part of the 

Middle East), then extempers should be prepared to talk about the military’s coup against the Muslim 

Brotherhood this year and whether Abdel Fattah el-Sisi is trying to become the next Hosni Mubarak.  

Extempers should also keep their eye on Libya’s internal turmoil, since a central government has been 

unable to clamp down on militia groups since the fall of Moammar Gaddafi and it is gradually harming 

Libya’s economic standing in the world.  In 2016, the Democratic Republic of the Congo is supposed to 

elect a new president and current leader Joseph Kabila is constitutionally required to step aside, but there 

are rumors that he will stand for re-election anyway.  If Kabila does so, it could impede the ability of the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo to establish a stable democracy, since the country has had a history 

since 1960 of having power consolidated in the hands of a long-term ruler.  Kabila running for a third 

term would also follow a sad tradition in recent years of African leaders like Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni 

abolishing term limits so they can retain power.  Additionally, extempers should make sure they have files 

on Zimbabwe’s current political situation as the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), the vehicle 

for opposing the long-standing rule of President Robert Mugabe, is fracturing.  Mugabe is also Africa’s 

oldest leader at ninety years of age and what Zimbabwe will look like after his death has caused a great 

deal of anxiety in the international community. 

 

Finally, extempers should be aware of Africa’s relationship to other powers and international 

organizations and this will probably factor into the International Relations topic area as well.  African 

states have agitated for the last two decades for a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, 

but if the UN decided to do this, there would likely be a conflict over whether South Africa or Nigeria 
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should represent Africa’s interests in the body.  Furthermore, African leaders have been critical of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) for targeting African political figures more than other global leaders.  

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir is under indictment from the ICC due to violence that took place in 

Darfur in Western Sudan in the early years of this century and Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta is also 

under indictment for violence that followed Kenya’s presidential election in December 2007.  Since the 

ICC is investigating more cases in Africa than all other world regions combined, it has opened itself up to 

accusations of being a colonial instrument by Western powers, but it should be noted that Africa has had a 

larger share of global conflicts at this time as well versus other regions.  Extempers should also be aware 

of the implications of Chinese investment in the African region.  China has been willing to do business 

with regimes that are reviled by the West, such as Zimbabwe and Sudan, but its nationals have also been 

caught up in the recent violence taking place in South Sudan.  Africans are also growing wary of Chinese 

investment in the region due to the habit of Chinese companies importing Chinese labor to work in the 

region, as opposed to hiring Africans. 

 

Aside from being aware of these issues, extempers should be cutting African sources.  A great resource is 

AllAfrica, a database of many African papers, as well as a host of original commentary on the region.  For 

conflict zones, the International Crisis Group will provide detailed analysis papers, which can provide 

extempers with great background information and solutions to these crises (great for answering “how” 

and “what” questions).  If you speak on civil conflict in Africa, make sure you keep things simple for 

judges.  If you discuss the motivations of five different ethnic groups engaged in conflict, it is very likely 

that your judge is going to become lost in your analysis.  It may help to discuss two or three ethnic groups 

in the conflict instead of all parties.  After all, you only have seven minutes to get your point across.  

Lastly, keep in mind that Africa is a continent and not a country! 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Is the Nigerian government doing enough to squelch the threat posed by Boko Haram? 

2.  Should Joseph Kabila seek a third term? 

3.  Where did the “Libyan Spring” go wrong? 

4.  Is an African Monetary Union workable? 

5.  How has the South Sudanese conflict affected East Africa? 

 

Topic Area #2:  China, Japan, and the Koreas 

 

This topic area could be labeled as “East Asia” and extempers should also expect that Taiwan will be 

included in this topic area as well, assuming that the question writers subscribe to the “one China” idea 

that argues Taiwan and China are part of the same country.  Most of the questions in this round will 

probably be about China and even if you draw a question on Japan or the Koreas, you will probably be 

talking about China in some form.  For sources, I would highly recommend looking at Xinhua, the state 

press agency for the People’s Republic of China (just keep in mind that it will be the official news organ 

of the Chinese government so it is not going to present impartial analysis), The Japan Times, The Taipei 

Times, The South China Morning Post, The Korean Herald, The Asia Times, and The Yomiuri Shinbun (a 

Japanese news organ).  If you are an international extempers, you have to use local sources because your 

speeches may have the tendency to reflect an overtly American or Western perspective.  It is much more 

effective to use sources that are at closer to the conflict for your analysis, although this does not mean that 

you cannot use The Economist or Western-based think tanks like the Council on Foreign Relations in 

your speeches.  I would also emphasize that it sounds much better to call China “The People’s Republic 

of China.” 

 

Defensive issues are one of the topics that will factor into this round, as well as the “International 

Relations” round.  Over the last year, China has engaged in aggressive moves in the South China Sea and 
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East China Sea, which have caused its neighbors to turn to the United States for assistance and hardened 

the attitudes of hawkish leaders in Japan and South Korea.  China has a dispute with Japan over the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in the East China Sea.  These islands are uninhabited, but their nearby waters 

contain oil and natural gas deposits, which both nations seek to control.  China has a dispute with South 

Korea over Socotra Rock/Ieodo, and other smaller territories as well.  In November, China established an 

Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) over these disputed territories, arousing the ire of Japan and 

South Korea, and putting the United States in an uneasy diplomatic position.  China has also aroused the 

ire of Southeast Asian nations like Vietnam and the Philippines by making aggressive moves in the South 

China Sea.  Recently, China built an oil rig in disputed waters that are claimed by Vietnam and 

Vietnamese attacked Chinese workers in response.  The Philippines has disputed China’s claims to the 

Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea, which is home to rich deposits of fish, oil, and natural gas.  

China also has a dispute with Taiwan over who controls the island and there is an ambiguous American 

defense commitment regarding Taiwan.  These moves by the Chinese government have caused Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to announce that he would like to re-examine the prohibition on offensive 

Japanese forces in Article IX of his nation’s constitution and South Korea is moving to delay taking full 

control of its armed forces from the United States.  With North Korea continuing to agitate with its 

nuclear weapons program, there is also a fear that Japan could eventually be persuaded to adopt a nuclear 

weapons program. 

 

On the domestic issues, extempers should be prepared to evaluate the response of South Korean President 

Park Geun-hye to the Sewol ferry disaster.  There is also the issue of Korean unification, although that 

dream is unlikely to take place in the very near future (and definitely not before the national tournament!).  

Still, extempers will likely get a question about how the South Korean government should handle its 

relationship with North Korea and whether it is better for it to become more aggressive toward the North 

or try to work with the Pyongyang regime through negotiations.   

 

Questions about North Korea will probably be the same questions extempers have faced in the past about 

the country.  They will be asked about the status of North Korea’s nuclear program, the effectiveness of 

international sanctions against that program, and if Kim Jong-un has done enough to consolidate his 

authority.  There is also the possibility that a question about overreach could be asked since North Korean 

and South Korean ships have exchanged fire over the last week.  China is the biggest supporter of the 

North Korean regime and if that supported evaporated, it would quickly collapse.  Therefore, any answer 

to a question about North Korea must include a similar analysis of China’s handling of the country. 

 

On China, extempers should also be prepared to evaluate China’s recent efforts to combat air pollution 

and enact environmental reform.  The Chinese government has also shown a greater willingness to target 

Communist Party elders accused of corruption, which is part of its effort to show that a state-controlled 

quasi-capitalist model can work.  The Chinese government has faced rising problems in Xinjiang 

Province with Uighur terrorist groups attacking Chinese targets over the last several months.  These 

attacks have called attention to China’s second-class treatment of the Uighurs in Western China.  

Extempers should also be ready to discuss China’s economy slowdown and how the Chinese government 

will respond to the situation to avoid creating an unhappy, jobless population.  On Taiwan, the Chinese 

government has attempted to woo the island territory through economic policy and extempers will likely 

receive questions about whether it is in Taiwan’s interest to have close economic relations with mainland 

China and the effect of a recent service trade pact between the two sides, which Taiwanese businesses 

fear could lead to reduced market share versus cheaper Chinese competitors. 

 

With regards to Japan, extempers should be prepared to discuss Shinzo Abe’s attempts to get the Japanese 

economy moving again and enact a host of structural reforms.  Upon coming to office, Abe promised 

“Abenomics,” which called for more stimulus spending, looser monetary policy, and deregulation.  

Extempers should keep in mind that the Japanese economy’s biggest foe for the better part of twenty 
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years has been deflation (the lowering of prices).  Abe’s efforts to enact structural reforms will be difficult 

and Bank of Japan officials are arguing that he is not doing enough. 

 

Most of the questions of this round are likely to be interconnected.  Defense, economic, and political 

conflicts in the region all have the taint of involving another regional power.  Understanding and 

describing these connections is important to doing well in this round.  Keep in mind, though, that 

although there are a lot of issues the nations in this region disagree on, there is a lot of ground where 

cooperation could be beneficial.  Japan, China, and South Korea are major trade partners with each other 

and it is in China’s best interest that Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea do not go nuclear, which means that 

it has an incentive to rope in North Korea. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Is the Chinese government doing enough to keep its economy from overheating? 

2.  Has Park Geun-hye’s response to the Sewol disaster been appropriate? 

3.  Should Shinzo Abe push “Abenomics” into overdrive? 

4.  Has Taiwan permanently drifted into China’s orbit? 

5.  Should the Chinese government do more to restrain North Korea’s nuclear program? 

 

Topic Area #3:  India, Pakistan, Southeast Asia, and Oceania 

 

The NSDA National Tournament has a history of making this a topic area and I have never been happy 

about it.  First, it encompasses way too many countries and comes off as a “rest of Asia” round.  And 

second, it largely ignores Afghanistan, which the national tournament seems to think belongs in the 

Middle East instead of Central Asia (where it is geographically classified).  Placing Afghanistan in this 

topic area would have been a better choice since Pakistan and India have interests in that area.  Extempers 

should also be prepared to discuss Nepal in this topic area as well, even though it does not fit into the 

“Southeast Asia” paradigm.  Also, Australia, Brunei, and the Philippines are the countries that are likely 

to attract the most questions within the “Oceania” tag. 

 

Most of the questions in this topic area will come from India, Pakistan, Indonesia, Australia, and 

Thailand.  Other countries in the region will get their share of questions, like Nepal, Brunei, Malaysia, Sri 

Lanka, and Bangladesh, but most of your questions in this topic area will concern these five countries 

because of their global political influence, as well as their economic clout in the region.  Extempers 

should remember that ethnicity and religious concerns, as well as economic status, divide countries in this 

area of the world.  India and Pakistan is the perfect example of this, as they were both administered by the 

British and partitioned in 1947.  Muslims received the country of Pakistan (which at the time also 

included Bangladesh to the East) and Hindus received India.  Sectarian violence flared when the partition 

of the region was announced and animosities have continued since 1947, centering largely on Kashmir, 

India’s only Muslim-majority state (China also has claims on that territory).  Indonesia is the world’s 

largest Muslim state and Brunei attracted international attention this year for adopting sharia law in its 

criminal code.  Thailand has had an Islamic insurgency in its southern territories for the last decade, Sri 

Lanka had to fight the Islamic Tamil Tigers for more than thirty years, and the Moro Islamic Liberation 

Front (MILF) fought the Philippines for more than forty years and acquired the right to self-rule in the 

southern Philippines by 2016.  Also, Bangladesh’s political conflict has been driven by sectarian concerns 

as the Bangladeshi Nationalist Party (BNP) has been close with Jamaat-e-Islami (JI), which wants to 

institute a form of sharia law.  Like Africa, it is difficult to divide religious beliefs and ethnicity from 

these conflicts and extempers need to make sure to discuss these factors in their speeches. 

 

Many of the questions about India will be about its political situation and prospects for better economic 

growth.  The recent landslide victory of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), a socially conservative, Hindu 
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nationalist political faction, in the Indian national elections, is a notable event that extempers should make 

sure to understand.  The BJP will not have to govern with a coalition partner because of its sizable victory 

and its prime ministerial candidate, Narendra Modi, has called for greater economic reforms.  India’s 

biggest economic problems are a lack of sufficient infrastructure, a high inflation rate, and high 

government debt.  Extempers should be prepared to discuss what Modi should do to help the economy 

and why he managed to win such a large electoral victory.  India’s struggles with women’s rights will 

also be a question, since Modi sent out mixed signals about his beliefs during the election and there have 

been a rash of protests in the country over women’s safety and sexual harassment.  Since the question 

writers will need some foreign relations questions, expect to discuss India’s growing role in the 

international community (and the possibility of it receiving a UN Security Council seat), its economic 

competition with China, and its dispute with Pakistan over Kashmir. 

 

Questions about Pakistan will center on political upheaval and Pakistan’s efforts against foreign Islamist 

militants in its northwest frontier provinces.  Pakistan’s government has struggled to clamp down on 

Islamic militants on its border with Afghanistan (although some argue that they just aren’t trying hard 

enough as evidenced by Osama bin Laden being found in the country) and the area is the site of 

controversial U.S. drone strikes, which Pakistan claims are a violation of its national sovereignty.  The 

Pakistani government is currently in negotiations with the Pakistani Taliban, so extempers should be 

ready for a question about whether a peace deal can be reached to end the instability in these border areas.  

Also, the country’s controversial blasphemy laws have drawn attention due to attacks waged against 

Christians, Hindus, and other religious minorities in the country.  Twitter also recently agreed to remove 

content that was deemed blasphemous and Pakistan has been an active campaigner to restrict freedom of 

religion worldwide.  Politically, Pakistan is in the process of putting former President Pervez Musharraf 

on trial for high treason, so extempers should be ready to discuss his case. 

 

Indonesia and Australia are the main powers of Oceania and their dispute over refugees will attract 

attention in this round.  Australia has tried to send boats of asylum seekers, who have fled from Southeast 

Asia, back to Indonesia, but human rights activists claim that this behavior is a violation of international 

law.  Indonesia has also claimed that Australia has moved into its sovereign waters to redirect the boats, 

which it takes offense to.  Australia elected a new prime minister in September, Tony Abbott, and he has 

attracted criticism for introducing an austerity budget and faces an approval rating of thirty percent.  The 

Indonesian government has also not been a fan of Abbott’s policies on asylum and left-wing Australian 

forces think he is compromising the country’s ties to China by moving toward the American position on 

China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea.  Indonesia faces a presidential election on July 9
th
 to 

replace outgoing president Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (one of the more fun names to pronounce in 

extemporaneous speaking).  The two leading candidates are Jakarta governor Joko Widodo and former 

special forces general Prabowo Subianto.  The main issues of the election are expected to be good 

governance (Indonesia has only had competitive presidential elections since 1998) and the handling of the 

growing Indonesian economy.  Indonesia, like the Philippines, opposes China’s territorial claims in the 

South China Sea and, in fact, Indonesia recently settled a border dispute with the Philippines, thereby 

signifying a focus against a larger power in the region. 

 

Other issues extempers should be aware of in this topic area include the recent military coup in Thailand 

(and that country’s political dysfunction), Vietnam’s dispute with China in the South China Sea and the 

potential for future conflict, Myanmar’s handling of ethnic conflict and the chances of more political 

reform in that nation, the impartiality of the International Crimes Tribunals of Bangladesh (which are not 

really international), Malaysia’s handling of Malaysia’s Airlines Flight 370 and the use of the country’s 

judiciary against political opponents of the existing government, and Nepal’s quest to create a new 

constitution.  Also, the impact of global warming on the islands of Oceania might come up in this round. 
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As far as good sources for this area of the world, I would highly recommend the Sydney Morning Herald, 

The Straits Times of Malaysia, The Hindu, The Asia Times, The Jakarta Post, The Daily Jang Urdu 

(Pakistani source), and  The Bangkok Post. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  What is the most significant stumbling block in Indian-Pakistani relations? 

2.  Is Thailand headed toward civil war? 

3.  Tony Abbott:  The Australian George W. Bush? 

4.  Can Narendra Modi fix the Indian economy? 

5.  Does Myanmar need to enact more constitutional reform before holding next year’s elections? 

 

Topic Area #4:  International Relations 

 

This is a pretty vague topic area and can include a variety of themes.  It could include the relationship 

between nations, global issues, and/or the actions of international institutions (likely excluding the actions 

of global economic institutions because that will be the “Worldwide Economic Health” round).  It is 

imperative that in international relations rounds you adopt the correct focus.  If you get a question that 

asks you to discuss the relationship between two countries, make sure that you give equal weight to both 

nations.  Judges will easily pick up on a speech that is supposed to talk about China and Japan and only 

talks about China.  If you draw a question on a global issue, like climate change, make sure that you 

narrow your focus to a few example nations, possibly one that is adopting what you consider the correct 

approach, one that is sort of doing the right thing, and one that is failing miserably.  A problem extempers 

make in global issues rounds is that they choose to rattle off eight or nine different examples in quick 

succession and never give them enough depth. 

 

When analyzing international relations topics, you should also make sure you understand the foreign 

policy aims of various nations.  What is a country trying to achieve in the long-term?  How do they seek 

to achieve their goals (politically, economically, military, or a combination)?  Who are their biggest 

rivals?  The United States has made it a habit of enforcing its policies through foreign aid and military 

assistance and the Obama administration has relied on sanctions to punish North Korea, Iran, Syria, 

Russia, and Thailand.  The United States argues that it offers the best model for economic progress and 

human rights.  However, China aspires to become a global power through economic power and is also 

seeking to achieve a level of military power by devoting sizable amounts of revenue to its armed forces 

over the last two decades.  Due to its experience with Western colonialism in the late nineteenth century, 

China has been reluctant to interfere in the affairs of other nations and this is one of the reasons that China 

is reluctant to support international sanctions against “rogue” regimes.  Extempers who have taken AP 

World History probably know that China has considered itself the “Middle Kingdom” throughout its 

history, meaning that it is the center of the world.  China believes that its state-controlled model 

represents the best engine for economic growth, and it points to the political gridlock in the United States 

as evidence of why its model is better at getting things done.  Chinese nationalists see the growth of 

China’s international position as the return of China’s rightful place in global politics.  Finally, Russia has 

always had an anxiety about other powers.  It was invaded by Napoleonic France in the nineteenth 

century and twice by German governments in the twentieth.  Expanding Russia’s territory is seen as the 

best way to ensure Russian security and Vladimir Putin is transforming Russia into a conservative 

vanguard in international affairs.  It is my contention that Putin is becoming a conservative leader of a 

“global culture war” that is pitting Western liberalism and secularism against conservative religious and 

social practices in Russia, Africa, and the Middle East.  The praise that Putin has earned from the 

European far-right and conservative politicians and columnists in the United States (Pat Buchanan among 

them) is evidence of this.  Knowing the views of these nations, as well as other global or regional powers 

like Japan, Israel, Argentina, and Iran is essential to answering international relations questions correctly. 
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If the questions in this round overlap with the other topic areas, you can expect to get questions about 

Japan’s complicated foreign policy with China and South Korea, America’s strained ties with Germany 

and Brazil over the NSA spying program, France’s intervention in Mali against Islamic rebels, Kenya’s 

intervention in Somalia, South Africa and Nigeria’s rivalry over becoming the most attractive investment 

beacon in Africa, Israel’s relationship with the Palestinians, the Saudi-Iran rivalry in the Middle East, and 

Russia’s threat to the Baltic states and Ukraine.  Questions about how certain nations relate to 

international institutions could also emerge, so you may be asked to analyze whether Great Britain or 

Italy should withdraw from the European Union or if select African states should withdraw from the 

jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court.  Also, if questions overlap in the tournament, there is 

nothing against repeating some of your analysis given in a previous speech.  In a tournament with thirteen 

rounds, there are only so many good questions a question writer can come up with, so you may find 

yourself talking about China three or four times in the tournament. 

 

In terms of global issues that may emerge in this round, any non-economic subject would be fair game.  

The impact of climate change on developing nations would be appropriate, as would the struggle for 

democracy, women’s rights, and human rights in the developing and developed worlds.  Questions about 

nuclear proliferation and terrorism could also be present.  Basically anything that is a major global issue 

that affects the relationships between two or more nations seems to be fair game in this round.  If you are 

well prepared for the other regional topic areas, though, you should be fine with this one. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Are China’s territorial claims counterproductive to its national security goals? 

2.  How can Western nations improve the status of women in the Middle East? 

3.  Should Kenya withdraw its troops from Somalia? 

4.  Has the world resigned itself an Assad victory in the Syrian civil war? 

5.  How can Saudi Arabia counter Iran’s growing influence in the Middle East? 

 

Topic Area #5:  Mexico, Canada, and Central America 

 

Since South America gets its own topic area at this year’s national tournament, this topic area could be 

entitled “the rest of the Americas.”  During the course of the season, extempers have probably spoken 

about Mexico more than any of the other countries present in this topic area. Canada questions can be few 

and far between, since an analysis of Canadian issues is only required if there is an approaching election, 

with regards to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), or concerning the dreams of 

Quebec separatists.  The Caribbean region is noticeably absent from this year’s topic areas, but I would 

not be surprised if the question writers squeeze a question into this round about Cuba or Haiti.  Sources 

that I highly recommend to handle the issues in this region include The Latin American Herald Tribune, 

which will provide a categorical listing of stories by country, The Toronto Star, The Montreal Gazette, the 

leftist Latin American think tank Upside Down World, and The News, which is a Mexico City newspaper. 

 

More questions are likely to come from Mexico than any other country in this topic area.  The country’s 

drug war continues to attract international attention and the Mexican government has achieved some 

successes this year in capturing drug lords (most notably Joaquin El Chapo Guzman).  However, the 

Mexican government has had to contend with vigilante movements emerging in some states, who threaten 

to undermine the central government’s ability to maintain the rule of law.  The United States has helped 

Mexico fight drug cartels and recently authorized the sale of eighteen Black Hawk helicopters to the 

Mexican government, which may signal that the Mexican government is preparing to step up the fight 

against the cartels.  I highly suggested extempers look at the history of Colombia’s fight against drug 

traffickers in the 1990s, since Mexico seems to be a modern day repeat of that situation.  Extempers can 
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also expect questions on reforms President Pena Nieto is trying to make to the economy, which include 

the privatization of Pemex, the inefficient state oil company.  Nieto is also looking for ways to grow more 

nationally competitive, export-based industries in Mexico, who suffers a problem of having too many 

small businesses that do not want to compete internationally.  Since this is the twenty-year anniversary of 

NAFTA, extempers may encounter a question about whether the agreement has been beneficial for 

Mexico (the same could be said of Canada).  If dealing with a question about the Mexican economy, 

extempers should remember that much of Mexico’s economy depends on trade with the United States, so 

if the U.S. economy slows then it has a negative impact on Mexico.  Extempers may also encounter a 

question about Mexican judicial reform, which is moving to an oral-based accusatorial system by 2016. 

 

With regards to Canada, questions could concern the outcome of provincial elections held in April, where 

the Parti Quebecois was routed in the French-speaking province of Quebec.  The election not only deals a 

significant blow to the party’s attempt to separate Quebec from the rest of Canada (which Quebec voters 

narrowly rejected in a 1995 referendum), but was also a rejection of the party’s proposal to ban civil 

servants from wearing overt religious symbols (deemed as a policy targeting Hindus and Muslims).  

There are anxieties among Canadian voters that the national economy is slowing behind other G7 

economies and Prime Minister Stephen Harper is seeking to diversify the nation’s trade so that the 

Canadian economy is less reliant on the United States.  There are also fears that it has a growing housing 

bubble and that austerity measures are harming the economy.  Extempers may encounter questions about 

the Canadian energy sector, since Alberta’s oil shale business has been the major engine of the country’s 

economic growth over the last decade.  Finally, national elections are due in Canada next year, so 

extempers may be asked to predict those election outcomes.  They should be prepared to analyze any 

policy questions concerning Canada within a political vacuum as a result of that. 

 

For Central America, extempers will likely encounter questions about national political situations.  In 

terms of politics, Panama recently held a presidential election and Juan Carlos Varela of the center-right 

scored an upset victory.  Honduras still faces political unrest from the 2009 ousting of President Manuel 

Zelaya Rosales.  Zelaya’s wife lost a presidential election held in November, but his supporters are giving 

fits for the existing government.  In Nicaragua, term limits were scrapped from the country’s constitution 

in January, which allows President Daniel Ortega to run for a third term in 2016 and raising fears that 

Ortega wants to become a dictator once again.  If a question about Cuba emerges, it will likely concern 

what the country will look like after the Castro brothers are gone or the small privatizations taking place 

to bolster the fortunes of the Cuban economy.  Haiti is currently grappling with a cholera epidemic (which 

it accuses UN forces of bringing to the island), so expect a question about that, as well as one dealing with 

solving the island’s persistent poverty problem. 

 

Any regional issues in this topic area will concern trade, drugs, and crime.  The illegal drug trade serves 

to fuel gang violence across the region and many national governments have proven incapable of dealing 

with it.  The drug trade has also served to corrupt political and law enforcement authorities, which makes 

squelching the problem more difficult.  The region is also divided on economic ideology, as Ortega favors 

more socialist economic policies in Nicaragua and Nieto is moving Mexico towards a wider embrace of 

free market principles. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Is the dream of a separate Quebec no longer politically feasible? 

2.  How can Stephen Harper ensure that the Conservative Party wins next year’s Canadian parliamentary 

elections? 

3.  Has Daniel Ortega become an autocrat? 

4.  Is the Mexican drug war winnable? 

5.  Have Central American nations effectively dealt with their gang problems? 
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Topic Area #6:  Middle East 

 

Of all the topic areas of the tournament, this is one of the few that your judges will probably know the 

most about since the war on terrorism caused a shift in American press coverage of the region.  There are 

several contentious topics that will be in this round as well, concerning Iran’s nuclear program, the 

Israeli-Palestinian peace process, Egypt’s military coup (assuming that the question writers put Egypt 

questions here instead of Africa), Afghanistan (assuming that the question writers place it here), and the 

Syrian civil war.  Sources that are recommended for this topic area include The Middle East Times, The 

Tehran Times (beware of Iranian government bias in this source), The Jerusalem Post, Haaretz (beware 

of Israeli bias in this source and The Jerusalem Post), and The Middle East Review of International 

Affairs. 

 

In addressing questions on the Middle East, a knowledge of history is a must.  I would highly urge 

extempers to look through an AP-level World History textbook or similar college text that is focused on 

the region for some background information (a good one is William L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton’s A 

History of the Middle East).  What makes Middle East conflicts so interesting, yet difficult to decipher, is 

that each side has its own interpretation of historical events.  For example, the Palestinians and Israelis 

disagree over who had owned the land they claim first.  The Palestinians argue that they were unjustly 

removed from their land in 1948 by Israeli forces, while Israeli argues that they secured their 

independence against overwhelming odds in 1948.  Similarly, there is a contentious history in the region 

between Shia and Sunni regimes, so do not make the mistake of assuming that there is some sort of 

Islamic solidarity throughout the Middle East.  Sectarian tensions drive conflicts in Iraq, Syria, and 

Yemen, to name a few.  Increased sectarian tensions in the region have also caused a flight of Christians 

from the region over the last decade and the Christian populations in countries like Iraq and Egypt have 

declined in recent years. 

 

Power politics will be a focus of many of the questions in this topic area.  Iran has gained more influence 

in Iraq now that the country’s Shi’ite majority has secured political power and Sunni regimes in the 

region, like Saudi Arabia, fear that there is a Shi’ite encirclement.  This explains why Saudi Arabia has 

supported Sunni militants against Bashar al-Assad’s Alawaite and Shi’ite forces in the Syrian civil war.  

In an interesting twist, the terrorist group Hezbollah, has also backed Assad’s regime in Syria and has sent 

fighters into the area.  Turkey is also a power that has redirected its efforts eastward in recent years, but is 

beset by a political conflict as Prime Minister Recep is expected to seek the country’s presidency and 

stands accused of trying to become an autocrat.  Scenarios of what might happen in the region if Iran 

acquires a nuclear weapon also concern themselves with power politics, as it is likely that Sunni regimes 

like Saudi Arabia and Egypt may try to acquire a nuclear weapon to deter Shi’ite Iran.  Keep in mind that 

Israel has the only nuclear weapons arsenal in the region (although their government remains ambiguous 

about whether they have them).  Extempers should understand that Lebanon is the most diverse country in 

the region, housing Shi’ite and Sunni Muslims, as well as Christians, and has typically been unstable for 

that reason. 

 

There will be several questions in this round about the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and if extempers 

want to take questions on this topic, they should get an idea of how they would answer those questions.  It 

never hurts to imagine questions you may get on a topic and create some sample outlines and one of the 

questions NSDA question writers love to ask if how that conflict can be solved.  Approaches to do this 

could involve a two-state solution or a binational state (where Jews and Palestinians would coexist in one 

state).  When advocating for your solution, I highly recommend that you discuss several of the nuances 

that complicate an existing peace deal.  For example, Israel feels the need for some security in the region 

and they do not want a future Palestinian state to have a military.  Fatah and Hamas are inching toward a 

deal to govern together, but this may impede American aid to the Palestinian Authority because 
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Americans refuse to provide financial support to a terrorist group.  Therefore, extempers should monitor 

how the co-existence between those factions plays out.  I highly recommend that any speech on settling 

the Israeli-Palestinian peace process needs to discuss “the right of return,” which is the belief among 

Palestinians that those Palestinians evicted from their lands in 1948 be allowed to return.  The problem 

with this idea is that if all of those Palestinian refugees were allowed back into Israel, there would be 

more Palestinians in a future Israeli state than Jews, thereby compromising Israel’s reason to exist.  As a 

result, Israel objects to signing an agreement with this principle in it.  Disputes over this, as well as 

whether a future Israel should be a Jewish state (thereby disqualifying non-Jews from office and political 

participation), are at the center of the problem between the two sides, yet I rarely hear extempers talk 

about them.  Finally, any discussion of a peace deal has to factor in how it is received by the populations 

of both sides.  Israeli prime ministers have been removed from office and/or assassinated because of their 

willingness to make peace with the Palestinians, and Hamas and Islamic Jihad have played a spoiler on 

the Palestinian side to moderate politicians attempting to achieve a lasting agreement with their Jewish 

neighbors. 

 

As far as general issues in the region, extempers will likely receive questions about women’s rights (for 

example Saudi Arabia’s ban on women driving automobiles or the impact on Afghan women based on the 

withdrawal of American military forces), bringing more people out of poverty in the region, the lack of 

political participation in many of the states in the region, and whether the Arab Spring was successful.  

Frustrations over economic opportunity, especially among the young people of the region, as well as 

inflationary problems (due in large part of generous subsidies of food and energy by the region’s regimes) 

are creating political problems in the region and extempers need to think long-term, rather than short-

term, when predicting future trends in the region. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Will Saudi Arabia give women the right to drive within the next five years? 

2.  Would a unified Palestinian government help Israel achieve a satisfactory peace deal? 

3.  Has Iraqi democracy failed? 

4.  Who is the super power of the Middle East? 

5.  How can Middle Eastern nations give sufficient economic opportunities to their youth? 

 

Topic Area #7:  Russia and Eastern Europe 

 

For extempers that love European issues, Vladimir Putin’s interference in the Ukraine was a godsend 

because it has forced the NSDA to create two topic areas for Europe this year.  The 2013-2014 season has 

arguably seen more unique questions about Russia than at any time since the breakup of the Soviet Union 

in 1991 since it weathered a controversy over its hosting of the Winter Olympics, cooled its relationship 

with the United States, signed a recent energy agreement with China, and made aggressive moves against 

former Soviet satellite states.  Putin has also emerged as a cultural counterweight to more liberal 

politicians like President Obama, which has won him supporters in the United States.  His handling of 

some international crises, like the Syrian civil war, has also preserved Russian interests at the expense of 

other nations. 

 

Extempers might wonder what countries they should be prepared to discuss in this topic area except for 

Russia.  In my view, expect questions about any country that used to be in the Soviet orbit, so this 

includes Georgia, Ukraine, all of the Central Asian “stans” (e.g. Tajikistan, Kazakhstan), Belarus, Poland, 

the Baltic countries (Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania), Moldova, Armenia, and Azerbaijan.  The question 

writers may also throw in countries like Romania and Bulgaria, as well as questions about the countries of 

the ex-Yugoslavia. 
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I fully expect Russia to be the main driver of questions in this round, just like China will play a role in 

many of the questions in the China, Japan, and the Koreas topic area.  The international community seems 

resigned to Russia’s seizure of Crimea and the seizure of the territory has prompted concerns in states like 

Moldova and the Baltics about whether they are acquisition targets.  These nations have ethnic Russian 

populations that could agitate for independence or protection, similar to what is happening in Eastern and 

Southern Ukraine.  The Baltic states are members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), but 

military analysts warn that NATO could not do much for the Baltic states if they were attacked by 

Russian forces.  With Russia keeping mum about the recent Ukrainian elections, there is the hope that the 

crisis is dying down, but extempers can expect to get questions about how NATO should respond to 

Russia’s advances and if Putin has other acquisition targets.  Speaking of NATO, extempers will likely 

face questions about whether Ukraine and/or Georgia should more aggressively seek NATO membership. 

 

Energy policy, mainly the export of natural gas, is a big factor in Russia’s foreign policy aims.  Ukraine is 

dependent on Russian natural gas exports and Western Europe is as well, which is why Germany muted 

some of its criticisms of Russia.  Russia’s recent energy agreement with the Chinese is also a way for 

Russia to illustrate to the West that it has other options to dispense with its energy, which is a blow to 

sanctions attempts against Russia over the Ukrainian crisis.  Poland, fearing future Russian action, has 

called for the EU to develop an energy union to end the organization’s dependence on Russian energy.  

Therefore, a speech about Russian foreign policy that ignores the “soft power” of energy isn’t much of a 

speech at all! 

 

Domestic questions about Russia will center on its handling of the Winter Olympics, its handling of 

political dissidents, its anemic birth rate (which is causing anxieties about Russian policymakers that they 

may not be able to defend the large territory that Russia encompasses in the future), its “gay propaganda” 

law, and how it plans to deal with Islamic terrorists in the Caucasus region. 

 

Questions may also involve Vladimir Putin’s “cult of personality.”  Putin’s popularity is tied with his 

defense of Russian values in the international community, but is also tied with sustaining Russian 

economic growth.  Russians were traumatized after the fall of the Soviet Union and the use of “shock 

therapy” on their economy in the 1990s, which resulted in the sale of Soviet national assets for pennies on 

the dollar.  Putin’s ability to pay off Russia’s international creditors, ride an oil and energy boom that 

raised Russia’s economic growth rate, and wage an aggressive war on terrorists is why he has been able to 

maintain his political position as long as he has.  Alarmingly, Russia’s economy is developing some 

cracks as foreign investors are concerned about property rights, other investors do not like the lack of 

political freedom and transparency, and the country has not been able to attract a great deal of foreign 

talent to enhance its energy sector.  If economic problems accelerate in Russia, Putin’s standing could be 

undermined and he may face larger protests against his rule. 

 

Political dysfunction is rife in Eastern Europe, as Ukraine’s politics attest.  Belarus will likely have a 

flawed presidential vote in 2015.  Romania and Bulgaria, despite being EU members, both have organized 

crime and corruption problems.  Moldova has a breakaway province called Transnistria that has existed 

since 1992 and creates problems.  If not for the promise of EU membership, the countries of the ex-

Yugoslavia would probably be more dysfunctional than they currently are.  Of all the countries in the 

region close to Russia, Georgia has affected the best political transition. 

 

Other issues that will attract attention may include the recent Balkan floods, Kosovo parliamentary 

elections (due to be held on June 8
th
), the future of the Eurasian Economic Community customs union 

(which went into effect in 2010 and includes Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia), whether communist 

parties in the region have a future, and the rise of anti-Semitism in the region. 
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For sources, I would recommend The Moscow Times and the RIA, although keep in mind that these 

sources speak as the quasi-official organ of the Russian state due to limitations on Russian press freedom 

over the last decade. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  What does Vladimir Putin want? 

2.  Does Ukraine need Russia more than Russia needs Ukraine? 

3.  Can Petro Poroshenko fix Ukraine? 

4.  Were the 2014 Winter Olympics a success? 

5.  Is the Russian economy weakening? 

 

Topic Area #8:  South America 

 

Leftism has been a big issue in South America topic areas for the last decade at the NSDA National 

Tournament and this year is no exception.  The region continues to be a bastion for progressive ideas and 

a rejection of pure, free market principles that some publications such as The Economist wish the region 

would pursue.  While some countries in Latin America like Brazil and Chile have adopted moderate 

socialist policies, seeking to redistribute wealth and create wider access to education and other social 

services, others like Venezuela have taken a more radical course.  Countries that have taken more radical 

actions have driven off foreign investors and are now facing significant political upheavals.  Extempers 

should be ready for questions about Venezuela and Argentina’s economic problems, as high inflation 

rates and government mismanagement have led those countries down the road to fiscal crisis.  Since 

Michelle Bachelet is encouraging rapid reform in Chile, there are also questions about how much she will 

be able to do since the Chilean economy is showing signs of weakening.  Indeed, a big question in this 

round may concern whether Latin American nations need to enact harsher austerity measures.  Also, 

many of the region’s economies remain dependent upon natural resources, so economic diversification is 

something that many of the region’s governments need to adopt. 

 

The region will also play host to several important presidential elections this year, as Brazilian and 

Colombian voters head to the polls.  Since no candidate won 50% in the Colombian presidential election, 

the runoff will be held during the national tournament, so extempers should make sure to pick up a copy 

of The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, or check online to make sure they are aware of the results.  

The reason that Colombian race matter is that it could make or break a possible peace deal with FARC 

guerillas, who have opposed the Colombian government for fifty years (pay special attention to the 

actions of former Colombian president Alvaro Uribe in this race as well).  Brazil’s race does not take 

place until October, and incumbent President Dilma Rousseff is set to win a second term, but the 

Brazilian election matters due to the country facing inflationary pressures.  Uruguay will also face an 

election in November and although extempers should make sure they have files for this, it is unlikely that 

you will face a lot of questions about that issue.  Urugay’s recent decision to welcome some detainees 

from Guantanamo Bay and accept Syrian war refugees is worth looking into, though. 

 

During the national tournament the World Cup will be taking place in Brazil.  This is great fodder for 

AGDs and based on current conditions, there may be protests staged by Brazilians during the event.  

Brazilian workers have died building some of the tournament venues and the Brazilian government’s 

campaign to quell crime and drug violence in Rio de Janeiro has provoked a backlash among poorer 

residents.  It would not be surprising for extempers to face questions about the country’s handling of the 

World Cup and whether it is capable of hosting the 2016 Summer Olympics. 

 

Another issue that extempers will confront in this round is the rights of indigenous peoples in the region.  

Brazil’s destruction of the Amazon rainforest has put the land rights of some indigenous peoples at risk 
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and although the Brazilian government has given some protections to these peoples over the last decade, 

international critics say that they could do more.  The rights of indigenous peoples versus those with 

mixed European-Indian ancestry is also at the core of Bolivia’s political problems and President Evo 

Morales has been accused of neglecting his promises to the country’s indigenous community.  Issues of 

handling indigenous peoples concerns are also tied to the region’s high poverty rate. 

 

If there are questions about foreign relations in this region, expect to see questions about Russia and 

China’s growing interests in the region, as well as Argentina’s claims to the Falkland Islands against 

Great Britain.  There are also economic rivalries within South America that warrant attention, notably 

between Brazil and Argentina within Mercosur, the regional trade body that encompasses these countries, 

Paraguay, Uruguay, and Veneuzela.  Venezuela and Colombia also have a strained relationship, although 

ties between both nations have improved after the death of Hugo Chavez. 

 

Many of the tensions in this region are predicated on past historical grievances and extempers need to 

make sure to bring this to light when discussing questions in this round.  Indigenous peoples resent their 

treatment at the hands of those with European ancestry, which they point to as a cause for their poverty 

and lack of access to education and social services.  Additionally, free market systems had their 

credibility tarnished by the 2001-2002 Argentinian debt default, which nearly took many of the region’s 

economy into a depression.  During the early 1990s, Latin American governments were encouraged to 

embrace free trade and privatization (dubbed the “Washington consensus”), but the economic shocks of 

the late 1990s discredited elements of the free market system and facilitated the rise of “Bolivarian 

socialism” under Hugo Chavez.  The intervention of the United States in the region during the Cold War 

also damaged its ties to many of the region’s governments, which are suspicious of America’s military 

ties to the Colombian government. 

 

Extempers who read The Economist regularly will know that the publication does not care for the 

economic policies of Argentina, Venezuela, Bolivia, and other leftist governments.  To get another 

perspective, I highly encourage looking at the left-wing think tank Upside Down World, which sees leftist 

governments as heroes for the region.  MercoPress, the press agency of Mercosur, is also a fantastic 

source for this region and extempers should cut The Latin American Herald Tribune for daily information 

about all of the countries in the area.  I also recommend The Buenos Aires Herald. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Are South American economies too dependent on the export of natural resources? 

2.  Has Bolivarian socialism positively affected the indigenous peoples of South America? 

3.  Venezuela:  Is the Chavista dream turning into a nightmare? 

4.  Does Dilma Rousseff deserve a second term? 

5.  Will economic woes dampen Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner’s hopes of running for a third term? 

 

Topic Area #9:  U.N. Millennium Development Goals at the 11th Hour 

 

This is a very interesting topic area and one that I look forward to hearing about when the tournament has 

ended.  The first thing that extempers need to do is to acquire a list of what the UN Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) are.  If you do not have this information, then you are going to be in bad 

shape when this round comes calling.  You can find a listing of these goals from the UN’s MDG website:  

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/. 

 

The Millennium Development Goals were established in 2000 and all 189 UN members committed to 

achieving the following eight goals by 2015: 
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 Ending extreme poverty and hunger 

 Achieving universal primary education 

 Promoting gender equality and female empowerment 

 Reducing child mortality 

 Improving maternal health 

 Combating HIV/AIDs, malaria, and other diseases 

 Environmental sustainability 

 Developing a global partnership for development 

 

The MDGs have been supported by international organizations like the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), the World Bank, regional development banks, and the G8.  Some of the debts owed by third world 

nations were cancelled in 2005 to help developing countries make progress toward the MDGs.  The 

MDGs have been criticized, though, by developing nations that argue that they played very little role in 

crafting them.  The people who are most affected by these goals also charge that the UN never solicited 

their advice.  This opens the MDGs up to criticism that they are too Western-minded and do not account 

for other cultural values. 

 

All of the questions of this round will concern the eight issues listed above, which means that you need to 

make sure your files have enough information on each of them.  It may not be a bad idea, especially in 

this era of digital files, to create a Millennium Development Goals folder and then create sub-folders for 

each of the goals.  You can then transfer appropriate articles you may have from a variety of world 

regions that deal with these topics.  This would reduce the amount of time you have to search for articles 

during prep and this exercise will also let you gauge whether you have sufficient materials to answer 

questions on these issues.  The United Nations website listed in the first paragraph of this section is a 

great resources on acquiring information on each of the MDGs and seeing what steps have been taken on 

them. 

 

I would be very surprised if many of the questions in this round were not of the “Has the world succeeded 

in achieving _________ goal?” variety.  Clearly, the entire world has not succeeded in reaching all of the 

MDGs.  Female empowerment is still non-existent in many Middle Eastern nations, where women are 

shut out of the political process, and the international community is still deadlocked on how to combat 

climate change.  What you will have to do in each round is assess how much progress has been made in 

achieving the goal in question.  For example, you could argue that female empowerment could go farther, 

but you should also take into account whether it has noticeably improved between 2000 and 2015. 

 

Be very careful in this round of assuming that the MDGs only concern developing nations.  Just because 

developed nations rank higher on some of the MDGs than developing ones does not mean that they 

cannot make progress in fighting disease, assisting in the development of poorer nations, helping women, 

and bettering education institutions.  Speeches that blast developing nations for their failures, while not 

pointing to the failures of developed nations might antagonize a well read judge and will fail to fully 

answer the question posed. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Has the world successfully achieved the Millennium Development Goals? 

2.  Which economic policies would go the longest way to reducing extreme poverty in the Third World? 

3.  Female empowerment:  more than a Third World problem? 

4.  What are the largest impediments toward permanently securing the gains made to achieve the 

Millennium Development Goals? 

5.  What does a global partnership for development look like? 
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Topic Area #10:  U.S. Foreign Policy 

 

U.S. foreign policy is the only topic area that exists in United States and International Extemporaneous 

Speaking at the national tournament (this year the U.S. Extemp foreign policy round is phrased as 

“America’s global role”).  The main difference is that whereas United States extempers will be discussing 

U.S. foreign policy in terms of its domestic ramifications and phrasing their analysis within the confines 

of American policy goals, International extempers will discuss the impact of U.S. foreign policy on other 

nations and how other nations are responding to the United States.  For example, a U.S. Extemp foreign 

policy question would ask whether the United States should withdraw from Afghanistan, whereas an 

International Extemp foreign policy question would ask how the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan 

impacts Afghanistan’s relationship with Pakistan. 

 

Extempers should be prepared to answer questions with two or more actors in this round.  They may 

encounter questions, like the one above about Afghanistan, that will require them to discuss the 

motivations and actions of a multitude of international players and they must make sure to give equal time 

to all three countries.  For example, if the International extemper with the Afghanistan question in the last 

paragraph only talked about the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and rarely talked about Pakistan, then 

they would not be answering the question they were given. 

 

The top three regions that questions will come from in this round will be East Asia, Europe, and the 

Middle East.  Asian questions will likely dominate the round due to President Obama’s “pivot” to Asia 

and shifting American focus to that region.  However, Obama’s pivot has been complicated by tensions in 

the Ukraine and the cries of NATO members that American withdrawal from Europe would place them at 

a disadvantage vis-à-vis Russia.  America’s involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and its 

poor actions in relation to Egypt and Syria will likely play a role in this round as well.  The NSA’s spying 

program has also complicated America’s relations with some of its allies like Brazil and Germany and a 

question about that could find its way into this round. 

 

Currently, the United States has several far-reaching foreign policy goals:  facilitate a peaceful resolution 

to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, end the risk of Islamic terrorism against American targets at home and 

abroad, restraining the aggressiveness of old powers (e.g. Russia) and new ones (e.g. China), and stopping 

the spread of nuclear weapons.  America’s quest to keep “rogue” states like North Korea and Iran in 

check will be topics in this round as well.  The United States also has a belief that spreading democracy 

can keep it safe, so evaluating the success of transplanted democracy on Iraq, Egypt, Libya, and 

Afghanistan could be required in this round. 

 

President Obama has been in office for five years now, so many governments across the world have 

formed a strong opinion of him.  Some governments, such as Russia, have paid little heed to his concerns 

and others, like Saudi Arabia and Israel, have grown hostile to an agenda that they feel puts them at risk.  

However, President Obama does have friends in European capitals that appreciate his willingness to work 

through international institutions.  It is not too early to begins speculating on what foreign policy legacy 

President Obama will leave behind and factoring that into your analysis may prove beneficial.  

 

The good thing about U.S. foreign policy questions is that there are lots of great sources to consult.  I 

highly recommend the Council on Foreign Relations (the transcripts of their interviews are very 

enlightening), the International Crisis Group, the Washington Institute on Near East Policy, the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, and Foreign Affairs.  Extempers should also visit the State 

Department’s webpage to get official American policy statements about international events.  Language 

matters in diplomacy, so if the United States has forceful language against a certain nation-state, you can 

be sure that they are not on good terms with that nation. 
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Practice Questions 

 

1.  How would a complete American withdrawal from Afghanistan affect South Asian politics? 

2.  Has America’s “war on terrorism” been counterproductive? 

3.  Should Arab states reject American advice about building democratic institutions? 

4.  How should Japan react to America’s pivot to Asia? 

5.  Is it time to end the Cuban embargo? 

 

Topic Area #11:  Western Europe 

 

The 2013-2014 season maintained the trend of not being kind to Europe.  Dysfunction in euro zone 

economies along with disillusionment with the European Union (EU) has greatly affected the politics on 

the continent and enabled the rise of far-left and far-right parties.  France and Germany, the leading 

nations of the European experiment, are heading in different directions with French President Francois 

Hollande pushing for a slowdown of European integration and German Chancellor Angela Merkel doing 

the opposite.  The British card further complicates EU politics because David Cameron’s Conservative 

Party is threatened by the right-wing United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and Cameron has 

signaled that if he wins next year’s British parliamentary elections that he will hold a referendum on 

British membership in the EU.  Extempers should file information on the outcome of recent EU elections 

where far-right parties like the National Front and UKIP outpolled traditional political parties and should 

be ready to answer questions about the future of European integration.  The EU’s policies regarding free 

movement, immigration, and austerity are turning off average Europeans, who see the body as distant and 

standing against national interests.  The failure of the EU would harm some of the continent’s economic 

prospects and could plunge it into its worst crisis since the Cold War.  The promise of EU membership 

has restrained countries in the ex-Yugoslavia from continuing the disastrous wars of the 1990s.  There is 

also the perpetual question of Turkey’s chances for EU membership, which, if the question writers are not 

yet tired of it, may come up in this topic area. 

 

Economic policy will play a role in this round even if extempers are left talking about political issues like 

the rise of Matteo Renzi in Italy, Golden Dawn in Greece, Francois Hollande’s falling approval ratings, 

and the chances of Britain’s Labour Party to win next year’s elections.  The predicted collapse of the euro 

zone in light of Greece’s fiscal problems appears to have been averted (for now), but Greeks are not 

happy at EU dictated austerity packages.  The economies of Spain, Portugal, and Italy also remain 

dysfunctional and France is weathering anemic growth, which has forced President Hollande to shake up 

his cabinet and move toward market-friendly policies that his Socialist Party abhors.  Economic problems 

have called attention to Europe’s aging population, the inability of young people to secure jobs, and the 

future of its generous welfare state systems.  Extempers should visit the Index of Economic Freedom, a 

publication by the Wall Street Journal and Heritage Foundation (keep in mind these are private market 

friendly sources so they are going to frown on Europe’s approach to heavily regulating markets) to get a 

breakdown of troubled European economies.  They should also study why European economies are 

struggling and come up with solutions to use in rounds since there will likely be several questions about 

how European nations can return to economic prosperity. 

 

Predicting electoral outcomes or assessing political fortunes will take place in this round as well.  Britain 

has an election due next year (where it is likely that no party will win a majority to govern), Sweden will 

hold a general election in September, and Romania faces a presidential election in November.  Slovakia 

held a presidential and Serbia a parliamentary election in March.  Extempers could be asked to assess how 

Angela Merkel has handled her new grand coalition agreement with the SPD, which took effect after last 

fall’s elections (whereby Merkel won the election but technically lost her government after the Free 

Democratic Party, her coalition partner, failed to win the required 5% of the vote to enter national 



18 

 

politics).  The stability of the current Italian government is also open to question, as well as whether 

former prime minister Silvio Berlusconi might one day re-emerge.  Spain also faces a general election 

next year. 

 

The devolution and separatism issue will come up in this topic round as Great Britain and Spain face calls 

by some of their regions for independence.  Scottish voters will head to the polls on September 18 of this 

year to determine whether Scotland will become an independent country.  Spain’s regions continue to 

agitate for independence and Catalonia wants to vote on independence on November 9.  The Spanish 

government has signaled that it will not recognize the outcome of an independence referendum if one 

takes place.  The Basque Country also demands independent status and the terrorist group ETA has made 

it their goal since 1959 to liberate the Basque people from Spanish control. 

 

This topic area will also focus on continent-wide issues like the other regional topic areas.  Prepare to talk 

about the immigration policies of European nations, the continent’s treatment of the Roma, the region’s 

dependence on Russian natural gas (something that really weighs on Germany since it is dismantling its 

nuclear power plants), the rising Muslim populations of several European nations (leading to fears of 

Europe losing its white majority and fueling some of the support for far-right parties), and concerns about 

rising levels of anti-Semitism on the continent.  A question or two about the papacy could come up in this 

topic area as well.  After all, Pope Francis lives in Western Europe.  Handling any of these continent-wide 

issues will require you to know some of the lingering historical animosities behind them (e.g. the 

Holocaust, European treatment of ethnic minorities in the past, and how many Muslims came into Europe 

following the collapse of European imperialism in Muslim-majority areas like North Africa).  Speaking 

on the influx of ethnic and religious minorities is challenging because it is a sensitive topic and the best 

speeches will recognize the claims of the far-right, as well as the reasons some of these minorities are not 

assimilating to European values (e.g. existing government discrimination).  Remember that there are 

always two sides to every story! 

 

There are many good sources to consult for Western European issues.  Extempers are already familiar 

with The Economist, The Financial Times of London, and The Guardian, but I also recommend Der 

Spiegel (a German magazine), The Scotsman, The UK Telegraph, and The Le Monde Diplomatique. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  Will the Labour Party triumph in the next British parliamentary election? 

2.  Can Scotland afford to be independent? 

3.  Is the EU directly responsible for the improving fortunes of the continent’s far-right parties? 

4.  Will economic crises force European nations to significantly reform their welfare state structures? 

5.  Politically speaking, is Francois Hollande’s goose cooked? 

 

Topic Area #12:  The World Next Week 

 

Upon first glance, this topic area is quite vague and extempers might wonder what could go into it.  The 

short answer is everything, but that’s actually a positive because I can say with near certainty that this will 

be the final round topic area (it was last year).  So this is the topic area that you should most want to face 

at the tournament because it means you have survived more than 200 competitors and have a chance at 

winning a national championship. 

 

Questions that competitors had to speak on in last year’s final round in this topic area included: 

 

 Should the U.S. lead a humanitarian intervention in Syria? 

 Does North Korea’s bellicose rhetoric indicate a renewed threat of conflict on the peninsula? 
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 Do Iran’s presidential elections matter? 

 Is the UN Security Council’s inability to resolve Syria’s crisis a signal of its growing irrelevance? 

 Has South Africa failed to deliver on its post-apartheid promise? 

 Do recent concessions by the Taliban foreshadow the end of the war in Afghanistan? 

 

Of those questions, all of the en vogue “global hot spots” were hit.  Syria was given at least two questions 

in the draw and other speakers touched on North Korea, Iran, and Afghanistan.  Only the question about 

South Africa was somewhat unique to what extempers encounter at topic draws on the local and state 

level.  Therefore, be prepared to talk about any global “hot zones,” which include Syria, South Sudan, 

North Korea, the East and South China Sea, Nigeria, Afghanistan, and Libya.  If there is armed conflict, 

you better believe that you will be getting a question about it. 

 

This topic area is a reason why extempers need to keep up with the news while they are at the national 

tournament.  This is good advice for the other topic areas too, but is especially important for this one.  

Each morning make sure you read a relevant news source or at least scan the headlines.  See if your coach 

can get a copy of The New York Times, The Washington Post, or The Wall Street Journal.  The hotel you 

stay at in Overland Park might already give you a paper and even if it is USA Today that is nothing to 

sneeze at (especially because USA Today loves nice pie charts and other visually helpful graphs).  If a 

major international event takes place during the tournament such as an aggressive Chinese action in Asia, 

a North Korean nuclear test, a unity agreement between Fatah and Hamas, the rescue of the schoolgirls 

taken by Boko Haram, etc. then you might find a question written about it for this round.  In fact, I would 

not be surprised if some of the question writers of the tournament put together some of the questions for 

this round the night before it takes place. 

 

Extempers can also make their own predictions about what they might face in this round by reading 

events from all of the regional topic areas and predicting what might be global concerns the week of June 

23-29 (the week following NSDA Nationals).  Brazil is holding the World Cup.  What if violence breaks 

out there?  Colombia holds its runoff election right before the national tournament begins.  How might 

this influence FARC peace talks?  The next round of Iran’s nuclear talks will also take place during the 

national tournament.  What will be the fallout of those talks in the following weeks?  You can even do a 

Google news search of “June 23,” “June 24,” etc. to get an idea of approaching events. 

 

As a random AGD idea, the NBA draft takes place on June 26.  That’s a world event! 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  How will the outcome of the Colombian presidential election affect negotiations with the FARC? 

2.  Will the next round of talks about Iran’s nuclear program produce a breakthrough?  

3.  How will EU association agreements with Moldova and Georgia affect the organization’s relationship 

with Russia? 

4.  Will Libya’s parliamentary polls resolve the country’s ongoing political crisis? 

5.  India and China:  the next major international rivalry or naturally cooperative partners? 

 

Topic Area #13:  Worldwide Economic Health 

 

Questions in this round could include those about global economic trends and/or questions about specific 

countries that could have an impact on the global economy.  The question writers might decide to throw 

all economic questions into this round and remove them from all of the regional topic areas, but I think 

that would not be a wise decision since it would reduce the quality of questions that could go into those 

rounds.  I’m not the one that gets to make that call, though.  Economic sources will carry the most weight 
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in this round, so I highly recommend The Economist; The Wall Street Journal; Bloomberg; Business 

Week; The Financial Times of London; The Australian Financial Review; summaries on the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and World Trade Organization’s (WTO) websites; and the 

Brookings Institution’s economic reports.  Leftist sources like Upside Down World, which I 

recommended for the Latin America topic area, or The Socialist Worker can be added to provide diversity 

and a counter argument to market friendly, Western-oriented publications. 

 

I highly recommend that extempers do everything possible to make their analysis clear in these rounds.  

Economic rounds can be messy (reports of the recent NCFL final round confirm this) and judges hate 

becoming confused.  Speakers can confuse judges by talking over their heads and assuming that they 

know economic terminology or throwing so many statistics to the judge that things become muddled.  

Economics rounds are not statistics rounds.  They are not excuses for dumping every GDP growth figure 

that you memorized for thirty minutes in prep onto your judges.  If you provide a statistic, make sure to 

explain what it means.  Why is a 8% GDP growth rate better than 2.5%?  If you argue that high interest 

rates are bad for the international economy, make sure you explain what high interest rates do before 

explaining the ramifications of raising interest rates.  Similarly, it never helps to define a technical term 

like “austerity” for your judge.  If you get someone like Dr. Steve Moss in the back of the room, this may 

not be necessary, but most of your judges are not familiar with the financial world and its nuances.  When 

discussing an international economic organization like the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World 

Bank, or World Trade Organization (WTO), make sure to give a brief statement about what the purpose 

of that organization is.  Your judges may not be familiar with that either.  You have to use the “lingo” of 

economics to sound impressive in the round, but make sure that you know what that lingo means 

(Wikipedia can help you in this regard)!   

 

If the questions go global for this round, you will face issues tied to shifts in global economic power, 

global trade negotiations, and monetary policy.  On economic power, a decline in the price of raw 

materials has weakened the economic power of the BRICS nations (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 

South Africa) and some economists have taken to calling these five economies, which grew at a rapid 

pace at the beginning of this century, the “fragile five.”  China is also poised to overtake the United States 

as the world’s largest economy.  What might be the ramifications of this development?  With China’s 

economic slowdown, some fear that the global economy could sputter due to the country’s willingness to 

buy the bonds of indebted Western governments and its consumption of raw materials from the 

developing world. 

 

In terms of global trade, this is the twenty year anniversary of the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) and if a NAFTA question does not find its way into the “Canada, Mexico, and Central 

America” topic area, then it will find its way into this one.  Global trade negotiators made a breakthrough 

in December 2013 when the Bali package was approved by all WTO members (all WTO members must 

approve a trade accord for it to be valid).  This is part of the Doha trade round, which is seeking a larger 

global free trade agreement among WTO members, and the Doha round has been ongoing since 2001.  

The big dispute in global trade negotiations is that Western governments do not want to eliminate 

agricultural subsidies, which allow their farmers to sell their products at reduced prices to consumers at 

home, and developing nations, especially Brazil and India, are less willing to reduce tariffs that affect 

industrial and technology goods.  These nations argue that they need high tariffs to build their own “infant 

industries” because otherwise they will be flooded with better Western products.  Extempers are likely to 

face questions to call for them to assess the significant of the Bali package and whether the Doha trade 

round could succeed in the near future.  A standard question about whether free trade or fair trade is better 

than the other or whether free trade agreements benefit all nations can be expected as well. 

 

Monetary policy, especially American monetary policy, is likely to affect the global economy in 

significant ways before 2014 closes.  The end of quantitative easing policies, whereby the Federal 
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Reserve has purchased $85 billion in bonds with newly printed money to reduce interest rates, is likely to 

send investors back to the United States (deemed a more secure investment).  Since returns on 

investments were low, due to low interest rates, these investors have dabbled in developing nations 

markets, which offered a higher rate of return.  As these investors take their money out and head back 

home, the liquidity (money) in developing economies could be significantly reduced and their currencies 

could depreciate (lower in value) against the American dollar.  The resulting imbalance could increase 

inflation rates in these nations if they seek to buy foreign produced goods and this could harm BRICS 

economies like Brazil and India, which are already fighting high inflation rates.  Due to the impact 

American monetary policy decisions mean for the global economy, International extempers should pay 

attention what the Fed does in the weeks leading up to the national tournament and consider the impact of 

those moves on the developing world. 

 

Also, do not lose sight of real people in this round.  Extempers sometimes lose the forest for the trees in 

economic rounds because they only talk about countries in the abstract.  They focus on power politics and 

power relations with disregard for how economic policies affect the people in the nations in question.  For 

example, I would frown on a NAFTA speech that neglects to talk about the working conditions of 

maquiladoras along the U.S.-Mexican border and/or the devastation of the Mexican agricultural industry 

that resulted from the accord.  Similarly, free trade policies, third world debt, and austerity measures can 

result in job losses, the elimination of education and health programs, and turn national populations 

against market-friendly policies (which has happened in Bolivia and Venezuela).  Do not take for granted 

that capitalism is the only option for nations either.  Yes, reforms that are market friendly have produced 

great economic gains in the countries that have adopted them (e.g. China), but they have also resulted in 

hardship, especially when countries do not have sufficient institutions to regulate their markets.  I tend to 

believe that capitalism is the best of a host of economic alternatives, but I do not discount criticisms of the 

model and believe there are ways to make it more efficient and better for a greater number of people.  

Also, do not assume that all countries operate like the United States.  Developing nations have poor 

infrastructure, some have experienced hyperinflation, and they do not have the same labor or 

environmental laws as the United States (which is why some politicians in the U.S. do not favor signing 

free trade agreements with these nations).  The United States used to have these problems too, especially 

in the first century of its existence, developing a vibrant national economy takes time.  The Russian 

economic problems of the 1990s illustrated that quickly introducing market reforms into an environment 

that was state-controlled could be devastating.  The trauma of that period is one of the reasons that 

Russians have supported Vladimir Putin.  So in this topic area, rid your mind of assumptions, base your 

findings on evidence, and do your best to put a human face in your impact scenarios. 

 

Finally, this topic area will require you to assess the impact of world regions on each other and the impact 

of specific global issues on the world economy.  Climate change, human created or not, will affect the 

economic viability of regions.  Afghanistan is a prime example.  Once the world’s fourth largest vegetable 

grower, it is now struggling to get by after a drought wrecked its national economy (a war with the Soviet 

Union, a civil war, and America’s intervention in the region have played a role as well).  How might more 

austerity policies in the euro zone affect Europe’s trade partners in other world regions?  If Africa 

achieves its economic potential, how might that change the global economic picture?  How will Russia’s 

actions in the Ukraine affect its relationship with Western Europe, which is a buyer of Russian natural 

gas?  Assessing the interplay of various global economic forces will be required of you in this round, so 

as you read about a certain world region to prepare for nationals, ask yourself how certain economic 

activities in that area of the world could affect the markets of other nations. 

 

Practice Questions 

 

1.  How will the Federal Reserve’s “tapering” measures affect the global economy? 

2.  Are the BRICS crumbling? 
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3.  Why are negotiations over the Doha trade round still ongoing? 

4.  Are bilateral trade agreements more effective than multilateral ones? 

5.  Is growing global inequality a threat to global financial stability? 
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2014 NSDA Nationals 

United States Extemp Topic Area Analysis 
by Carolyn Evans 

 

Congratulations on qualifying to NSDA Nationals!  This was the hard part, right?  Qualifying to be one of 

only a few hundred extempers competing at the most difficult competition in the country?  Not quite.  The 

real hard part comes in the next 13 rounds of your life.  NSDA Nationals run differently than most other 

tournaments because they are cumulative.  This means that a single six in the wrong round can cost you a 

championship.  A mediocre performance in octofinals could lower your cumulative score in semifinals 

and prevent you from making finals.  Saying the wrong thing in front of the wrong judge could be the 

difference between prelims and outrounds.  This is particularly important for extempers competing in 

USX for two reasons: 

1) Knowledge Base.  You cannot “fake it ‘til you make it” with a judge.  Your judge lives in the 

US and will know at least a little about what you are speaking on.  If you don’t know what you’re 

talking about, and the judge does, they will know, and your ranks will reflect poorly.   

2) Personal Opinions.  Although they are supposed to remain objective, judges do have personal 

preferences, and those preferences will reflect on a ballot.  For example, if you draw a question, 

“Is Jeb Bush the right choice for the GOP 2016 presidential nomination?”, it is not an opportunity 

to rail on the GOP or Jeb Bush.  It is also not an opportunity to praise the GOP or predict Jeb 

Bush will be the savior of American politics.  You have to remain extremely impartial so as not to 

offend or disagree with your judging panel.  While most of your judging pool, and most of 

America, doesn’t have a personal vested interest or opinion in South African politics or European 

immigration issues, because you are talking about domestic issues, your judge WILL have an 

opinion.   

These two reasons, in my opinion, are what make USX one of the most difficult events at Nationals.  A 

misinterpreted joke, a poorly represented opinion, or a judge who just plain disagrees with you can give 

you the rank that keeps you from the next round.  

Luckily, this topic brief seeks to correct both of the above issues.  First, by discussing what is likely 

contained in each round, extempers can supplement their knowledge base to make sure there’s never a 

round they have to “b.s.”  Second, we’ll talk strategy behind each round so you know how to take any 

curveball the NSDA might throw and knock it out of the park.  Finally, we’ll write practice questions so 

you can practice with potential questions you could encounter at Nationals. 

Topic Area #1:  The 113th U.S. Congress  

ISSUES: 

Luckily, the 113
th
 Congress isn’t too controversial in one regard: It is relatively disliked.  Its popularity 

polls lower than the IRS and only slightly higher than cockroaches.  Why?  It’s the least productive in 

history.  

So what is Congress actually doing? The real answer: Struggling for power.  This is true for a few key 

reasons. 
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1) There is a divide in the GOP.  In the winter of 2012, Speaker of the House John Boehner 

attempted to compromise with Democrats on the Sequester with the infamous “Plan B” 

option.  House Republicans were furious and leaders like Eric Cantor rallied against him.  

Since this time, despite being speaker of the House, Boehner has had little control over his 

own party.  It would be simple if you could split the House GOP into the “Boehner” v. “Anti-

Boehner”, but the GOP divide is much more complicated.  There are three main camps to 

watch for: “Checklist” Republicans, Conservative Republicans and Tea Party Republicans.  

As a former US extemper, I recommend knowing your “who’s who” of each group.  

“Checklist” Republicans is a term I created for all the Republicans who identify with party 

issues as if going down a checklist.  They identify with party lines, but aren’t known for any 

extreme viewpoints or spectacles.  Examples might be John Boehner, Kevin McCarthy, 

David Camp, etc.  They vote and behave the same way the Republican party has traditionally 

voted and behaved.  Most of the current Congressional leadership is “checklist” Republicans.  

Typically, these are the most well funded, most widely supported, and most likely to sway 

moderate.  Conservative Republicans are the emerging group growing in popularity for strong 

anti-Obama rhetoric and filibusters.  Examples include: Paul Ryan (Budget Battle), Ted Cruz 

(Budget Battle), Rand Paul (Drones), Darrel Issa (IRS), etc.  These Republicans believe the 

party should move more conservative, not more moderate.  They are growing in popularity, 

especially due to media attention and donor cash.  The group causing Republican leadership 

the biggest headache is probably this group, because they refuse compromise with Democrats 

and chastise Republican leaders for not being conservative enough.  Finally, the Tea Party 

Republicans are the emerging wild card in Congress.  The most extreme, the Tea Party has 

presented a problem in lobbying and elections (see round 6), but have also consistently 

backed the Conservative members of Congress, only deepening the divide between 

“Checklist” Republicans and Conservative party members.  Prominent Tea Partiers include 

Michelle Bachman, Steve King, and Lamar Smith. 

 

2) Senate “Nuclear Option”- Last year, Harry Reid and the Democrats went “nuclear” by 

eliminating the 60 vote supermajority standard to appoint federal judicial and executive office 

nominees and appointments, so now a simple majority will approve a candidate.  Although 

this temporarily gives the Democrats a tremendous advantage in the Senate, it angered 

Republicans as they are now effectively voiceless in the Senate when it comes to 

nominations. 

 

3) Obama is threatening Executive Action, rendering Congress with no say what-so-ever.  This 

leave Congress struggling to maintain their power altogether. 

 

Congress now is dealing with a few key issues you should know about: Budget, Military Sexual Assault, 

and Defense Spending.  The Military Sexual Assault bill is rather new, and a rather heated debate, but the 

budget and defense spending battle have been going on forever.  Other issues may include old favorites 

like immigration. 

 

STRATEGY:  

 

Know as many prominent figures of Congress as possible, know the committees and their roles, and know 

who is saying what.  If you can tell me that Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid was responsible for the 

Senate Nuclear Option, he said he did it to counter Republican filibusters, and second ranking Republican 

leader John Cornyn countered back saying that it was a terrible idea, you A) Show you know the 

Congress extremely well B) Void any personal opinion or jeopardize an opportunity for the judge to make 

a counterargument because you didn’t call the nuclear option a bad idea.  John Cornyn did.  Names and 

positions will be your best friend in this round. 
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POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

 

o How can the 113
th
 Congress regain the trust of the American people? 

o Is John Boehner leading to GOP to Congressional Success or Failure? 

o What will it take for Congress to finally make major fiscal reforms? 

o Will partisan politics compromise Congress’s ability to make progress on the Military 

Sexual Assault bill? 

o Will the “nuclear option” help or hurt Senate Democrats as they try to leverage power 

with President Obama? 

 

Topic Area #2:  America’s Economic Health  

ISSUES:  

Fun piece of extemp trivia: America’s economy has a lot of problems.  It’s interesting that American 

Economic Health will be a separate round from American Businesses and Industry.  To be on the safe 

side, I would know the May unemployment numbers.  They will be released just a few weeks before the 

National Tournament.  I expect this round will deal with issues like poverty, cost of living, debt, inflation, 

etc.  Minimum wage and unemployment may be included in this round, but as Businesses pay wages and 

hire employees, I chose to include their analysis under the American Businesses and Industry round 

analysis. 

Before we get into any of the above issues, let’s talk about The Federal Reserve.  “The Fed”, as it’s 

fondly known as, is headed by Janet Yellen.  Under former Fed Reserve Chair Ben Bernanke, the 

government launched a massive bond buying stimulus known as quantitative easing or “QE”.  Yellen is 

now seeking to cut back on QE.  Yellen also just announced the Federal Reserve had no authority to 

regulate bitcoin, which reinvigorates the debate over the virtual currency.  The Senate also just confirmed 

Stanley Fischer to the Federal Reserve Board of Governors.  He will likely become the vice chairman of 

the Central Bank.  This leaves America’s Central Banking Institution with a fairly new leadership dealing 

with a daunting task of cutting back quantitative easing.  If the Fed crashes and burns, America’s 

economy crashes and burns.  If the Fed succeeds, America’s economy will prosper.  You should know 

and understand QE, Janet Yellen, and Stanley Fisher. 

So a more in-depth analysis on the above issues: 

1) Poverty/Cost of Living- 50 years ago, President LBJ announced his famous “War on 

Poverty”.  Spoiler Alert: We lost.  Poverty still exists.  Because it is the 50
th
 anniversary of 

“The War on Poverty”, politicians have been particularly focused on the poverty rate in 

America.  Since LBJ’s time, the number of Americans living in poverty has decreased from a 

number in the 6%ish to a number in the high 4%ish range.  However, the number of 

Americans living just above the poverty line has increased from 11 to 15%.  This means there 

might be less people living in technical poverty, but millions of Americans are still 

impoverished.  With cuts to programs like Food Stamps and Emergency Unemployment 

Benefits, these impoverished groups have had a difficult year.  Democrats and Republicans 

are divided on whether the solution is more aid or less aid.  Meanwhile, while job 

opportunities are being created across the country, the costs of living remain high.  

Specifically, urban areas remain the highest areas of job creation.  However, these areas are 

also the most expensive.  Simply, Americans can’t afford to move to the places where jobs 
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are most prevalent.  Costs of food and housing remain high, and absent of federal support, 

millions of Americans are struggling to survive. 

 

2) Debt- Once upon a time, Bill Clinton was President and there was a National Surplus.  He did 

have economic relations with our economy.  However, now we have a tremendous national 

debt.  Estimates place it at $16 trillion dollars.  We have a national debt because we keep 

spending money on ways to stimulate our economy.  We keep spending money to stimulate 

our economy because we have a national debt.  Examples of spending: Quantitative Easing, 

Social Welfare, etc.  It’s a never-ending cycle.  The Fed is attempting to break this cycle by 

ending QE and Republicans believe spending less on social programs will remedy this 

problem.  However, Democrats argue without these spending programs, less money will flow 

through the US economy and another recession could occur.  Austerity in Europe suggests 

that extreme cuts to social spending do hinder economic growth.  The real answer to our debt 

problem lies in a combination of cuts to programs and spending in others.  The problem is 

discerning which programs deserve cuts and which deserve growth. 

 

3) Inflation- Inflation rates in the US are rising slowly at 2%.  This is only slightly higher than 

economists predicted.  However, there has been a tremendous amount of pressure on The Fed 

to raise federal interest rates.  They are waiting to raise interest rates until inflation grows 

higher.  As new April/May estimates contest inflation is growing, it could signal a new battle 

as The Fed changes interest rates. 

 

STRATEGY: 

Any economics round can be won by using two things: 1) Names and 2) Numbers.  Do NOT bludgeon 

your judge with complicated economic theory, but do explain who the Chair of the Fed is, why it’s 

important, and assign dollar values to your impacts.   

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Is Stanley Fischer a good choice for Vice Chairman of The Federal Reserve? 

o Following the end of quantitative easing, what is the next step for the Federal Reserve to 

stimulate American economic growth? 

o Does current federal policy lead to progress or regression in the “War on Poverty”? 

o What policy should the Obama administration champion to best reduce American debt? 

o With inflation rates on the rise, is it time for The Fed to raise interest rates? 

 

Topic Area #3:  America’s Global Role  
 

ISSUES:   

From my guess, US Foreign Policy has been bifurcated into two different rounds.  One round, the 

Military, Defense, and National Security round, will deal with our military and defense ordeals abroad.  

However, contrary to popular belief, the US does play a large role in diplomatic, humanitarian, and 

economic affairs.  This round, America’s Global Role, will likely deal with all US Foreign Policy that is 

not military related.   
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Before we look at our continental conundrums, it’s important to note the US is part of several major 

multinational organizations.  When it comes to “America’s Global Role”, nowhere is this more seen than 

through the UN.  The US created the United Nations and it still largely runs it today.  The US is the 

largest contributor of funding to the UN, the UN headquarters are located in New York, and the US is one 

of the P5 (a permanent member of the infamous security council.)  The US’s position in the UN has 

become interesting this year for a few reasons. 

1) Human Rights- When Edward Snowden leaked that the US was collecting data on its citizens, 

it wasn’t just Americans who were mortified.  Countries across the globe learned that the US 

was collecting their data as well.  The UN criticized this NSA spying as a human rights 

violation. The UN also criticized the US for its human rights failings on racial inequality, gun 

violence, Guantanamo bay, the death penalty, and drone strikes.  In criticizing the US for its 

human rights failings, the UN, an organization created by the US to monitor and solve global 

human rights violations, turned on its creator.   

 

2) Loss of Credibility- Early this year, the UN released a report that the human rights crisis in 

North Korea was tantamount to atrocities by Nazi Germany in the 1940’s.  North Korea, in 

tandem with China, accused this report of being biased, because the research was 

spearheaded by the US.  As the US pushed its own agenda forward, other powerful countries, 

like China, are beginning to question its impartiality in human rights and policy objectives. 

 

3) The Security Council- The UN cannot militarily be involved without a unanimous vote from 

the P5+1.  If any member nation vetos the resolution, the UN cannot intervene.  The US sits 

on a security council with the UK, France, Russia, and China.  When the Syrian crisis broke 

out, both Russia and China were known supporters of the Assad regime.  Consequently, any 

security action would be vetoed.  When the ten new honorary members of the security 

council were proposed earlier this year, Saudi Arabia rejected its seat, citing US failure to 

intervene in Syria as the reason.  As Russia, China, and the US come to a head on geopolitical 

issues, Saudi Arabia’s statements illustrate how the US’s power to use UN intervention is 

dwindling. 

 

Now at the UN, let’s briefly cover a global overview of America’s Global Role by region.  I’ll explain 

places where America’s Global Role is increasing in power, decreasing in power, or remaining neutral. 

1) Africa- INCREASE.  The US has maintained military and diplomatic interests in the conflicts 

in Nigeria, CAR, DRC, South Sudan, and AU policymaking.  As more conflict erupts, more 

aid and troops are needed in these areas, and the US has been happy to oblige.  

 

2) Asia- DECREASE.  US Foreign Policy has maintained it will “shift” to the pacific.  Although 

this has been marked as a military move, it does indicate the America is worried about the 

role of Asian nations like China growing in economic and diplomatic power.  As China and 

Japan vie to be the regional hegemont, the US is losing prowess in this region. 

 

3) Europe- NEUTRAL.  The US has increasingly turned to partners in France and the UK to 

impose their global power.  However, tensions remain high over immigration and economic 

issues that run rampant throughout Europe.  Meanwhile, the US cannot seem to gain leverage 

over Russia, who continues to expand in Eastern Europe.  The US is allied with the EU 

against Russian imposition, giving them more of a global role in Europe.  Simultaneously, 

their inability to force Russian retreat shows a weakness in global power.   
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4) Middle East- DECREASE.  The US pivots away militarily, but we continue to give massive 

amounts of aid to humanitarian and diplomatic efforts across the Middle East.  We cut off 

massive amounts of aid to Egypt last year after the overthrow of Morsi.  As we have less 

troops on the ground and less money circulating in the region, we are overwhelmingly losing 

power.  John Kerry has been in the midst of peace negotiations with Israel and Palestine for 

the past few months.  The talks are not going well. 

 

5) North America- DECREASE.  NAFTA is turning 20 this year, and relations between Barack 

Obama and Stephen Harper (Canada’s Prime Minister) are icy at best over a variety of issues, 

most notably the Keystone pipeline.  If NAFTA falls through, the US will lose a significant 

amount of regional power with Canada and Mexico. 

 

6) South America- DECREASE.  With the leak of the NSA data, countries like Brazil are 

furious the US was spying on South American countries.  This has lead to several cancelled 

White House visits by Delma Roussef.  Following this breach of trust, the US has had 

difficulty maintaining the power it once had in this region. 

 

STRATEGY:  

The US has had a very underwhelming year in impacting Global Affairs.  As you approach this round, 

really sell the statements of significance.  If the US fails to act in the correct fashion, we will lose our 

status as the “Global Power.”  Impacts also have the potential to be huge.  This is a great round to go for 

bigger impacts like war, global poverty, and political turmoil.  Don’t be afraid to embrace your inner 

IXer. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Has the UN Security Council’s legitimacy been compromised by contradictory US 

actions?  

o How should the US best utilize humanitarian aid to catalyze the peace process in the 

Middle East? 

o Does a failure of the US to convince the EU to adopt Russian sanctions doom the 

Ukrainian peace process? 

o As China’s economic continues to stagnate, can the US regain traction in Asian 

markets? 

o How can the US regain the trust of South America following the NSA scandal? 

 

Topic Area #4:  American Business and Industry  

ISSUES:  

I said it before, I’ll say it again: I don’t understand why Economics is separated into two rounds.  I expect 

there will be some overlap in this round and the “America’s Economic Health” round.  LOOK UP THE 

MAY JOBS REPORT.  Assuming this round is just focused on American Business, let’s look at a few 

key issues. 

1) American Businesses and International Competition- American businesses are struggling to 

keep up with the competition in countries like China and India.  Raw materials are cheaper, 

labor costs are cheaper, and there is less regulation.  Corporations are sending jobs overseas 

because it’s cheaper.  However, this takes jobs out of the American economy.  It also means 
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that foreign corporations have an edge in creating cheaper goods.  This particularly hits 

industries like manufacturing and technology. 

 

2) Job Creation/Unemployment- Unemployment numbers are steadily decreasing, but job 

creation has been slightly lower than many economists predicted.  The cost of living in cities 

is so high, that it’s cheaper for many people to live in rural areas.  However, jobs are being 

created at higher rates in cities.  This disconnect leaves economic rebound struggling to 

progress.  Businesses need a way to attract workers, prevent their turnover, and train them to 

move to higher positions in the industry. 

 

3) Minimum Wage- The CFLs PF topic this year, Minimum Wage has become a major debate 

for American businesses after President Obama announced he wanted to raise it during The 

State of The Union earlier this year.  This sparked debate about how much companies should 

pay workers.  The argument for raising wages is that workers would be able to spend more 

money and the economy would grow.  The counterargument is that businesses cannot afford 

to pay workers more and would have to fire works to make up for the difference.  Minimum 

wage debate is highly political, but political affairs often carry economic impacts, and this is 

certainly true as companies are preparing to potentially raise wages. 

 

4) Specific Companies to Know- General Motors has caught a lot of flak for their recall of 

millions of US vehicles.  As a premier US car company, their failure could be indicative of 

greater US automotive industry troubles.  Tesla (a US company) and Panasonic (a Japanese 

company) are in talks as Panasonic wants to be the primary provider of the batteries Tesla 

uses in its cars.  This could be a multi-billion dollar investment and bring Japan into the 

Silicon Valley.  AT&T just purchased directTV in an attempt to revitalize their company.  

Stories like these are all the type of news articles extempers should be on the lookout for to 

prepare for this round. 

 

STRATEGY:  

Economic rounds all come down to names and numbers.  Make sure you have specific statistics to 

support your argumentation.  Because this round’s focus includes “businesses”, really focus on specific 

companies or industries that are impacted. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o How can American Businesses remain competitive in global manufacturing 

markets? 

o Is growth in the manufacturing industry indicative of an American economic 

comeback? 

o What policies should American businesses champion to recruit new workers? 

o Would an increase in minimum wage cripple industry growth? 

o Does GM’s most recent recall of cars signal a problem with the US auto market? 

 

Topic Area #5:  Constitutional Issues and The Courts  

 
ISSUES:  

 

SCOTUS (Supreme Court of The United States) has become particularly relevant the past few years 

because the Obama administration has become so dependent on their action.  When Congress spiraled out 
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of control before the ACA, the Obama administration sent the ACA to the Supreme Court in 2012 to rule 

on the constitutionality of the interstate commerce clause.  Despite a slightly conservative leaning bench, 

Chief Justice John Roberts became the swing vote to uphold the ACA 5-4.  Since that time, the Obama 

presidency has utilized the courts to uphold the constitutionality of legislation and made the Court a 

critical actor in American politics.  This is true as the SCOTUS has become integral in the battle for 

marriage equality, the ACA, and campaign finance.  State courts have also been integral for marriage 

equality and marijuana legalization.  SCOTUS is also increasingly politicized with specific Justices being 

known for their leanings and social issues.  We’ll split this topic analysis into two sections: 1) The 

Justices.  2) The Issues. 

 

1) The Justices-  There are 9 Justices sitting on the Supreme Court bench.  Samuel Alito, Ruth 

Bader Ginsberg, Stephen Breyer, Elena Kagan, Anthony Kennedy, John Roberts, Antonin 

Scalia, Sonya Sotomayor, and Clarence Thomas.  Alito, Kennedy, Roberts, Scalia, and 

Thomas are all conservative leaning.  Breyer, Bader Ginsberg, Kagan, and Sotomayor are all 

liberal leaning.  I wouldn’t worry knowing too much about Alito, Breyer, Kagan, Kennedy, or 

Sotomayor outside of knowing which way they lean in rulings.  Bader Ginsberg and Thomas 

have become important simply because of their age.  There is increasing pressure from both 

sides of the aisle for Ginsberg to step down under the guise that she’s old.  Thomas is much 

older and not nearly as active as Ginsberg.  Truthfully, pressure on Ginsberg is probably 

political, as her departure would allow Obama to appoint a new Justice.  That would be 

Obama’s third appointment, as both Kagan and Sotomayor were appointed under his 

Presidency.  It also introduced the debate over Term Limits for SCOTUS Justices, which just 

recently exploded at the end of May, 2014.  Scalia is relevant because he’s such a 

conservative.  He’s responsible for writing many of the dissenting opinions on important 

cases, and they’re always extremely harsh in rhetoric.  Finally, the most important Justice, in 

my humble opinion, is Chief Justice John Roberts.  Roberts is hitting his tenth year serving as 

Chief Justice this year, and he has overseen some of the most controversial cases in recent 

history.  He’s typically conservative, but in decisions like the 2012 ACA ruling, ruled 

liberally, making him more difficult to predict. 

 

2) The Issues-  The Court system has been busy busy busy this year.  Gay marriage is now legal 

in 19 states, and that’s to the credit of both state courts and SCOTUS who continues to rule in 

favor of equality measures.  Several state courts have also legalized marijuana, including 

Colorado and Washington, although SCOTUS has mostly avoided this battle.  McCutcheon v. 

FEC, ruled on April 2
nd

 2014, also eliminated campaign donation limitations.  Roberts also 

oversaw the Citizen’s United decision, and his legacy has shifted politics towards allowing 

money to run elections.  SCOTUS has also consistently ruled against Affirmative Action with 

cases like Fischer v. UT Austin and more recently banning it completely in Michigan.  The 

Michigan decision was 6-2, showing this trend is likely to continue.  In late May, 2014, BP 

asked SCOTUS to review settlements over the BP Oil spill into the Gulf of Mexico.  There’s 

also been an increasing push for the abolishment of the death penalty this year.  Finally, in 

2012 SCOTUS helped uphold the ACA.  In 2014, Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby could destroy the 

ACA and open the door for Republicans to rewrite the ACA.  To follow other important 

cases, check the SCOTUS blog. 

 

STRATEGY: 

 

Know your justices, know your cases, and know your terminology.  If you can tell me about a case 

precedent and why it’s important, you can win the round.  If you can tell me about a justice’s personal 

political leanings and why they’re likely to vote a specific way, you can win the round.  Impacts are very 

important in this round.  For a case to reach SCOTUS, is has to be extremely relevant to American issues 
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and it will change the course of American history based on the ruling.  Every case is important, and don’t 

be afraid to sell those impacts. 

 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Is it time for Ruth Bader Ginsberg to step down? 

o What will be the legacy of the Roberts court? 

o Has the Obama administration become too dependent on the court system? 

o What impact will SCOTUS have on the affirmative action debate? 

o What impact will SCOTUS intervention have on the legitimacy of state court 

rulings? 

 

Topic Area #6:  Elections: 2014 and 2016  

 
ISSUES:  

 

The fact that this round is combined is somewhat frustrating.  Each could hold an entire round by 

themselves.  Politico has two different sections of their website devoted to each specific race and for good 

reason.  They are two very different races, and with midterms this fall but general elections are still two 

years out, they require two very different types of analysis.  This brief section will cover the two different 

races. 

 
1) 2014- Midterm elections happen every two years after the general elections.  All the House of 

Representative seats are up and a number of Senate seats.  Let’s quickly look at these two 

groups. 

a. The House of Representatives.  There are 435 seats in the House of Representatives.  

175 are safe Democrat, 210 are safe Republican, 14 tilt Democrat, 19 tilt Republican, 

and 17 are up for grabs.  Even if the Democrats win every single seat up for grabs, 

that would give them 206 to the 210 safe Republican seats.  The Republicans will 

keep the House. 

b. The Senate.  There at 100 seats in the US Senate.  In 2013, Democrats held a 55-45 

lead.  Remember, only a number of Senate seats are up for election.  34 Democrats 

and 30 Republicans will not campaign this fall.  That leaves 36 seats up for 

contention.  Of those 36, 9 are safe Democrats, 14 safe Republicans, 5 tilt Democrat, 

2 tilt Republican, and 6 are up for grabs.  The six states up for grabs are Alaska, 

Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Montana and North Carolina.  These states are 

interesting because states like Kentucky have a strong Libertarian presence and could 

indicate the emergence of tea party voters.  I would know all 6 of these races.  7 of 

the 36 seats up carried Romney in 2012.  It’s very possible we could have a 

Republican Senate by the end of 2014.   

 

2) 2016- OMG HILLARY.  On a serious note, Hillary Clinton has been posturing for months to 

become the Democratic nomination for 2016.  The Democratic party supports this.  

Democrats are largely thrilled that she’s going to run.  She even has multiple Super PACs 

devoted to helping her win.  Let’s accept that unless Hillary pulls out of the race, she’s the 

clear Democratic choice.  However, she must distance herself from the Obama administration 

to broaden her appeal and the Democratic party is very worried that Republicans will win the 

funding game.  Funds don’t necessarily determine an election, but donors like Sheldon 

Adelson and the Koch brothers have demonstrated that money is an increasing part of 

American politics.  To be competitive, Hillary is going to have to find big donors and find 
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them fast.  The Republicans have not had it as easy.  Chris Christie emerged as a clear 

frontrunner earlier in the game, but after the “Bridgegate” scandal, he’s been setback in his 

campaign.  It also allowed time for other Republicans to establish themselves.  After CPAC 

2014, both Paul Ryan and Rand Paul were polling very highly with Republicans.  Jeb Bush 

also just received high amounts of money from Sheldon Adelson, the man who single 

handedly kept Newt Gingrich’s campaign alive with funding in 2012.  Paul Ryan represents a 

very conservative candidate, while Rand Paul would appeal to libertarians and tea party 

voters.  Christie represents a moderate who will have a difficult time making a comeback.  

Bush is a conservative with a family history to overcome.  Especially at a time where the 

Republican party is so divided (see the 113
th
 Congress analysis), 2016 is the epitome of this 

divide.  As 2016 rapidly approaches, Hillary must find a direction for her campaign, and the 

Republicans must find a direction for their party. 

 

STRATEGY:  

 

This is a political round, but you cannot politicize your analysis.  I, as a judge, should not be able to tell 

your own political leanings based on your speech.  Focus on polling numbers, potential donors, and 

appeal to bases to add to your analysis. 

 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Can Republicans take back the Senate in 2014? 

o Who is the bigger threat to Republicans in the 2014 midterm elections: 

Democrats or the Tea Party? 

o Will Republican victories in 2014 help or hinder Republican appeal come 2016? 

o Can the Republican Party produce a candidate worthy of challenging a Clinton 

candidacy in 2016? 

o Should the Republican Party appear moderate or conservative when appealing to 

voters in 2016? 

 

Topic #7:  Medicare, Medicaid, and The Affordable Care Act  

ISSUES:  

A seemingly simple but very politically charged round.  Since the topic area contains three issues, this 

analysis sections will be broken down to address the three respective issues. 

1) Medicare- Sometimes extempers confuse Medicare and Medicaid.  I have a very simple way 

to remember it.  We AID the poor, we CARE for the elderly.  Medicaid is for the poor, 

Medicare is for the old.  Medicare has faced a lot of controversy in the past few years.  Many 

politicians want Medicare reform.  Initially, when conceived, the idea behind Medicare was 

you pay in through the tax system so one day when you reach a certain age, the government 

will begin to help your health costs.  However, many people die before that age, so the 

government used to have enough money for the system to win.  However, people are living 

longer, and Medicare has not been reformed, so the program is now losing money and cannot 

provide for how many seniors live in America.  Medicare is also subject to fraud, high drug 

costs, and a growing inability to provide for the people that live under it. 

 

2) Medicaid- We AID the poor.  Medicaid is for those living in America who can’t afford health 

care.  The ACA was supposed to help this problem, but the ACA is currently a mess (see the 

below analysis.)  Medicaid struggles from fraud, but is also politically charged because it is a 
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social spending program directed at people who live in poverty.  Medicaid proliferates money 

out of state and federal budgets.  There were a series of cuts earlier this year.  It is a very 

expensive program and its success is somewhat questionable.  However, several states, like 

Illinois, are now considering reversing these cuts because they are worried about the impact 

Medicaid cuts have.  There have also been calls for Medicaid reform. 

 

3) ACA- Obama campaigned in 2008 on an idea that all Americans could get healthcare.  Two 

years into his second term, and the ACA has spiraled from a dream Americans voted for, to 

one they’re skeptical of at best.  Despite SCOTUS upholding the ACA in 2012, the political 

debate has been relentless.  Now, the ACA heads to the Supreme Court again, this time in 

Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby, the Supreme Court holds the potential to uphold companies ability 

to deny women contraceptive care.  That’s not the only problem the ACA faces.  The website, 

which debuted last year, was an utter disaster.  It was confusing and Americans struggled to 

register.  At the time, that was disastrous.  The ACA seems to have recovered some from the 

website disaster, as millions of Americans have registered, but many lost faith in the ACA 

after this conundrum.  Republicans continue to assault the legislation, media continues to rip 

apart its failures, and Americans are starting to believe that 6 years after they were promised 

it, this bill will not come to fruition.  Other criticisms of the ACA include that it will increase 

medical costs, it will overload doctors, and quality of care will decrease.  Companies are also 

protesting the costs the ACA will place on them to provide care to employees.  The ACA was 

designed to help lower health costs and provide for the uninsured.  Now as the ACA struggles 

to even get on its feet, many are skeptical that it will deliver on its promises. 

 

STRATEGY:  

Because this is such a contentious round, the strategy section here is a little more complex.  You should 

know the difference between Medicare, Medicaid, and the ACA.  I would also know how the ACA 

impacts Medicare and Medicaid.  Reforms have been proposed for all three.  I would look up what 

potential reforms are and who is spearheading those reforms.  Interesting fact: Americans who are asked 

about “Obamacare” poll consistently lower approval rating than those asked about the ACA.  Language 

can give you a slick advantage her.  If you’re talking about the ACA negatively, call it “Obamacare”.  If 

you’re speaking positively about the ACA, call it the Affordable Care Act.  Language can elicit certain 

responses, and this is a tremendous opportunity to use language to persuade your judges subconsciously 

one way or the other.  There are a lot of really good numbers you can also pull out in this round.  You can 

list the current costs of healthcare to the American public, coupled with how much the ACA will save or 

cost those in the US.  You can list the average cost of medication for those on Medicare.  You can list 

how much money we spend on Medicaid and what percentage of that is used for types of treatment.  

Don’t be afraid to tell the narratives so frequently published in articles about these issues. 

I brainstormed two structures I believe can be extremely successful.  Structure Option A: First, explain 

the current problem facing Medicare, Medicaid, or the ACA.  Second, support that with some costs to the 

current system.  Finally, impact on the number of people who will be effected by change or pull a single 

sad narrative.  Many articles actually follow the story of people who have been personally impacted by 

this legislation.  Don’t be afraid to tell those single person stories.  Americans know healthcare is an 

issue, but we often disconnect ourselves from the personal narratives that make this legislation so 

important.  Structure Option B: First, put a sad narrative on top.  Second, explain the problem in depth 

and list the number of Americans also struggling like the person in the sad narrative.  This would also be 

a great place to slip in a statistic about costs.  Finally, offer a potential solution to the problem.  I think 
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Option B is more risky because you’re offering a solution to a very complex problem, but if the question 

calls for you to recommend solutions, then I like this structure a lot.  If you notice, both structures try to 

incorporate both monetary and life costs.  This is a very personal issue to many Americans.  Don’t be 

afraid to play that up.  Connect with your judges.  Really explain the problem, explain why it’s important, 

and tell the judge how important this issue is to millions of Americans.  This is a very controversial 

round, but that’s because people care about it so much.  You can use that to your advantage by telling the 

stories of those struggling most.  That plays off of the judge’s personal connection and connections get 

ones. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Is it time for Medicare reform? 

o Will cuts to Medicaid do more harm than help? 

o Can the ACA inspire positive change in other federal medical programs like 

Medicare and Medicaid? 

o How can Obama reinvigorate excitement for the ACA? 

o Can the ACA fix America’s medical woes? 

 

Topic Area #8:  Military, Defense, and National Security  

ISSUES:  

‘Murica, the proud back to back World War champions, have seen better times for the US military.  

Enlistment is down, budgets are being cut, and the country is increasingly skeptical of national security 

interests because they’ve been used to justify privacy violations like TSA pat-downs and NSA spying.  

Furthermore, Obama shifted troops away from the Middle East in a “Pivot to the Pacific”, only to see 

conflict erupt throughout the Middle East.  America has also struggled to provide military aid to Africa, 

as a number of countries spiral into civil war.  With a limited number of troops, Obama has used drones to 

increase military strength in the War on Terror, and drones have successfully killed a high number or Al 

Qaeda operatives.  Unfortunately, drones have also killed a high number of unarmed civilians, women, 

and children, and have caused quite a domestic and international backlash against their use.  To evaluate 

this round, we’ll cover the military engagements the US faces abroad, as well as their role in NATO. 

1) NATO- NATO is a security agreement signed by 28 countries in North America and Europe.  

Although not exclusively owned or run by the US, the US holds a tremendous amount of 

power in NATO actions.  The US and NATO have worked closely this year, particularly with 

conflicts in Africa and the Ukrainian crisis.  NATO also remains fairly active in Afghanistan, 

and uses drone technology provided by the US.  As many countries criticize the US for 

interventionist policies, NATO allows the US to act multilaterally.  However, NATO is now 

receiving similar criticisms as the US, namely for being interventionist and for its drone US.  

When conflict erupts, the world still looks to the US and NATO to help facilitate peace.  

However, after recent criticism, it may be time for the US and NATO to rethink their policy 

and global role. 

 

2) Africa- As of late May, the US sent in Special Forces to train four African countries in 

counterterror measures: Mali, Libya, Niger, and Mauritania.  The US also currently has 

troops in Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Chad, The Central African Republic, the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, South Sudan, Uganda, Ethiopia, Kenya, Djibouti, and Ethiopia.  
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President Obama also just dedicated $5 billion to helping North African countries fight 

terrorism.  We are spending billions of dollars to send our troops to these areas to help stem 

terrorism, genocide, civil war, and violence.  Despite US presence in countries like Nigeria, 

Boko Haram continues to run rampant, and it’s unclear how large of an impact these US 

forces are actually making. 

 

3) Asia- As part of Obama’s “Pivot to the Pacific”, we are moving an increasing number of 

troops to Asia.  Recently, the US has made military deals with Australia, the Philippines, and 

increased exercises with Japan.  The entire point of this military posturing is to check back 

Chinese influence.  So far, this seems to be going pretty decently.  As China and Japan bicker 

over ownership of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, China has become more militarily aggressive, 

sending out carrier ships and even declaring an Air Defense Zone.  Just hours after declaring 

an Air Defense Zone, the US flew jets through it, and effectively called China’s bluff, much 

to the delight of Japan.  So far, our military might in Asia appears to be scaring China and 

winning over our allies in the region. 

 

4) Europe- Although the US is a military ally with most of Europe, it recently found itself 

moving troops to Latvia in preparation for Russian expansion.  After the Ukraine debacle, 

both the US and NATO troops have positioned themselves to militarily push back against 

Russia if needed. 

 

5) Middle East- The US has a number of National Security reasons to be interested in the 

Middle East: 1) It’s a breeding ground for anti-American sentiment and terrorism.  2) One of 

the US’s strongest allies, Israel, is located in a region poised against it.  This leaves one of our 

closest allies in almost constant turmoil and is the reason the US is pushing so heavily for a 

peace agreement.  3) The US Fifth Fleet finds home in Bahrain.  If the Middle East erupts 

into conflict, we need to protect our fleet.  4) For a time the US is supposed to be leaving, 

there’s a lot of conflict that remains.  The US is pulling out of Afghanistan, keeping troops 

out of Syria, and utilizing drones as their biggest weapon in the Middle East.  The first drone 

strike happened in 2002, but Obama has certainly upped the frequency of UAV attacks.  

Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Yemen have all seen drone strikes targeted at Al Qaeda officials.  

The US also continues to sanction Iran over the possibility of nuclear weapons and is 

prepared to militarily intervene.  The US also recently discussed the possibility of returning to 

Iraq to train military forces. A recent Al Qaeda viral video showed one of the largest turnouts 

in recent history.  Terrorism in the Middle East is certainly alive and well.  With the US 

moving troops off the ground, and an increase in the condemnation of drones, it’s difficult to 

gauge whether the US is being aggressive enough towards this tumultuous region. 

 

6) North America- The US has sent troops to Mexico in an attempt to fight Cartel violence and 

end the War on Drugs.  

 

7) South America- The US has a number of bases in South America, but troop engagements 

have remained relatively uncommon this year. 

 

As you approach this round, note big picture issues like drones, budget cuts, and the ongoing debate over 

whether national security should be valued over privacy.  These are issues that are playing out in all of 

our engagements and impact the specifics of operations from Japan to Latvia.  I would also be prepared 

for questions about women in combat or sexual assault in the military, as these have become prevalent 

debates in the past few years for the US military. 
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STRATEGY:  

I would treat this like a Foreign Policy round.  Let your inner IXer shine.  I think an effective structure is 

listing the problem first, followed by examples of places this is occurring, followed by the impact.  Small 

details like knowing involvements in specific countries go a long way to building your credibility and 

setting yourself apart in the field.  Whatever you do, do not be politicized.  You may be isolationist, you 

may hate drones, and you may think our military budget is too high.  I, as a judge, don’t want your 

personal opinion.  However, even if you think our military is perfect, I think you can acknowledge the 

Obama doctrine has had its short-comings in military and defense policy.  So many people have so many 

different opinions about this issue, and it’s tough to give a speech your judge will already have 

preconceived notions on.  The best way to combat this is to really justify why you answered your question 

the way you did.  If you’re arguing drones are bad, your points need to give me specific examples of 

where drones failed and where they hurt people.  If you can give specific examples, even if a judge 

personally disagrees with you, they can still weigh your analysis as valid and pick you up.  The trick is to 

persuade your judge to see the viewpoint you picked.  The easiest route to that persuasion is by giving 

them instances where you are undeniably right.  If you justify your viewpoint while remaining neutral and 

informative, you can nab the one. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Is Obama justified in his “Pivot to the Pacific”? 

o Does an increased reliance on NATO signal the end to US unilateral military 

power? 

o How can the US maximize its military impact in Africa? 

o Are drone strikes are legitimate solution to Obama’s withdrawl of troops from 

the Middle East? 

o What is the next step for womens’ rights in the US military? 

o Do potential national security threats justify invasions of privacy? 

 

Topic #9:  The Obama Presidency and Administration  

 
ISSUES: Obama’s actually administration is pretty large and composed of dozens of people.  In reality, 

you will probably not pull a question asking you if the Department of Agriculture is doing its job.  To 

save you the boredom of learning about the DoA and Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack, I listed off 

the most active and controversial members of the Obama administration. 

 

 Barack Obama (President)- Before 2008, Obama was beloved by the nation.  In 2014, 

many of his initial supporters are disenfranchised.  Under Obama’s presidency, we’ve 

seen rises in the national debt, the ACA is floundering, and scandal after scandal has 

plagued the President (see NSA).  As Obama’s last years in Office approach, he hopes to 

be remembered for more than an ineffective Congress, an over aggressive drone policy, 

and an astronomical national debt. 

 

 Joe Biden (Vice President)- 2014 has been a pretty quiet year for Joe.  Early in Obama’s 

presidency, he was known for his highly quotable and explicit commentary.  As of late, 

Biden has spent a fair amount of time abroad.  With so many different conflicts 
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happening simultaneously in such scattered parts of the world, Obama will often send 

Biden when his presence is required elsewhere.  Although Biden, as VP, should hold the 

most influence in Congress, his trips abroad to places in Latin America have helped the 

US maintain allies and allowed the President to deal with multiple engagements at once. 

 

 John Kerry (Secretary of State)- Since Kerry’s appointment to Secretary of State just a 

few short years ago, he’s been a very busy man.  Recently, Kerry’s attempts to broker an 

Israel-Palestine peace agreement failed.  Now, Kerry is attempting to pressure whistle 

blower Edward Snowden back into the country, but with little progress.  Kerry travels 

and works endlessly, but both the peace negotiations and Snowden are indicative of his 

larger problem at finding successful long-term solutions.  

 

 Chuck Hagel (Secretary of Defense)- Many were skeptical when Obama nominated 

Chuck Hagel because of his conservative and unorthodox views.  Recently, Hagel has 

focused on addressing military atrocities, such as poor VA conditions.  Hagel has also 

been vocal in keeping a small “active” force in Afghanistan. 

 

 Jack Lew (Secretary of the Treasury)- Obama has had a fair amount of money misery, but 

it’s Lew’s job to help fix that.  Recently, Lew began negotiations with China to lower 

their control over the Yuan.  China manipulates currency, and as our trading partner, that 

directly impacts US markets.  Although unlikely he will be successful in negotiating with 

China, Lew has tirelessly worked to help the administration reverse bad economic trends. 

 

 Eric Holder (Attorney General)- How Eric Holder still has a job is beyond me.  Holder 

was in trouble after “The Fast and Furious” scandal, in which 2000 guns ended up in the 

hands of Mexican drug cartel members.  He faced impeachment after lying about the 

scandal.  Again, in 2013, Holder came under fire for spying on the Associated Press.  Yet 

he remains in office.  He has been criticized for not being aggressive enough in his 

position and has had a number of mishaps as Attorney General.  Most recently, he was 

placed under pressure to investigate charges about the poor living conditions of the VA. 

 

 Arne Duncan (Secretary of Education)- Arne Duncan is in charge of Common Core (see 

Common Core analysis).  Despite being an administrator who consistently preaches about 

the importance of education, test scores remain low, NCLB standards continue, and there 

are problems in the implementation of a new system.  This falls squarely on Arne 

Duncan’s shoulders. 

 

 Jay Carney (White House Press Secretary)- As the press becomes increasingly critical of 

Obama, Press Secretary Jay Carney has felt the heat more than anyone.  However, 

Carney is also known for his stumbles and mishaps during answers.  Recently, he was 

caught lying about a chain of emails related to the Benghazi scandal.  For being a Press 

Secretary, elegance, communication, and honesty are all important.  Unfortunately, 

Carney has been the victim of bad sound bites on multiple occasions. 

 
STRATEGY:  

This round is perhaps the easiest to let your own political opinions show.  People aren’t neutral on 

President Obama.  Either you like him, or you don’t.  You cannot let it show this round.  You must 

remain neutral and purely analyze the impact of his administration and his legacy.  Keep it as straight 

forward as possible.  I would also be weary of humor this round, because you don’t know your judge’s 
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political leanings, and in such a politicized joke, I wouldn’t jeopardize a rank on the chance of being 

funny. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o How can President Obama ensure his legacy is a positive one? 

o Has Joe Biden helped or hindered the effectiveness of an Obama Presidency? 

o Which cabinet member has been the biggest detriment to the Obama Presidency? 

o Has Jay Carney been an effective White House press secretary? 

o Which has been more beneficial to Obama’s foreign policy platform: John Kerry 

or Chuck Hagel? 

 

Topic Area #10:  Science, Technology, Energy, and the Environment  

 
ISSUES:  

 

This topic area deals lists four issues, but I think there are two clear sections in this round: 1) Science and 

Technology and 2) Energy and the Environment.  Each pairing has a lot of overlap, and are often included 

together as their own separate rounds.  Consequently, this topic section will be broken down into the two 

respective areas: 

 

1) Science and Tech- Many scientific discoveries often translate into technological 

advancements.  A lot of the biggest news stories in Science and Tech have overlapping 

implications.  Issues to look out for this round might include the production of commercial 

drones, electric cars (think Tesla), and development of technology.  Amazon recently 

announced they were considering drone delivery, and new technology is being developed so 

drones can deliver projects faster than ever.  Cars are also ever evolving, leading to cars that 

run completely on battery but look just as classy as your average BMW.  Furthermore, it is 

science and technology that has lead to the creation of apps that are allowing NYC policemen 

to track foodborne illness and allow apps to increasingly track your locations and interests.  

Science, separate from tech, has also recently led to developments in treating illnesses like 

malaria and aids.  These are all issues that could be fair game come this round. 

 

2) Energy and Environment- Climate change is real.  The Earth’s temperature is rising.  This is 

fact.  Climate change has been blamed on the tremendous amounts of pollution the US emits.  

Our pollution, or environmental concerns, can largely be tied to our energy consumption.  We 

use a tremendous amount of natural gas in everything from house warming to oil in our cars.  

There’s no secret we fear oil shortages, but the US has just discovered massive reserves and 

is set to become one of the top exporters of oil in the world.  However, many are worried that 

drilling in places like North Dakota will destroy the environment.  Alternatives to drilling, 

like fracking, have also been criticized as not being environmentally friendly.  Our energy 

hunger has also lead to environmental disasters like the BP oil spill.  Developing oil might be 

great for our economy, but it isn’t great for our environment.  Especially now that the US has 

discovered hidden wealth in these new oil reserves, there is less incentive to fund and 

produce alternative energy sources.  Furthermore, environmental regulation in the US 

continues to struggle.  Despite claiming to be an advocate of environmental protection, 

President Obama has passed little legislation to actually address environmental hardships.  

The US also continues to avoid international environmental protection deals like Rio +20.  

Landfills, contaminated water sources, and air pollution continue to plague the United States.  

The EPA (environmental protection agency) has also struggled to find leadership, and 
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struggled even more to enforce regulations.  Companies continue to pollute massive amounts 

of waste into the country.  Although states like California have passed recycling laws to 

address some of these problems, federal initiatives are still lacking.  From our “Drill, baby, 

drill” attitudes, to our disregard of issues like deforestation and landfills, the US seriously 

lacks in environmental protection and in finding cleaner energy. 

 

STRATEGY:  

 

I always felt that Science/Tech rounds can easily become “boring” rounds.  It’s hard to care about the 

next scientific development.  Don’t let it be boring!  The easiest way to accomplish this is let your 

impacts be big.  If you are talking about science or technology, let your judges know how this will 

revolutionize the future.  Energy and Environmental issues can carry life impacts, so don’t be afraid to go 

after it.  Get fired up about this round and remind your judges why it’s important, why they should care, 

and why this isn’t just a lump of topic areas in one round.  Having energy in your performance, selling 

your statement of significance, and building big impacts will help you win these rounds. 

 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Has internet technology transcended the line from helpful into invasive? 

o What steps can the Obama administration take to incentivize the scientific 

community to invent new climate friendly technology? 

o Does the discovery of new oil reserves eliminate the need for the US to develop 

alternative energy technology? 

o What will it take for America to make serious environmental policy reforms? 

o How can America balance its desire for economic growth with a desire to 

become environmentally friendly? 

 

Topic Area #11:  Secondary and Higher Education 

 

ISSUES:   

 

Secondary and Higher Education are just the big words to say High School and College.  There are four 

major areas I would expect in this round, so let’s break them down one by one. 

 

1) Teachers- Teachers are responsible for raising America’s future, yet they continue to be 

undervalued by our society.  Teachers are massively underpaid.  They work ridiculously long 

hours, in overcrowded classrooms, with district wide meetings and incredibly levels of 

bureaucracy, yet they receive disproportionately low salaries.  This introduces a number of 

problems: Teachers are quickly disenfranchised with the profession and they struggle both 

with connecting with so many students and meeting ridiculous district and federal 

expectations.  Teachers are leaving the profession in masses, leading to a problem in teacher 

turnover.  This has also lead to teacher strikes as teachers demand higher pay.  NC legislation 

recently introduced the idea of raising teacher pay with the caveat of abandoning tenure, 

which is still not a great deal for the teachers.  No matter how you look at it, we need to do 

something to keep our teachers happy and teaching. 

 

2) Testing- There are two types of tests in America: 1) High Stakes Testing and 2) Low Stakes 

Testing.  High Stakes Tests are used by district, state, or federal standards to ensure students 

are being taught proficiently.  High scores on these tests can result in additional funding for 

schools, graduation for students, and bonuses for teachers.  Low scores can result in cuts to 

district funding, failure to matriculate for students, and salary cuts for teachers.  Low Stakes 

Testing simply focuses on assessing how students are doing.  The only difference between the 
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two types of testing is that high stakes testing is tied to major implications: funding, 

graduation, teacher pay.  Low stakes testing does not carry this same weight.  NCLB shifted 

education to a high stakes testing system, and many are concerned with the focus on 

“teaching to the test” instead of just teaching.  AP, IB, SAT, ACT, and others also perpetuate 

a system where students who multiple choice well are rewarded more than students who may 

struggle with standardized testing.  Furthermore, minority and low socioeconomic students 

consistently score lower on these tests than other groups of students, which only furthers 

inequality.  The counterargument is that if we get rid of standardized testing, we’ll have no 

standardized way to compare students.  It’s a complicated situation with a lot of negative 

implications and no clear-cut solution. 

 

3) Common Core- Common Core is a massive overhaul of education, launched by the Obama 

administration, in an attempt to unify standards for K-12 education.  It focuses on two areas: 

Math and English Language Arts.  Unfortunately, as the Obama Administration has tended to 

do, they launched a massive overhaul instead of focusing on little pieces.  This has left 

Common Core without a common curriculum, lesson plans, textbooks, or classroom material.  

Common Core means teachers clearly know what a high school sophomore should be able to 

do in math, but they are left without any guidance in how to reach that expectation.  

Furthermore, Common Core testing is all done by computer, which many schools, 

particularly impoverished urban schools, lack the capability to administer.  Many states also 

control their own testing procedures, and Common Core seeks to super cede that.  Common 

Core has a lot of good ideas, like seeking to increase creativity and proficiency in reading and 

math, but the practicality of Common Core is questionable at best.  It’s also interesting to 

note that for every dollar spent on education, the federal government accounts for merely 

cents of funding.  Education is considered a state responsibility and state power.  Despite 

being a fraction of funding, the Federal government is now controlling state standards.  

However, states have the ability to leave Common Core.  For example: Indiana left without 

regrets.  As Common Core seeks to be implemented in the next few years, it will experience 

its share of growing pains.  

 

4) Inequality- Education is considered the key to social mobility.  Generally, the higher level of 

education you receive, the more opportunity you have to move up the social and economic 

ladder.  However, there are increasing levels of inequality in education.  First, on the 

secondary level, standardized tests and school districting disproportionally hurt minority 

students.  High school funding comes mostly from property taxes.  Property taxes are higher 

on mansions than on suburban houses than on inner city apartments.  Consequently, those in 

lower socioeconomic status positions pay less on property taxes and their school districts 

have less money.  Because high stakes testing determines funding, this can also mean even 

less funding for these districts.  For those living in urban areas who wish to send their 

children to “better” schools, private institution costs are extremely high and often 

unaffordable.  Even school wagers, a program proposed by Mitt Romney, wouldn’t 

necessarily cover the costs of a private education.  This leaves those in poverty going to 

disproportionately worse schools than those in rich areas.  On a collegiate level, education 

costs are rapidly rising and scholarship money is less and less available and harder to get.  

FAFSA also gives very little federal money to those attending college.  This has made is not 

only more difficult for low socioeconomic students to afford college, but middle class 

students are also having a more difficult time affording their education.  This has lead to an 

increase in student loans, but defaulting on these loans is highly common.  Furthermore, 

students have a difficult time finding jobs once outside of college, often forcing them to take 

part-time or minimum wage jobs.  This leads to high levels of youth unemployment or being 

underemployed, a term which means you are way more qualified than the job you are actually 
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working.  The joke about Master’s graduates working part time as waitresses is true.  

Students go to college for years and can’t get high paying jobs to pay back those loans.  This 

has created a student debt bubble, which could eventually burst and lead to a new recession.  

Woe to the students of our generation, for education is increasingly classist, expensive, and 

inaccessible. 

 

STRATEGY:  

I classify this round as being cruel and unusual punishment because everyone in this community has some 

type of personal connection to secondary and higher education.  Consequently, a little more strategy is 

needed in this round.  As a student, you all have personal experiences with the problems of secondary 

education, especially competitors from underfunded schools or urban districts where education inequality 

is highest.  For graduating seniors, you’re likely painfully aware of how expensive college is.  It’s even 

more complicated when you remember that your judging panels will contain college kids living the 

struggle of student debt or underpaid, underappreciated teachers who don’t want to hear students criticize 

how they do their jobs.  Consequently, as you approach this round, I would adapt a mentality of always 

supporting teachers, and always being sympathetic to the plight of teachers and poor college kids.  Do not 

criticize teachers or say anything negative about teachers in general.  If you choose to take that path, you 

will likely be criticizing a judge on your panel.  That’s an easy way to drop ranks.  Be sympathetic to the 

struggle of education, and if you must blame someone, I’d aim for state and federal governments.  It’s 

governmental regulation that gave us things like NCLB, high stakes testing, and continues to perpetuate 

systemic inequality in the school system.  I also would avoid lots of humor in these speeches.  Everyone 

has heard the “college kid in the basement joke” (I heard it 4 times during the CFL final round).  Jokes 

like these are overdone and won’t earn you a lot of brownie points.  Furthermore, there isn’t a lot funny 

about the lowering education standards in this country.  It’s actually tragic.  I’d focus on playing up that 

tragedy and, if you can find it, providing hopeful, tangible solutions. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o What steps should school districts take to prevent teacher turnover? 

o Is it time to abandon high stakes testing? 

o Will the Common Core restore American education standards? 

o What steps should be taken to address education inequality in America? 

o What steps can the federal government to make college more accessible? 

 

Topic Area #12:  State and Local Issues and Politics  

 
ISSUES:  

 

This round is so broad yet so specific.  This brief section will be a sampling of some potential issues I 

think the NSDA could bring up: 

 

1) Governors- There are 36 races for Governor happening this year.   7 are safe Democrats, 13 safe 

Republicans, 5 tilt Democrat, 5 tilt Republican, and 6 up for grabs.  There are a couple of really 

interesting races.  In Arizona, Jan Brewer is retiring and her seat is up for grabs.  Brewer has been 

governor during some of the most repressive pieces of legislation to hit Arizona (see SB 1062 or 

“Show me your Papers”).  Her departure could indicate a change of pace in Arizona politics.  In 

Texas, Senator Wendy Davis (Democrat) is also running for governor.  Although unlikely for a 
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Democrat to win in such a Republican state, widespread support for Wendy Davis could increase 

a growing belief that Texas is moving towards a “purple state” (a state that is not Republican or 

Democrat, but both, hence the purple).  To prep for nationals, it wouldn’t hurt to be up on your 

gubernatorial races. 

 

2) Community Issues- The US has so many community issues playing out in thousands of localities 

across our country.  New York City just raised the cigarette purchasing age to 21.  NYC has also 

been aggressive in sin taxes, anti-obesity, and gun control.  In Michigan, Detroit is off bankruptcy 

and is working to pay back funding, but receiving federally funding to do things like job training 

and violence reduction programs.  Chicago also has a similar program and is working to reduce 

its nickname “Chiraq” by reducing violence.  Florida continues to stand for Stand Your Ground 

legislation and now their IQ limit on the death penalty has sparked death penalty debate on a 

national scale.  California recently suffered a mass shooting attack, and has also been known for 

their progressive stances on environmental policy.  New Jersey remains extremely politically 

active, and is currently moving forward on pollution legislation.  Seattle raised the minimum 

wage and has seen the city flourish under it.  So many cities, so much news, so much to keep up 

on. 

 

STRATEGY:  

I hate this round for a few reasons: 1) There are fifty states.  2) There are thousands of localities, and thus, 

thousands of local issues.  3) There are so many local levels of government and politics.  4) It’s usually 

later in outrounds so you have to be on point with your analysis or your judges will know.  In order to 

gain an edge in this round, you have to figure out which states and local issues are important and 

prioritize. I’m a firm believer that some states just garner more national attention than others.  As an 

extemper, be strategic about which states you watch.  I usually look at NJ, NY, MI, CA, and FL no matter 

what.  I’ll add to that based on any additional news I may stumble upon. Using local sources will also 

help you.  Because these are small and not always highly advertised pieces of news, make sure you 

explain to your judge why this round is important and what the national impacts will be.  If you can’t find 

specific news about the city you pulled your question on, link it out to a broader national issue.  For 

instance, if you pull a question on California gun control, but don’t have anything on California, it’s okay 

to reference your gun control files to build your speech and make the impacts California specific. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

o Can Wendy Davis move Texas to a purple state? 

o Are Florida’s “Stand Your Ground” Laws creating a bad national precedent? 

o How can Detroit move forward from bankruptcy? 

o Will California’s most recent shooting bring forth a fresh wave of gun control 

proponents? 

o How can cities like Chicago lower the rates of urban violence? 

 

Topic Area #13:  The U.S. Next Week 

THIS WILL BE THE FINAL ROUND. 

ISSUES:  
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This could be anything.  Last year’s final round questions drew from a hodge-podge of previous rounds, 

so expect anything and everything.  To prepare for this round, it is imperative that you continue to file 

while at the tournament.  I wish I could say more than that, but last year’s final round dealt with 

everything from economics to Supreme Court.  If you make it here, choose the question that plays into 

your strongest knowledge areas. 

STRATEGY:  

This is a time for showmanship.  Bring lots of humor and lots of personality.  Connect with your 

audience.  Audience connection means everything in bigger rooms. 

POTENTIAL QUESTIONS: Unknown.  The questions for this round will probably be written sometime 

during the tournament.  Be prepared for anything. 

 

 

 


