
BLOCKING BASICS by Frank Seaver, Woodward Academy

Blocking – the construction of arguments and evidence to be used in a debate round – is an essential skill for any good debater. I think it is impossible to be a good debater without being a good blocker. I would consider the actual in-round debating as the "soul" of our activity, but it is the blocking of debate arguments that represents the heart of the game. Speaking for myself, no other debate technique better prepared me for debate rounds than the process of blocking. It has been said that debate’s greatness comes from it being the unique nexus of preparation, strategy and execution. Block writing touches all these aspects of our game. Clearly, blocking is an essential part for the preparation for a debate. Blocking – done properly – sets up the strategic options for the debate. And, the better the blocks that one has, the easier it becomes to execute within the debate. The best thing about blocking is that anyone can do it -- it represents the ultimate level playing field of competition. If everyone around you is smarter, then just re-read those law reviews until you understand what the author is saying. Heck, the author is doing all the hard work, all you have to do is figure out what he or she is trying to say. Spread out in your last debate against Rep High School? Prepare blocks against all their answers for next time you run into them and then re-do your speeches to prepare. Do you have terrible handwriting? Then, construct your blocks from a computer word processor. I enjoy debate because it richly rewards hard work. Blocking serves as the foundation of this hard work. Anyone can be a good blocker. From this, anyone can be a good debater. 

 

I. FIRST THINGS FIRST: FINDING GOOD DEBATE EVIDENCE

 

What are good quotes, evidence or "cards" and what are bad quotes, evidence or "cards"? Well, there is not an easy answer. It depends. By the way, the debate jargon for debate evidence is often "cards" for people like me because back when we debated in the Reagan Administration (yes, there was a Reagan disad, but it was mostly Reagan Bad scenarios), we used to use paste our quotes onto index cards. Rather than reading from sheets of paper, debaters would walk up with a serious of index cards and their flow pad. Often, these organized stacks of index cards were called "blocks" because that is what they looked like. The use of index cards has gone away, but some of the terms remain.

To get cards, you need to find publications. These can be books, magazines, newspapers, periodicals, internet publications, etc. I recommend making a photocopy of the document that you are about to read as marking in someone else’s property is not good. When you find a potential card that could be used in debate, I recommend marking the text with a brackets around the first and last word you plan to use. That way, these cards are easily found again when it comes time to literally cut out the quote. If you are reading from a publication that has page numbers, I recommend writing the page number or numbers next to the end quote to facilitate the citation process later. Don’t underline cards you want to cut out – you want to save underlining for the time when you decide what exactly out of the card you want to read (often times, debate evidence will include superfluous information that is not necessary but does not contradict the claims that you wish to make – it is acceptable practice to not read all the words of a long quote).

Here are a few guidelines to keep in mind regarding finding good debate cards.

 

A. UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER ONE: WWD (WARRANTS WIN DEBATES).

 I will refer back to this often as I consider it a critical aspect to always keep in mind. Judges don’t vote on arguments such as "aff equals nuclear war." That is a claim (another word for conclusion). Judges vote on warrants which are reasons to believe a conclusion: Here’s an example: "aff equals nuclear war because they deploy a national missile defense which compels a nervous China to preemptively attack us before we can deploy this system." You should look for debate evidence that includes warrants. And, don’t be afraid of long cards – a highly detailed long card is much better than a one line conclusion piece of evidence. Remember, when judges read evidence after the rounds, they are searching for warrants. When judges don’t read evidence after the round, it usually is because one side out-warranted the other side.

B. ONE WARRANT AT A TIME

How do you know when one card stops and another one begins? Well, it is probably easy to figure out that if there is a different claim being made, it is a different card. I would go further and say that if a different warrant is being made for the same claim, make it a separate card. For example, maybe the next line from our article we are reading regarding the Chinese response to an American national missile defense is that PLA hard-liners will push President Jiang Zemin to respond with an attack on the United States to reinstill Chinese nationalism in the face of American imperialism. One debater could combine that warrant with the original warrant regarding the strategic need to preemptively strike. However, I think that confuses the issue. Do you need to win both warrants to win the argument that an NMD causes nuclear war? No. So, it is in your strategic interests for clarity reasons as well as structural reasons to separate those arguments in your blocks. That way, they will be separated on everyone’s flow. That way, if you just win one of your warrants, you have provided a clear avenue to reach your claim.

 C. LOOK FOR THE 'THEY SAY' 

Just as you compete in academic debates, the writers and authors of the articles you read are often involved in ongoing debates with their colleagues on the subject they are writing about. So, often times they will respond directly to a common argument. This is a debater’s gold mine. These cards can be used in blocks that are specifically designed to answer the opposition’s points. I recommend labeling these blocks at the top as:

 They Say: Blah-blah-blah

More on the block headers later, but that is where I get the "They say" from.

D. BRACKET DEBATE EVIDENCE THROUGH THE LENS OF HOW AND WHEN THE CARD WOULD BE USED

Often, debaters don’t know what to look for in an article or book. Well, if you can’t see yourself ever needing to read a quote in an actual debate round, then chances are you never will. In the end, debate is pretty simple. There are harms and inherency issues of the status quo, there are proposals to fix these situations that often have ancillary advantages. But, there are usually disadvantages to these proposals that are expressed through links, thresholds, uniqueness claims and impacts. If you can’t see the quote fitting areas like these, you would probably never need to read the card.

E. IF IN DOUBT, BRACKET THE CARD

It is easy to throw out the card later. It is near impossible to find a needle if you have thrown it away in your paper haystack. Sometimes, the brilliance of a quote is not apparent right away. This happens all the time to me. Keep those around, they can’t hurt and they may very well represent diamonds in the rough.

F. LONGER EVIDENCE IS BETTER THAN SHORTER EVIDENCE

Warrants win debates. There is a better chance that you are including critical warrants the longer your bracketed card is. The shorter your card is, the more likely it is shallow or involves only a claim. Remember, you can underline your card down after it has been bracketed and put on paper. Plus, a little secret about judges is that when they call to read evidence after the debate, they will sometimes read the non-underlined parts of a piece of evidence to figure out what is going on. Why deprive them of this opportunity to read more warrants that may help them vote your way? Longer cards also help to establish context for the quote you read in the debate. For example, perhaps you read this quote in one of your speeches: "Bush will most likely lose political capital if he can’t get it done." Well, what is the "it" from which this pronoun refers? A longer bracketed card might answer the question of what the "it" is. If a judge can’t figure that out, they may just discount the card. There is nothing more frustrating for a judge than reading: "’Bush faces an uphill fight in the Senate to get his national missile defense passed,’ he said." Who’s he? Rush Limbaugh? Trent Lott? David Letterman? Obviously, the author of this statement is critical to establishing the validity of this claim.

Given this, I strongly recommend NOT bracketing evidence in a way that breaks up a paragraph, since an incomplete paragraph probably communicates an incomplete thought. It is safest to have your brackets start at the beginning of a paragraph and end at the conclusion of the paragraph. Of course, it is perfectly fine to have bracketed evidence that includes more than one paragraph. 

Longer bracketed evidence avoids the straw-person (the gender neutral equivalent of "strawman") evidence. A straw-person card is a quote that summarizes someone else’s argument, usually right before that argument is brutally attacked. For example, here is a straw-person argument:

"Alan Greenspan has spent his career defending the notion that inflation represents the greatest threat to the economic prosperity of the country. However, as the following 500 pages will prove, Greenspan is hopelessly wrong in this assessment."

Just bracketing and reading the first sentence of that quote might produce a decent sounding piece of evidence regarding the problem of inflation. Unfortunately, it is not the argument of the author of the text and judges would consider it out of context. Judges get weary when they see author’s quoting other authors, given this straw-person situation. Longer bracketed evidence helps neutralize this. Besides, if you want good "inflation bad" evidence, you would be better off finding a direct Greenspan quote making this argument somewhere else. So, to be clear, avoid straw-person cards. They may be out of context and you can always find better cards.

G. SIDE NOTES

I recommend writing a few notes next to your bracketed piece of evidence. Symbols are fine. Your goal is to summarize your perceived application of the card so you can more easily provide a tagline for the card when that time comes.

II. THE PRE-BLOCKING PHASE 

OK, now you have a stack of articles that have been bracketed. Time to get it on paper. I recommend getting these bracketed cards on paper as soon as possible. That way, they are close to debate ready. It is near impossible to search for that one fantastic card if it is in the middle of 100 pages of bracketed articles. But, if this fantastic card is your pile of pre-blocked pages (with cites and taglines already written in), then this card could easily be used in a debate.

Pre-blocks are just that – the stage just before when blocks are formed. If you are anything like me, making these cards debate-ready as early as possible can be very helpful as I always have a stack of cards that need to be blocked. Sometimes I realize that we need to use these cards for the next debate, in the pre-block phase, these cards are close to ready to go. Pre-blocking also makes the blocking stage much easier.

 A. MAKE A CITE LIST

Since I am an old school product of the Reagan Administration, I grew up writing out my cites in hand. Don’t do it. Using a computer word processor is much easier. Once you type out the cite once, you can use copy and paste functions to reproduce that same cite. I count up how many brackets I have from each article, add one or two (just in case my math is off for the day) and then reproduce that many cites in my word file using the copy and paste functions. This saves an enormous amount of time and encourages everyone to write out full cites at all times.

Which brings us to figure out what exactly a full cite is. With evolving new mediums that produce debate evidence, there really aren’t any rules written in stone. Generally, the guideline you want to follow is to provide as much information as possible so as someone else could easily find the document from which you are quoting. Given that, the more information you provide, the better off you will be.

For books, magazines, periodicals, government documents and newspapers, this is the information that is needed:

 AUTHOR(S) LAST NAME, QUALIFICATIONS, DATE

(FULL AUTHOR(S) NAME, OTHER QUALIFICATIONS, PUBLICATION, FULL DATE INFORMATION, HELPFUL LOCATING INFORMATION, PAGE NUMBERS)

The information in bold is what I recommend is actually read in the debate. Judges want the author and the date as a prerequisite for evaluating what is read. I strongly recommend including the qualification in the first line to encourage it being read as well. More on that later. I suggest putting the information that should be read for the citation in bold (and maybe in a different size font). That way, it will be easy for the eye to determine quickly what should be read. The information in parenthesis provides the other information necessary for a full citation.

Some helpful information regarding each of these points:

 AUTHOR: the person or persons who wrote the passage you are quoting. All you need to read is the last name. If you are using an author that quotes someone else, you quote the author and the bracketed card should make it clear that this person is quoting someone else. Sometimes the author is not indicated – like with some newspapers or magazines. It is acceptable to provide the name of the magazine or newspaper in its spot. 

 For staff writers, it is acceptable to just use the name of the publication the writer works for. For example, lets assume you are quoting Thomas Friedman, a staff writer for The New York Times, from one of his New York Times articles. It is acceptable to substitute " The New York Times" in the place of Friedman because the qualification of the writer is that he works for the publication. If you are in doubt, always err on the side of providing more information.

 QUALIFICATIONS: this is an underutilized but very important aspect of citations. 

 

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER TWO: EVERY JUDGE THAT FANCIES THEMSELVES AS GOOD TRIES TO PRIVILIGE QUALIFIED EVIDENCE OVER NON-QUALIFIED EVIDENCE.

I want you to work hard to get the qualifications of your author. Generally, they are included in the publication. If they are not, try doing some internet searches on your author – maybe you can discover their qualifications. My belief is that more emphasis that is put in identifying the qualification of the author of your card, the more likely it will be that you may incorporate that information in the debate. And, the more likely you make qualifications an issue in how to evaluate competing claims, the more likely you will win that argument, win the debate and get better speaker points. This is an important area where blocking helps in the execution stage of the debate.

DATE: For publications within the last six months, you may want to include the full date in the line to be read as the recency of the quote may be important (especially on political disadvantages or uniqueness arguments on disadvantages). If the quote is more than six months old, it is probably sufficient to just mention the year in what you read. The difference between a 1996 Foreign Policy article and a March/April 1996 Foreign Policy article will mean nothing to a judge, so you might as well save your speech time for important information. To quote The Clash from their Sandanista album, "Every little bit hurts."

 FULL AUTHOR(S) NAME: include the full name here.

 OTHER QUALIFICATIONS: While I value the importance of qualifications, it doesn’t make sense to read the biography of an author for twenty seconds. You want to find a middle ground between establishing the credibility of an author with making as many arguments as possible in your speech. "Every little bit hurts" because it trades off with other arguments. So, there may be deeper qualifications of an author that may be helpful have handy – especially in cross examination or later speeches. I would include that information here.

 PUBLICATION: this is the book, magazine, periodical or newspaper name.

 FULL DATE: if you did not include the full date in the line that is to be read, be sure to include it here.

 HELPFUL LOCATING INFORMATION: for many journals and periodicals, this would be the volume numbers. For government documents, this would be the "Y" number or other identifier that is used to reference government publications. For books that involve many authors and edited by one person, you may want to include the name of the essay written by your author and mention the editor’s name. Remember, when in doubt, it is helpful to include more information. If you use a computer to write out your citation, it isn’t a big deal to include a lot of information. You don’t have to include anything here if there is no relevant information to add. 

 PAGE NUMBER(S): you can leave this location blank and fill this information in by hand. Remember, you should be writing the page numbers next your end bracket anyway. This is much easier than typing in the various page numbers that may exist for one cite. If your evidence comes from an internet source that carries newspapers, magazines and/or periodicals, you should mention the website or the database you are using (such as lexis-nexis or electric library).

What if you are quoting from a publication that includes many different authors? You should treat each author as a different citation since the name and qualifications will be different.

So, here is an example of a nice looking full citation:

ROHDE, PULITZER PRIZE WINNER FOR FOREIGN REPORTING, MAY/JUNE 2000 (David Rohde, 1996 Pulitzer winner, he has covered conflicts in the former Yugoslavia for The Christian Science Monitor and The New York Times, , FOREIGN AFFAIRS, Vol. 79, No. 2, p. )

More and more very good publications and documents can be found on the world wide web. Citations for web page locations are a little different. Remember, the standard operating procedure is to provide enough information in the citation so another person could find the publication.

Here is the format you should follow for web publications:

AUTHOR OR NAME OF GROUP, QUALIFICATIONS (IF DIFFERENT FROM THE GROUP), DATE PUT ON THE WEB

(FULL NAME OF AUTHORS, OTHER QUALIFICATIONS, TITLE OF WEB DOCUMENT, FULL DATE INFORMATION, HELPFUL LOCATING INFORMATION, SEARCH ENGINE USED TO FIND WEB PAGE (IF YOU USED A SEARCH ENGINE), DATE ACCESSED ON THE WEB)

I will discuss some of these concepts that are different that we have already gone over.

 AUTHOR OR NAME OF GROUP: many think tanks have web locations where their documents are available. This is a wonderful source of debate evidence. If a specific author is not identified, it is appropriate to just use the group that created the web page (like Greenpeace or the Institute for International Environmental Research).

 DATE PUT ON THE WEB: this is not the day you found it on the web. Most all web publications include the date (or year) that it appeared. Sometimes, it takes some snooping around. If you have trouble, try e-mailing the representatives of the website. They are usually helpful and have a vested interest in having their information used in academic forums.

 TITLE OF WEB DOCUMENT: since web pages are not publications like "The New York Times," it is appropriate to include the title of document you are quoting.

 WEB PAGE ADDRESS: this is the URL web address. Obviously, this is the easiest way for someone else to find the document you reference. 

SEARCH ENGINE USED TO FIND WEB PAGE and DATE ACCESSED ON THE WEB: sometimes web pages go away and become "dead links." The search engine used and date accessed are helpful information as it is possible for the search engine company to re-locate the document in question if they have an idea of when it was still working. Obviously, if you did not use a search engine to reach the web location, this information is not necessary. It would still be appropriate to indicate the date you accessed the information the world wide web.

Here is an example of a nice looking world wide web citation:

THE NUCLEAR CONTROL INSTITUTE, 2000 ("U.S.-Russia Weapons Plutonium Disposal Agreement is ‘Premature and Dangerous,’ says NCI, September 1, 2000, www.nci.org/pr/pr9100.htm, accessed on 5/15/01)

B. CUT AND TAPE

This is the blue collar part of our game, the cutting and taping of evidence. I recommend taking a stack of blank paper, cut out your first bracketed card and tape it on to the first piece of paper. Pretty easy, right? Well, nothing’s easy, because where you put the tape is important. I’m not kidding. I highly recommend taping the both sides completely down of the bracketed card you have cut out. Why the sides and why completely? Doesn’t this waste tape? Only someone who has never worked a copy machine would ask these questions. Automatic copy feeders take paper from side-to-side. If there is any friction that allows the attached quote to get loose, there will be a paper jam. 

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER THREE: THERE IS NOTHING MORE FRUSTRATING THAN A PAPER JAM.

Trust me. No one coaches or competes in debate to sit around a copier. Time stands still when one has to fix a jammed copier. Its messy, its annoying and it keeps you from doing anything else that is, by-definition, better than standing around a copier. At best, this is just an annoyance, at worst the paper jam will disable the copier and prevent any more copies from being made.

If there is a chance that your blocks will be copied for your team or anyone else, tape down both sides of the card, completely. I’m not kidding.

When cutting out brackets, you should keep any side notes you may have written. This will help later.

If you bracket is more than a page long, put it on two pages and write "continued" at the bottom of the first page bracket and the top of the second page bracket (which will not need to be recited). You may want to include a code number that will allow you to match these pages together if they get out of order.

 C. MARRY BRACKETS WITH THEIR CITATION

By marry, I mean unite these two items together so they can coexist in harmony in our debate world forever. I would tape the bracket and cite together immediately. It can become very easy to confuse or forget which cut out bracket matches which citation. Avoid putting all your brackets on paper first and then going back to marry the cites on paper – you may get some couples that don’t belong together. I have seen it done all the time at summer debate institutes. I make the student start over. Don’t do it. Some people like to immediately tape on the bracket underneath the appropriate cite on their printed out cite list (and later tape the married cite and bracket onto paper). Whatever rocks your boat. Just get these two married as soon as possible to avoid mistakes. Once the bracket is detached from the original article, you are in danger of entering messing everything up until it gets attached to the correct citation.

 D. TAG THE EVIDENCE

By tagging, I mean providing a headline that summarizes the piece of evidence. I recommend doing this now while the reading is fresh in your head. It will make your job easier. Also, if you tag the evidence now, it could quickly be found, pulled and used in a debate round. If you wait to tag the evidence, you may not have the time to time to find and/or tag the evidence if you suddenly could use the card in a debate. Use your side notes as a help in tagging the evidence.

What is a good tag and what is a bad tag? Again, there is no right or wrong answer. Here are some concepts that you want to keep in mind. 

First, WWD. Warrants win debates. 

Given that, I highly recommend emphasizing the warrant in the evidence you read. For example, lets say you are cutting evidence that the Senate will inevitably pass a National Missile Defense because Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott says there is enough Senatorial support to scrap the ABM treaty. One person may tag this evidence as:

 "NMD PASSAGE INEVITABLE"

I think this misses an opportunity to dig deeper and expose the warrants that will help settle the debate in a judge's mind. Instead, I would tag the evidence as:

"NMD INEVITABLE – ENOUGH VOTES EXIST TO SCRAP THE ABM TREATY"

While both tags mention the claim, using the tag to get into the warrant will lead to better debating and increase the likelihood of you winning the point.

Second, guide the judge’s thoughts. 

What your tag says will be what the judge, most likely, will write down. Influencing the judge to write down the warrants behind your evidence will only increase the likelihood that they will understand your arguments.

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER FOUR: THE EARLIER YOU CAN FACILITATE THE JUDGE’S COMPREHENSION OF YOUR ARGUMENTS, THE MORE LIKELY YOU WILL WIN THE DEBATE.

Debate is, in the end, a communication activity. Sure, your judge may read some evidence after the debate. But, the better understanding they have of what you said before they begin this process, the more likely your judge will still see things your way. I think that after reading through evidence judges at least 75% of the time end up voting for the side they were leaning towards when the debate ended. Rarely does a judge enter the evaluation phase of their decision without any idea as to how they will vote. Sure, there are times when a judge will vote the opposite of where they leaned immediately at the end of the debate. I would say that is more a reflection on the winning side’s inability to facilitate the comprehension process during the debate.

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER FIVE: JUDGES NEED AT LEAST ENOUGH WARRANTS AS TO TELL THE OTHER TEAM WHY THEY LOST.

Judges are supposed to sound smart, even if they aren’t, right? Every judge knows that one side will think he or she possess a genius on par with Einstein, while the other side will be wondering how this person managed to read the schematic to find the room he or she is judging in. So, a judge wants to sound smart in front of the team he or she is voting against. The best way to sound smart is to start talking about warrants. So, to help out your judge in this post-round discussion, you should think of yourself as providing the script for your judge to tell the other team why they lost. Your taglines literally become the judge’s script as there is a good chance that at least this information will be transcribed. If your judge is some hotshot college debater who prides themselves on flowing 75% of every card that is read, than that is pure gravy for your well-crafted tag.

So, besides warrants, what are some good ways to guide the judges flow of your tags? For starters, the shorter, the better. Not everyone is Joe Great College Debater, so they can’t flow every word. To write down the tag, mortal judges rely on their memory. The less they have to remember, the more likely they will write down your tag the way you said it.

Use present tense verbs. It represents better writing with less words and it sounds more authoritative.

Use highly charged words. They are easier to remember and they add spice to your speech. Why say "a tax cut will slow our economy" when you could just as easily say "a tax cut stifles our economy." Heck, maybe you should say "devastates" or "kills" instead. Power words are effective. But, be careful to not blatantly over-tag the evidence. I think all judges expect a little exaggeration in the tag, but you will lose a ton of credibility if you summarize the phrase "the economy will slow slightly" with the tag as "the economy will be irreversibly decimated." 

Use language that exists in the card. This dramatically lowers the chance that you are over-tagging your evidence. Further, it demonstrates a higher level of understanding of the evidence that you read. And, since the author is presumably an expert, using their nomenclature makes you sound like an expert.

 Finally, simplify your thinking. Concise language and structure is important. The judge needs to comprehend the statement you want them to flow. Tags that start with the word "If ..." are going to be very difficult to comprehend at top speed. You don’t want the judge trying for figure out how to efficiently write down what your tag is, you want that job to be near effortless so the judge can spend more time beginning to comprehend your argument. There is a world of difference between writing something down and actually comprehending it. If you are anything like me, you probably are reminded of this every day in school while taking notes for a science class.

III. THE BLOCKING PHASE

You should have a stack of pages with evidence married to brackets that are already tagged. At this point, you need to decide what blocks need to be made and what should go where. 

A. DETERMINE WHAT BLOCKS TO MAKE

When doing big assignments (like affirmatives or disadvantages from scratch), some people will make a list of all the arguments that they think they need blocks for. Once again, try to think within the lens of how you would use these blocks in a debate. If you are writing a new affirmative case, you know you need blocks to describe and impact harms, that detail inherency, that provide solvency for the harms and that refute potential disadvantages, counterplans and kritiks. 

Some people like to work in the opposite direction by putting the cards they have found into piles. You can create "solvency" piles, "plan is popular in Congress" piles, etc. Keep in mind that the more specific the block you create, the more precise of debate context can you identify and utilize your block. It doesn’t make sense to produce 15 pages of "Launch on Warning Bad" blocks if you can get more specific by making five three-page blocks that identify independent arguments as to why launch on warning is bad. So, maybe you will create a big solvency pile now with the idea that you will probably divide and subdivide your solvency pile when it comes to blocking those cards. Divide and conquer.

No approach is right or wrong. I prefer the latter only because I like to work with literally what is in front of me. But, I have been doing this since the Reagan Administration, so I may see the debate application of cards easier than others. You should use the approach that you feel more comfortable with.

In the end, you need blocks for almost every situation. For the aff, you want blocks that detail each harm, solve each harm, answer each topicality argument, each disadvantage, each counterplan, each kritik, each neg case attack, etc. For the neg, you want blocks that attack each potential harm, each potential solvency attack, each affirmative answer to a disadvantage, each aff answer to a kritik, each aff answer to a counterplan, etc.

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER SIX: THERE IS A LIMITED AMOUNT OF MENTAL ENERGY ONE CAN EXPEND IN A DEBATE.

You can only do so much thinking in a 90 minute debate. The more thinking you can do before a debate, the better off you will be in the debate. The more blocks you have already written out, the more thinking you have done before the debate starts. 
B. LOOK FOR THE 'THEY SAY' BLOCKS

If you can accumulate a few cards that answer specific arguments the opposition will make, you will be in a better position to refute the other team’s points on point. Frequently, what I call "They Say" blocks are referred to as "AT: ..." blocks. Presumably, "AT" refers to "Answers To." Well, this is the same concept except with better fundamentals. My rant against "AT:" at the top of the page will be explored in detail at the end in my "Bad Habits to Avoid" section.

 C. DETERMINE THE STRUCTURE OF THE ARGUMENTS FOR THE BLOCKS YOU ARE WRITING 

At this point, you should have everything in piles. Your divided piles should be subdivided to the point where you are ready to write very specific blocks. It is time to choose the order of the cards for when they should appear on the block. A few tips to keep in mind:

 

The Best Cards Should Probably Appear First. Let start with –

 UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER SEVEN: THE FARTHER DOWN A CARD IS ON A BLOCK, THE LESS LIKELY IT WILL EVER BE READ.

Of course, the card that will most likely and most often be read is the card that begins the block. So, it makes sense that this card be your best piece of evidence. Having a homerun piece of evidence buried on page four of some block probably means that it will rarely be read. Wasting talent like that is a shame.

I throw in the conditional "probably" because there may be blocks that you write where you are very confident that a certain number of answers will always be read. For example, if you are writing "Bush Bad Disadvantage Answers," you may always know that you will read a minimum of six answers against that argument. Given that, it may be strategic to hide your best answer deeper in the block – BUT IN A POSITION WHERE YOU KNOW YOU WILL ALWAYS READ IT. The basic point remains: always position your best cards in a location where they will always be read.

From this, you should order and place other cards based off this formula: the better the card relative to the others, the better position it should be put in so that it will be read. This means your worst (OK, maybe least best sounds better) card should most likely be the last card in your block (unless you placed it higher purely for strategic reasons and you are confident you will read the entire block).

MAKE YOUR ARGUMENTS INDEPENDENT OF EACH OTHER

This is real important. Smart opponents will be looking to group the arguments on your block or to "cross-apply" their answers elsewhere to arguments on your block. Making your arguments as independent as possible prevents them from doing this and gaining a time trade-off advantage. You can make your blocks independent by focusing on the unique warrants of your evidence. This is another instance where block writing plays an important role in how you execute inside the debate. This plays into ...

MAKE BLOCKS WITH AN EYE TOWARDS REBUTTALS

I recommend literally making rebuttal blocks, or what I call "Extension" blocks. If you have five cards saying that the hotline between Bush and Putin will stop an accidental war between the U.S. and Russia, that is a fine argument to put in a block attacking a "Stop Accidental War Advantage." But, you don’t need all five of those cards read in the 1NC. Read the best one and create an extension block that contains the rest of these cards. That way, if it is decided to go after this argument in rebuttals, one can really lay down the law by reading a few pieces of cards (with even more specific warrants) that develop this original claim. 1AR extension blocks can be very effective, by the way.

INCORPORATE ANALYTICAL ARGUMENTS 

Your own analysis (claim and warrant) can be pure gold in debate rounds. If your warrants are good, these arguments can help you win debates. At the very least, you can make these arguments quickly and perhaps make the opposition spend more time on these arguments (which means less time everywhere else). In speeches where the time trade-off war is critical (the 1NC, 2AC, 2NC, 1NR), I highly recommending incorporating likely analytical arguments into your blocks. You want to sprinkle these arguments throughout the block – if you just lump them all together, it becomes difficult for the judge to flow and it will be obvious to the opposition what you are doing.

 D. FINALLY, TIME TO BLOCK.

Now, everything should be in order. Its now just an issue of taping cards on paper in this order. Well, there is still the business as to what to write on top of the block. 

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER EIGHT: YOU HAVE AN INFINITE AMOUNT OF PREP TIME BEFORE A DEBATE ROUND.

OK, this is not literally true as we are all going to die. But, functionally, you should assume it is true when you prepare for debates for what we do know is that you have precious few moments of preparation time once the debate starts. I think that every moment that is wasted within a debate trying to figure out what the blocks say is a travesty. 

In a debate round, when a block is found, it should require the least amount of time possible to figure out what it says or what the cards will say. That way, one’s limited supply of mental energy can be applied to other events necessary to win the debate. 

This means avoid almost all acronyms. "CP" should be written out as "Counterplan." "L.O.W." should be "Launch on Warning." OK, sure, I would be willing to bend that "U.S." can be safely substituted for ‘United States." But, you better be absolutely sure there will no confusion in your block headers. Remember, your teammates or even your partner may have to read your block. How will you feel if you are debating in the final round of the Tournament of Champions and your partner wastes fifteen seconds of prep time trying to figure out what "MAD = War" means? As the Clash sing, "every little bit hurts." How would you like to lose the TOC because you were hoping to save yourself ten seconds of writing time by writing some abbreviation during your infinite prep time before the debate? Would it be worth it? If you answer "yes", well, I don’t know why you are wasting your precious time debating to begin with. If you answer "no", then I wonder why you are not preparing for the highest level possible if you allow yourself to take these shortcuts? Every little bit hurts and little moments of prep time add up. If in doubt, write it out. Good block writers try to do as much thinking for the debater as possible.

Clearly, I think you should avoid all symbols as well. Even small moments of confusion are not necessary and can be easily avoided with specific word choice.

Write block headings that are specific as possible towards their application. Here are some examples:

  STOP LAUNCH OF WARNING ADVANTAGE ANSWERS

  FOREIGN POLICY TOPICALITY 2AC ANSWERS

  THEY SAY: DEALERTING IS NOT BUSH’S AGENDA

  RISK OF MAJOR WAR I S LOW

It is up to you as to whether you should number your blocked arguments. I like to see 1NC and 2AC blocks numbered since you are reasonably confident you will always read them in that order. I would definitely number arguments for a "frontline" block that you have extension evidence to block as well. 

Let’s say you are writing a block the heading "Terrorists Won’t Ever Use Biological Weapons. Your #3 answer in the frontline is tagged: 

3. TERRORISTS AVOID BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS AS THEY FEAR BEING CONTAMINATED

For the extension blocks, I would provide this header:

 

Terrorists Won’t Ever Use Biological Weapons

EXTENSIONS OFF #3: "TERRORISTS AVOID BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS AS THEY FEAR BEING CONTAMINATED"

The first line is helpful to keep the extension blocks incorporated with their original frontline. "Extensions Off #3" helps numerically match the original argument with the extensions. But, you can’t be sure if the number matches up to the argument unless literally the argument is repeated. And, the more you paraphrase the argument or summarize what you think the argument is saying, the more likely someone will waste prep time verifying that these are the correct blocks to read. Good fundamentals can avoid this problem.

What about writing things in the upper corners of the blocks? You definitely want to provide a page count in the upper right corner such as "2 of 4" or "2/4." You want to include both numbers – the page number this page represents in the block and then the total number pages for that block heading. You will thank me if your blocks ever get mixed up and you forget the order and wonder if you have lost pages. You may want to include a school abbreviation, your name, or the heading of what set of blocks these fall under (like "Big BMD Aff" or "Bush Neg"). For corner markings, feel free to use whatever symbols or abbreviations you want as you won’t refer to this information during the debate so you can use some of your infinite prep time to decipher what was written afterwards. I’m not against abbreviations per se, I’m against wasting prep time on activities that could have been avoided before the debate started.

E. TREAT YOUR BLOCKS AS IF IT WERE YOUR ART.

Because, it is your art. You are a debater. Debaters prepare. They block. These pages are your canvass. How you treat your canvass mirrors how you feel about your art. Do you think Picasso allows imperfections on his paintings? Treat these blocks with the respect they deserve – they may be handed to the last judge in the finals of the Tournament of Champions some day. Do you want to be handing this judge crumpled-up paper with cross-outs, misspellings, glue marks and who knows what else on these things with the hope that she will think your evidence is better than your opponent’s cards? Your blocks, in the end, are a reflection of yourself. 

IV. POST-BLOCKING THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND

 First, lets look at one last truth:

UNIVERSAL TRUTH NUMBER NINE: THE NATURE OF WRITING IS REWRITING.

 My graduate school screenwriting professor told me that, so I like to credit him. Its true of any writing. Writing is a constant process of revisions. For debaters, that means that a block should never be considered final. You should always adapt as you learn more about your argument, the avenues to win your argument and the ways your opposition will respond to your argument. Also, good debaters will write blocks and get wired against your blocks, so it is in your strategic interest to always be willing to change an rewrite. Hopefully, your rewrites will always be getting your blocks better.

When should you underline or highlight down your blocks to determine what you want to actually read in the debate? 

I would wait until after the blocks have been photocopied for the team and the blocks truly become your own. Since underlining is permanent, you may underline parts of the card that your teammates may not want to read. Also, if it just becomes policy to wait until the copies have been made, you don’t have to worry about one of your teammates permanently underlining incorrectly some of your own evidence.

WHAT ABOUT AN INDEX? 

I recommend indexes when you are developing a complete set of blocks (such as specific case negative or a disadvantage). An index makes it easy for yourself and your teammates to find specific blocks by page number (you can put the overall block page number count in the bottom right hand corner). And, if your coach is ever copying these blocks the night before the tournament, he or she will appreciate the ability to easily put pages back in correct order when the copier jams up. 

I would also include a short paragraph or two that represents a strategy sheet. This is particularly helpful when developing the case negative to some aff plan. Remember, we have limited prep time. Unfortunately, a debater may not ever look through a file until they know they are debating against this case (and the debate starts in five minutes). Having done the research and all the blocking to develop these arguments, you are in a great position to quickly teach to your teammates (or remind yourself which never hurts) the key aspects of the case, the key negative arguments and strong disadvantage links. It is unreasonable to expect anyone to decipher a fifty page file in five minutes. Strategy sheets have won us debates.

COMPUTER BLOCKING

 This is where art of blocking is going. Since I am a product of the Reagan Administration, I am stuck with some old habits. But, I have seen wonderful blocks produced exclusively on computer from lexis-nexis or electric library searches. With cut and paste word processing functions, you can quickly go from text to block. I recommend clearly labeling the various word files that you will create as your blocking destinations to keep things organized. The same fundamentals still apply between paper blocking and computer blocking – except you don’t have to worry about not taping down the sides to your cut out brackets and jamming the copier.

BAD HABITS TO AVOID

Most bad habits with blocking relate to people looking to take short cuts. A little math: the fifteen seconds you just saved with your short cut added to the infinite prep time you already had means a grand total of an infinite amount of prep time left. Its just not worth it.

Incomplete Cites: sure it saves time in the short run, but what if you reblock the card and lose the original full cite? It is extremely frustrating to read a great piece of evidence but be unable to use it because all the cite says is: "Dr. Eastman, 1989." That happened to my team this year. Its easy to write out a great cite and copy it on a word processor, just do it to save aggravation later.

The tagline "More Evidence:" when I hear this, I begin to wonder if the blocks also tell the debater when to turn the page. Not only does this make the debater sound ignorant, but it is a wasted opportunity. The judge was primed and ready to write down specific warrants, but instead the moment was wasted with jargon that requires the judge to begin the comprehension process only after the debate. If by chance, the judge happens to comprehend warrants within the card, he or she will wrestle with themselves to decide if they are intervening to use those warrants for you since you clearly are out of it.

THE "AT: ..." BLOCK HEADER: ahh, finally, my big rant. Initially, I have a question for you. Here is a block heading:

  AT: US HEGEMONY CAUSES CHINESE PRE-EMPTIVE STRIKE

Now, will this block be "answers to" their argument that hegemony causes a Chinese strike, or do they represent the argument that hegemony causes a Chinese strike?

 Are you sure of your answer? Because, if you guess wrong, you will only feed their argument. And, look stupid. And, most likely lose.

 Maybe you should read a few of the cards to figure out which way this block goes. How much prep time is it worth to you?

 Maybe you are sure that the mythical "everyone" knows that "AT" means "answers to." Well, as someone he has taught hundreds of high school debaters, I can dispute that belief firsthand. But, I guess, what are the chances you will read one of those ‘confused" students blocks? I will tell you this, I hear about good teams reading the wrong blocks at every debate tournament I attend. It’s up to you. Live dangerously or waste prep time. Here’s hoping you do it against my teams.

Maybe your solution is to then write our "Answers To: ..." Fine by me, but "They Say" is shorter.

In the end, they’re your blocks. They help define what kind of debater you are or plan to be. The rest is up to you. I recommend you take your craft seriously. You can’t control what your judges will think and how they will vote in the end, you can only try to influence your judges. But, you have complete control over how you choose to prepare for your debates. The essence of this preparation is your blocking. Treat it with the respect it deserves.

 Good luck.
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