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Film Summary/Synopsis (Short) 

WHEN WORDS LEAVE YOU BREATHLESS. 
College debaters now speak at unintelligible speeds (up to 500 words per 
minute).  Some claim the benefits are clear: more arguments per minute that an 
opposing team needs to rebut. But is there a dark side to fast talk? To answer 
this question, filmmaker Debra Tolchinsky spends a year following the 
Northwestern University debate team, as the students try to fast talk their way to 
another championship. The result? A documentary that will make you question 
the speed of your own life and keep you talking. 
 
Exhibition 

Completion: February 28, 2011 
Running Time:  56 minutes 
Color 
Aspect Ratio 16:9 
Production Format: Panasonic DVX100a mini-DV 24p 
Available Exhibition Formats:  HDCam, Digibeta, DVcam, DVD, Blu-Ray 
HD Frame Rates: 1080/60p 
Sound: Stereo 
Sound Mix: Stereo 
Trailer: 1 min 10 sec. (http://www.imdb.com/video/wab/vi1670486041/) 
Website: fasttalkthemovie.com 
Consent to press screenings and/or television broadcasts of excerpts of the 
project for publicity purposes: yes 
 
 
Awards 
 
2011 Golden Reel Award, Nevada Film Festival 
2011 Best Documentary, LA Femme International Film Festival 
2011 Award of Excellence: short documentary, The Indie Fest 
2011 Award of Merit: editing, The Indie Fest 
2011 Award of Merit, The Accolade Competition 
2011 Award of Merit, Los Angeles Cinema Festival of Hollywood 
 
 
Screenings 
 
Saturday, August 6, 2011, 10:30 a.m. 
University Film and Video Conference, Emerson College, Boston, respondent 
Professor Elizabeth Coffman, Loyola University Chicago. Open to UFVA 
conference participants only. 
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Thursday, August 18, 2011, 8 p.m. 
National premiere at the Downtown Independent,  
Los Angeles, CA, followed by Q&A. James Kirst III, curator. 
 
Thursday, September 8, 2011, 4 p.m.  
The Supreme Court Institute, Georgetown University Law Center. Co-sponsored 
by The Supreme Court Institute and Arnold & Porter LLP. The screening will be 
followed by a panel discussion on oral advocacy featuring the Hon. Brett 
Kavanaugh, leading Supreme Court advocates, and the filmmaker. Free and 
open to the public.  
 
September 8, 2011, 7 p.m. 
Official Selection, DocuWest Documentary International Film Festival, Golden, 
Colorado.  
 
September 21, 2011  
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.    
 
October 1, 2011, 7 p.m.  
Gene Siskel Film Center, Chicago, IL., with an accompanying panel including the 
filmmaker. Chicago/Northern Illinois premiere! 
 
October 13-16, 2011 
Official Selection, LA Femme International Film Festival, Los Angeles, CA. 
 
October 28, 2011, 7 p.m.  
Southwestern Michigan College, Dowagiac, MI.   
 
November 6, 2011, 3 p.m.  
USC School of Cinematic Arts, Los Angeles, CA, Outside the Box [Office] series 
for independent documentaries and foreign films, curated by Alex Ago  
 
November 8, 2011, 3 p.m. 
West Texas A& M University, Canyon, TX.    
 
November 17, 2011, 7 p.m. 
Block Cinema, Block Museum, Evanston, IL.   
 
February 12, 2012 
Winter Film Awards Festival, New York City, New York. Roy Arias Studios and 
Theater, 300 West 43rd Street.  

November 28, 2011, 7 p.m. 
Kenyon College, Community Foundation Theatre, Graham Gund Gallery, 
Gambier, Ohio.  Sponsored by the Department of Dance, Drama, and Film and 
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the Mesaros Visiting Artist Fund.  Screening followed by a Q & A. 
 
March 6-10, 2012  
Fargo Film Festival, Fargo, North Dakota. Official selection.   
 
March 11, 2012 
Talking Pictures Festival, Evanston, IL. Official Selection. 
 
May 13, 2012 
United Film Film Festival, New York. Official selection. 
 
 
Domestic Premiere: August 18, 2011, The Downtown Independent, Los Angeles. 
International Premiere: TBA 
Theatrical Premiere: TBA 
Broadcast Premiere: TBA 
 
Main Credits 
 
Cross X Productions Presents 
A Film by Debra Tolchinsky 
Shot by Martin Rodahl, Omar Butti, and Debra Tolchinsky 
Original Score by Mark Koval 
Edited by Ron Ward 
Produced by Ron Ward, David E. Tolchinsky, and Debra Tolchinsky 
Directed by Debra Tolchinsky 
 
Copyright © 2011 Cross X Productions, LLC 
 
 
Contacts 

Press/Print Traffic/Bookings:  Debra Tolchinsky, 847 373-6198, 
info@fasttalkthemovie.com 

Presskit, Production stills, Reviews/News and Poster                          
available for download at: http://fasttalkthemovie.com/photos 

Film Summary/Synopsis (Long) 
 
Fast Talk tracks the Northwestern University debate team as it tries for a second 
consecutive championship while simultaneously examining why debaters now 
talk so fast and how their arguments are unintelligible and inconsequential to a 
non-debate audience.  Clearly there are benefits to fast-talking--more arguments 
presented in a shorter amount of time. But is there a dark side?  Has debate 
slowly morphed from an academic activity meant to train young minds to an 
activity meant to train winners regardless of whether or not they know how to 
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communicate and/or form nuanced arguments?  At a broader level, perhaps what 
has happened to debate is a microcosm of what has happened to many arenas 
in academia (and the world!).  Students are increasingly pressured to achieve 
more quickly.  Often good pedagogy (and health!) is sacrificed in favor of rewards 
whether it be certificates, trophies or A's.  In addition, Fast Talk looks at the 
relationship of speed to privilege, race, and gender. 
  
Regardless, as the film shows, there is much to admire about the present state of 
debate:  Coach Scott Deatherage cares deeply about his team.  The debaters 
are also very committed to their activity and very emotional about their losses. 
 
As an aside:  some viewers have responded to Fast Talk as a sports film as it 
depicts a nail-biting competition along the lines of Spellbound. Others have 
commented on the cultural critique aspects of the film as described above. Some 
viewers have responded to the film's strong characters, including Deatherage but 
also Josh Branson, the intense team star who is trying to repeat his previous 
victory, and Noah Chestnut, Branson's debate partner, who struggles with being 
overshadowed.   
 
Bottom line: The film will be of interest to the general population, debaters, and 
academics across a wide range of disciplines: performance studies, cultural 
studies, rhetoric, gender studies and education. 
 

Production Notes 

With a small start up grant from Northwestern University School of 
Communication, Debra Tolchinsky began filming. She utilized two student 
cameramen. She shot 200 hours of footage. She and her San Jose-based 
editor/producer, Ron Ward, uploaded and downloaded thousands of files.  They 
also flew back and forth many times between the west coast and midwest. Five 
years later the film was done.  Debra thinks it’s ironic that a film about the 
accelerating pace of debate and life should take so much time to make. Then 
again, maybe that’s what it’s about. 

Director’s Statement by Debra Tolchinsky 

When I walked into the Hardy House, where the Northwestern University debate 
team practices, I expected to see students at podiums debating issues I could 
understand in a clear and persuasive manner along the lines of presidential 
debates. But then I saw the National Debate Tournament champion Josh 
Branson “fast talking”—rapidly and loudly sucking in his breath, filling up his 
lungs, and spitting out as many words as possible before running out of air and 
sucking in again. 
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Other debaters got up to the podium (actually a stack of empty banana boxes, 
Northwestern’s trademark), all speaking so fast that I had no idea what they were 
saying. They gasped. They stuttered. They literally foamed at the mouth. I 
assumed I was observing some extreme exercise in preparation for a debate. 
Then I was informed that this is how policy debaters regularly debate, the fastest 
supposedly speaking in excess of 400 words per minute. I was stunned. 
 
I wondered: Do all debaters talk this fast?  And is fast talk just a phase or is it 
here to stay? More importantly, is fast talk good or a sign that something is 
broken and perhaps not just in debate? 
 
To answer these questions, I spent a year following the Northwestern University 
debate team, which had won more national debate tournaments than any other 
team in the country. The team was led by Coach Scott Deatherage. I also met 
Josh Branson, the returning national debate champion and his new debate 
partner, Noah Chestnut. I quickly found out that Scott, Josh, Noah and the rest of 
the team ultimately had one main goal: to repeat what they had accomplished 
last year--to win the National Debate Tournament (NDT). 
 
To Scott, the benefits of fast-talking were clear: more arguments per minute that 
an opposing team needed to rebut.  Scott also believed fast talking sharpened 
the pace of one’s thinking, kept one sharper longer and even staved off 
Alzheimer’s.   
 
But then I found out that some debaters didn’t talk fast and claimed fast-talking 
was a tool of the privileged that discriminated against low income and minority 
students. To learn the necessary skills entailed attending expensive summer 
institutes prior to college.  
 
Others claimed the present state of debate alienated women. High-school and 
novice teams are tipped toward female debaters, but by the National Debate 
Tournament, female participation has diminished and/or women as a group don’t 
excel. One female coach commented that debaters look unattractive while fast 
talking, and women are conditioned to be more self-conscious about the way 
they look. Furthermore, to do well one has to be particularly aggressive, which for 
women is often seen as a liability. 
 
As the National Debate Tournament approached and the team entered lockdown 
mode working day and night, I thought about what had happened to college 
debate. Was it really that different from what had happened to any other activity? 
Everyone I knew was working day and night.  Everything seemed increasingly 
amped up.  Also, don’t filmmakers habitually speed things up in much the same 
way as fast talkers?  And as we continued to piece together the film we noted 
that even editing was getting faster as viewers became more adept at taking in 
information.    
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And I tried to decide:  is debate broken or had it evolved?  But maybe that wasn’t 
what I really wanted to know.  Maybe I was asking:  Is it good that we are 
motivated to do more in less time or bad that we are expected to do so just to 
keep up?  Good that we are presented with so much information or bad that 
much of that information is overwhelming? Are we driven by curiosity and a 
desire to improve or merely by a thirst for acknowledgment and trophies? The 
debate continues. . .  
 
 
About the Filmmakers 

Debra Tolchinsky, director/producer 

Deb's films, videos, and installations have been exhibited internationally at such 
venues as Croxhapox Gallery in Ghent, the Horse Hospital in London, the 
Sundance Film Festival in Park City, Utah, the Kennedy Center in Washington, 
D.C., and The Chicago Cultural Center in Chicago, IL.She has also worked as an 
assistant film editor on such Hollywood features as Searching for Bobby 
Fischer and The Doctor.  The Hollywood Motion Picture Sound Editors Guild 
nominated Dolly and Lucky, two of her short films, for Golden Reel Awards.  In 
2009, she co-curated The Horror Show at Dorsky Gallery Curatorial Programs in 
New York City which was featured as The Village Voice "Voice Choice for Art" 
and on The Village Voice’s blog, Runnin’ Scared.  She is a graduate of University 
of Southern California School of Cinematic Arts (AB) and The School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago (MFA).  Deb is currently an assistant professor of Radio-TV-
Film at Northwestern University. 

Ron Ward, editor/producer 

Ron is a filmmaker and video editor working out of San Jose, California.  His 
background in jazz piano and composition helped lay the foundation for his love 
of improvisation and editing.  Many of his early films are music-based, including 
The Babies and Pool Dweller (the latter featuring the talented Doug Jones, who 
played one of his first “creature” roles).  Ron’s award-winning documentary Fred, 
about his close friendship with standup comic Fred Burns, has been shown in 
disability-themed film festivals worldwide.  Ron also edited HBO’s Bubbeh Lee 
and Me, an Emmy-nominated documentary about a man’s relationship with his 
outspoken grandmother.  He received his MFA from University of Southern 
California School of Cinematic Arts, and has undergraduate degrees in Aesthetic 
Studies and Psychology from the University of California, Santa Cruz. 

David E. Tolchinsky, producer 

Dave wrote and associate produced the feature film Girl which is distributed by 
Sony and has been seen internationally.  As a screenwriter, he has been 
commissioned by various Hollywood studios to write feature screenplays.  As a 
sound designer, he has designed the sound for interactive computer 
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environments and video installations that have been exhibited internationally.  He 
was nominated for two Motion Picture Sound Editors Guild Golden Reel Awards 
for his sound work on the short films Dolly and Lucky. In 2009, he co-curated The 
Horror Show at Dorsky Gallery Curatorial Programs in New York City which was 
featured as The Village Voice "Voice Choice for Art" and on The Village Voice’s 
blog, Runnin’ Scared.   He is Founder/Director of Northwestern University's MFA 
in Writing for the Screen+Stage, a graduate of Yale (BA) and The University of 
Southern California School of Cinematic Arts. (MFA).   

Mark Koval, composer 
 
Emmy-nominated composer Mark Koval has a long history composing music for 
television. His music can be heard in such shows as Batman: the Animated 
Series, The Real Adventures of Jonny Quest, and the popular children's show 
Bobby's World.  His film credits include the cult favorite Love Bites.  His scores 
for television have been honored with two Emmy Award nominations.  His 
concert music has been recognized by grants and awards from the American 
Composers Forum, the Fromm Foundation of Harvard University, the Minnesota 
Orchestra, the William Walton Trust Foundation, the American Music Center, 
Broadcast Music Incorporated, and Meet the Composer.   

Reviews/News/Spotlights 

The Chicago Tribune, Change of Subject: The Affirmative Case for Reforming 
Debate by Eric Zorn, March 11, 2012: 
http://blogs.chicagotribune.com/news_columnists_ezorn/2012/03/the-affirmative-
case-for-reforming-academic-debate.html 

The Onion AV Club, Fast Talk Director Debra Tolchinsky by Jake Austen, 
September 30, 2011:  http://ow.ly/6Q2Fp 

The Chicago Tribune, Talking fast, piling up wins: Northwestern's debate team 
and its speed-demon pattern provide documentary fodder by Nina Metz, 
September 30, 2011:  http://ow.ly/6Q2GA 

The Chicago Reader, Debra Tolchinsky's Fast Talk by J.R. Jones, September 
15, 2011: http://ow.ly/6Q2HD  Listed as “ONE TO WATCH” in the Fall Arts 
Preview. 

The Chicago Reader, short review of Fast Talk by J.R. Jones, 
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/fast-talk/Film?oid=4700710 

Legal Bisnow, Debate Debacles with SCOTUS Pros, September 15, 2011: 
http://www.bisnow.com/washington_dc_legal_news_story.php?p=17616 

Georgetown Law, "Fast Talk" and Oral Advocacy by Ann W. Parks, September 



	   9	  

14, 2011:  http://ow.ly/6Q2J6 

National Law Journal, World's Most Exclusive Debate Club by Tony Mauro,  
September 7, 2011:  
http://fasttalkthemovie.com/storage/press/NationalLawJournal.pdf 

Arnold & Porter, Arnold & Porter Co-Organizes Film Screening of "Fast Talk," 
Followed By Panel Discussion on Competitive Debate and Oral Advocacy, 
August 23, 2011:	  http://ow.ly/6Q2Ku	  

The BLT: The Blog of LegalTimes, Fast-talking Lawyers Sponsoring a 
Screening of the Documentary Fast Talk by Matthew Huisman, August 30, 2011: 
http://ow.ly/6Q2LQ	  
	  
The Chronicle of Higher Education, Fast-Talk Debate in an Accelerated World 
by Debra Tolchinsky, July 10, 2011: 
http://fasttalkthemovie.com/storage/press/fast-talk3.pdf 
	  
Omero, Il documentario: Fast Talk by ElisaCarrara, June 30, 2011: 
http://omero.it/rivista.php?itemid=3821&catid=45  [English Translation] 
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CHICAGO TRIBUNE 
 

Change of Subject 
OBSERVATIONS, REPORTS, TIPS, REFERRALS AND 
TIRADES 
BY ERIC ZORN | E-mail | About | RSS 
 
Friday, March 09, 2012 

The affirmative case for 
reforming academic debate 
 

 
One of the first and most arresting images in Debra Tolchinsky’s 
documentary “Fast Talk” is of a young man literally foaming at the mouth 
— trying so hard to say so many words in so little time that he can’t be 
bothered to swallow or wipe away the saliva exceeding his lips. 

Why? Because he’s a contestant at the highest level of intercollegiate 
debate, an activity that has devolved (some say evolved) into a virtually 
incomprehensible rapid-fire, tit-for-tat battle in which opponents hurl facts 
and assertions at one another at an estimated 400 words per minute. 

The members of the Northwestern University debate team that 
Tolchinsky’s cameras followed for the year chronicled in “Fast Talk” are 
clearly brilliant — in command of thousands of scraps of data that allow 
them to argue either side of the given proposition — and intellectually 
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nimble. They’re just not that much fun to watch at work. 

It’s a credit to Tolchinsky that she’s able to get beyond the spittle-flecked 
jibber-jabber and interest us in the characters behind the drama as 
Northwestern bids to defend its national championship. “Fast Talk,” which 
has deservedly won a fistful of awards, is showing at 5 p.m. Sunday at the 
McCormick Tribune Center at Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism 
in Evanston (details at fasttalkthemovie.com). 

Tolchinsky, who teaches film-making at Northwestern, will be on hand 
afterward to preside over the inevitable discussion of whether fast talking 
— inundating your opponents with assertions that they must, at a similar 
pace, refute — degrades the very idea of debating. 

Over the years, debate judges have come to reward those most practiced 
at what amounts to an impressive parlor trick. But in real life, the winner of 
an argument or debate is not necessarily the person who makes the most 
points, but the person who makes the best points — whose presentation, 
verbal imagery and focus is most persuasive to an impartial audience. 

In real life, a high-level argument or debate is not only fun to watch, it can 
also change hearts and minds while advancing public understanding. 

College debate, which features many of the best and brightest on any 
campus, is missing a fabulous opportunity to become a spectator sport of 
sorts, one that could engage and enlighten the general public and even 
help us explore some of the vital issues of the day. 

Am I right or am I right? 

It’s not even debatable. 

LINKS: 

High School Debate at 350 WPM Wired Magazine 

Policy debaters started talking fast in the 1960s, when a team from 
the University of Houston figured out that speed allowed them to 
cram more arguments into a timed speech than their opponents 
would physically be able to negate. Soon, students were talking like 
this at hundreds of competitions across the country every year. 

Fast-Talk Debate in an Accelerated World by Debra Tolchinsky (The 
Chronicle of Higher Education) 
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Is debate broken, or has it evolved? Most people I talked to 
conceded that for better or worse, speed is here to stay. ... Still, there 
are those who continue to be disturbed by the acceleration. I've 
spoken to several people who abandoned debate because of the 
speed either in high school or early in their college careers. And 
many current debaters see speed as part of an umbrella of problems 
that continues to plague the activity. 

The Decline of Debate (The New Republic, 1988) by Michael McGough, 
the editor of the editorial page of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, now an 
editorial writer for the Los Angeles Times: 
If the meaningless sound bites traded at today's presidential debates 
represent one regrettable oratorical extreme, then the current 
condition of high school debates represents the other. ...(an 
emerging tactic became) known as "the spread"-as in spreading your 
opponent thin by loading your speech with so many arguments (all 
duly noted on the judge's "flow pad") that he can never adequately 
refute them all.....The velocity of the argument starts to increase--as 
it must do if the other team is to be well and truly "spread." ... 
Quantity of arguments, however, comes at the expense of quality. A 
practiced "spreader" will cram a multitude of arguments into a four 
or eight-minute speech,-- some of them based on mutually exclusive 
accounts of reality. ...the absurdity of the argument won't be held 
against you. In the surreal world of abstraction that is debate, one 
argument is as good as another-provided that it is supported by a 
"quote card" from an expert. Conversely, any assertion, however 
self-evident, that cannot be so corroborated is suspect... ..The 
"debate community" is so inbred that many judges are themselves 
college debaters or ex-debaters, and thus votaries of the flow sheet. 
...(But) the resistance to "lay" judges points up a dirty secret about 
debate: a lot of its attraction is based on snob appeal. 
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THE CHICAGO READER:	  
 

Fast Talk  
2011 | 56 minutes | Rated NR 
Add your review 

When you hear a congressman denouncing a policy he advocated six months earlier, what you're 
probably listening to is the product of a college debate society, whose young Turks learn to argue 
either side of a proposition in pursuit of victory. But these days even listening to college debaters 
is a challenge, because for the last 30 years or so, the discipline has been trending toward more 
content and faster delivery, to the point where debaters talk a mile a minute, gasping for air 
between sentences. Debra Tolchinsky, a faculty member of Northwestern University's School of 
Communications, spent the 2005-'06 school year following NU's formidable debate team and 
their lionized coach, Scott Deatherage (who died suddenly in 2010). Her video documents the 
students' intelligence, drive, and incredible work ethic, yet in the end it's pretty depressing: there's 
plenty of strategizing on view, but the ideas themselves are mostly omitted because they're 
irrelevant. Nothing matters to these people but winning.  
 
Tolchinsky and producer-editor Ron Ward attend the screening. Sat 10/1, 7 PM.by J.R. Jones 

Director: Debra Tolchinsky 
Producer: Debra Tolchinsky, Ron Ward and David Tolchinsky 

 
 



	   19	  



	   20	  
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LEGAL BISNOW: 
 
Debate Debacles with SCOTUS Pros 
  

 
We’re betting many of you were debate nerds during high school or college. If so, you join 
the ranks of many top SCOTUS litigators, including A&P Supreme Court practice 
chair Lisa Blatt, former SGPaul Clement, and new Hogan Lovells appellate practice co-
chairNeal Katyal. A recent GULC screening of Fast Talk (a documentary about college 
debate) brought a packed auditorium and a panel discussion with Lisa, Neal, DC Circuit 
Judge Brett Kavanaugh; Kellogg, Huber partner David Frederick; and SCOTUSblog 
founderTom Goldstein. Who are they clapping for? Three former Northwestern debate 
members, at left, featured in the movie. 

 
 

 
We snapped this laugh shared between Neal, Judge Kavanaugh, and Lisa; it’s the moment 
after Lisa described one of Paul Clement’s SCOTUS cases (a last-minute meeting kept 
him from showing up himself) that included “heated banter” with Justice Scalia. Lisa 
knows SCOTUS cases: she holds the record among women for cases argued and 
has won 29 of 30. Neal, until recently the acting SG, tells us he started debating in his first 
year of high school because he was shy and “not good at anything else.” By his second 
year, the school was flying him to tournaments around the country. 
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The panelists are all former debaters—aside from the filmmaker,Debra Tolchinsky, and 
Judge Kavanaugh (who says his high school sports were football and basketball). Still, 
he says thecommitted coaches in the film reminded him of his football coach: 
enthusiastic and full of motivational speeches. The coach featured in Fast 
Talk, Northwestern’s Scott Deatherage, even says on film that he couldn’t eat and 
would throw up before competitions. (A voiceover says days later he denied ever making 
that statement.) 

 
 

 
Tom, a 23-SCOTUS argument vet, debated all through his time at UNC-Chapel Hill and 
says it was “all-consuming." Filmmaker Debra Tolchinsky, left, whose voiceover is the 
one heard throughout the film, admits that she has no idea what the speed-talking policy 
debaters are saying. (Glad we weren't alone.) Even the attorneys agree 
that nobody outside of the debate community can decipher what comes out of debaters' 
mouths—and that slowing down was a key skill they had to learn when making 
arguments before judges. 
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David, a Rhodes and Truman Scholar, says he spent four years at UPitt thanks to a full 
ride for debate. (That could also be part of the reason he had “GO SLOW” written in bold 
on the notes for his first Supreme Court moot.) Neal mentioned the storied 15 moots he 
did before his first SCOTUS argument, all of which were overly speedy. It took grabbing 
a stopwatch and listening to its ticking to slow his pace. Another post-debate 
experience: unlearning the idea that squeezing out 12 bad arguments is better 
than one good one.  
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The Chronicle Review 
Home Opinion & Ideas The Chronicle Review 

 
July 10, 2011 
 
Fast-Talk Debate in an Accelerated World 
By Debra Tolchinsky 
 
In 2005 when I walked into the Hardy House, where the Northwestern University debate 
team practices, I expected to see students at podiums debating issues I could understand 
in a clear and persuasive manner along the lines of presidential debates. But then I saw 
the National Debate Tournament champion Josh Branson "fast talking"—rapidly and 
loudly sucking in his breath, filling up his lungs, and spitting out as many words as 
possible before running out of air and sucking in again. 
 
Other debaters got up to the podium (actually a stack of empty banana boxes, 
Northwestern's trademark), all speaking so fast that I had no idea what they were saying. 
They gasped. They stuttered. They literally foamed at the mouth. I assumed I was 
observing some extreme exercise in preparation for a debate. Then I was informed that 
this is how policy debaters regularly debate, the fastest supposedly speaking in excess of 
400 words per minute. I was totally stupefied. 
 
According to many of the coaches and debaters I interviewed for my film Fast Talk, there 
is a simple explanation for why debaters began to talk faster starting in the late 60s: 
More arguments can be delivered in a shorter amount of time, and an opposing team will 
need to rebut them. In addition, according to Allan Louden, a communications professor 
at Wake Forest University, who chairs the National Debate Tournament Board of 
Trustees, speed was "a clear response to more information and more availability. When 
the community realized they could make copies of things, it revolutionized what was 
there to read in a round, increasing pressure to get it in." 
 
Northwestern's former debate coach, Scott Deatherage, told me he believed fast talking 
also sharpened the pace of one's thinking, kept one sharper longer, and even staved off 
Alzheimer's. 
 
Deatherage claimed there was ample evidence to back this up.However, no one I 
subsequently interviewed could point to an exact study, and several, including Louden, 
admitted that any existing research would be neither "overwhelming nor definitive." 
Patrick Wong, an associate professor of communication sciences and disorders at 
Northwestern, whose research concerns central auditory processing and 
neurophysiology, mused: "There's evidence that speaking more than one language or 
doing cognitively stimulating activities could have a preventive effect for Alzheimer's. 
Perhaps talking fast with a lot of content could have the same effect, but I don't really 
know." 
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Many former debaters I spoke with believed the acceleration was gradual and could not 
pinpoint a particular school or person responsible. David Zarefsky, a Northwestern 
emeritus professor of argumentation and debate, told me: "This is in the eye of the 
beholder. During the 1960s, when I was involved in debate, people spoke significantly 
slower than they do now, but debaters from the 1940s and 1950s accused many of fast 
talking. ... Memory plays tricks on us here." However, Karen Straus, a lawyer in 
Evanston, Ill., recalls: "I was in high school from the fall of 1974 through the spring of 
1978 at Albany High, and it seemed like it started during that time. We'd go to debate 
tournaments and encounter the shotgun style for the first time, and it took us by 
surprise. At first, the only team that used it was Bronx Science. But by the time I 
graduated, the phenomenon had spread. In large part because we all noticed that Bronx 
Science was succeeding with it. When it first appeared, we pooh-poohed it as some fad 
that wouldn't last— judges wouldn't stand for it—what kind of style was that? But we 
were wrong—big time." 
 
Significantly, although the speed of debating has changed radically, the National Debate 
Tournament format has remained pretty consistent. Each year there's a group of 
professors who release a resolution, the idea that's going to be debated in all of the 
regional tournaments leading up to the national one. Usually it's a position that x or y 
should be done. In each debate, a two-person team takes the "affirmative" side and 
defends the resolution, presenting its first speech in which it shows there is some 
problem and that the team has a plan to solve that problem. Then the opposing two- 
person team gets to cross-examine before it presents its first speech, which lays out that 
team's argument against the resolution. Then the debate moves back and forth from 
there—affirmative to negative with the total time of the debate clocking in at one hour 
and 12 minutes. 
 
Admittedly, there have been changes besides speed. According to Jon Bruschke, debate 
coach at California State University at Fullerton, the recent "trend has been to 
incorporate questions of philosophy into debates that used to center on policy." A small 
number of debaters also incorporated evidence based on personal experience, while 
others use theatrical props and performative techniques. However, from my perspective, 
the biggest sea change has been the speed, because it has rendered the debates largely 
incomprehensible to outsiders like myself. 
 
In 2004, as a part-time lecturer at Northwestern, I'd applied for a grant to make the film 
because I knew of Northwestern's prestigious team and was fascinated by the 
idiosyncratic Coach Deatherage. I'd imagined a documentary along the lines of 2002's 
Spellbound. We'd track team members while they participated in a very understandable 
and intrinsically dramatic endeavor. The project seemed straightforward and perhaps 
even a bit formulaic. 
 
But I'm embarrassed to admit that when I applied for the grant, I hadn't actually seen 
the fast talkers in action. Once I did, it became clear that the documentary would face 
some serious challenges. Since viewers wouldn't be able to follow the debaters' 
arguments, once the eccentricity of the speed wore off, the debates would be boring and 
distancing to watch. 
 
I briefly considered making a film about debaters for debaters that took the insular 
nature of the activity for granted. That would be much easier to construct. But I wanted 
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to communicate with a wider audience, and I was interested in the relationship of debate 
to bigger concerns. Most central: Had debate morphed from an academic enterprise 
meant to educate future leaders to a training ground for single-minded winners 
regardless of whether they could form nuanced arguments, let alone communicate, 
connect, and persuade? 
 
Equally essential, viewers needed to care about the characters and track the competition. 
My editor, Ron Ward, and I began experimenting, homing in on specific turning points 
and emotional moments, utilizing graphic representations, speeding up and slowing 
down footage, creating musical juxtapositions, and trying multiple iterations of a voice-
over, all to make the film comprehensible and entertaining for a nondebate crowd. But it 
was slow going (no pun intended), with many dead ends. 
 
I observed fast talkers particularly adept at responding quickly to a variety of arguments. 
In fact, they appeared almost superhuman in their ability to trigger the right "card" 
depending on which argument was "run" by an opposing team. And beyond the technical 
skills of fast talking, and perhaps because of the intensity, the Northwestern team 
exhibited a highly developed work ethic and an unsurpassed drive to win. Students who 
were on the team but not currently scheduled to debate devoted themselves passionately 
to supplying research, practice, and general support for those students scheduled to 
debate. Moreover, I witnessed a close connection between Deatherage and many of his 
debaters that I assume had something to do with the pace and intensity of the activity. 
 
On the flip side, I heard that some fast talkers had trouble slowing down, talking too 
quickly in nondebate contexts, and experiencing insomnia and eating or drinking 
problems. I also discovered that some debaters didn't talk fast and claimed fast talking 
was a tool of the privileged that discriminated against low-income and minority 
students. To learn the necessary skills to fast talk entailed attending expensive summer 
institutes before college. 
 
Additionally, some debaters maintained that the present state of debate alienated 
women. High-school and novice teams are tipped toward female debaters, but by the 
National Debate Tournament, female participation has diminished and/or women don't 
excel. One female coach commented that debaters look unattractive while fast talking, 
and women are conditioned to be more self-conscious about the way they look. 
Furthermore, to do well one has to be particularly aggressive, which for women is often 
seen as a liability. 
 
Even after following debate for a few years, I still couldn't tell who was winning and who 
was losing. I felt like I could switch one voice with another and it wouldn't matter. And as 
I continued to study my footage, I was disturbed. Not only were the debaters under 
tremendous pressure, they seemed to lack all perspective. Frequently, if they won a 
trophy but not the top trophy, they seemed downright disappointed, and if they lost, they 
were devastated. After a particularly intense debate, which Northwestern loses, 
Deatherage says, "It's like falling off a cliff. There's an emptiness. Is that all that's there? 
Is this it?" 
 
Yet, simultaneously, looking at the same footage, one sees how deeply the debaters care 
about one another and about their activity. 
 
When knocked out of the tournament, many openly weep. And no one would argue that 
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fast talkers aren't learning a great deal about how to support or attack a resolution. Even 
though inaccessible to a general audience, debate in its present form is clearly training 
its participants to think quickly and nimbly about complex issues, to be leaders in law 
and politics who will make important contributions. 
 
So is debate broken, or has it evolved? Most people I talked to conceded that for better or 
worse, speed is here to stay. According to LaTonya Starks, a Northwestern alumna, 
"There is an influx of debaters from my generation of debate (I graduated NU in 2004) 
who are judges, coaches, and even program directors now. These debaters grew up 
practicing speed reading and have taught their debaters to follow the practice." 
Still, there are those who continue to be disturbed by the acceleration. I've spoken to 
several people who abandoned debate because of the speed either in high school or early 
in their college careers. And many current debaters see speed as part of an umbrella of 
problems that continues to plague the activity. Of course, if teams that are unable to or 
choose not to fast talk were to end up winning the tournament, debate might eventually 
slow down. But is such a scenario possible? Is it desirable? 
 
As the 2006 National Debate Tournament approached and I watched the Northwestern 
team prepare, I wondered how best to represent in key moments individual debates that 
actually last more than an hour. Though the fast talkers appear to be an exotic species, 
filmmakers too habitually speed things up, editing cuts progressively faster as impatient 
viewers become more adept at taking in information. 
 
But there is a crucial difference. Filmmakers condense time to keep an audience 
engaged, but for fast talkers, engaging an audience, at least a nondebate one, seems 
beside the point. Most of the debaters I talked to didn't really care that they weren't 
communicating to nondebaters and shrugged off their shrinking audience. It was 
sufficient that the debates were of interest to their fellow participants. 
As I continued to film and experiment with my material, I was appointed as a tenure-
track assistant professor of radio-TV-film. Like all junior faculty, I felt tremendous 
pressure to produce more work in less time, ironic given the questions my film was 
raising. 
 
By the end of 2006, my crew and I had amassed almost 200 hours of material, and I was 
immersed in the subject, not knowing where it would take me. More frighteningly, given 
the tenure clock, I didn't know how long it would take to finish. 
I pushed ahead, recalling successful documentaries like Steve James's Hoop Dreams, a 
project which supposedly had started out as a simple, 30-minute short with a three-week 
production schedule and ballooned to 250 hours of footage, ending as a 170- minute 
feature that took eight years to complete. 
 
Then again, Hoop Dreams was made in 1994. Now filmmakers, faculty, and students 
have 24/7 access to computers, the Internet, and mobile technology, and we are able to 
produce more quickly. The downside is that such production has become the norm, and 
the ability to keep up the pace has a price. As I look forward to the premiere of Fast Talk 
and assembling my tenure portfolio, I wonder: Did I achieve enough quickly enough? 
Students are under similar pressure to bring home not just trophies, but straight A's, 
internships, participation in high-prestige service projects, and whatever else will give 
them an advantage over their peers when applying for jobs. Some of my colleagues and 
students feel they don't have enough time for sleep and depend on coffee, Adderall, or 
other stimulants to stay awake. So while the fast talkers might seem like freaks, maybe 
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they're just a prominent example of a more universal acceleration. 
 
I congratulate Northwestern's debate coach, Dan Fitzmier (who succeeded Deatherage), 
and the debaters Stephanie Spies and Matt Fisher on their 2011 championship victories. 
Those mark Northwestern's 14th win at the National Debate Tournament, confirming the 
team's status as the winningest in the tournament's 64-year history. And of course it's 
significant that a woman was half of the winning team. 
Whether society's accomplishments more generally are of the right kind, and happening 
at the right speed—well, the debate goes on. 
 
Fast Talk is scheduled to be screened at the University Film & Video Conference at 
Emerson College, in Boston, on August 6; at the Supreme Court Institute, Georgetown 
University Law Center, Washington, with an accompanying panel featuring Supreme 
Court advocates, on September 8; and at the Gene Siskel Film Center in Chicago with 
an accompanying panel in late September. For more information, visit 
http://fasttalkthemovie.com. 

Debra Tolchinsky is an assistant professor of radio-TV-film at Northwestern 
University. 
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Omero	  English	  Translation:	  
	  
The	  Documentary:	  Fast	  Talk	  
By	  Elisa	  Carrara	  
	  
Speak	  until	  you're	  breathless,	  express	  your	  ideas	  so	  fast	  your	  listener	  can't	  follow	  
the	  discourse.	  It	  doesn't	  matter	  if	  what	  you	  say	  is	  incomprehensible	  to	  the	  audience:	  
the	  idea	  is	  to	  show	  you're	  right,	  crush	  your	  opponent	  and	  win	  as	  quickly	  as	  possible.	  
The	  students	  of	  the	  Northwestern	  University	  Debate	  Team	  are	  the	  best	  in	  the	  nation	  
and	  can	  speak	  at	  stunning	  speeds:	  the	  more	  issues	  you	  reference,	  the	  less	  your	  
opponent	  can	  rebut	  each	  separate	  phrase.	  The	  more	  words	  you	  use,	  the	  closer	  you	  
are	  to	  victory.	  Because	  in	  the	  end,	  one	  thing	  counts:	  win	  and	  bring	  home	  the	  trophy.	  
The	  brilliant	  documentary	  Fast	  Talk	  by	  director	  Debra	  Tolchinsky	  presents	  a	  
microcosm	  both	  tender	  and	  competitive:	  the	  students	  of	  the	  Northwestern	  
University	  Debate	  Team	  are	  true	  athletes,	  trained	  to	  overcome	  their	  limits,	  compete	  
against	  adversaries,	  conquer	  fear	  and	  anxiety.	  Intelligent,	  capable,	  and	  sensitive,	  
they	  are	  able	  to	  analyze	  extremely	  complex	  arguments	  in	  just	  a	  few	  minutes:	  many	  
of	  them	  will	  become	  effective	  politicians	  or	  brilliant	  lawyers.	  But	  speaking	  at	  
amazing	  velocity	  also	  has	  its	  costs:	  as	  with	  any	  other	  sport,	  it	  can	  lead	  to	  anxiety,	  
stress,	  and	  other	  problems.	  Speaking	  fast	  also	  has	  economic	  costs.	  "In	  order	  to	  	  
fast	  talk	  students	  need	  to	  start	  training	  in	  high	  school	  and	  that	  means	  attending	  
expensive	  summer	  institutes,"	  explains	  Debra	  Tolchinsky.	  "Consequently,	  some	  
debaters	  who	  don't	  talk	  fast	  claim	  fast-‐talking	  is	  a	  tool	  of	  the	  privileged	  that	  
discriminates	  against	  low	  income	  and	  minority	  students."	  Additionally,	  some	  see	  
debate	  as	  a	  liability	  for	  women	  since	  being	  aggressive,	  fast,	  and	  competitive	  can	  be	  a	  
social	  disadvantage	  (particularly	  for	  women).	  	  Culturally,	  acceleration	  seems	  to	  have	  
become	  the	  new	  criteria	  for	  excellence.	  What	  happened	  to	  slowness,	  the	  ability	  to	  
contemplate,	  the	  admiration	  for	  a	  single	  word	  or	  for	  a	  single	  image?	  They	  don't	  
seem	  to	  have	  completely	  disappeared:	  	  Fast	  Talk...	  was	  shot	  in	  almost	  5	  years,	  with	  
the	  help	  of	  Northwestern	  students,	  armed	  with	  videocameras.	  Slowness	  is	  still	  
capable	  of	  creating	  small	  masterpieces.	  
	  
Translated	  with	  the	  generous	  help	  of	  Northwestern	  University’s	  Distinguished	  Senior	  Lecturer,	  Thomas	  
Haskell	  Simpson	  and	  his	  second-‐year	  Italian	  language	  students	  as	  well	  as	  Alex	  Gurvits.	  
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