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How to Watch a Debate

To the Teacher and Students:

The purpose of this pamphlet is to help
you learn how to watch political candidate
debates. The "'Rate the Debate” questions
on page 3 can be used for class discus-

sion and as guidelines as you watch &
debate. The suggested activities on page
4 are provided for class assignments by
the teacher. Teachers should consider

using How to Judge a Candidate also
available from the League of Women
Voters (see order information orr back
page) as an additional resource.

Americans watched the televised

debates between presidential can-
didates Ronald Reagan and Walter
Mondale. Nine out of every ten Amer-
ican voters say they have watched a
candidate debate some time in the
past. These include debates among
candidates for all levels of public
office, from city council to the U.S.
Senate to the presidency. No other
political events — in fact, few other
television programs — produce such
large audiences. Why do people
watch debates?

]:[n 1984, an estimated 85 million

Clearly, there is a horse-race quality

to a candidate debate; people want to -

know who will “win” when the stakes
are so high and the political atmos-
phere so intense. But there is more.
Before voters go to the polls, they
want t0 know where candidates stand
on the issues, what leadership
qualities the candidates possess, how
they react under pressure, even what
they look like. Voters want to compari-
son shop and to see the candidates
meet head-on and face-to-face.

Think of other ways we learn about
candidates. The 60-second spot on
TV is produced by a media advisor,

the letter seeking contributions is writ-
ten by a professional fundraiser, and
news reports are filtered through the
eyes of reporters. Compared to thess,
the candidate debate provides a
direct opportunity to hear candidates
speak for themselves, unrehearsed,
without a prepared speech.

Still, viewers need to watch debates
with a careful eye. Television can
emphasize image over substance.
Good debaters are not necessarily
better leaders. This pamphlet pro-
vides background information and
poses questions to help you as you
watch candidate debates.

Candidate debates: A behind the scenes look

t first glance, the purpose of
a debate seems obvious —
to provide voters with the

information they need to make an
intelligent choice at the polls. Debates
also help to get the public interested
in an election and to educate voters
about the issues.

But those directly involved in debates
may have other goals. For candi-
dates, it is to get elected. Candidates
weigh every debate decision —
whether to debate, what format is
best, even what curtain colors and
camera angles they want — with one
question: “Will it help me win?"” Tele-
vision broadcasters who air the
debate want to attract an audience
with a lively show and a hot race. The
debate that gets on the air is the
result of delicate juggling of all these
goals.

The juggling takes place in negotiat-
ing sessions between the debate

sponsor, the candidates, and, in
some cases, the broadcaster. Nego-
tiations focus on such issues as the
number, date, site and format for the
debate. These negotiations often are
long and difficult, and they may
involve what seem to be small details.

The negotiations for the presidential

and vice-presidential debates in 1984,
for example, went on for an intense
three-week period before the debate
schedule finally was set. Weeks later,
conflicts arose over such issues as
the color of the backdrop curtain and
the placement of furniture on stage.
Though minor, each dispute could
have led one candidate or the other
to back out of the debate at the last
minute.

Format

The negotiations about format — the
actual structure of the debate — are
usually the most intense. A candidate
debate can use any format that puts
candidates face-to-face stating their

Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale
square off in the 1984 prasidential
dabates.

views and responding to their oppo-
nents. Using this definition, what
methods can you think of to structure
debates?

Candidates tend to prefer safe for-
mats that protect them from direct
confrontation. The “modified press
conference,” used in the 1984
Reagan-Mondale debates, is an
example of this format in which a
journalist poses a question, a candi-
date has several minutes to respond,
the journalist poses a follow-up ques-



Three contenders for the Democratic nomi-
nation for president — Walter Mondale,
Jesse Jackson, and Gary Hart — respond
to questions posed by moderator Sander
Vanocur in a 1984 presidential primary
debate.

tion, and the same candidate
responds. The next candidate goes
through the same questioning proc-
ess and then each has a chance to
rebut, or refute, the opponent. This
format guarantees each candidate
equal time and takes advantage of
the knowledge of a number of jour-
nalists. However, it provides little
opportunity to challenge a candidate
who is dodging a question and often
allows the press to set the agenda for
the debate; sometimes issues of most
cancern to the public and to the can-
didates are missed in the process.

Contrast the above format with the
much less structured “‘single moder-
ator format"” used in the 1984 Demo-
cratic primary debates. A single
moderator posed questions to the
candidates and was free to follow up
immediately if a candidate ducked the
question or responded with an
answer that was too general. Candi-
dates were given time to ask ques-
tions of each other. This format
usually results in a much livelier inter-
action between candidates and tends
to highlight differences in the candi-
dates’ stands on the issues. However,
it requires a skilled, well-informed
moderator who is able to make sure
all candidates get equal opportunity
to present their views.

In some debates, audience questions
are used, either live or prescreened.
Formal opening and/or closing state-
ments by the candidates often are
included. Sometimes, several formats
are combined in one debate. As you
watch debates, consider the

strengths and weaknesses of the for-
mat, and keep in mind that the format
selected probably reflects a compro-
mise reached by the candidates, the
debate sponsor and possibly the
broadcaster.

Candidate participation

As you watch a debate, note who is
and who is not included. Are minor
party and/or independent candidates
involved? Deciding whom to include
in a debate is not always easy or
obvious for debate spensors. Some
debate sponsors choose to include
only major candidates in order to use
the brief time available to give voters
an opportunity to compare candi-
dates with a realistic chance of win-
ning. Other sponsors prefer to open
the platform to all legally qualified
candidates, providing voters with an
opportunity to hear all candidates’

points of view. Which position do you
think is most informative to voters?

Either way poses potential problems.
In 1980, for example, the League of
Women Voters Education Fund
announced it would include in its
presidential debates all candidates
receiving more than 15 percent sup-
port in national nenpartisan public
opinion polls. Independent candidate
John Anderson met that criterion, and
the League invited him to participate
in the first presidential debate. The
Democratic contender, President
Jimmy Carter, promptly pulled out.
Later, when Anderson’s support dip-
ped below the League-established 15
percent criterion, he was not invited
for the second debate. Carter then
agreed to take the stage opposite
Republican candidate Ronald
Reagan.

impact of debates

ost scholars agree that
debates rarely cause a dra-
matic change in the course

of an election. They seldom make a
winner out of a long-shot nor can they
destroy a candidate who is far ahead
in the polls. In fact, studies of the
impact of presidential debates show
that debates tend to confirm the
choices people have already made.
According to these studies, even if a
candidate makes a major mistake or
says something supporters do not like
during a debate, most supporters
adjust their views in order to remain
loyal to the original candidate.

This is not to say that debates do not
shape voters’ opinions. In fact, they
have the greatest impact on unde-
cided voters. Watching a debate
helps an uncommitted voter decide
how to cast a ballot on election day.

In addition, studies show that debates
influence voters in other important
ways. Debates stimulate interest in
the election and inform the public
about the issues involved in the cam-
paign as well as the candidates' posi-

tions on thosa issues. They put
candidates on the record, so they can
be held accountable once in office.
They help rally a candidate’s support-
ers to get involved in the campaign
and to vote. And finally, they provide
a great deal of information about the
personalities of the candidates.

In sum, candidate debates can play a
vital role in our democracy. In a coun-
try in which onty about half of all eligi-
ble voters cast their ballats in the
1984 presidential elections, the role
that televised debates play in stim-
ulating and educating voters is espe-
cially important.

Debates, though, will remain anly as
good as the public wants them to be.
Because many candidates want safe
debates — or all too often, no
debates at all — it is up to the public
to persuade candidates to debate and
to accept better, more challenging
formats. And then, it is up to the
debate audience to evaluate the can-
didates — to differentiate between
style and substance — and to make
informed choices at the polls.



Rate the debate

ou will get more out of

Ywatching a debate if you are
‘ well prepared. Get ready by
following press reports on the can-
didates. Knowing their campaign
positions ahead of time and know-
ing something about the issues
that are likely to come up in the
debate will help you to understand
the questions and answers and to
evaluate the candidates™ perform-
ance. It also is helpful to get some
background on the debate sponsor
and follow any campaign conflicts
over the debats itself.

Rate the debate format

A good format should be interest-
ing and fair, should provide infor-
mation about the candidates’ views
on the issues and should help you
judge the candidates’ leadership
qualities. In evaluating the debate
format, consider:

1. Does it give all candidates equal
opportunity to speak and to
respond to opponents?

2. Does it hold your interest? Does
it allow the differences between
the candidates to surface?

3. Does it make it easy for the can-
didates to talk about the issues?
Does it allow the candidates to
state their views clearly? Does it
allow the candidates to be pinned
down?

4. Does it give you insight into the
candidates’ personalities and lead-
ership qualities?

Rate the
moderator/panelists

1. is the moderator in control of the
debate?

2. Are the questions fair? Are they
equally tough on all candidates?

3. Are the questions clear? Is there
enough information so that viewers

understand the meaning of the
answers? Are follow-up questions
used to help pin down the
candidates?

4. Do the questions cover the
important issues? Are there any
major issues that are not
mentioned?

5. Does the moderator or do any of
the panelists talk too much?

6. Does the moderator allow each
candidate the same amount of
time to talk?

Rate the candidates

Most of your attention during a
debate centers on the candidates’
performance, and rightly so. But as
you watch, be aware of your reac-
tions both to the substance of the
candidates’ remarks and to the
visual images they convey. Those
images can be powerful. For
example, two revealing polls were
taken after the 1960 debates
between John Kennedy, who came
across as youthful and energetic,
and Richard Nixon, who locked
tired and older. A majority of televi-
sion viewers judged Kennedy the
debate winner, but a poll of radio
listeners gave the victory to Nixon.
Clearly, the power of image can
cause voters to overlook the sub-
stance of a debate. Therefore, as
you evaluate candidates, consider:
Image

1. Are you influenced by the age,
sex, clothes, posture or other phys-
ical characteristics of the candi-
dates? How?

2. What impressions do the candi-
dates convey as the debate pro-
gresses? Who appears more
relaxed? more sincere? more
confident?

3. Who knows how to use televi-
sion better? Do the candidates
look directly at you (into the cam-
era) or elsewhere (at the panelists,
live audience, etc.)? Does this
affect your overall impression of
the candidates?

Substance

1. Do the candidates answer or
evade the questions?

2. Do the candidates tell you their
stands on issues or do they
respond with emotional appeals
and campaign slogans?

3. Do the candidates give their
own views, or do they mostly
attack the opponent? Are the
attacks personal or directed at the
opponent’s policies?

4. Are the answers consistent with
the candidates' previous positions?

5. Is the candidate well informed?
Do the candidates use facts and
figures to help you understand or
to confuse you?

6. Are the answers realistic or are
they just campaign promises?

You may want to read a transcript
or view a videotape of the debate
to help answer these questions.

Rate the iﬁpact of the
debate

Political debates are but one event
in a long campaign season. How
has the debate influenced the cam-
paign? In evaluating the impact of
a debate, consider the {ollowing:

1. At what stage in the campaign is
the debate taking place?

2. What press coverage, if any, is
there of the debate? Does it cover
important issues or focus on atten-
tion-getting details (mistakes, slo-
gans, etc.)?

3. Did the debate change press
coverage of the campaign? Are dif-
ferent issues emphasized?

4. Did the candidates’ ratings in
the polls change after the debate?

5. Has interest in the campaign
changed? How?

6. Have the behavior, policy posi-
tions or campaign strategy of
either candidate changed? How?




Suggested activities

ﬂ o The candidates and the
issues

Before the debate: On a piece of
paper, along the left margin, write
down the issues about which you
care most. Make a column next to
each issue for each candidate. Then,
make a column for your own position
on each issue listed. If you do not
know or you want to hear the various
views before forming an opinion,
leave it blank.

During the debate: As candidates talk
about the issues you have listed, fill in
their positions in the appropriate col-
umn. i you do not understand the
candidate’s answer, write ‘‘don’t
understand.” If the candidate avoids
the question, write ‘avcids question”.
If the issue is not discussed, leave it
blank.

After the debate: Make a final column
listing your positions on the issues
after watching the debate. Evaluate
what you learned about the issues
from the debate. Have you changed
any opinions or made up your mind
on any issues? Circle the candidate’s
positions that are the closest to yours.
How helpful was the debate in help-
ing you learn the candidates’ stands
on the issues?

Z - The candidates and their
leadership qualities

Before the debate: On a piece of
paper, along the left margin, list the
qualities of a good leader. (Examples:

strong, good communicator, good lis-
tener, honest, smart, etc.). Next, for
each guality, make a column with the
name of each candidate in the
debate.

During the debate: As you watch the
debate, note ways in which each can-
didate does or does not show the
leadership qualities you have listed.
Your examples should come beth
from the candidates’ statements and
from the images they convey.

After the debate: Evaluate your list.
What impressed you the most: con-
tent or image? How was the debate
helpful in teaching you about the can-
didates’ leadership qualities? How
might it be deceptive? How do your
impressions compare with those of
others — classmates, parents, media
commentators?

B o Impact of debates — take
your own poll

Before the debate: Design a poll to
determine your classmates’ views (or,
as a class project, a sampling of your
neighbors’ and relatives’ views) of the
candidates. Include questions about
the leadership qualities of the candi-
dates, the candidates’ stands on key
issues and whom they would vote for
if the election were held that day.

After the debate: Go back to the same
group of people and ask the same
questions. How did their answers
change, if at all? What impact did the
debate have on your sample?

40 Impact of debates —
interviews

Before the debate: Design a set of
interview questions to solicit various
views of the candidates (their lead-
ership qualities, their stands on
issues, whom they would vote for,
and so on). Select different kinds of
people to interview.

After the debate: Interview the same
people. Ask who they thought “won”
the debate and why. Also ask if they
changed their opinion as a result of
the debate and what they learned
from the debate. Evaluate the
responses. What impact did the
debate have?

50 Participate in a debate

Attend a debate: Find out if there will
be a live audience at a candidate
debate. If so, ask if you can attend. If
there will be audience questions, pre-
pare the questions you would like the
candidates to address.

Stage your own mock debate: Assign
all roles to various classmates, includ-
ing candidates, moderator, efc. You
may even want to stage mock nego-
tiating sessions over debate details
(format, etc.). Afterwards, be sure to
evaluate how your debate went and
discuss the different viewpoints of all
participants.
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