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By Thomas V. DiBacco
Today marks the 52nd an-

niversary of the first televised 
presidential candidate debate, 
between John F. Kennedy 
and Richard M. Nixon. It’s a 
dubious distinction. Although 
there’s every indication that de-
bates matter in voter selection 
of a candidate, such rhetorical 
confrontations are poor indica-
tors of future leadership. 

By any reasonable standard, 
debates are won on form and 
rarely on substance. In the 
pre-microphone age of Ameri-
can politics, he who had the 
booming voice had the decided 
edge, as evidenced in the 1858 
U.S. Senate race debates in Illi-
nois between Stephen Douglas 
and Abraham Lincoln. 

Lincoln had a “shrill, pip-
ing, squeaking and unpleas-
ant” voice, according to his 
law partner. Douglas, after 15 
years in Congress, was the 
more skilled public speaker, 
energetically roaming the 
platform with gestures and 
colorful language sure to 
capture the attention of local 

audiences. After seven debates, 
Douglas won the Senate seat.
And had debates been con-
tinued on a presidential level 
two years later, Douglas may 
well have emerged as the 16th 
president. 

Those of us who grew up 
with debating as an essential 
part of our high school cur-
riculum recognize that debates 
don’t measure leadership skills. 
They measure the ability 
to think quickly and speak 
coherently. The more prepared 
and articulate the speaker, 
with honed theatrical skills (in 
terms of eye contact, sincer-
ity and, when appropriate, 
gestures and humor), the more 
likely he emerges the victor. 

It does not matter whether 
a debater presents the better 
argument — or, more impor-
tant, has the leadership ability 
outside the debate forum to 
carry out his argument. 

The situation becomes 
more serious in presidential 
debates, as reflected by polls 
that suggest likability and good 
acting, and egregious slips of 

the tongue, matter to voters in 
deciding the winner. Of course, 
the real litmus test of leader-
ship has little to do with such 
traits and gaffes. Leadership, 
whether in private or public 
activities, includes negotiat-
ing skills, having a vision and 
the ability to carry it out, 
and other characteristics that 
result in a record that can be 

evaluated. 
In 1960, TV reinforced the 

thesis that form is more impor-
tant than substance. Kennedy 
appeared rested and vigorous, 
in sharp contrast to Nixon’s 
tired, sweaty and worn look, 
irrespective of the arguments 
they espoused. Radio listeners, 
in fact, gave Nixon the edge. 

To be sure, evaluating presi-

dential leadership in terms of 
a candidate’s negotiating skills 
and record is also difficult. But 
there were no TV debates in 
1964, 1968 and 1972, among 
the most turbulent times in 
our history, and the country 
survived. And it’s little wonder 
that in 1980 Ronald Reagan 
fared so well. He was, after all, 
an actor quite skilled in speech 
and dramatic nuance. 

What is worse today is the 
media absurdity preceding the 
debates that mars objectiv-
ity, as illustrated by a CNN 
poll conducted this month 
asking respondents to pick a 
debate winner. Then there’s 
the problem, illustrated by 
past debates, of audiences that 
can’t be controlled in terms 
of fairness to both candidates, 
moderators who can’t really 
enforce the time limits and 
counter-responses and, perhaps 
worst of all, can’t require that 
the candidates answer the 
specific question asked. On top 
of that, there’s the ever-present 
matter of bias in terms of the 
questions asked. 

So how does the average 
American make a reasoned 
judgment on a candidate’s 
leadership skills and record? 
The same way that has punctu-
ated our history since the era 
of Andrew Jackson: through 
campaign appearances and 
advertising. And in a race that 
could end up with an estimat-
ed $6 billion price tag, voters 
will have plenty of opportuni-
ties to weigh the evidence. 

Perfect? No. But debates 
are more flawed as a critical 
component of how voters 
reach a final decision. And for 
some Americans, the three 
presidential debates, with 
the first one on Oct. 3, may 
be irrelevant. The District of 
Columbia and 32 states have 
early voting by mail or in per-
son. Voting in North Carolina 
started Sept. 6, and as of last 
Sunday, 602 ballots had been 
returned to election officials. 

Thomas V. DiBacco is a historian 
and professor emeritus at American 
University in Washington. 
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Debate skills not related much to leadership

The dispute between the Chicago 
Public Schools system and its teach-
ers union illustrates a problem en-
demic to large, bureaucratic schooling 

systems — teacher 
strikes. Avoiding 
these harmful and 
destabilizing strikes 
is one of the benefits 
of a decentralized 
system of schools 
where each school 
has control over its 
hiring, compensation 
and other school 
policies. 

Presently, in 
large and centralized 

school districts like Chicago’s, the 
district has a great deal of monopoly 
power over teacher pay, benefits and 
school policy. The natural counter 
to this is for teachers to form a 
union. The union interferes with the 
competitive process where schools 

compete for teachers by offering a 
variety of pay, benefits and working 
environments that fit both the school 
and the teacher who works there. 

Instead, there’s a fight for compen-
sation, benefits and working condi-
tions between the district and the 
union, and the process of finding the 
best fit among heterogeneous teach-
ers and schools is lost — to the great 
detriment of the students.

To add fuel to the fire, a big dollop 
of politics is involved where each side 
tries to sway public opinion in its 
favor; again, the interest of the kids 
gets lost. Moreover, a source of deep 
frustration for many teachers are bu-
reaucratic rules laid down by school 
districts involving school curriculum, 
discipline policy, programs offered, 
length of day and a host of other poli-
cies that frequently serve to impede 
the job instead of helping it. 

With a decentralized system, there 
is no single set of policies dictated 
from a central administration. Schools 

set these as best suits their and 
their students’ needs. Schools will 
vary based on the diverse nature of 
student bodies, and the power of 
individual schools is readily checked 
by allowing parents to choose among 
schools. Parents choose schools that 
best suits their kids; schools compete 
by finding and retaining the teachers 
that serve those kids. 

An advantage of this for teachers 
is that it gives them more choice. 
Teachers can choose to work at 
schools that adopt the policies that fit 
their teaching style and philosophy.  
And teachers at independent schools 
often have control over their indi-
vidual school’s policies. With this type 
of competition for teachers and their 
self-selection to schools they prefer, 
the impetus for a system-wide strike 
would essentially disappear.

Teachers also benefit because the 
decentralized system generates com-

petition for the services of teachers, 
with many potential schools willing 
to hire good teachers.  Competent 
teachers dissatisfied with their cur-
rent situation can find many job offers 
from other schools.  This is in sharp 
contrast to the single, monolithic 
school district that has monopoly-like 
power over the teacher labor market.

One aspect of decentralized deci-
sion making is the site-based manage-
ment of schools adopted in Kentucky 
with the 1990 education reforms, 
where a council of administrators, 
teachers, and parents is allowed to 
make certain decisions for the school. 
Chicago public schools are required 
to have similar councils. 

Apparently, this has done little to 
reduce the predominant influence of 
the rules and regulations from the 
respective central administrations in 
either Kentucky or Chicago.  

Of more importance in this regard 
is freeing schools from onerous rules 
and allowing parents choice among 

schools. Charter schools are an ex-
ample of this. With charters, money 
follows the children, giving schools 
a strong financial incentive to adopt 
practices that parents value. Though 
Chicago has quite a few charters, 
Kentucky has none.

In fact, one of the subtexts in the 
Chicago teachers’ dispute is the role 
of charter schools in Chicago.  Most 
set their own rules and work hard to 
suit the needs of the kids they serve.  
However, they tend to pay less than 
the unionized, regular public schools 
since the teachers’ union has been 
effective in the political process of ob-
taining money from the public purse.  

Nevertheless, it’s a good bet that 
teachers would give up the greater 
pay of the bureaucratized public 
school to work in the better environ-
ment of the charter school and do 
what they are called to do — teach 
kids in a meaningful way. 

Let’s hope that Chicago, Kentucky 
and other schools will continue to 
devolve control of public education 
to school and parents. The teachers 
and kids will be happier and teacher 
strikes will disappear.

End teacher strikes: more choice, school control
By John Garen 

The 1960 Kennedy-Nixon debates reinforced thinking that style 
was more important than substance.
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