Keys For A Successful Discussion Meet Contestant
1. Know how to play the game: 
a. Background: Most businesses and organizations have a top down organizational structure; with a national headquarters dictating to the state organization which dictates to the local organization.  The opposite is true for Farm Bureau!  Farm Bureau is a bottom-up organization.  The power of our organization is held and wielded at the local (county) level.  Annually, each county Farm Bureau establishes a Policy Development Committee and holds a policy development session to discuss current agricultural topics and issues. 
The Discussion Meet contest mirrors our counties’ Policy Development Committee sessions.  Thus, the contest judges are looking for cooperative and constructive discussion of the topic which leads to workable and actionable solutions – not a debate of the topic.  The judges are looking for the person or persons who stand out as the committee chair.
b. Be recognized as the committee chair: A good committee chair is very cooperative.  There are six criteria on the judge’s score card: 1) Cooperative Attitude, 2) Problem Solving and Implementation, 3) Delivery, 4) Analysis of the Topic or Problem, 5) Opening Statement, and 6) Closing Statement.  Cooperative Attitude is worth up to 200 points while the other five are worth up to 100 points each.  To be successful in this contest, you must score as the top 1 or 2 in Cooperative Attitude.  An effective committee chair is the person who cooperatively leads the discussion.  The person who endeavors to make sure all sides of the issue are explored, even a side they may not agree with, and all committee members (contestants) have their voices heard.  A good committee chair will introduce a point to be discussed, make a strong statement concerning that point and then hand off the discussion to a fellow contestant by asking that person a question using that person’s name.  Remember, this is a cooperative and constructive discussion, so the questions you ask a fellow contestant should help move the discussion forward.  A good committee chair works to get the best ideas out of her fellow committee members.  A good committee chair makes sure each committee member shares their thoughts and opinions.  If a fellow contestant is being quiet or has been left out of the conversation, a good committee chair asks that person a question and gets them involved in the conversation.  A good committee chair keeps the discussion on topic.  A good committee chair doesn’t interrupt or talk over others while they are speaking.  At the 5 minute warning, when the yellow card is displayed by the timekeeper at 20 minutes of discussion, a good committee chair will attempt to bring the group to consensus on workable and actionable solutions to the topic being discussed.  Do this by stating at least one action you will take to make a difference as it relates to the topic and then ask your fellow contestants what they are going to do to make a difference.
NOTE: It is very important to make strong points during the discussion; however, it is more important to be seen as the Committee Chair!
2. Understand the contest structure: The contest has an opening (30 second opening statement), a body (25 minutes of open discussion), and a closing (1 minute closing statement).  A good model of logic to follow is: In the opening, tell them what you are going to tell them.  In the body, tell them.  In the closing, tell them what you told them.
a. Opening statement: You have 30 seconds.  It is critical you grab the attention of the judges in your opening statement.  You may do that by using a quote from a famous person that relates to the topic being discussed or by telling a quick personal story that makes an emotional connection with the judges.  After your strong opening sentence, tell us what you are going to tell us.  Quickly outline the main points you would like to discuss during the 25 minute open discussion.

b. Discussion: You have 25 minutes.  It is critical to be seen as the committee chair.  Lead the discussion using the sub-topics you have developed for each contest topic.  Make your points and hand off the discussion by asking a question using your fellow contestant’s name.  Try to come at the topic from a unique point of view and make sure many points of view are discussed.  At the 5 minute warning, yellow card displayed by timekeeper, make sure you try to bring the group to consensus by developing workable and actionable solutions for the topic being discussed.

c. Closing statement: You have 1 minute.  It is critical you finish strong.  Do this by quickly summarizing one main point each of your fellow contestants made during the discussion.  Don’t use the closing statement to bring up a new point in the discussion that wasn’t covered before.  State what you believe are the solutions the discussion produced and the action you will take to make a difference.  With your closing, you are figuratively putting a bow on the package, the one you began wrapping with your opening statement, for the judges.  Make sure your final sentence is powerful and memorable - plant your flag!

d. Discussion Meet topics: There are five contest topics.  Only four topics will be used at the state contest.  One topic will not be used; however, you must prepare for all five topics.  Create 4-5 sub-topics or sub-points you want to discuss for each main topic.  Developing sub-topics will help you lead the discussion.  
The topics used at the state contest will be drawn out of a hat during the Discussion Meet Luncheon at the Kalahari Resort on Saturday, December 3.  The first two topics drawn will be used for Rounds 1 & 2.  All contestants participate in Rounds 1 & 2.  After Rounds 1 & 2, we do a sum of the judges’ ranks and the top eight contestants make the Semi-Finals, which are composed of two groups of four contestants.  The third topic drawn will be used for the Semi-Finals.  The top two ranked contestants from each Semi-Final group make the Final 4.  The Final is held at 9 am on Sunday morning, December 4, at the Kalahari Resort.  The fourth topic drawn will be the topic for the state Final.  
3. General pointers: 

a. This is a Farm Bureau contest: As a Farm Bureau member, YOU are Farm Bureau!  So, when mentioning Farm Bureau, make sure you personalize your statements.  “We as Farm Bureau members should…” or “As a Farm Bureau member, I suggest…”  Make sure you know how the topic relates to Farm Bureau policy at the local (county), state (Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation) and national (American Farm Bureau Federation) levels.  Visit the WFBF website at www.wfbf.com and the AFBF website at www.fb.org.  Check us out on facebook and twitter.  How can you work within Farm Bureau to help solve the challenges arising from the topic being discussed?
b. Speaking style: The opening and closing statements are given standing and directed to the audience.  Make sure you stand up with confidence and move behind your chair, push your chair in under the table, pause a beat to prepare yourself and the audience and then start your statement.  Make good eye contact with members of the audience.  Finish your statement, pause a beat, pull out your chair and be seated.  Do not talk yourself out of your chair as you begin to speak or talk yourself down into your chair as you finish.
Most people talk faster than they think they do.  This is especially true when nerves kick in during a speaking contest.  Concentrate on slowing down and speaking clearly.  Use a strong, clear, confident voice.  Be aware of your facial expressions and body language.  Always keep a smile and your face and maintain a confident body posture.  
During open discussion, sit confidently in your chair – not too stiff but not a relaxed slouch either, make good eye contact with your fellow contestants, actually listen to what they have to say – don’t get focused in on the next point you want to make, think “yes, and…” to build on their points and the discussion.  
c. Opening and closing statement strategy: The opening and closing statements are given in voluntary order determined by the contestants.  Most people believe the judges’ best remember the first person to speak and the last person to speak.  Those speaking in the middle may get lost in the shuffle.  
Going first shows you are very confident.  Just make sure you are mentally prepared to deliver a strong opening statement.  

Sometimes there is gamesmanship among experienced contestants in an attempt to be the last person to speak.  Remember, Cooperative Attitude is critical, so be careful not to be seen as uncooperative in an effort to secure the final speaking position.  If you go last for the opening and/or closing statement, you better nail it because your statement will be remembered!
d. Use of personal stories and facts: Everyone loves a story.  Tell personal stories that relate to the topic and make an emotional connection to your audience (the judges).  Tell us about your home farm or your career, a lesson learned from your grandfather, your greatest challenge working with family…etc.  Make it personal and make sure it relates to the topic.  
Do a good job of researching the topic.  Find some facts and figures you can cite to bring credibility to your thoughts.  Don’t go overboard on facts and figures – a few sprinkled into the discussion go a long way.  Using too many facts and figures will bore your audience (the judges).
e. Stay on topic: You will only get 4-6 times to speak during open discussion.  When you speak, you must make strong points directly related to the topic.  Don’t get off topic and don’t allow another contestant to lead the group off topic.  A good committee chair keeps the discussion on topic!
f. Think outside the box and propose unique solutions: Research the topics from all points of view.  Really think about all sides and perspectives of the topic.  Can you tackle this challenge from a direction no one else will consider?  Having a unique perspective on solving the challenge will serve you well.  Don’t just take the farmer or ag professional point of view.  How will this affect consumers, suppliers, senior citizens, young people, ag educators, land grant universities, those who don’t understand farming and ag, those trying to vilify farming and ag…etc?  
Avoid the “education” trap.  Almost every topic lends itself to the solution of “We just need to educate…”.  Most judges roll their eyes when they hear, “more education” for the 99th time.  If you are going to suggest, “We need to educate…”, you better come up with a very unique way of delivering that education because the judges have heard all the usual ways, and they are not going to be excited to hear it again.
g. Be very careful about using acronyms or farm/ag terms your audience (the judges) may not know or understand: If you mention HSUS and PETA, you must first say, “The Humane Society of the United States, known as HSUS.” or “The People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, known as PETA.”  Once you’ve said the complete name, then you may use the acronym from that point forward.  Don’t expect all judges will know what a gilt or a gelding is.  If you use ag terms such as those, you need to give a brief explanation of what you are talking about.
h. Use proper English: Watch your use of “umm”, “like”, “you know”, “ya”, “nope”, “cuz”, “ta”, “I think” (if you are speaking, we know you think that.  Stating the obvious weakens what you are saying.) 
i. Attire: Women should wear business dress: a dress, a pant suit, or blouse, jacket & skirt.  Wearing bright colors or, at a minimum, a bright colored top works best for women.  Men should wear business dress: a suit & tie or sport jacket, business slacks & tie.
