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 PREFACE: ADVOCACY UPDATE 

In 2021, the 102nd Illinois General Assembly 

proposed several hundred education reform 

bills. Of those specific to curriculum, only six 

received unanimous bipartisan support . 

Among them was SENATE  BILL  2354i. It was en-

dorsed by the Illinois Education Association 

and signed by Governor J.B. Pritzker on Au-

gust 20, 2021. (Although it is now officially 

called òPUBLIC  ACT  (P.A.) 102 -0551,ó for pur-

poses of consistency, this booklet will refer to 

the legislation simply as SB 2354.)  

 

The new law went into effect on  January 1, 2022. It became the subject 

of statewide media coverage ii . Several news outlets referred to it as one 

of last yearõs ò50 most notable pieces of legislation.ó One newspaper 

wrote that, of the ònearly 300 new laws [that] take effect in Illinois, SB 

2354 was one of òthe 33 most notableó and ò[a] highlight of the legisla-

tive session.ó  

 

According to the Illinois Communication and  Theatre Association Advo-

cacy Committeeõs research, most Illinois high schools relegate rigorous 

communication education to their speech ð and debate -oriented elec-

tives. (See Appendix C .) In Illinois, frequently changing high school 

graduation requirements limit studentsõ ability to enroll in elective 

courses. This, in turn, limits studentsõ access to rigorous communication 

coursework. SB 2354 was proposed to ensure that public speaking and 

debate skills are taught in Illinois high schools, and that elective speech 

and debate courses do not get òlost in the shuffle.ó 

  

This booklet contains a point -by -point breakdown of SB 2354 ñwhat 

it does and what it does not do ñby unpacking its language, ex-

plaining its implications, and providing historical context as to 

why the bill was proposed and unanimously supported.  
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WHAT DOES SB 2354 òDOó? 

 

SB 2354 amends a section of the Illinois School Code concerning high school grad-

uation requirements and elective courses.  
 

Prior to SB 2354, the School Code required that all Illinois high school students 

complete one year of elective coursework chosen from music, art, foreign lan-

guage, or vocational education. SB 2354 adds òforensic speech (speech and de-

bate)ó electives to that list.  
 

This language is consistent with the graduation requirements in 22 other states. 

(See Appendix A.) 

WHAT IS òFORENSIC SPEECH (SPEECH AND DEBATE)ó? 

 

The Illinois State Board of Education 

(ISBE) uses òforensic speech (speech 

and debate)ó to describe elective 

English Language Arts high school 

courses that teach òhow to use oral 

skills effectively in formal and infor-

mal situations.ó  

 

According to ISBEiii, these electives are òoften linked to an extracurricular pro-

gram,ó such as Illinois High School Association Speech Individual Events or De-

bate. (Participation in competitive forensics òis encouraged, but not always re-

quired.ó) As a phrase, òforensic speech (speech and debate)ó is ISBEõs way of dis-

tinguishing speech and debate electives from any oral communication course or 

courses that an individual high school or district may require.  

 

PLEASE NOTE: For purposes of consistently, the shortened term òforensic 

speechó will be used throughout this booklet in reference to English Language 

Arts public speaking and debate elective high school courses. 
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Courses that òoffer students the op-

portunity to learn how to use oral 

skills effectively in formal and infor-

mal situations. Students learn such 

skills as logic and reasoning, the or-

ganization of thought and supporting 

materials, and effective presentation 

of oneõs voice and body.ó  

 

 

òOften linked to an extracurricular program, these 

courses introduce students to numerous public speaking 

situations, and they learn the methods, aims, and styles 

of a variety of events (e.g., formal debate, Lincoln-

Douglas debate, expository speaking, radio broadcast, 

oral interpretation, and dramatic interpretation). Partic-

ipation in competition is encouraged, but not always 

required.ó  

 

 
&/2%.3)# 30%%#( ɂ).#,53)6% 

 
 

 

òIn these courses, students are able to 

develop such skills as logic and rea-

soning, research and analysis, organ-

ization of thought and supporting ma-

terials, argumentative style and skill, 

and effective presentation of oneõs 

voice and body.ó 

 

òOften linked to an extracurricular program, 

these courses introduce students to the methods, 

aims, and styles used in various kinds of de-

bates (formal debate or Lincoln-Douglas). Par-

ticipation in competition is encouraged, but not 

always required.ó  
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òTopics included depend upon the 
event(s) being taught, but they usual-
ly emphasize effective presentation of 
oneõs voice and body, thoughtful un-
derstanding and interpretation of liter-
ature, logic and reasoning, and the 
organization of thought and support-
ing materials.ó  

 

 

òOften linked to an extracurricular program, 

these courses introduce students to one or sever-

al individual event categories (e.g., exposition, 

oral interpretation, dramatic interpretation, 

and radio broadcast). Participation in competi-

tion is encouraged, but not always required.ó 
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In a section dedicated solely to English Language Arts,  

ISBEõs Illinois Secondary Course Catalog (ISCC)  

contains these descriptions  

of òforensic speechó courses and their contentñ 
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SB 2354 IS SPLIT INTO TWO PARTS... 

 

The first part of the legislation contains the following language:  

 

òAs a prerequisite to receiving a high school diploma, [each student must 

successfully complete one year] chosen from (A) music, (B) art, (C) foreign 

language, (D) vocational education, or (E) forensic speech (speech and 

debate).ó  

 

As mentioned, SB 2354 adds forensic speech coursework to the Illinois School Codeõs 

list of electives that are requisite to earning a high school diploma. 

SB 2354 DOES NOT MAKE SPEECH A REQUIREMENT. 

 

A different section of the Illinois School Code, unaffected by SB 2354, states: 

 

òAs a prerequisite to receiving a high school diploma, each pupil entering the 

9th grade must, in addition to other course requirements, successfully com-

pleteé four years of language arts.ó 

 

The Illinois School Code does not mandate what specific ELA courses meet the four-year 

requirement. (Those decisions rest solely on individual school districts and local school 

boardsiv.) As mentioned, SB 2354 amends a separate section of the Illinois School 

Codeñone that deals exclusively with high school electives. As such: 

 

¶ SB 2354 does not mandate that all students òmustó take forensic speech;  

 

¶ SB 2354 does not mandate that a forensic speech course be used to meet the 

stateõs four-year English Language Arts requirement; and  

 

¶ SB 2354 does not mandate that speech or debate courses currently required by 

some schools or districts be òturned intoó electives. (Again, those decisions are 

made at a local level.) 
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SB 2354 DOES NOT MANDATE CURRICULAR REVISIONS. 

 

SB 2354 does not mandate revisions to ex-

isting speech and debate coursework. ISBE 

does recommend that high school public 

speaking or debate courses touch upon any 

number topics and activities (òLincoln-

Douglas debate, expository speaking, radio 

broadcast, oral interpretation, and dramatic 

interpretation,ó among others). But these are 

merely suggestions.  

 

According to ISBE, public speaking and debate courses òmay includeó these activities, òbut are 

not limited toó them. ISBE calls these course description recommendations ònon-regulatory 

guidance.ó Thus, if you are currently teaching an elective public speaking or debate course, you 

are not required to revise or change any of your existing coursework. 

 

SB 2354 DOES NOT òMOVEó FORENSIC SPEECH TO FINE ARTS. 

 
 

ISBE specifically defines forensic speech as an ELA elective credit. That designationv has 

not changed. The new law does not òmoveó forensic speech from ELA to fine arts. 

SB 2354 AND SCHOOL-SPONSORED EXTRACURRICULARS. 

 

SB 2354 does not require schools to sponsor fo-

rensics-oriented extracurriculars. The bill does 

create incentives for schools and districts that 

offer forensic speech courses and sponsor foren-

sic speech-related extracurriculars. Those incen-

tives will be discussed at length later in this 

booklet.  
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FORENSIC SPEECH WILL MEET A GRADUATION REQUIREMENT. 

 

SB 2354 does add an opportunity for students to take forensic speech and meet a specified graduation re-

quirement based on her or his curricular needs. 
 

High school electives are a component of studentsõ postgraduate planningvi. Legislators who cosponsored 

and voted in favor of SB 2354 recognize that, for some students, forensic speech is most applicable to and 

will best prepare them for, personal, scholastic, and career successes. Here are a few examples: 
 

SCENARIO #1: Community and private colleg-

es offer non-degree, certificate-based programs 

for students seeking specialized education but 

not an Associateõs Degree or a Bachelorõs degree. 

òBasic Certificateó and òVocational Certificateó 

programsvii  provide accelerated training for jobs 

that require the ability to communicate with fel-

low employees, with clients, and in collaborative 

team settings.  
 

High school students seeking to enroll in certificate-based programs may benefit from enhancing 

speech skills that best align with their postgraduate non-degree or certificate-based aspirations. 

 

SCENARIO #2: In 2015, the federal Every Student Suc-

ceeds Act (ESSA) replaced No Child Left Behind. According 

to ESSA, states must ensure that every child is on an indi-

vidualized path toward college or career readiness. Many 

Illinois school districts are approaching this by establish-

ing òcareer academies,ó òeducational pathways,ó and 

òcareer pathways.ó  
 

 

Through these programs, students select from a list of elective courses with specialized foci transfer-

able to specific workforce skills. In some districts, òpathwaysó may focus on the arts, humanities, 

liberal arts, business, or law. The intention is that a sequence of specialized courses will allow stu-

dents to explore fields of interest through electives that directly align with postgraduate plans. With 

SB 2354, forensic speech is now a School Code-referenced elective option. Forensic speech compli-

ments any number of pathway òstrandsó determined by individual school districts. 

 
In scenarios such as these, it is incumbent upon teachers to advocate for the importance of oral commu-

nication in their own high schools and communities. This includes, but is not limited to, those who teach 

electives in schools with burgeoning òcareer academiesó and òeducational or career pathways.ó Among 

other contacts, teachers may reach out to their school districtõs director of postsecondary success, direc-

tor of curriculum and instruction, director of career and technical education, director of educational 

pathways, or administrators in similar roles, and advocate for the inclusion of forensic speech and de-

bate in their academy or pathway curricula.  
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As mentioned, SB 2354 consists of two parts. The second part reads as follows:  

 

òA forensic speech course used to satisfy the course requirement under sub-

division (1) may not be used to satisfy the course requirement under this 

subdivision (6).ó  

WHAT DOES THIS CLAUSE IN THE BILL MEAN? 

 

As previously stated, Illinois mandates that all high school students must enroll in four 

years of language arts courses. The School Code does not mandate what specific language 

arts courses should be used to meet that four-year requirement. To maintain local commu-

nity oversight, specific language arts courses are determined by individual school districts. 

In a minority of Illinois school districts, public speaking courses are used to meet part of 

the stateõs four-year ELA requirement. The above-referenced clause in SB 2354 ensures that: 

 

¶ In a school district where public speaking or debate courses are decidedly required to 

meet the stateõs four-year ELA requirement, a student cannot say that a required public 

speaking or debate course also fulfills the stateõs elective course requirement. (In other 

words, a student cannot take a required public speaking or debate course and then 

claim that it simultaneously meets an elective requirement.) 

 

¶ In a school district where public speaking or debate courses exist only as electives, a 

student cannot take those electives and claim that they also meet the state-mandated 

four-year ELA requirement. (In laymanõs terms, a student cannot òdouble-dip.ó) 

 

In some school districts, students meet the state-mandated four-year ELA requirement by 

selecting classes from a list of focused ELA electives. In that situation, if speech or debate 

electives are offered, a student may select forensic speech to meet the state-mandated four

-year requirement or the School Codeõs revised elective requirement. The course would only 

meet one requirement or the other, depending on whatever plan of action the student es-

tablishes with her or his parent(s) or legal guardian(s) and a guidance counselor. However, 

forensic speech could not count toward both the four-year ELA requirement and the School 

Codeõs elective requirement at the same time. 
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WHY WAS THIS CLAUSE WRITTEN INTO THE BILL? 

 

Legislators sought to ensure that no student or school can claim that a required language 

arts course concurrently òcountsó as an elective requirement, or vice-versa. The clause is 

òlegalese,ó indicating that, in a school district, any public speaking course already used 

to meet the required four years of language arts may not, and should not, be applied to 

this new and different elective prerequisite. Moreover, the spirit of the language 

suggests that any school that currently requires ELA public speaking or de-

bate courses should keep their requirements as-such. (In other words, òleave 

well-enough aloneó in schools where oral communication courses are currently re-

quired.)   

  

TO BE CLEAR: At its own discretion, any Illinois school district can change its list of 

required ELA courseworké at considerable costs to taxpayers. Because of the above-

referenced clause, however, an administrator cannot point to SB 2354 specifically as a 

rationale for those changes. The bill does not mandate, nor does it òencourageó 

administrators or school boards to òconvertó required communication 

courses òintoó electives, or vice-versa.  

 

This is one of the reasons SB 2354 earned overwhelming support from teachers unions, 

including the IEA, the Illinois Association of School Boards, and the Illinois Association of 

School Administrators. 


