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What Parliamentary Debate Can Offer 
Small Programs:  An Observation 

Susan B. Epstein 

During the 1991-92 school year, newsletters from the 

Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA) have been a 

forum for criticism and concern about the current state of 

debate.  This is not a new concern, nor is it lik e ly  to end 

anytime soon.  One proposed alternative to this rift in the 

debate community is the development of parliamentary debate 

under the auspices of the American Parliamentary Debate 

Association (APDA) and the Western States Parliamentary 

Debate Association (WSPDA). 

While parliamentary debate is not meant to be a panacea 

for the troubles in the debate community, it can offer some 

real benefits to forensics programs.  In this paper, I w i l l  

explore some of the advantages that parliamentary debate can 

offer forensics programs, in particular the advantages to 

small programs.  First. I'll give my impressions of 

parliamentary debate as it compares to CEDA, and the 

advantages I see in parliamentary debate; then, I'll discuss 

how small programs can benefit from the development of 

competitive parliamentary debate. 

I first saw competitive parliamentary debate at the A ir 

Force Classic tournament in November, 1991.  Parliamentary 

debate made a great first impression on me.  Parliamentary 

debate tries to focus on delivery as well as argumentation. 
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The focus on d e li v er y  makes this a much more public-speaking 

oriented style of debate than CEDA. 

Parliamentary teams are made up of two students who 

represent either the government or the opposition.  The 

government team is the affirmative; the opposition team is 

the negative.  Tonics are announced round by round, about 15 

m i nu te s before the debate is scheduled to begin.  Variety of 

topics and l i m i t e d  preparation t i m e  mean that evidence is 

not used.  Because topics are announced round by round, 

students cannot research for the debate before arriving at 

the tournament.  The result is that reasoning, 

argumentation, and public speaking skills are more important 

than evidence.  Debaters must depend on their own knowledge 

of philosophy, current events, politics, and literature to 

make their arguments.  While CEDA relies on evidence, it 

does not require or encourage debaters to know more than one 

subject at a time.  True. CEDA debaters are, and must be, 

great researchers.  Unfortunately, in CEDA research seems to 

be more important than knowledge in general.  Parliamentary 

debate is the perfect outlet for the well-rounded individual. 

Educationally, I think parliamentary debate has much to 

offer the whole forensics community.  As CEDA has developed 

over the past ten years that I have been coaching and 

judging, evidence has become central to the debate.  While 

CEDA was intended to be less evidence dependent than NDT, it 

has not e v ol ve d in that way.  Today CEDA has become a clash 
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of evidence, mostly devoid of delivery or analytical skills 

on the cart of the debaters.  Those d e l i v e r y  and 

analytical/critical thinking skills are emphasized in parliamentary 

debate. 

Another impression I had of parliamentary debate has to 

do w i t h  the topics used.  One of the most interesting things 

about parliamentary debate is the variety of topics.  Each 

round is a completely different debate.  Topics at the A i r  

Force Classic tournament ran the gamut from philosophy to 

current events.  Debaters interpreted these topics as 

propositions of fact, value, or policy, as they deemed 

appropriate.  There was variety in style as well as topic. 

Even as I watched the same teams debate more than once 

during the tournament. I was impressed by the different 

styles and approaches they used within those debates. 

When I see the same team debate on the same side in 

CEDA, or even two different teams from the same school, I 

see virtually the same arguments handled the same way-even 

on the negative where arguments shouldn't be the same round 

to round.  There is l i t t l e  variety on the part of the 

debaters, except where resolutions are twisted to meet some 

bizarre interpretation of the debaters for the sake of 

achieving a competitive advantage. 

In addition, topics that are generally considered taboo 

can be addressed in parliamentary debate.  One such topic is 

abortion, which was debated at the fall tournament.  While 

the larger forensics establishment would reject dealing with 
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a t o p i c  of this scope and controversy, within the confines of 

parliamentary debate, it was manageable.  E m o t i o n a l  t o p i c s  

such as abortion are appropriately debated in t h i s  venue.  

W h i l e  CEDA is effective at choosing topics of current 

interest and concern, topics tend to be f a i r l y  s i m i l a r  and 

predictable-making it possible to accumulate enormous amounts 

of "backfiles" to w i n  the evidence wars. At the Great Salt 

Lake tournament in 1990, I recall hearing a coach say that 

we should abandon the current resolution and a l l  agree to 

debate the G u l f  War, which had just begun. I thought t h i s  

was a worthwhile endeavor.  If we are p r i m a r i l y  educators, 

interested in using debate as an educational tool, then t h i s  

should have been possible.  The system, however, wouldn't 

a l l o w  such a drastic change.  In parliamentary debate, new 

topics can be written quickly to accommodate anything in 

the headlines. 

Parliamentary debate encourages audience participation. 

Heckling, comments and remarks from the audience, the 

judges, and the other team are a l l  encouraged in 

parliamentary debate.  Parliamentary debate is audience 

centered, rather than evidence centered.  The focus on 

communicating w i t h  an audience means that debate can 

f u n c t i o n  as a form of entertainment as well as inquiry.  In 

hosting a tournament that featured parliamentary debate, I 

wouldn't hesitate to i n v i t e  non-forensics students, faculty, 

and administrators to observe, or judge a debate round.  I 

w o u l d  be embarrassed to ask faculty or administrators to 
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observe an average round of CEDA.  In addition, 1 have made 

it a point not to let new debaters observe particular CEDA 

rounds so they don't pick up bad habits before they get a 

chance to learn what debate ought to be. 

Judges don't have to be trained to judge parliamentary 

debate, as they do to judge CEDA.  Any intelligent person 

ought to be able to judge a debate round, but this is not 

the case with CEDA.  The newly formed Western States 

Parliamentary Debate Association's Constitution suggests 

that "the judging pool shall be one third non-student lay 

judges, one third undergraduates, and one third forensics 

faculty or personnel."1 Including student and "lay" judges on 

a panel w i l l  require debaters to be intelligible and 

reasonable both in argument and delivery. 

Bob Weiss of DePauw University suggests that experts in 

the area being debated be invited to critique the final 

round at the national tournament.  He suggests that experts 

come, not as judges but as critics only.  The idea is that 

we need to find out if debaters are developing the strongest 

arguments, citing the best sources, etc.2  This is a great 

idea, but experts should be invited as judges and not s i m p l y  

as critics.  As judges they are in a better position to 

influence the way students approach a given resolution. 

Unfortunately, as CEDA is today, a constitutional law expert 

could not judge a debate on first amendment rights at the 

national tournament because it would be unintelligible.  Any 

thinking, educated person could judge a round of 
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parliamentary debate — from the athletic director to the 

chair of the biology department. 

Parliamentary debate, I think, is better suited toward 

achieving the goals most educators think of when they 

consider the importance of debate to a college or 

university.  Students competing in parliamentary debate do 

not immerse themselves in one subject during the semester. 

Rather, students can continue pursuing their general 

educational goals and apply that knowledge to a variety of 

subjects. 

Having now aired my complaints about CEDA and explained 

what I like about parliamentary debate, I would now like to 

address specifically the advantages of parliamentary debate 

competition for small forensics programs. 

To begin with, parliamentary debate is less expensive. 

W h i l e  a successful regional CEDA program may be possible for 

a small forensics program, success on a national level is 

nearly impossible.  Even the successful regional team is 

likely to be unsuccessful at the national tournament, when 

faced w i t h  unusual or idiosyncratic arguments from other 

regions.  Competition on a national level is impossible for 

small budget programs.  In parliamentary debate, there is a 

greater sense of equality among debaters and schools.  No 

one has been able to spend more t i m e  or money on research, 

traveled to so many more tournaments, or had that much more 

experience than anyone else.  CEDA programs that are 

successful at the national tournament are programs that 
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travel across the country to compete throughout the year. 

Because students bring their own knowledge, experiences, and 

background to parliamentary debate, the debates and the 

debaters are l i k e l y  to be more well-balanced. 

The reliance on evidence in CEDA is also a dis-

advantage for small programs.  Rarely do schools w i t h  one or 

two debate teams find themselves competing successfully on 

the national circuit, unless that is the only forensics 

activity at that school.  Competitively, being part of a 

small program is likely to mean limited success nationally. 

In addition to more extensive travel, these larger programs 

have better resources for conducting research.  A small 

Program where two people do all the research just isn't 

going to be very competitive against programs where eight or 

more students, as well as assistant coaches and graduate 

assistants are doing research.  The absence of research 

burdens of any kind are an advantage for smaller programs 

with l i m i t e d  resources, both human and financial. 

In addition, larger programs are supported by larger 

staffs, whether coaches or graduate assistants.  While 

students often like to think that their coaches aren't 

really doing anything, this s i m p l y  isn't true.  Programs 

supported by larger staffs have an advantage over smaller 

programs run by one or two people.  The more coaching a 

student receives, the more likely s/he is to be successful. 

Because parliamentary debate isn't mired in theory, coaching 

w i l l  consist of teaching students to analyze, organize, and 
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present arguments: a much smaller task than teaching various 

CEDA theories, how to research, how to w rite cases, how to 

present arguments. how to play the game, etc.  Both t i m e  

and money are at a p r e m i u m  for a small forensics program. 

Competition in parliamentary debate maximizes all resources. 

Another advantage for the small program is that 

parliamentary debate is more f l e x i b l e  in terms of student 

participation.  For commuter schools where students cannot 

make a commitment to a debate partner or research, 

Parliamentary debate may be the answer.  Once a student is 

prepared to debate, s/he could debate with any partner, 

including a partner from another school.  The WSPDA 

encourages forming debate teams between schools by including 

in its constitution a formula for awarding sweepstakes 

points to teams from two schools.3  In any program, having 

one student, or an odd number of students, interested in 

debate is not unusual.  Parliamentary debate encourages 

participation from any interested students by allowing and 

encouraging inter-school teams. 

In this paper, I have attempted to compare CEDA and 

APDA with the goal of examining the advantages of 

parliamentary debate over CEDA for small forensics programs. 

In doing so. I have provided a comparison of the relative 

advantages of parliamentary debate, and discussed the 

benefits of parliamentary debate.  While I have been highly 

critical of CEDA in this paper, I hope that I am clear in 

expressing my concerns about the state of debate only.  I 
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would not advocate eliminating CEDA in favor of parliamentary 

debate. Rather, I hope I have provided a summary of the benefits 

of APDA to small programs. While I believe that all forms of 

debate should be accessible to all students and all programs, 

this is simply not practical given the current state of debate.  

Parliamentary debate provides an additional forum for our 

students to learn the critical thinking and speaking skills they 

need. 

 Parliamentary debate should not be seen as a solution to the 

problems that currently plague the CEDA community. If debaters 

leave CEDA in favor of parliamentary debate, just as they left 

NDT in favor of CEDA, nothing will be solved.  Each form of 

debate has its own benefits. Parliamentary debate’s advantages 

seem well-suited to small programs with limited resources that 

want to compete in debate but cannot play the game. 
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