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In many ways parliamentary debate is similar to the more established competitive 

argumentative forms of CEDA, NDT, and Lincoln Douglas debate.  All of these forms have 

two opposing sides of a resolution.   All of these forms rely on varying types of evidence to 

support their claims.  All of these forms rely on a judge to determine the outcome of the 

debate.   One of the obvious differences, however, between the traditional forms and 

parliamentary debate is the amount of preparation time allocated to the debaters. 

Consequently, students must become adept at interpreting resolutions on the spot.  This 

interpretation of the topic area leads to the second major difference, resolutional types are not 

dictated by the national organization.  Resolutions may be straight (specific topic oriented) or 

metaphorical, of fact, value or policy.  

These differences present unique challenges to the parliamentary debater.   Specifically, 

the opposition in parliamentary debate has limited time to consider all of the oppositional 

choices in preparing and developing a case.  The purpose of this essay is to enumerate the 

alternatives that the opposition encounters and must wade through in case development.  To 

uncover these options, I will explore the possibilities for case development available during 

preparation and the Leader of the Opposition constructive speech.  Becoming aware of the 

choices available to the opposition will enable debaters to meet better the burdens of clash 

and of defeating the resolution.  Certainly, the issues discussed below must be considered also 

by the government team.  However, since the opposition has a wider range of choices to 
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consider in more detail, the issues are discussed from the opposition perspective to clearly 

articulate all of the possibilities debaters on both sides of the issue face. 

Preparation Time 

For the adjudicator, a sure sign that the opposition isn't doing their job is when an 

opposition team stays in the room during prep time, declaring, "We don't know what they're 

going to run.  We have nothing to prep."  On the contrary, some of the most important case 

development for the opposition must occur during prep time.  The opposition can never be 

certain what the government will present as their case during the round.  However, 

appropriate use of prep time by the opposition can help to insure both clash and a fair and 

reasonable debate. 

The NPDA standard prep time is fifteen minutes.  During that time, the opposition 

should consider four areas in constructing their case: resolution, types of resolutions, 

definitions and opposition offcase1.  Certain of these areas may demand more time during 

prep depending on the nature of the resolution.  The resolution is perhaps the most important 

yet unpredictable element in parliamentary debate.  Understanding how resolutions are 

structured is essential to preparing a good case for either the government or the opposition 

(Hooke & Phillips 77). 

Resolutions

Resolutions, types of resolutions, and definitions must be considered together. 

Resolutions can either be straight or metaphorical in nature.  Straight resolutions dictate a 

relatively specific topic area.  These areas most often concern matters in the public domain. 

Examples include: U.S. domestic policy should be guided by the metaphor of the salad bowl 
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rather than the melting pot; efforts to protect the public's right to know have gone too far; 

this house should install speed bumps on the information superhighway. 

Metaphorical topics on the other hand do not necessarily delineate any specific issue. 

Rather, these resolutions are open to any reasonable interpretation by the government team. 

Metaphorical resolutions are often derived from famous, and sometimes infamous, quotations. 

Examples include: someday my prince will come, someday I'll find the one; a rose by any 

other name would smell as sweet; life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you're 

gonna get; this house would open its doors. 

In addition, some resolutions may be philosophical in nature, requiring debaters to 

argue about abstract concepts.   Philosophical resolutions are classified as metaphors because 

many government teams choose to make the resolution debatable by linking the relationship of 

terms in the resolution to more concrete ideas in the real world.  An example of the 

philosophical resolution would be the only thing constant is change. 

Both the government and opposition teams must determine what is a reasonable 

interpretation of the resolution.  While the notion of reasonable is open to debate, a general 

definition of reasonable in terms of parliamentary debate includes interpreting the resolution 

in a way that provides debatable ground for both the government and the opposition.  In 

addition, a reasonable interpretation will mirror the resolution.  The government clearly has 

the advantage in interpreting since the government need only determine the one reasonable 

interpretation they wish to defend.  The opposition, on the other hand, must determine the 

bounds of reasonableness for the particular resolution in question.  During prep time, then, the 

opposition team must attempt to consider all possible interpretations of the resolution.  Given 
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the time constraints of a 15 minute preparation period, the opposition will  consider the 

obvious interpretations and, then, the not so obvious interpretations. 

Definitions

It may be impossible to determine the type of resolution without first defining the 

terms of the resolution.   Definitions in any form of debate are crucial for providing clarity and 

understanding of the issues at hand.   Since the government's burden to is to prove the 

resolution true, the government also has the right to define the terms in the debate.   During 

prep time, the opposition should consider what would be reasonable definitions of the 

resolution's terms.  There are a variety of ways to define the resolution.  Terms in the 

definition can be defined through example, common usage, authority, operation, negation, 

comparison and contrast, derivation, or through a combination of methods (Freeley 52-56). 

Considering the resolution Elvis is dead2, Elvis probably refers through common usage to Elvis 

Presley, though, he is certainly not the only Elvis that has ever existed.   Dead, while usually 

defined denotatively as the cessation of life, can also be interpreted connotatively to mean no 

longer at the height of popularity.  In more cases than not, the definitions will need to be 

established before making determinations about the resolutional type. 

During prep time the opposition should brainstorm likely definitions.   Opposition teams 

should consider the obviously reasonable interpretations as well as the obvious squirrel cases.   

Examine the resolution, the U.S. government should prohibit pro-gay legislation.   A reasonable 

interpretation would mean that the federal government should not allow homosexual rights 

legislation.  An obvious squirrel case would define the word gay in its original denotation ~ 

gay meaning happy.   While the opposition need not accept the squirrelly 
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definition, they should at least be prepared to shell a few nuts. 

Types of Resolutions

Interpreting the resolution from the oppositional standpoint is unwieldy at best — 

frustratingly impossible at worst.   To aid in the process, the opposition can turn to a more 

specific areas of interpretation, resolutional type.  Resolutional types look to the resolution as 

a whole for guidance in the direction of the case.   Resolutions may be of fact, value, or 

policy.   I should note here that the notions of fact, value, and policy can and do overlap.  To 

determine which policy we should adopt, we probably need a value to guide the policy. 

Certainly factual claims are required to show the importance of values in action.  The waters 

can get pretty murky with all of these ideas floating around.  A good, clean debate will assert 

the type of resolution and how facts, values, and policies help us to evaluate the pros and 

cons of the resolution.   If the government does not make these issues clear, the opposition 

must clarify them through points of information or by asserting these issues in the Leader of 

Opposition constructive. 

Resolutions of Fact.   Resolutions of fact ask the question whether a condition is more true 

than not.  Neither side in a factual debate should attempt to argue a known or accepted fact. 

Given the resolution that Elvis is dead, the government would be arguing a truism to assert 

that physically Elvis Presley is no longer breathing (really, it would be truistic!).  However, to 

make the round debatable, a government burden, the government could argue that the 

fascination with Elvis has diminished of late.  Consequently, the debate would be an argument 

as to whether the factual claim that Elvis' popularity has dwindled is more true than not. 

Resolutions of Value.  Resolutions of value offer competing value systems which the 
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opposing teams must resolve through a value hierarchy.   In the case of the resolution that the 

rights of the accused are more important that the public right to know, the values of justice 

and a free press are in competition.  The debate then centers on which is more important, or 

in the case of the opposition, that the values are at least equal in importance. 

A value resolution will often require the opposition to establish a value that is at least 

as important as the government's value.  Value resolutions will often establish the value the 

government must defend.   However, the resolution may be open ended in terms of what the 

opposition must uphold.  In the salad bowl versus the melting pot resolution example, the 

government and opposition are constrained to defend diversity versus commonalities 

respectively.   However, were the resolution worded that U.S. domestic policy should be 

guided by the metaphor of the salad bowl, the opposition could choose from any number of 

values to uphold, among them equality, capitalism, or progress.   Whichever way the 

resolution is worded, the opposition has to prove only that the government's value shouldn't 

take precedence over other competing values.  In other words, the opposition can either argue 

that the opposition value is more important or that the values are equally important. 

Questions of value can often be resolved by showing how one value is necessary to 

another, competing value.  For example, if the government argues that progress is the highest 

value and the opposition argues that free speech is the highest value, the opposition can argue 

that you cannot have progress without free speech.  Therefore, free speech is necessarily the 

higher value.   Of course, the values must be relevant to the specific issue at hand. 

Once the opposition team has determined their value, if not dictated by the resolution, 

the team must then set about discovering ways to prove the importance of their value.  Again, 
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examples, philosophical assumptions, and analogies are relevant evidence to prove the 

opposition's assertions.   The opposition should think of as many examples as possible during 

prep time.   The examples can then be used in both of the constructive speeches.  

Resolutions of Policy.   Policy resolutions ask the government to advocate a specific policy to 

remedy a specific problem.  The resolution, this house should install speed bumps on the 

information superhighway, asks the government to propose specific policies to slow down the 

rate of progress of the information superhighway. 

Unlike the prepared competitive debates of NDT, Lincoln-Douglas, or CEDA which 

theoretically dictate a particular type of resolution (policy, policy, and value respectively), 

parliamentary debate is open to all possibilities.   Further since the topic changes each round, a 

team could have two factual resolutions, two value resolutions, and two policy resolutions in 

the preliminary rounds of a tournament.  At the next tournament, a team could debate six 

value resolutions in preliminary rounds.  Consequently, during prep time both teams should 

determine the nature of the resolution. 

A policy resolution is different than resolutions of fact or value in that unless a 

specific policy is dictated in the resolution, the opposition can only make vague guesses as to 

what the government's proposed solution will be.  Policy resolutions are perhaps the most 

difficult types of resolutions to argue in parliamentary debate because specific knowledge is 

often required to advocate any meaningful plan.  Key words in a resolution may seemingly 

lead to a policy debate; examples of key words include terms such as should or ought. 

Increasingly, government teams seem to be using the right to define these terms to indicate a 

value or factual debate rather than a policy debate.  In these cases, the government will center 
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the debate around whether a policy change should take place at all rather than debating the 

merits of a particular policy stance. In these rounds, the line drawn between resolutions of 

fact, value, and policy can become blurred significantly. 

The burden of proof for the government is substantially reduced when a policy 

resolution is argued in terms of whether a policy change is needed rather than what the policy 

change should be.   Instead of having to prove that a significant problem exists, that the 

solution will solve the problem and provide benefits (the traditional burdens in policy debate; 

significance, inherency, solvency, and cost/benefit/analysis), the government need only prove 

that the status quo is inadequate to deal with the problem or that the status quo creates or 

exacerbates the problem. 

Let's look at the resolution, the current system of welfare in the United States should 

be replaced.   The obvious question to be answered by the government is, "replaced by what?" 

The government might argue that before we spend a lot of time or money creating new plans 

we need to decide first whether the current system works or not.  The resolution then 

becomes one of fact with the logical progression looking something like this: 

We currently have a welfare system in place. 

If the system doesn't work, it should be replaced. 

We can prove the current system doesn't work; therefore it should be replaced. 

Therefore, we uphold the resolution. 

While the burdens are less for the government using this interpretation, the interpretation is 

reasonable.   In parliamentary, the government proving that a problem exists enough to warrant 

change has probably upheld their burden. 
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On the other hand, should a government team choose to offer a plan, the opposition 

should be lenient in requiring specific knowledge of the government team.   For example, in 

one round asking for the reform of NASA, the opposition kept requesting the specific cuts 

from other programs that would be needed to institute the government's plan.   This may 

require specific information that is virtually impossible to offer when carded evidence is 

prohibited in the round.   Herein lies the danger in offering a plan in parliamentary debate.   A 

government team can propose the most logical solution to a plan.  However, the reality of 

American politics rears its ugly head, and the opposition is correct to bring these realities into 

the round.   This type of debate, however, is rarely clean, interesting, or educational. 

This explication of government options in policy debate should lead the opposition to 

conclude that just because it looks like a policy debate doesn't mean it will be a policy 

debate.  A good opposition team will be prepared to debate all reasonable contingencies. 

In determining the resolutional type and definitions, the opposition will undoubtedly 

discover lines of reasoning to not only attack potential government arguments but also to build 

an offcase.   Each time the opposition thinks of potential ways the government can define or 

argue the resolutional type, the opposition should consider ways to refute the arguments.  

Beyond refutation, however, the opposition can build an offcase, reasons independent of the 

government case why the resolution cannot be upheld.  Most often offcases are developed in 

value debates (Freeley 475).  What the offcase says is that there are compelling reasons to 

oppose the resolution regardless of whether the government's case is accurate. 

The opposition offcase will offer independent reasons why the resolution should not be 
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upheld.   Since teams have only fifteen minutes to develop a case, the opposition should 

develop an offcase that can be applied to a variety of interpretations of the resolution.  This 

means that the case will be slightly generic.   The offcase should support the general 

opposition philosophy as established at the beginning of the Leader of Opposition 

constructive.   The LO will then build two to four arguments that support the general 

opposition philosophy. 

The offcase often relies on the value that the opposition holds.   The value can then 

guide opposition assertions that disprove the resolution.   For the resolution that pitted the 

rights of the accursed versus the public right to know, an opposition offcase could deal with 

why the public has a right to know about events in the public eye.  In this round, the offcase 

would not pit right to know against the rights of the accused.  Rather, the opposition would 

assert the public's right to know is necessary.  These assertions should offer compelling, 

independent reasons why the resolution should not be upheld. 

The benefits of a good offcase cannot be underestimated.  When the government 

offers a squirrel case in which the opposition chooses to argue the link, the offcase offers a 

reasonable interpretation that defeats the resolution regardless of what the government argues. 

Even in a squirrel case where the government doesn't fight the link, the offcase still offers 

competing reasons for the judge to vote for the opposition.  And, in a round where the 

government runs the resolution straight, the offcase just provides more reason to negate the 

resolution. 

To further illustrate how value debates may unfold, consider a competing value round. 

Here, the values may necessarily be defined only in reference to one another.  The 
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government can easily assert that "We didn't say your value wasn't important, but when the 

two values are in conflict, the government value must supersede all others."   Let's consider an 

example.   Given the resolution that time heals all wounds, the government might choose to 

link the case to U.S. government intervention in foreign domestic disputes by arguing that the 

U.S. government should not intervene with military force when the country could solve the 

problems on its own.   The opposition would not only attack the government case point by 

point, but could also offer a counter case.  Given this resolution and interpretation, the 

opposition could offer military examples where government intervention was necessary or 

could offer non-military examples to buttress their case. 

To use the government's interpretation, the opposition could choose to look at Iraq and 

the Persian Gulf War where the quick fix forced Iraq out of Kuwait.   The opposition could 

also look at examples of where U.S. intervention was not fast enough in coming to the aid. 

Iraq and the Kurdish rebels is another case in point.   Should the opposition choose to go the 

non-military route they might offer up arguments about quick fixes to the economy, aid to 

countries encountering devastating natural disasters, and/or aid to oppressed minorities 

suffering human rights violations. Whichever path the opposition chooses, they must be sure 

that the offcase is consistent with the philosophy as presented by the opposition in the Leader 

of Opposition constructive. 

These are the four areas that the opposition must prepare during prep time.  I've spent 

many pages outlining the issues at stake because the more care the opposition takes in 

preparing in those few precious minutes, the better equipped the opposition will be to handle 

whatever the government throws their way.  The opposition should focus prep time on the 
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most likely interpretation of the resolution.   However, by at least considering that other 

interpretations are possibilities, the opposition is less likely to get caught off guard.   Further, 

considering the other possibilities may offer the opposition creative ways of attacking the 

government case. 

Conclusions 

Parliamentary debate relies on the same basic argumentative skills as other established 

forms of prepared debate.  However, the choices that parliamentary debaters must make are 

unique because they are not dictated by the form.  Consequently, parliamentary debaters must 

be skilled at fact, value and policy debate.  They must also be skilled at interpreting 

resolutions that are specific or metaphorical.  The purpose of this essay was not to illuminate 

strategies in how to win as the opposition.  Rather, the purpose was to highlight the choices 

that opposition teams have in preparing their cases.  These choices may be new to those 

entering the realm of parliamentary debate from the outside world or from other forms of 

debate. 

Since parliamentary debate is relatively new in the majority of the United States, the 

ability of teams to figure out the various elements of the round is important for the event's 

successful growth.  This essay is an attempt to help sort through the unique posture of the 

opposition team in parliamentary debate. 
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Footnotes 

1 The opposition can also begin to develop a countercase — a different plan than the 

government's to solve the problem — in prep time.  However, this topic is broad enough to 

deserve its own essay.   Consequently, I have chosen not to develop this area in this particular 

essay.  Readers should note, however, that countercases can be important options in policy 

debates. 

2The Elvis is dead topic is not a topic that I would hope to see used in tournament 

competition.  The use of this topic in this essay is merely for the sake of clarity of example. 
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