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The Evolution of Parliamentary Debate: A Content 
Analysis of NPDA Judging Philosophies 1999-2002 
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Webmaster’s Note: The online version of this article corrects an 
incorrect link to Al Johnson’s history of the NPDA that was in 
the original article. In all other respects, however, the article is 
the same. 

The National Parliamentary Debate Association (NPDA) is less 
than ten years old, and yet has already grown to a considerable size. At 
the first national tournament in March of 1994, fifty-two teams were en-
tered. The past four tournaments have hosted no less than two hundred 
teams (Johnson, 1999). This tremendous growth has been accompanied 
by ideological pressures. Specifically, the ideal of public debate has been 
challenged by the increasing use of technical debate strategies. 

Although the NPDA has no official statement of goals, its foun-
ders have consistently shown support for the ideal of public debate. A 
concrete definition of public debate is difficult to articulate. However, 
advocates of public debate have argued that debate should (1) be inclusive 
and (2) mirror argument in an everyday context. Al Johnson, one of the 
first coaches to offer parliamentary debate in the west and the first treas-
urer of the NPDA, claims to have supported the event because of its inclu-
siveness. He felt that policy debate was excluding intelligent students 
because they had no experience in technical debate. This opinion was 
shared by Major Gwendolyn Fayne, the Director of Forensics at the 
United States Air Force Academy, who also supported the expansion of 
parliamentary debate (Johnson, 1999). 

Robert Trapp, former president of the NPDA, also supported the 
ideal of a competitive forum for public debate. He argued that the infor-
mation, reasoning processes, and delivery of parliamentary debate should 
be accessible to a general public audience (Trapp, 1996, p. 85). Trischa 
Goodnow Knapp and Lawrence Galizio, authors of what is currently the 
only parliamentary debate textbook, also supported this ideal. Their book 
was aptly titled Parliamentary Debate: A Guide to Public Argument 
(1999). While these individuals do not represent the entire community, their 
vision for parliamentary debate has been a dominant one throughout the 
history of the NPDA. 

This paper analyzes the judging philosophies submitted at the 
NPDA tournament for the past four years (1999-2002). These philoso-
phies express general ideologies as well as specific preferences. Through 
this analysis we can trace the evolution of judging paradigms in the 
NPDA. 
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It is my hypothesis that support for the public debate paradigm 
has decreased over the period in question. I tested this hypothesis by ana-
lyzing the judging philosophies for certain factors that correlate positively 
or negatively with the public debate ideal. This analysis reveals interest-
ing characteristics of the evolving parliamentary debate community. 

I begin by discussing four primary factors that relate to the public 
debate ideal. Second, I will discuss the methodology used to analyze these 
factors within the philosophy statements. Third, I will describe the results 
of this analysis. Finally, I will discuss those results and their implication 
for the future of the NPDA. 

Factors in Consideration 

The four primary factors discussed in this article are flowing and 
aversion to canned cases, jargon, and speed. In his article, "Parliamentary 
Debate as Public Debate," (1996) Robert Trapp discusses three primary 
characteristics of public debate. First, public debate should utilize reason-
ing processes that critically examine argumentative quality. Second, pub-
lic debate should utilize information that is great in breadth rather than 
depth. Finally, public debate should be "public" in its accessibility for 
competitors, judges, and audiences (Trapp, 1996, p. 85-87). These charac-
teristics encompass the four factors discussed in this paper. The reasoning 
processes of public debate are inconsistent with traditional flowing meth-
ods. The breath of information in public debate is inconsistent with the 
use of "canned cases." Finally, the accessibility of public debate is incon-
sistent with the practices of jargon and speed. 

Flowing 

The use of flowing to evaluate debates correlates negatively with 
acceptance of the public debate paradigm. Specifically, flowing is incon-
sistent with the typical process of evaluation in public discourse. Robert 
Trapp described the reasoning processes of public debate as follows: "In 
public debating, including parliamentary debate, the necessity of refutation 
is determined by the quality of the argument. Well developed arguments 
deserve refutation, but poorly constructed ones need not be dignified with 
a response" (Trapp, 1996, p. 86). This is inconsistent with traditional 
flowing practice. Any argument on the flow without a parallel response is 
considered metaphysical reality in that round. At that point, only the im-
plication of the argument remains in question. Therefore, any judge who 
follows this flowing method will have to face a conflict with the reasoning 
process of public debate. 
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"Canned Cases " 

The use of "canned cases" is inconsistent with acceptance of pub-
lic debate. This practice has often been considered an ethical issue. In 
their textbook, Trischa Goodnow Knapp and Lawrence Galizio included 
"canned cases" in their chapter on ethics. They noted that "canned cases" 
place the opposition at a disadvantage because the Government has greater 
preparation time (Knapp & Galizio, 1999, p. 149). However, for the pur-
poses of this paper, the important characteristic of this practice is that it 
utilizes information that is not generally held. The Government has the 
opportunity to do extensive research in preparing a stock case. This re-
search brings in depth information into the round that is likely beyond the 
breadth of knowledge of the opposition and of a general audience. For 
example, a Government team might run a case regarding Florida's ban on 
dwarf tossing, a recreational activity formerly popular in many bars. The 
Government team in this case would have information on the issue that is 
unlikely to fall within the general knowledge of the opposition team. 

This practice is comparable to the use of "specific knowledge" in 
debates. "Specific knowledge" has been defined in different ways by dif-
ferent commentators. The common element of these definitions is that this 
knowledge is exclusively held by one competitor. Knapp and Galizio dis-
tinguish "Specific knowledge" from "common knowledge," which is de-
fined as "what a college undergraduate should be familiar with" (Knapp & 
Galizio, 1999, p. 150). The NPDA rules state "debaters may refer to any 
information which is within the realm of knowledge of liberally educated 
and informed citizens" (4B). Therefore, the use of specific knowledge is 
very similar to the use of canned cases in that it brings information into the 
round that is not public in nature. Judges who wish to include only public 
or "common" information in the debate must oppose the use of these 
strategies. 

Jargon Use 

Jargon is also inconsistent with the public debate ideal. Jargon is 
by definition exclusive language. Terms such as "perm," "cross-apply," 
"hypo-testing," and "turn" are unfamiliar to a general audience. Because 
public debate must be inclusive not only to participants, but also to specta-
tors, jargon is inconsistent with this paradigm (Trapp, 1996, p. 86-87). 
Therefore, aversion to jargon is a factor that indicates support for public 
debate. 

Rapid Delivery 

Rapid delivery is also an exclusive debate practice, both for par-
ticipants and spectators. Participants who use speed as part of their debate 
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strategy will have a great advantage over competitors who speak at a con-
versational rate. Their opponents will find it extremely difficult to fulfill 
their burden of rejoinder in these cases. Thus, the practice may exclude 
intelligent students who have no training in speed delivery. It also may be 
exclusive of audience members who have not trained their ears to decipher 
this language. In general, rapid delivery is inconsistent with argument in 
the "real world." It is familiar practice in the Cross Examination Debate 
Association (CEDA) and National Debate Tournament (NDT) organiza-
tions, and has been called one of the primary reasons for the shift to parlia-
mentary debate (Crossman, 1996, p. 29). Judges who reject this practice 
are thereby showing support for a public focus in parliamentary debate. 

These four factors - decision by flow, aversion to canned cases, 
jargon, and speed - all relate to a judge's support of the public debate 
ideal. By analyzing these philosophy statements, we can better understand 
the evolving attitude of the judging community towards public debate. 

Methodology 

To identify these characteristics, content analysis was used to 
examine the philosophy booklets from the 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002 
NPDA tournaments. Three coders were used for inter-rater reliability, 
each receiving identical instructions. They had to look for each of the four 
factors in the philosophy statements. 

The reviewers first determined if the subject indicated that they 
base their decisions on the flow. This column was only marked if the flow 
was part of their decision making calculus. Judges who merely said that 
they do flow rounds were not counted as flow judges for the purposes of 
this research project. 

Second, the reviewers indicated if the subject had an aversion to 
the use of jargon in rounds. The reviewers were told to mark this column 
even if the judge gave contradictory statements. For example, if the judge 
indicated that they dislike jargon but admit that it is helpful in some cases, 
they were considered opposed to the use of jargon. 

Third, the reviewers determined if the judge noted an aversion to 
rapid delivery in rounds. As with jargon, contradictory responses were 
counted as instances of aversion to the strategy. Finally, the reviewers 
determined if the judge was opposed to canned cases or specific knowl-
edge. As is noted above, these two practices are related in that they both 
utilize information that is not generally held by the public. If a judge men-
tioned either of these strategies negatively, they were recorded as being 
opposed to the canned case. 
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The instructions given to each reviewer included this methodol-
ogy, as well as a list of probable alternative terms for these characteristics. 
For example, specific knowledge may be called specialized knowledge or 
technical knowledge, and jargon may be called debate terminology or spe-
cialized terminology. These term lists were not meant to be comprehen-
sive, but rather a helpful guide for the reviewers. 

Even with identical instructions, disparity was expected between 
the reviewers. The total number of binary variables for all judges through 
all four years was 2,765. The workload alone suggests some rate of error. 
This is further complicated by the subjective nature of some of these deter-
minations. It is not always clear, for example, whether or not a judge's 
comment is meant to express displeasure with some practice. Because of 
these inevitable disagreements, a positive variable was counted only when 
at least two of the three reviewers indicated it was a factor. Therefore the 
results of this research will include an error rate, which is the number of 
binaries with disagreement as a percent of the total. 

Results 

The error rate for this study was 10.31 percent. While this is cer-
tainly higher than expected, it is within acceptable limits. This error was 
not concentrated in any one area and is thus not of great concern. Any 
trends indicated by the data can be accepted so long as they are significant. 

The percentage of judges who indicated that they vote on the 
flow rose from 1999 to 2002. In 1999, they were 8.65 percent of the judg-
ing pool, in 2000 9.52 percent, in 2001 14.38 percent, and in 2002 20.25 
percent. 

The percentage of judges who indicated aversion to jargon stayed 
relatively constant through the period in question. In 1999 they were 
14.42 percent of the judging pool, in 2000 11.11 percent, in 2001 11.25 
percent, and in 2002 11.66 percent. 

The percentage of judges who showed aversion to speed rose 
over the period in question. In 1999 they were 12.5 percent of the judging 
pool, in 2000 17.46 percent, in 2001 18.13 percent, and in 2002 21.47 per-
cent. 

The percentage of judges who showed aversion to canned cases 
fell from 1999 to 2000. In 1999 they were 6.73 percent of the judging 
pool and in 2000 4.76 percent. This percentage rose through 2001 and 
2002. In 2001 they were 5.63 percent and in 2002 they were 7.98 percent. 
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Analysis 

To support the hypothesis, the percent of flow judges should have 
increased over this period while the percent of judges with aversion to 
jargon, speed, and canned cases should have decreased. Were this true, 
acceptance of exclusive activities would have been increasing while oppo-
sition to exclusive activities was decreasing. The data did not follow this 
pattern, however. A more thorough analysis requires individual attention 
for each of the factors. 

These percentages do not represent the number of judges with a 
particular opinion, but rather the number who included this opinion in 
their philosophy statement. Because of this, these numbers cannot be ana-
lyzed as individual quantitative values, but only in relation to other num-
bers of the same type as part of a trend. 

Even this relative analysis requires qualification, however. An 
increase or decrease in percentage may be the result of more judges hold-
ing a certain opinion or more judges indicating that opinion. For example, 
part of the dramatic increase in opposition to speed could be the result of 
more judges choosing to discuss the issue in their philosophy statements. 
Both of these potential causes should be considered when looking at these 
shifts. 

The data shows a clear increase in the percent of judges who indi-
cate they vote based on the flow. The increase was small from 1999 to 
2000 - less that one percent. Then it rose 4.86 percent and an additional 
5.87 percent in 2001 and 2002. This total increase of 11.6 percent is sig-
nificant, and establishes a consistent trend towards greater reliance on the 
flow. It is likely, of course, because of non-responses that by 2002 the 
actual percent of judges who relied on the flow was much higher than 20 
percent. Regardless, we can say with certainty that use of the flow is 
much higher now than it was at Point Loma in 1999. 

The percentage of judges that indicated that they disapprove of the 
use of jargon fell between 1999 and 2000, from 14.42 to 11.11. Had this 
trend continued through 2002, the change would have been significant. 
However, the percent rose to 11.25 in 2001 and 11.66 in 2002. Therefore, 
the net change was a decrease in 2.76 percent. This may represent a small 
decrease in aversion to jargon, or simply a decrease in the number of judges 
choosing to discuss the issue. Because the change was neither large nor 
consistent, we cannot draw a certain conclusion from it. 

The percentage of judges that showed aversion to speed grew, 
rather than fell, over the period in question. This number began at 12.5 in 
1999 and in the following years grew to 17.46, 18.13, and 21.47 through 



 98

2002. The total growth over this period was 8.97 percent. This growth 
was consistent over the years, although the growth was small between 
2000 and 2001. As stated above, this growth may be in part the result of 
more judges discussing the issue in their statements. This increase may be 
the result of a backlash against a practice that is becoming more common 
in the community. Thus we can conclude that a greater number of judges 
are opposing speed, or that a relatively consistent number of judges are 
becoming more vocal in opposition. Because this increase was nearly nine 
percent, it is likely that both of these conclusions are true to a degree. 

The percentage of judges who indicated aversion to canned cases 
(or specific knowledge) did not follow a consistent pattern. It fell 1.97 
percent from 1999 to 2000, and then rose 3.22 percent through 2002. It is 
possible that this indicates two separate trends in the judging community. 
However, a net change of only 1.25 percent is insufficient to justify a con-
clusion. It is quite possible that this shift is random. 

Therefore, only two clear trends are obvious from the data. The 
judging pool is showing an increased reliance on the flow and an increased 
aversion to speed. One of these trends tends to favor appreciation of pub-
lic debate and the other tends to oppose it. In retrospect, it seems that the 
public debate ideal is merely one of many priorities that may influence 
individual judging preferences. Thus, it may be less of an overarching 
paradigm than a limited guideline. An individual judge that claims to fa-
vor public debate may not support every manifestation of it, and vice 
versa. 

Because of these difficulties, it cannot be said with any certainty 
that support for public debate is rising or falling. Despite this, the data 
above can be of great help to coaches and competitors alike. Adaptation 
to individual judges can be strategically helpful, but is not always possible. 
At invitational tournaments, judges do not provide these helpful philoso-
phy statements. Even at nationals, time constraints or tournament errors 
may prevent competitors from adapting to their judges. It becomes espe-
cially difficult to do so in out rounds, when a panel of judges is used. 
Even when an individual statement is available, rarely do judges discuss 
every pertinent issue. 

With these many difficulties for individual adaptation, it can be 
very helpful to understand general trends in the community. The increase 
in reliance on the flow suggests that competitors should hone their flowing 
skills. Many competitors take notes in their own way, but might be unfa-
miliar with traditional flowing technique. This puts them at a disadvan-
tage with flow judges because they are evaluating arguments in a different 
way. If this trend continues, it will be imperative in the coming years for 
every team to become familiar with flowing technique. 
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Likewise, the trend towards greater opposition to speed suggests 
a couple important things. First, for those who tend to use this strategy, it 
would be prudent to abstain from rapid delivery except when an individual 
judge indicates approval of it. If this trend continues, the likelihood of 
getting a judge who approves of the strategy will become quite small, and 
the reaction of disapproving judges will become quite severe. For all com-
petitors, this trend suggests that speed kritiks may become a useful strat-
egy in the future. Judges who are opposed to speed will almost certainly 
be open to this argument. 

The other two factors, aversion to jargon and canned cases, have 
not shown consistent trends. However, it may be helpful to note that the 
percentage of judges indicating these opinions is relatively low compared 
to the percentage of judges indicating that they rely on the flow. As stated 
previously, these percentages should not be taken as individual quantita-
tive values, nor are these opinions mutually exclusive. However, the per-
centage of judges choosing to speak negatively towards jargon and canned 
cases is much 1ower than the percentage of judges choosing to mention that 
they vote on the flow. This suggests a relatively small number of judges 
in the community who are opposed to jargon and canned cases. 

These factors can be followed in the coming years as well. Hope-
fully after a greater period of time these trends will become clearer. In 
general, this type of content analysis of philosophy statements could be 
greatly aided by the NPDA. Currently, the guidelines for creation of a 
philosophy statement are short and relatively vague (NPDA). Were judges 
given more specific prompts, the response rate on specific issues would 
increase greatly. This would make any analysis of the judging community 
much more reliable. These requests could be provided on an online form, 
thus limiting the probability that any given question be ignored. 

Regardless of the NPDA's action in this area, I hope in the future 
greater attention will be paid to these philosophy statements as they relate 
to the judging Community as a whole. This activity is still very young, and 
its evolution will depend in large part upon these ideological changes. 

Conclusion 

The ideal of parliamentary debate as public debate is just that -an 
ideal. Some aspects of parliamentary debate, such as conversational rate of 
delivery and extemporaneous reasoning, are consistent with argument in the 
"real world." However, other aspects such as use of a flow and use of 
traditional debate theory are inconsistent with discourse in a 
public or conversational forum. 
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This analysis of judging philosophies over the past four years 
supports the idea that public debate is not a comprehensive paradigm, but 
rather a general guide. One manifestation of the public debate ideal is 
increasing - opposition to speed, while a contradictory practice - use of 
the flow, is also increasing. Because this ideal is so difficult to identify in 
a comprehensive sense, it is impossible to chart a trend for public debate 
itself. Despite this, trends in use of the flow and aversion to speed are 
apparent, and may be helpful to competitors in an ever-changing commu-
nity. 

The NPDA is very young, and like all new organizations, is ex-
periencing some growing pains. The ideological growth in the community 
is still far from over, but by analyzing these philosophy statements we can 
start to get an idea of where we are headed. 
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