
Harvard Debate 
PUBLIC FORUM JUDGE INSTRUCTIONS 2020 

 Thank you for serving as a judge in Public Forum Debate. Your service is especially important 
because this event is  
designed to bring citizen judges and high school debaters together in an educational and productive 
encounter. The pro team tries to convince you that the resolution is true while the con team tries to 
convince you that the resolution is false. This activity was designed to teach excellent critical thinking 
and public presentation skills, so debaters typically communicate an air of professionalism in their dress, 
demeanor, and delivery.  
 Once again, we are exclusively using electronic ballots and judge assignment notification. 
You can enter your ballots using your computer, tablet, or smart phone. If you have not already done so, 
be sure to sign up at tabroom.com to create an account so that you can receive text messages about each 
judging assignment you are given and to access your electronic ballot. Instructions are included below 
and on the Harvard Debate website. If you are not given an assignment electronically via tabroom.com, 
please report to the ballot desk at the beginning of each round in case we need your help as a standby 
judge. On occasion, a judge may be asked to switch divisions for a round, so please check all schematics 
and your text messages even when you assume you may be unassigned. Paper Schematics will be 
posted outside the first floor judge lounge. 

ADVISORY: Judges should refrain from smoking or vaping in any competition venue and especially in 
rounds in front of students.  Violation of this policy will result in immediate expulsion from the 
tournament.  If the judge is hired s/he will not be paid and if the person is covering for a school, the 
school will be assessed a fee for the uncovered judge spots.  

BEFORE THE DEBATE:  
• No one --judges or debaters --is to unplug anything in the competition rooms. People who need 

power are expected to bring their own cords and power strips and rely on empty outlets only.  
• Your ballot will have the exact wording of the resolution being debated. For 2020, it is: Resolved: 

The United States should replace means-tested welfare programs with a 
universal basic income.   

• Read and follow the instructions on the electronic judging ballot you will receive.  
• Read the Public Forum Judge Recommendations that are provided for you on the back of this sheet.  
• You may introduce yourself to the debaters (esp. to put new debaters at ease) before the debate starts 

(if you are comfortable doing so), but without showing favoritism toward either side. We encourage 
you to enter a paradigm on tabroom.com To enter a paradigm, (1) log into Tabroom; (2) click on 
your username in the upper right corner of the page; (3) look on the right for the set of buttons under 
JUDGING; (4) click on the button labeled PARADIGM; (5) enter (or edit) your paradigm; and (6) 
click on the SAVE PARADIGM button below and to the right of the paradigm edit window. 

• Debaters should always be respectful of one another and of you, and you should set a tone of 
decorum. 

• When all debaters for the round have arrived, click on the green START button on your Tabroom 
screen.  You can get the START button to appear by clicking on your username in the upper right 
corner of the tabroom screen.  

http://tabroom.com


TO BEGIN THE DEBATE:  
• There will be a coin toss to determine the side (PRO or CON) and the speaking order (1st or 2nd) 

that each team will take in the debate. The team that wins the toss may choose either the side or the 
speaking position it prefers. The team that loses the toss makes the remaining choice.  

• Your Tabroom.com screen will list the names of the debaters - with one team listed above the other 
on the screen.  Once the debaters choose their sides and speaking order, use the drop-down fields to 
enter that information into Tabroom.  We strongly recommend that you also write the team school 
names at the top of a piece of paper so that you can be sure to remember which team is which.  For 
example, you may want to write the name of the school sitting to your left on the left side of your 
piece of paper, and the name of the school sitting to your right on the right side. 

DURING THE DEBATE:  
• Judges need to monitor speaking times during the round. Maximum speech times are listed on the 

ballot.  
• Each team has three minutes of preparation time (total) in each round to use before their speeches.  
• Judges should not ask questions or otherwise interrupt the round.  
• Debaters directly question each other only during each cross-fire, with the team that spoke first 

asking the  
first question.  

• Debaters should not expect any response from the judge.  
• Judges are advised that plans and counterplans by either team are not allowed and that final focus 

must deal only with issues previously raised in the debate.  
• Students may use the internet to retrieve materials during the round, but they may not communicate 

with anyone not in the round - coaches, other debaters, etc.  There is no guarantee the internet will 
work.  If a debater cannot retrieve a piece of evidence requested by another round participant, that 
piece of evidence should be disregarded and declared "out of the round.” 

AFTER THE DEBATE:  
• Please pay close attention to the side that each team chose in the debate and which spoke first and 

last.  
• Check your codes carefully. This is especially important when selecting the winner of the debate.  
• Judges may choose to reveal their decision at the end of the round if they wish, but must first submit 

the electronic ballot. Students will be able to see the results as they are posted. After submitting and 
confirming the ballot, judges can add further comments to the electronic ballot. 

• Because rooms are used for other divisions, comments should be made in the hallway after the 
round.  

• In your written comments, please be as encouraging and educational as possible.  
• Assign points between 24 and 30, indicating the quality of each speaker as indicated on the ballot.  
• You must submit your decision within 5 minutes after the round. Add comments later if you wish. 
• As you submit your electronic ballot, look it over carefully. Did you: declare a winner, assign 

speaker points, provide useful suggestions for improvement, and give a clear reason for your 
decision? Remember to SUBMIT and CONFIRM! 
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Please do not penalize any students who wear face masks while debating or who prefer not to shake hands. For more information, see: harvard.tabroom.com



HARVARD UNIVERSITY 
PUBLIC FORUM JUDGE RECOMMENDATIONS 

We encourage the following practices by public forum judges to promote fair, academically constructive debate:  

1. Model professional, respectful behavior at all times. Treat all students, coaches, and other tournament participants with 
civility and kindness. Do not tolerate rude or disrespectful behavior from contestants, and report any such behavior to the 
student’s coach and the tab room. Follow all announced tournament policies and instructions.  
2.  Recuse yourself from any possible conflicts of interest. The following are examples of relationships to students that 
constitute conflicts of interest: past teammate, present or past coach, paid assistant, parent or other relative, personal friend. 
Notify the tab room immediately if you have a possible conflict of interest, preferably before the first round is scheduled.  
3. Judge the debaters on the quality of the arguments they make, not on your own personal beliefs or on the 
arguments you wish they had made. Set aside personal biases as much as possible. Remember that the debaters must 
prepare to debate both sides and that they cannot read your mind. They can respond only to the arguments their opponents 
actually make.  
4. Prefer balanced, straightforward interpretations of the resolution to unfair or obscure interpretations. If the 
debaters offer different interpretations of the resolution, make your decision on the basis of whichever interpretation better 
fits ordinary English usage and provides more equal grounds for reasonable public debate.  
5. Assess the bearing of each argument on the truth or falsehood of the assigned resolution. The pro should prove that 
the resolution is true, and the con should prove that the resolution is false. Arguments unrelated to the truth or falsehood of 
the resolution should not influence your decision.  A good question to ask as you decide each round is, “If I had no prior 
beliefs about this resolution, would the round as a whole have made me more likely to believe the resolution was true or 
false?”  
6. Prefer quality and depth to mere quantity of arguments. Reward students who present well-explained arguments. Judge 
the quality of arguments presented in the round as a whole. To promote quality debate, do not penalize students for failing to 
address frivolous or minor points due to time constraints.  
7. Consider quoted evidence only as support for arguments explained by the debaters. Well-chosen evidence may 
strengthen arguments. However, quoted evidence should not replace arguments by the debaters, and all evidence should be 
relevant.  
8. Treat clear communication as a major consideration. Remember that PFD is a speech communication event. Weigh 
arguments only to the extent that they are clearly explained. It is acceptable to discount arguments that are too fast, too 
garbled, or too jargon-laden to be understood by an intelligent high school student or a well-informed citizen. Do not penalize 
a debater for failing to understand his or her opponent’s unclear arguments.  
9. Write constructive suggestions for each team and a thorough reason for decision. Students and coaches appreciate 
your comments. The ballot is a valuable educational tool for students and their coaches long after the tournament is over.  
10. Pursue suspected dishonesty with tournament officials after the round. If you believe a student is plagiarizing, 
fabricating, or otherwise misusing research sources, notify the tab room director as soon as possible after the debate and let 
him/her take the appropriate steps.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

E-Ballot Instructions 

PF Coaches: make sure you and all your judges (and students!) are linked to tabroom.com accounts  (see 
documentation here -  http://docs.tabroom.com/Sign_Up ). Linking to tabroom means that you can use online 
balloting, enabling you to walk directly from where you are to where you need to be without first stopping at the 
ballot desk. It also sends you a text/email when you have an assignment so you no longer need to find and scour a 
pairing sheet. 

Instructions for e-ballots: Two versions: 
1) https://www.dropbox.com/s/t3ibslywhuxav3n/Menick%20-%20Electronic%20ballots.pdf?dl=0 
2) https://www.dropbox.com/s/4cwby82f12q64h2/2018%2011%2010%20-%20Tabroom%20-

%20online%20ballots.pdf?dl=0 

ALL BALLOTS will be electronic. To be very clear, schools whose judges fail to appear for an assigned round 
will be fined. These fines are non-negotiable. Having all judges registered on tabroom.com is required, as ALL 
information and announcements will be via this site. They must also include cell phone numbers at registration; 
being able to contact judges quickly and directly will help us stay on time.

http://docs.tabroom.com/Sign_Up
https://www.dropbox.com/s/t3ibslywhuxav3n/Menick%20-%20Electronic%20ballots.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/4cwby82f12q64h2/2018%2011%2010%20-%20Tabroom%20-%20online%20ballots.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/4cwby82f12q64h2/2018%2011%2010%20-%20Tabroom%20-%20online%20ballots.pdf?dl=0
http://tabroom.com/
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11. Please do not penalize any competitors who prefer not to shake hands or who wear face masks while competing. See http://harvard.tabroom.com/ for further information. 




