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Where will debate take you? 

Just look at where debate took Tom Foley! 
 

All of us on the Thomas S. Foley Tournament committee appreciate Mr. Foley’s service to this 

country, his support of this tournament, and his support of the sport of forensics. In a letter to a 

previous Thomas S. Foley Speaker’s Award winner, Mr. Foley once wrote,  

 

There are many extracurricular activities which can contribute significantly to personal 

development.  In my view none is more important than forensics.  I believe all who 

participate in debate and speaking competition look back in later years with much 

satisfaction as I have done.  I think you will discover that attending competitions at local, 

state and perhaps national levels can create opportunities for friendships which can last a 

lifetime. 

 

As a debater, Tom Foley persevered! 
HS Debater for Gonzaga Prep H.S. Class of 46 

(He was part of a Gonzaga Prep state championship debate team that was undefeated 

through 75 matches!) 

 

Represented GU Debate Team at first NDT @ WestPoint, 1946 

 

Where did Mr. Foley’s debate experience take him? 
Deputy prosecuting attorney, Spokane County, Wash., 1958; Special counsel US Senate Interior 

and Insular Affairs Cmte, 1961-1963; Member of Congresses (1965- 1995); Chair, Committee 

on Agriculture; Majority whip; Majority leader; Chairman of the House Democratic Caucus; in 

1988 and 1989 he was voted the most respected Member of Congress.  Mr. Foley was the 49th 

Speaker of the US House of Representatives; Chairman of the President’s Foreign Intelligence 

Advisory Board (1995-1997); and the 25th Ambassador to Japan, 1997-2001; He has also 

served as a member of the Defense Policy Board; member of the Homeland Security Advisory 

Council; member of the Special Commission to Investigate Security Procedures of the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation. He is a former Chairman of the North American Trilateral 

Commission; and was awarded the title Knight Commander of the British Empire by Queen 

Elizabeth II in 1995; he holds the Grand Cross of the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of 

Germany.  Mr. Foley is a member of the French Legion of Honor and was awarded the Grand 

Cordon of the Order of the Rising Sun, Paulownia Flowers from the Government of Japan. He 

is also a recipient of the Washington State Medal of Merit, the State of Washington’s highest 

honor. 

 

 

 Where will debate take you? 
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Welcome!!! 
 
Welcome to the Thomas S. Foley Memorial Forensics Tournament.  We sincerely hope you find 

this to be one of the most enjoyable tournaments you participate in this year.   

 

It has been an honor to chair the Thomas S. Foley Forensics Tournament since its inception in 

the spring of 2000. The first Foley Tournament was held in February, 2001. Shortly thereafter, 

the United States Federal Courthouse was named in Mr. Foley’s honor. The first winner of the 

Thomas S. Foley Speaker’s Award, Steve Heimes, was invited to the ceremony and told he could 

bring a guest. Steve chose the student who took second to him in the competition. I have fond 

memories of those two debaters discussing forensics with one of the greatest of our Northwest 

debaters, Tom Foley. I also have fond memories of the phone conversations I have had with both 

Mr. and Mrs. Foley over the years.  

 

Sadly, we lost Speaker and Ambassador Foley in the fall of 2013. However, I am confident that 

the skills this tournament provides, and our memories of Mr. Foley’s honor and integrity, will 

continue to educate young minds for many years. In short, each of you is a part of his legacy. It 

is up to you to make your lives worthy of his name. 

 

This book is our gift to you.  Please use it as an aid for this and future student congress 

tournaments.  It is our hope that the materials in this book will help you master this great 

event, and that you will refer back to it many times throughout your debate career.  Those of us 

who have worked on this year’s edition can attest to the fact that no one knows all of the rules 

and that each of us frequently refers to our own copies.  We hope you will do likewise.  

 

Please join me in thanking Mr.  Adam Jacobi of the National Forensics League for allowing us 

to reprint his article, Congressional Debate Guide, which is published on the National Forensics 

League website and also thank you to John Julian, Dr. Roberta Rice, John Turner, and Meghan 

Potts for their contributions to this edition of the Foley Book. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about this year’s Foley Student Congress, please contact 

the TAB room or me personally. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

David D. Smith 
Tournament Director  



7 
 



8 
 

Official Obituary  

Thomas S. Foley  

 
Reprinted with permission from, and appreciate to, the Foley Institute for Public 

Policy and Public Service, Washington State University  

 
College of Arts & Sciences 

Foley Institute for Public  

Policy & Public Service 

 

Thomas S. Foley, 57th Speaker of the House (1989-1994) died on October 18, 2013 of complications of 

strokes at 9:13 AM. 

 

Foley, first elected in 1964, represented the Fifth District of Washington State for thirty years. The son of 

Judge Ralph and Helen Foley, Foley grew up, in an atmosphere rich with politics (his father was an elected 

state Superior Court judge for a record 35 years) that included dinner conversations with then Senator 

Scoop Jackson. Certainly, his father Ralph was an enormous influence on Foley and inspired the 

evenhandedness and judicial nature that marked Foley’s long career in the Congress. 

 

Following the wishes his father, a respected judge and former prosecutor, Foley graduated from Gonzaga 

Prep and attended Spokane’s Gonzaga University. After several years at GU, he transferred to the 

University of Washington from which he received a Bachelor of Arts degree and moved on to graduate 

from UW’s Law school in 1957.  

 

After completing law school, Foley returned to Spokane, practiced law and then joined the Spokane County 

Prosecutor’s office. About that time of his life, Foley said “I had more power as a prosecutor than at any 

other time in my life.” It was during this time that Foley taught constitutional law at Gonzaga University 

Law School in Spokane, Washington. It gave him a basis for understanding the provisions of the 

Constitution and the reasons for each provision.  
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In 1960, he joined the office of the State of Washington Attorney General’s office. 

 

In 1961 in a major career move he moved to Washington, DC to become a special counsel to Senator 

Henry M. (Scoop) Jackson. Scoop was a rising political and institutional power in the Senate and chairman 

of the Senate Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs.  

 

In 1964 Scoop recruited four young political aspirants to run for the House in Washington State. It was a 

national landslide year for Democrats. All of Scoop’s choices won; Tom Foley’s narrow victory over a 

twenty two year incumbent was by far the most surprising.  

 

Foley’s career in public service was influenced by his father’s traits of courtesy, patience and a sense of 

public responsibility. But in 1965 little did anyone know that the urbane six foot four young lawyer from 

Spokane would emerge as a leading voice of Congressional reform and a champion of the integrity of the 

US Constitution. His rise up the ladder in what was a very tradition laden House was aided by his 

uncommon ability to forge a following from southern conservatives, westerners and urban liberals.  

 

Contrary to the public perceptions about politicians, Foley was always a kind man who never spoke badly 

about anyone either publicly or privately. He was almost saintly in this respect, as though he had taken a 

vow to always see the positive in people. Foley thought more was to be gained in both life and politics by 

listening and respecting differences.  

 

Assigned to the House Committee on Agriculture when he was sworn in as a Congressman, he became its 

chairman in 1975, Foley took a strong interest in the problems of hunger across the United States. The 

Committee was and remained for years a political bastion of southern and rural conservatives whose main 

interests were crops and livestock.  

 

However, in the late 1960s, when medical teams reported widespread hunger and malnutrition in very 

poor parts of the country, especially among children, Foley led House efforts to expand and improve the 

then-very-small food stamp and nutrition programs, greatly expanding and spreading them nationwide. 

He built bipartisan House support for these reforms and worked with Senators Robert Dole and George 

McGovern to pass a battery of measures in the 1970s that transformed food stamps.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attorney_General
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In the late 1970s, medical teams returned to very poor areas of the country and reported dramatic 

reductions in hunger and the near-elimination of childhood diseases caused by malnutrition. They 

credited the reforms Foley and his Senate allies had engineered as the pivotal factor behind the 

improvements.  

“He was a giant,” noted Robert Greenstein, president of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, who 

headed the Food Stamp Program in the Carter Administration and worked closely with Foley. “He 

combined intense knowledge of the program and ways to strengthen it with a keen sense of political 

strategy. In addition, he was deeply respected by both sides of the aisle in a way that was unusual then 

and is even more unusual today. He drew on all of these skills to craft and pass legislation that has helped 

tens of millions of low-income Americans.” 

 

Despite representing a giant wheat producing district in a politically conservative stretch of America, Foley 

became a champion of civil liberties and respect for the Constitution. He engineered the defeat of an anti-

flag burning Constitutional amendment and worked to prevent other amendments he thought harmful to 

the Constitution such as prayer in the public school and term limits for Members of Congress. Foley 

believed the Constitution was very clear in its intent and that voters had an opportunity every two years to 

term limit any incumbent of the House or Senate running for reelection. Although his views were validated 

by the Supreme Court (U.S. Term Limits, Inc. v. Thornton), the fact that he publicly became involved in a 

law suit to declare the State of Washington’s term limits unconstitutional was politically unpopular at 

home. His willingness to take political risks on a point of constitutional principle came to play a role in his 

defeat for reelection in 1994.  

 

Foley’s prominence in the leading internal reform organization of the House, the Democratic Study Group, 

did not prevent Majority Leader Jim Wright from naming him Majority Whip, third in command of the 

House Majority. Foley was a continuation of a remarkable run of Irish Americans in the leadership of the 

House. Like Tip O’Neill he was a large and formidable figure with a bottomless well of humorous stories 

that served to break political tensions and bring people to negotiations that helped move the institution 

forward. It was at this time that Foley had a chance to display his remarkable skills in foreign affairs. He 

became O’Neill’s point man on the contentious issues of Northern Ireland and in bringing about a 

bipartisan show of support for the Reagan’s Administration invasion of Grenada.  

 

Foreign policy issues, whether about the policy or the process, increasingly drew his attention. Foley was a 
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prominent figure in the anti-Contra furor in the House and opposed the first Iraq war. Ireland was also 

never far from his mind and was inspired by the political bravery of John Hume later a Nobel Peace prize 

winner. Foley steadily worked for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland throughout his Speakership.  

 

Foley’s interest in foreign affairs was never far from the surface and ultimately resulted in his being the 

only Member of the House who had been awarded the highest honors from our most important allies: 

Great Britain made him a Commander of the British Empire, Germany gave him its Order of Merit, France 

conveyed membership in the Legion of Honor and Japan awarded him the Order of the Rising Sun with 

Paulownia Flowers, Grand Cordon. 

 

House leaders and Members increasingly respected the political skills of their Whip and former Caucus 

Chair. He became a fixture at Democratic Conventions serving as parliamentarian until he himself became 

Chairman of the Convention in 1992 when Bill Clinton was nominated for his first term.  

 

Ever faithful to a major wheat producing constituency Foley was an unusual Democrat because he was a 

steady supporter of trade liberalization and became essential in ensuring significant Democratic support 

for trade bills that might otherwise have been defeated. He will be most remembered in this respect for 

moving the North American Free Trade Act through a contentious Congress.  

 

Foley seemed to move naturally to issues revolving around the budget and in 1987 after being elected 

Majority Leader he became a member of the House Budget Committee. Beginning with the Black Friday 

stock market crash during the Reagan Administration Foley was present in every negotiation designed to 

avoid the prolonged standoff that now exists. Foley became very involved with these issues initially when 

he led the House negotiators in responding to the issues associated with the Gramm – Rudman – Hollings 

Act and ultimately getting an agreement on that complicated and controversial proposal. 

 

In 1987, Foley chaired the negotiations between the Congress and the Reagan Administration to respond 

to the stock market “Black Friday” crash. Working with then Secretary of the Treasury James A. Baker III and 

others, that group under Foley’s leadership came to a consensus that eased the markets and helped 

strengthen the economy. 

 

Foley was an active participant in the 1990 Budget Summit negotiations on Capitol Hill and at Andrews 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Rising_Sun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_the_Rising_Sun
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AFB and it was his leadership and in his office that the eight leaders came together to work out the final 

agreement that the Congress subsequently passed. 

 

Foley led the House of Representatives during the first two years of President Bill Clinton’s first term. The 

1993 economic plan approved under his leadership arguably was important in enhancing the country’s 

economy and moving toward a balanced budget. 

 

Like O’Neill, Foley was very much a believer that the perfect should not get in the way of the achievable. 

He was part of the political generation influenced by the Presidency of Lyndon Johnson and the view that 

half of something was better than none. There was always another day and another Congress to move 

forward and get the other half done.  

 

A man not prone to public anger he reserved his passions for things he thought essential to the 

continuation of a just and prosperous nation. Hunger in all its forms, oppression through Government 

rules and tinkering with the Constitution to satisfy temporary political uproar went against the grain. He 

was a man who could bring a world’s fair to Spokane (Expo 74) which attracted 5.2 million visitors, a huge 

third power house to Grand Coulee Dam (at that time Grand Coulee became the largest hydro dam in the 

USA) and successfully fight the FDA and the movie industry on issues important to the common man.  

 

Foley never deviated from the idea that you fought for people who went to work every day and kept faith 

in a just Nation, just as his grandfather did in the Spokane rail boiler shops at the turn of the previous 

century.  

 

Foley’s views on the responsibility of a House Member never changed. After his defeat in 1994, Foley 

noted that “I’ve taken positions that I think were damaging in a political sense, but I don’t have any regrets 

taking them. I used to say that the most important thing about votes on the floor and positions you take 

in Congress is that when you consider them at election time you’re able to say with some satisfaction that 

you can still vote for yourself.” 

 

Foley’s own thirty years in office involve fifteen campaigns for election. Some he won by large margins and 

others were uncomfortably close. After surviving the Reagan landslide of 1980 he did not retreat to the 

insular politics of staying close to home. Rather he took on more political risk. Upon becoming the 

Majority Whip he had to give up his Agriculture Committee Chairmanship and use his legislative skills in 
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helping lead the national Democratic Party and supporting the policy agenda of the Clinton presidency 

which he did faithfully. But, unlike the 1980 election he could not hold on to an increasingly conservative 

and Republican district. As the Democrats lost the majority in the House in 1994 so too did he closely lose 

his seat as the representative from the Fifth District of Washington State.  

Foley saw the future, not in lobbying, but in trying to stay involved in broad policy questions and foreign 

affairs. He became of counsel to the prominent Washington law firm of Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer & Feld 

and Chairman of President Clinton’s Intelligence Advisory Board. In 1997 President Clinton named Foley as 

the United States Ambassador to Japan.    

 

Foley knew Japan well, having traveled there every year he served in Congress, becoming close to Japanese 

leaders, politicians, academics and business men. He was particularly fascinated by the courtesies inherent 

in Japanese culture and developed a deep respect for the country’s traditions and customs. Accordingly, 

he was widely respected by the Japanese public and in 2001 the new administration of President Bush 

asked him to stay on to handle the public affairs disaster that occurred when a US submarine accidentally 

sank the Ehime Maru, a Japanese fishery high school training ship in Honolulu’s harbor.  

 

Foley left Tokyo in March of 2001 and returned to Akin Gump and became North American Chairman of 

the Trilateral Commission of which he had a been a long time member. Illness forced him to leave both 

positions in 2008.  

 

He is survived by his wife the former Heather Strachan to whom he was married on December 19, 1968 

and his sister Maureen Latimer, her husband Richard Latimer of Santa Rosa, California and their children 

Elizabeth Ann Garbocci of Ukiah, California; Kathleen Ely of Martinez, California; Carolyn Latimer of Santa 

Rosa, California; John Latimer of Elk Grove, California; and Mark Latimer of Petaluma, California.  

 

Chronology: 

Born 03/06/29 in Spokane, Washington. Died 10/18/13 at home in Washington, DC.  

Thomas S. Foley was elected to the U. S. House of Representatives in 1964 and left office at the end of 

1994. 

 

In 1965 upon assuming office he was appointed to the House Agriculture Committee and the House 

Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs. Subsequently, because of the integrity he showed, he became a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fishery
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member for four years (1973 through 1976) of the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct 

(now known as the House Ethics Committee).  

From 1972 through 1976 Foley became Chairman of the Democratic Study Group and it was there he 

became a quiet proponent of House rule change. Those proposals were passed by the Democratic Caucus 

in 1974 when the so called Watergate class of new Members of Congress insisted that the old seniority 

system be modified.  

 

In 1974 the House Democratic Caucus refused by three votes to seat William R. Poage as Chairman of the 

House Agriculture Committee even though Foley spoke on his behalf. It was Mr. Poage who turned around 

and nominated Foley as Chairman of the House Agriculture Committee. Foley served as Chairman from 

1975 through 1980. House Rules required him to resign as a member of the House Interior and Insular 

Affairs Committee and the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct when he became Chairman. 

But the rules did not prohibit his becoming Caucus chair. He served as Chair from 1976 through 1980.  

From 1981 to 1987, he served as the Majority Whip, the number three position in the House Democratic 

Leadership. As the Majority Whip he was a member of the House Administration Committee from 1981 

through 1986. When he became House Majority Whip, he had to resign from his Membership on the House 

Agriculture Committee and as its Chairman. 

 

Mr. Foley became Majority Leader in 1987 until he became the 57th Speaker on June 6, 1989. Upon 

assuming the position of Majority Leader he became a member of the House Budget Committee and the 

House Intelligence Committee. In addition, he served as an influential member of the Select House 

Committee on Iran Contra.  

Mr. Foley was defeated for election in 1994 in a landslide attributed by some to the inability of the U. S. 

Congress to craft a health reform bill.  

Mr. Foley was of counsel to the law firm of Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer & Feld after he left office from 

1995 through 1997.  

During that time he was Chairman of the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board. 

President Clinton nominated him to be the 25th U.S. Ambassador to Japan in 1997. He served in Japan 

until March 2001. After leaving his diplomatic post in March 2001 Mr. Foley also chaired the Mansfield 

Foundation until 2008 and was active on a number of private and public boards of directors, including the 

Japan-America Society of Washington, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a number of 

Japan Societies throughout the country, and the Center for National Policy. 
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He was a member of the Board of Governors of the East-West Center, a member for the Council on Foreign 

Relations, and North American Chairman of the Trilateral Commission.  

 

QUOTES: 

Graham T. Allison, Jr., Douglas Dillon Professor of Government and Director of the Belfer Center for 

Science and International Affairs at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University has 

praised Foley for his “conception and practice of public leadership in a bipartisan fashion” and for his 

“articulation of why this is not just appropriate but essential to functioning of American democracy.” 

Former President George H. W. Bush wrote to Foley on July 19, 2013, saying: “When I think of Tom Foley, I 

think about an outstanding public servant. I think about love of country and service to others. For thirty 

years, you worked tirelessly for the people of your State and, indeed, for all Americans; and as Speaker, 

you were fair and worked well with both sides of the political aisle.” 

Former President Bill Clinton wrote Foley on July 24, 2013, praising him as being “as knowledgeable a 

lawmaker as has ever served, with the political skills and courage to match. You were unafraid to reach out 

to your colleagues across the aisle, recognizing that principled compromise is an essential foundation of 

our democracy rather than a sign of weakness. You always delivered for those who counted on you, and 

not once in thirty years did your personal ambition outweigh the concerns of your constituents or stand in 

the way of smart policy.” 

 

In 1995, the Thomas S. Foley Institute for Public Policy and Public Service was established at Washington 

State University, in Pullman, Washington, in order to honor the former speaker’s career in public service. 

The Institute continues the Foley legacy through its efforts to educate the public about civic affairs, 

promote scholarly research on major policy questions, and to encourage young people to pursue 

honorable careers in public service. . Foley also donated his congressional papers, an extensive collection 

of correspondence, reports, campaign materials, and audio and video recordings, to the WSU Libraries. 
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The Bare Bones Introduction to 
Congressional Debate 

By Meghan Potts 

Formalities 
 

In round necessities: 
 

Exiting the chamber - If you need to leave the room (to the bathroom, etc.) - Raise 
your placard/name card. Wait for the PO to recognize you.  When the PO calls on you, 
say, “Motion to a point of personal privilege.” The PO should say, “State your motion.” 
You will say, “Permission to exit the chamber.” The PO will then grant your motion. 
Note: In some tournaments, this motion is shortened (by custom) so that the debater 
simply rises for his/her motion and, when called upon by the PO, states, “Motion to a 
point of personal privilege to exit the chamber.” The PO then simply grants the motion.  
 

When you are ready to re-enter the room - stand at the door quietly and try not to walk 
in during a speech (if you can’t see/hear what’s going on just be as quiet as possible). 
When the PO says ‘is there a motion at the door’ reply “permission to re-enter the 
chamber.”  Wait for the PO to grant your motion and allow you to re-enter the chamber.  
 

Moving on to the next bill – When you believe that debate on a bill is finished or has 
become repetitive, you may move to end debate. To do so, raise your placard before 
the PO calls for the next speaker. When called upon, say, “Move to previous question.” 
If seconded, your motion will receive a verbal vote. It takes a two thirds vote to pass. If 
your motion passes, the PO will immediately hold a vote on the legislation under 
consideration. If, when moving to previous question, you believe the PO misjudged the 
voice vote, you may stand/raise your placard and call “division.” Doing so, will require a 
standing vote. Note: Division may be called on any oral vote.  
 

Opening the docket - *Raise your placard when the PO is talking or about to talk and 
when called on say, “Move to suspend the rules to open the docket.” If your motion is 
seconded, the PO will hold a vote on whether to do so.   
 

Starting the round: 
Setting the docket: Usually, in Washington, one representative from each school will 
stand and be given a paper with a number, which determines the order for listing bills to 
be spoken on. PUT YOUR SCHOOL’S BILLS ON THE DOCKET BECAUSE 
SOMEONE FROM YOUR SCHOOL WILL BE ALLOWED TO GIVE AN AUTHORSHIP 
SPEECH. Don't list a bill that has already been put on the docket. As a practice hint, 
avoid selecting random bills. Put forth bills which you are prepared to debate.  
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Depending on your parliamentarian, your chamber will either set the docket before PO 
elections or the elections will take place and then the PO will conduct the docket setting. 
[Note: At (Washington) state, the docket is set by the docket setting committee set up 
by the WSFA.] 
Nominating Presiding Officers - the parliamentarian will call for PO nominations; if 
you choose to nominate someone, raise your placard and when called upon, state, “I 
would like to nominate senator [last name]” and they will either accept or decline. If you 
ask someone to nominate you then make sure you say, “I accept” when asked by the 
parliamentarian. 
 

Electing PO’s – PO candidates will be provide approximately thirty seconds each to 
state who they are, their experience level in congress, and whether they have presided 
before. After all election speeches are conducted, you will vote by writing the name of 
your preferred candidate (their last name) on a piece of paper which will be collected by 
the parliamentarian. Sometimes you'll have tiebreaker votes between candidates.  

Speeches 
Speech Terminology: 
The first speech on every bill/resolution is called the authorship or sponsorship speech. 
If the school which authored the legislation is in the chamber, an authorship speech will 
be offered. If not, a debater will be called upon to provide a sponsorship speech. An 
authorship speech allows a person from the school which authored the legislation to 
speak on the bill irrespective of recency or precedence.  Then the debate goes to 
negation. Debate simply alternates pro, con, pro, con, etc. until concluded, or the 
debate becomes repetitive or one sided, at which time,  the PO will put the question to 
the chamber (vote) or a debater should call for previous question. 
 

When selected for a speech: 
While walking to the front, bring your placard. When you are speaking, the judges need 
to see your placard for your name and school. Thank the chair, and address the 
chamber and judges. Many debaters will say, “If it pleases the body assembled, I am 
senator [last name] from [name] School speaking for the [#] time this session.” 
 

Speech times and time signals: 
Speeches are three minutes long. By practice, many POs will allow a ten second grace 
period. The grace period is not required by state or national rules.   
 

Standard NSDA gavel taps are: 1 at 2:00 minutes, 2 taps at 2:30, 3 at 2:45, and a 
countdown from 2:55 to 3:00 with a resounding tap at 3:00 minutes. The PO will then 
either state a verbal cutoff or gavel the speaker down out at 3:10. 
 

Suggested Speech format: 
Introduction - State your position e.g. “Senators, I ask you to stand with me in 
[affirmation/support or negation/opposition] of bill [the letter of the bill with the tagline] for 
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three (or however many contentions you have) main reasons.” Then state the tag lines 
for each contention. Then go straight into your arguments. 
 

Terms - You do not need to provide definitions, however, you should, at the least, have 
them ready so you may respond to questions.  
 

Argument - The argument is set up like any other argument. E.g. split up the speech 
into contentions. Debaters will typically say, “Now on to my second [point / contention / 
etc] before going onto the next part of the argument. This helps judges and debaters 
keep up with your arguments.  A prepared congress speech is similar to a persuasive 
essay. After the opening speeches, a good debater will address speeches made by 
other debaters, evidence, and matters brought up during questioning.  
 

Conclusion – In conclusion, make sure to state the taglines of your major arguments 
and again ask for a vote in favor or opposition of the bill. If time remains, say, “I yield the 
rest of my time to the chair.” Then remain standing for questioning. 
 

Questions: 
POV person that gave the speech - re-affirm anything you said as much as you can. 
You may talk as long as you want during questions. The PO may start lightly tapping 
his/her gavel to imply you’re taking too long, but you can’t be stopped until your time is 
up. If you do not know the answer to a question, you may state something to the effect 
of, “I do not have that statistic / information at this time.” 
 

POV person asking the question - Ask questions to help yourself. If you have a speech 
on a bill/resolution, ask a question to which you can use the answer in your own 
speech.   
 

Voting: 
Traditionally debaters stand for votes. However, on occasion, POs will ask debaters to 
just raise their placards. The PO will first call for those in support of the bill being 
discussed. If you support the bill or gave a speech in affirmation stand. The PO will then 
ask for those in opposition to stand.  Avoid abstaining from the vote as it may appear to 
the judges that you are not listening / don’t care what’s going on in the chamber. 

 

Presiding Officer Cheat Sheet 

Finding Presiding Officers 
 

Nominations / Elections: 
If you wish to run for PO, you will need to be nominated by someone in the chamber (or 
yourself). As a practical matter, simply ask someone in the chamber to nominate you. 
That person will raise his/her placard and say, “I nominate senator [your last name]” 
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when the parliamentarian calls for PO nominations. When you are nominated, the PO 
will ask if you accept. You simply need to say, “I accept.” 
 

Campaign speeches – Traditionally, all nominees will receive a thirty second 
nomination speech [see above]. 
For example: 

• “Hello I am Senator Potts from University High School. This is my fourth year in 
congressional debate and I have been presiding for three of those years. I have 
presided for many of you in the past as well as at State. Please vote for me.”  

• “Hello I am Senator Jones from University High School. This is my third time 
participating in congress at Foley, and although I have not presided in the past, I 
would appreciate gaining experience with this chamber today. Please vote for 
me.” Note: if you have been trained to be a PO, you should say so!  
 

This speech does not count for NSDA points/recency/precedence. 
 

Votes – The Parliamentarian will conduct the vote. Do as you are told. 
 

When you have taken the chair, but before debate begins: 
 

Setting the docket: See above 

 

Housekeeping: 
Explain your procedures and your presiding style to the chamber. By way of example, 
my housekeeping procedures are as follows: “For my housekeeping: my gavel taps are 
1 at 1 minute remaining, 2 at 30 seconds, 3 at 15 seconds, and a countdown from 2:55 
to 3:00 with a resounding tap at 3:00 minutes, followed by a verbal cutoff at 3:10. I allow 
expository questions seeing as they are allowed in the NSDA rules; however, abusive 
questions are not allowed. During questioning, I acknowledge clash and such speakers 
will receive priority. I keep a loose recency on questions to ensure those who haven't 
spoken get the chance. Are there any questions regarding my housekeeping?” 
 

Begin debate: 
To begin debate the chair (you) say, “The chair would entertain a motion to begin 
debate.” Someone in the chamber should reply, ‘So moved’. Then start debate on the 
first bill by calling for authors of the bill. If there are no authors, call for a sponsor. (Note: 
sponsorship is dictated by priority and recency. See below.) 

 

Debate 
 

Motions: 
If a senator holds up their placard, they are trying to make a motion; as PO you need to 
say, “There is a motion on the floor.” There are a lot of different motions, but here are 
the more common ones with meanings and responses: 

• “Point of personal privilege to exit/re-enter the chamber.” See above. 
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• “Point of parliamentary inquiry.” A debater is trying to address the chair (you/ 
parliamentarian) with a question, such as “When are we recessing or adjourning 
etc. You say, “State that inquiry.” The debater will then ask the question, and you 
or the parliamentarian will answer. 

• “To move to previous question.” This motion is to vote on the bill. This MUST 
have a second from someone else in the chamber. Following the second, you 
should hold an auditory vote. “All in favor of moving to previous question please 
say “Aye,” [pause] all opposed please say, “Nay.” If it was clear the majority was 
in favor of moving to previous question, state,”In the ears of the chair, the Ayes 
have it and we will move to previous question.” Then hold a standing vote on the 
underlying legislation. [See below]. If it was clear that the motion for previous 
question has failed, say, “In the ears of the chair, the Nays do have it; therefore, 
this motion does fail.” If you cannot tell which side has the majority, ask for a 
standing vote. Or division will be called, which will require you to hold a standing 
vote on the motion. 

o Division; if by chance division is called, but you believe you know which 
side holds the majority, you can overrule the motion because you are the 
PO and it is your chamber. (However, your fellow debaters might resent 
you for doing so!) 

• “To suspend the rules to open the docket” This MUST have a second from 
someone else in the chamber. In order to suspend the rules, you will need a 
supermajority [See Below]. When voting to suspend the rules, hold a standing 
vote. If the motion passes the supermajority to suspend the rules, then any 
senator may add bills to the docket when selected by the PO. The addition of 
each bill must have a second from someone within the chamber in order to be 
added. To close this motion someone must move “To proceed with the rules and 
close the docket, which again needs a second and a vote. 

• “To suspend the rules to move to one sided debate.” This MUST have a second 
from someone else in the chamber. In order to suspend the rules you will need a 
supermajority. You must hold a standing vote. This motion is used when one side 
of the debate (aff or neg) has no more speeches while the other side still has 
some. The point is to only speak on one side of the bill - most judges and 
parliamentarians do not like this as it does not add to the debate. 

• “To table this bill.” A motion to table a bill/resolution must have a second and an 
auditory vote similar to previous question. Tabling a bill allows the chamber to 
move on to the next bill without voting on the current one. If the motion is passed, 
you will say’ “This motion does pass and bill [X] is tabled.” If it fails, state, “This 
motion fails.”  

o When someone wants to come back to the tabled bill, a “motion to take bill 
[X] off the table” must be made. The process is the same as tabling; if the 
motion passes, say, “This motion does pass and bill [X] is now off the 
table. We will now continue debate on that bill. 

 

Speech Terms: 
Proponency – affirmation speeches. 
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Opponency - negation speeches. “Moving on to a speech of proponency/opponency / 
negation please rise at the sound of the gavel”. 
  
Speeches:  
You must maintain a recency and precedency chart. [See your coach, or a varsity 
debater from your school - or any school – debaters are almost always willing to help 
new debaters!] 
 

When selecting a senator for a speech, say, “Senator [last name] you have recency” (if 
they spoke the earliest in the round in comparison to the others standing) or “Senator 
[last name] you have it on precedence” (least # of speeches given) “Senator [last name] 
you run unopposed” (only one standing). 
 

At the end of each speech, state something to the effect of, “Thank you senator for that 
speech of [X] minutes and [X] seconds; we will now move to a mandatory [X] minute 
questioning period; all with questions please rise at the sound of the gavel.” 
 

**If there is not an author OR sponsorship speech, the bill dies on the floor. You may 
not move to one sided debate without a first affirmative speech and according to 
Roberts Rules of Order the bill is required to die on the floor, so “Seeing as there are no 
author or sponsorship speeches for bill [X], the bill/resolution dies on the floor and we 
will move to the next bill/resolution.” 
 

Questions: 
As PO you are in charge of choosing who asks questions. “We will now move to a 
mandatory [X] minute questioning period; all with questions please rise at the sound of 
the gavel.” The way you select senators is up to you. Most POs will call on the person 
who stood first (I tend to keep a loose recency). To call on someone just say, “Senator 
[last name]. 
 

The first pro and con speech - the first two speeches for each bill receive a two minute 
questioning period.  Starting with the second affirmation speech, all questioning periods 
are one minute long. 
 

Clash - a person directly references another senator’s speech by name. The senator 
that was referenced during questioning can hold up a “c” which implies clash - the 
question must be regarding the attack on their own speech. Clash receives priority over 
everyone. “Senator [last name], with clash.” 
 

Expository - open ended questions are now permitted due to new NSDA rules.  
 

Abusive - Do not allow a senator to answer an abusive question. State, “Senator do not 
answer that as the chair views the question as abusive.” 
 

Rephrase - In congress there is no back-and-forth allowed. If a question is unclear and 
a senator says, ‘I don't understand your question, “what,” etc. do not allow the person 
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asking the question to rephrase the question. Simply state, “You may rephrase if time 
allows.” After everyone has had an opportunity to question, if time permits, you may go 
back to the senator, and ask the senator to rephrase the question.   
 

Voting: 
Simple Majority vs Supermajority - a simple majority is the general idea of what a 
majority is, if you have a chamber of 10 people (excluding the PO) simple majority is 6. 
Super majority is ⅔ of the chamber, have that math on the board like: chamber = 10 
senators; simple majority = 6; supermajority = 7. 

 

Closing Debate 

 

Recess:  
Usually, there is one recess per session which is traditionally five minutes long to switch 
PO’s. The time that you recess is determined by the parliamentarian. When that time 
comes you will say, “The chair will force a motion to recess for 5 minutes.”[Hit your 
gavel on the table since it has been moved]. A forced motion from the chair does not 
require a second. 
 

Between sessions: 
If judges switch - the parliamentarian will remain the same during general debate 
rounds, but between sessions judges switch. If the judges switch, you cannot go back to 
bills already spoken on (even if previous question was not called before the break).  
 

If the judges do not switch, you can continue debate on open bills even if they were 
spoken on before the break. 
 

Orders of the Day: 
This is to actually end the debate tournament/day. The chair is the only person allowed 
to call for this. Orders of the day is for voting on all bills which have been debated, but 
not yet voted upon. This means anything still tabled will be voted on as well as the bill 
that the chamber is currently addressing. Once everything is voted on, you may adjourn. 
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Congressional Debate’s Secret Strength:  Cooperation 
By Mr. John N. Julian, Sr. 

 

During the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver, BC, Canada, I experienced one of the wonders of 

Chinese culture.  Staying in Richmond… Vancouver’s “Chinatown” community, the Olympics 

coincided with the Chinese New Year.  In the midst of the Olympic festival, performers danced 

and sang and performed incredible feats of acrobatics – all in the midst of a celebration of sport.  

Among the various performances were a number of choreographed combat sequences – with 

swords, poles, and even bare hands.  What struck me most was the realism… the aggression… 

among a group of people who were actually colleagues in the troop on stage.  The fight was real, 

as was the risk, even if the goal was not to harm one another.  It was elegant, inspiring, and 

awesome. 

This is probably why Congressional Debate remains my first and most beloved form of Debate.  

In every other format, the format is adversarial – confrontational – clash is the most valued 

component of the event.  The goal is to beat your opponent into submission, as getting the “W” is 

all that matters.  There are many in the debate community who argue that Congressional Debate 

isn’t really debate.  Indeed, some in the Congressional Debate community would agree, and 

capitulate to those calling for more clash in Congressional Debate by advising students to 

aggressively attack other debaters and their points.  Some camps are even beginning to teach 

“aggressive offense is the only way to score in Congress.”  However, those people would be 

entirely missing the point of the event.  And we do a huge disservice to those who came before 

us if we try to turn Congress into a mass Policy/LD/PF Debate cage match.  Congress, like the 

Chinese fighting show, is cooperation disguised as clash. 

 

In short:  If you’re doing it the other way, you’re doing it wrong.  If you want to do it right, you 

need to understand five things about Congressional Debate: 

1) The goal of a Congressional Debate is to make a good debate, not just to win 
your argument. 

Much like the real Congress, Congressional Debate is about introducing a policy 

implementation (as in, we take a resolution passed by CX debaters and turn it into a law 

that can be implemented), and then debating the efficacy of its implementation.  The goal 

in any round is to change the minds of those who have entered the room – your 

colleagues – and convince them to vote for your position.  Think about it.  Some debaters 

come prepared to stand in Affirmation, some in Negation, and some (often many) come 

unprepared, undecided, or ready to debate both sides.  Your job is to make arguments that 

sway the vote.  To influence it one way or another. 

 

So how, then do we make a good debate?  Have you considered doing the following? 

- Working with others to setup specific arguments.  Use quid pro quo to get 

someone in the chamber to ask you a difficult question you already have a 

prepared answer to, and do the same for them in return.  Or give a speech with 

certain pro arguments to another student knowing you have a set of con 

arguments prepared as well.  In doing this, you can work together to improve 

BOTH of your scores.  Think strategically… if the 5 who qualify to the next level 
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out of your chamber are all working with you, you can coordinate in the next 

round as well. 

- Consider creating a shared folder for exchanging evidence and arguments with 

others – and invite other schools to join.  I know this sounds completely insane 

and counter-intuitive.  Why give your evidence to your opponents?  So they can 

craft arguments that bring yours into the spotlight.  And in turn, you can know 

what others are running and join with/extend their arguments.  If this were 

adversarial debate, I would be crazy.  BUT this isn’t supposed to be adversarial.  

It’s supposed to be collaborative.  Real Congress functions this way, believe it or 

not.  Committees are formed and vet the legislation LONG before the piece hits 

the floor.  All a shared drop box represents is a place to have committee 

deliberations to gather the evidence to be presented on the floor.  And to ensure 

the arguments on the floor are fully informed and persuasive. 

- In round, don’t attack the weak… it does you no good and wastes time.  In a 

chamber, time is currency.  Taking a full minute (plus 20-30 seconds grace that 

seems to keep happening) on questioning a clearly inferior debater with weak 

arguments eats up time that could be used for speeches later.  That time may be 

for YOUR speech that gets cut.  And the scorers… they already know the 

arguments and speech were weak… pointing it out gains you nothing, but spends 
time you or your teammates might not have. 

By cooperating, you can strengthen your own position while, at the same time, elevating 

others in a way that makes the round fun, engaging, and a pleasure to watch. 

2) The audience of a Congressional Debate is not the judges… it is the other 

debaters in the chamber. 

One fatal mistake debaters make in the Congressional Debate Event is that they try to 

persuade the scorers of their superiority.  In truth, this actually makes them appear 

inferior – because they’re not speaking to the correct audience.  Imagine if any IE-er in 

Forensics began speaking in their round… to the door, and not to the judges.  They 

wouldn’t win very often.  Likewise, Congressional Debaters need to know who their 

audience is. 

 

I’m reminded of a student in a session where the topic was the repeal of the 14th 

Amendment.  Specifically, the resolution was written to eliminate “anchor babies” – 

those children of immigrants born on U.S. soil.  The 14th Amendment grants them 

citizenship.  Speaker after speaker got up and expounded on the benefits or harms of 

immigration, both legal and illegal.  But somewhere in the debate, the fact that the 

legislation was repealing the WHOLE of the 14th Amendment was lost.  My student rose 

to speak in Negation, and quickly pointed out that the proposal would also repeal the 

protection against certain seizures by the government, the punishment for treason and the 

ability to prosecute spies, among other things.  There was only one question, from one 

student, asking “Is that true?”  The vote followed soon after, and was 100% unanimous 

against passage.  And she won the session with a picket fence (1-1-1 from 3 judges). 
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In this case, the winning argument wasn’t to oppose any one person, or even to 
address her remarks to the scorers.  But by persuading her fellow senators to join 
her, she won the vote, and the round.  Unlike adversarial rounds of PF and CX, where 
you’ll never get your opponents to agree with you, in Congress, your message can 
have sway – and that sway can win you rounds. 
 
In fact, most judges actually don’t want you to address them.  At many tournaments, 
the tab room instructs the scorers that they are observers, sent to watch the 
Congress debate itself.  The scorers view the others in the chamber not as 
opponents, but as colleagues.  To turn and ignore your peers in front of your judges 
is rude – and will set the tenor of your performance in the wrong direction.  Judges 
want to see you persuading the others, not them.  They, after all, don’t get to vote on 
passage of the legislation. You do.  Understanding the role their ballot plays will help 
you design a better performance and get better scores. 
 

3) The purpose of a Congressional Debate is to vet the issues among colleagues, 

not to defeat an opponent. 

 
In debate, each event is unique.  Despite the global forces of evil attempting to 
homogenize all debate into a single form (have you noticed how similar LD, CX, and 
PF are becoming, both in style and language?), each event actually fits into a natural 
flow of debate that exists in society – and each serves a specific purpose.  To wit: 
 
- First we have LD debate – where a philosophical question is posed.  How should 
we behave as a society?  As individuals?  What things do we accept as maxims and 
what things do we reject out of hand?  In LD, these principles are then applied to a 
specific societal dilemma:  How should we deal with gun violence, for example? 
- Next we pass the torch to the CX Debaters – who take the proposal from the LD 
folks (We must act to curb gun violence) and turn it into a specific question of 
policy:  “The USFG should substantially reduce gun violence in the United States.”  
These teams then dive deep into the research and find studies and evidence and 
analysis that shows that the best way (or one way) to curb gun violence is to limit 
access to gun by the mentally ill. 
- Then comes Congress – who take the proposal (the winning cases) from CX and 
implement them as law.  A bill is proposed that ownership of firearms by a person 
previously under treatment for mental illness is hereby prohibited.  And floor 
debate begins – amendments are made, and if passed, the bill becomes law. 
- Finally, the Public Forum debaters take the stage – and the talking heads on TV 
analyze the living daylights out of Congress' action, after the fact, to lead to more 
questions about how society should have acted and should again act in the future. 
 
And the cycle repeats… 
 
Given our position in the debate food chain, Congressional Debaters can begin to 
formulate a process for vetting the resolution or bill placed before them.  
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Unfortunately, because Congressional Debate still has the stigma of being “Debate 
for IE-ers”, people expect and treat the event as a speech fest rather than an 
essential cog in the debate process.  Raise three reasons to approve or reject and 
then sit down becomes the norm.  This begs the question:  How must we operate – 
or dare I say, cooperate – to fulfill our role in the debate food chain? 
 
Suppose, for a moment, that we accept as a premise that all questions of policy must 
be evaluated by four stock issues:  Significance, Inherency, Solvency, and Net 
Advantages.  Congress, being a debate about the implementation of a specific policy, 
would then follow that premise.  If this were true, then debate would flow along 
these lines: 
 
- Authorship/Sponsorship speech:  A speech to present the scope of the problem 
we’re addressing (Sig), the problems with the current system (Inh), and how this 
specific bill solves them (Solv). 
- The 1st Opposition speech deals primarily with how the problem isn’t significant, 
the status quo solves the problem, and/or the bill itself doesn’t solve the problem 
outlined by the Author/Sponsor. 
- The ensuing 3-4 speeches construct Advantage or Disadvantage arguments, or 
even offer more Inherent barriers (why the current laws fail), more solvency 
questions (bill is too expensive, etc.) 
- The next 3-4 speeches offer arguments Aff and Neg that rebut previous speakers’ 
positions or extend (add more evidence or clarification of) positions made by 
previous speakers. 
- Once the debate becomes stale, one speaker steps up and offers a summary of the 
debate, invites the opposition to do the same, and calls for the Previous Question. 
 
Elegant?  Precise?  Awesome?  Efficient?  All of this and more could be ours if we 
would begin to recognize that we’re doing it wrong.  Judges won’t have to penalize 
students for speaking too long on a single topic.  Debate would last 45-60 minutes 
instead of 2 hours on one bill.  True… not everyone would be able to speak.  But, 
once they realize their constructive arguments will hinder the debate if offered too 
late, they can drop the idea of trying to speak on a bill and begin prep for the next 
bill on the agenda.  And write that awesome sponsorship/1st Opposition speech and 
practice it for 30 minutes in their head prior to speaking. 
 
In this sense, cooperation takes the form of being willing to coordinate with other 
debaters in round for specific types of speeches, or to forgo a speech on a specific 
bill altogether, in favor of allowing debate to run its course.  In doing so, we can 
make a stronger argument/speech on the next item up for debate, and help preserve 
our spot on the final ballot through both our eloquence AND our choice to remain on 
the sidelines when we have nothing to contribute. 
 

4) The ideal Congressional Debate has many strong voices, not a stark few.  

Helping others is as important as helping yourself. 
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A judge at the Harvard Tournament (one of the largest Congressional Debates in the 
country), specifically wrote me an email about one of my debaters.  The judge said 
she was a well-spoken and well-prepared debater who engaged the debate and 
spoke with eloquence.  But that’s not why he voted for her.  He said he was most 
impressed by her ability to both aggressively handle other championship-level 
debaters, while at the same time nurture and lead the less experienced ones.  It was 
this ability – to identify and separate those she needed to engage from those who 
weren’t a threat.  In fact, she would marshal those younger debaters to help her out 
– asking targeted questions of her and helping her in key votes.  This ability to form 
alliances with people she didn’t even know was key to her success. 
 
This is a key secret in Congress:  It is often better to help a fellow debater clarify a 
position or round out an argument than to point out their flaw for the judges. 
 
For example:  A younger, less experienced debater has raised an argument that a bill 
will result in $10 billion in costs to the Federal Government, but only raises $2 
billion in revenue.  In fact, the evidence cited by the novice debater is taken out of 
context, and you know this.  One tack you might take is to pounce on him during 
questioning and point out his flaw.  This would be fun, and somewhat satisfying.  
But… he is not really a threat to you, and beating him up in questioning might make 
you appear overly aggressive.  Instead, a wise Congressional Debater will stand in 
support of the younger debater (at the next available speech on his side), and one 
point of the speech would be to read the proper citation and add that “while my 
distinguished young colleague from St. Mary’s School was mistaken in his citation – 
his premise was completely valid.”  And then go on to offer more evidence about 
how expensive this bill really is. 
 
By another example:  A fellow Senator, on a bill to make community college free for 
all low income students, mistakenly claims that the bill will help fill the need for 
medical doctors in the healthcare system.  The first 3-4 questioners jump right on 
that and point out that community colleges don’t train doctors.  You, knowing that 
the Senator meant to say “medical professionals,” ask the question, “Senator, did you 
mean to say this would provide more staff for doctors, like nurses and technicians, 
and such?”  This question clarifies the debate, removes the embarrassment from the 
speaker, and makes you appear helpful in the judges’ eyes. 
 
Sometimes it is better to help another than try to take the glory all for yourself. 
 

5) The practice of a Congressional Debate is to show respect, not to win an 

argument at any cost. 

I have started asking myself another question recently:  How is it that our Congressional 

Debaters don’t have a fundamental understanding of the rules for Congress?  Let me ask 

it a different way:  How can anyone play soccer without a basic understanding of the 

rules?  That touching the ball with your hands (unless you’re the goalie) is a foul.  That 
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tackling an opposing player without the ball is a bad thing and will get you sent off.  That 

you can’t be offsides (yes, this one can be complicated, but if you’re a player, you MUST 

understand it to be successful). 

 

Likewise, I am increasingly running into debaters who don’t know that you can’t speak 

unless recognized, unless you’re the PO (doing so is a foul).  That you cannot attack 

another debater’s character in your speech (the penalty is losing your right to speak in the 

session).  That amendments are perfectly valid (even though they’re complicated).  

Believe me when I say I’ve heard Parliamentarians who refuse to accept amendments 

because they’re hard.  Imagine a FIFA Referee refusing to call offsides.  This is 

unacceptable. 

 

Congress Scorers, Parlis, and Debaters all need to understand that decorum is a voter in 

Congress.  Why do we have decorum requirements in Congress?  Because in Congress, 

we cooperate to reach consensus… and in a cooperative assembly, respect for one 

another is key.  How do we disrespect one another? 

- Wasting speech time by ignoring the PO’s gavel and speaking beyond your 

allotted time disrespects the others in the room by stealing their speech time 

(same goes for extending answers to questions beyond the gavel) 

- Making excessive motions from the floor.  If the Previous Question fails, let it go 

for a while. 

- Speaking out of turn.  Let the PO address questions about procedure, even if you 

know the answer. 

- Making comments about a speaker’s speech while they are speaking.  Or talking 

to your neighbor during a speech. 

- Knocking on the table in support of a speaker (this is Congress, not Parliament). 

- Making personal attacks on another speaker (calling someone names, or making 

derogatory remarks about their appearance, intelligence, race, gender, etc.).  

This includes OUTSIDE the round. 

- Coming to the Congress unprepared.  Sitting there and not participating makes 

debate stale, short, and shallow.  By coming without any prep work, you actually 

harm debate in the chamber, and weaken your ethos in the eyes of your peers. 

I know this is a lot to digest in a single article.  Indeed, each of these could be articles unto 

themselves.  But the point, my fellow Congressional debate aficionados, is that our event is not 

only a form of debate, but a needed form of debate, unique in its execution because it is unique 

in its purpose.   And if you can embrace these suggestions for cooperation in Congress, you’ll 

find your scores improving by the day. 

 

Best of luck to you all.  I look forward to seeing you out there in session. 

 

About the author: 

John Julian has been coaching since 1989.  His students have earned awards, both as a team and 

as individuals, at State, National, and TOC levels of competition in Congressional Debate going 

back 25 years… with one of his students reaching the outrounds at Nationals or TOC every year 
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of the last 8.  He is invited regularly to serve as Parliamentarian at various National Circuit 

tournaments, including the Semis or Finals at 7 of the last 8 NSDA Nationals.  During the 

summer, he lectures on Parliamentary Procedure and Congressional Debate at many camps.  He 

is also a certified Professional Parliamentarian who contracts for services with the likes of 

Amazon, Microsoft, and other companies, as well as government bodies and union meetings. 
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Introduction to Congressional Debate 

By Dr. Roberta Rice  

 

Writing Legislation1 

 

 The first thing to do when writing legislation is to brainstorm ideas with the varsity 

members of congress.  Try to choose controversial issues that you might be interested in 

discussing for several speeches.  Try to avoid overdone topics such as gun control, abortion, 

legalizing drugs, same-sex marriage, etc.  Your varsity will be able to guide you in this.   

If your idea should be mandated as a law, make it a bill.  If it is something that should be 

a recommendation, make it a resolution.   

Bill= Law and carries penalties.   

Resolution = recommendation and is just a suggestion 

 

Bills 

1. Bills must be specific.   

2. Title your Bill!   

3. Start numbering each line of the bill after the title.  Most word processing programs 

include a function with which you can number lines.  You want to number the lines 

because your fellow legislators may refer to, or amend, specific lines of the bill. 

4. ALL LEGISLATION SHOULD BE TYPED, DOUBLE SPACED! 

5. Start the first line with a sentence such as:  “Be it enacted by the Student Congress 

Assembled that…”  Then start Section 1 and state the first action or procedure of your 

bill.  YOU MUST NOT include reasons for accepting your bill.  Those will be given 

in your speech. 

6. Section 2 will deal with any exceptions to the conditions of the bill outlined in 

Section 1. 

7. Section 3 will deal with enforcement and 

8. Section 4 deals with funding 

9. Sign your bill with the words:  Respectfully submitted by, (name of your school).  

These lines ARE NOT NUMBERED. 

10. Ideally your bill should not exceed one page. 

 

Resolutions 

1. Use an idea that should be a recommendation rather than a law. 

2. Title your resolution and number the lines just like in a bill.  TYPED, DOUBLE 

SPACED. 

3. Start with the words “Whereas” and then a reason for supporting your resolution.  

End with the word “and,” 

4. Start a new line with a new “Whereas” clause followed by a second reason for 

supporting your resolution, end with the word “and,” 

                                                 
1 The National Forensics League provides a bill and a resolution template for your use.  You may access both 

templates at: http://www.nflonline.org/AboutNFL/LeagueManuals  

http://www.nflonline.org/AboutNFL/LeagueManuals
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5. Be careful not to give all of the information you will put in your supporting speech, 

facts, statistics, testimony, etc.  Ideally you should have two to four strong reasons for 

supporting your resolution. 

6. Continue with whereas clauses until you have at least three or four good reasons.  

Then type “THEREFORE Be it resolved by the student congress here assembled 

that…” 

7. And then put the recommendation that you wish to make. 

8. Sign the bottom with the words Respectfully submitted by, (name of your school).  

These lines ARE NOT NUMBERED. 

 

 

 

Competition in Congress 

 

Prior to Competition 

1. Research – prepare fact sheets – plan on as close to 3 minute speeches 

as you can get.  USE ALL THE TIME.  Make it a team effort to 

research all of the legislation in the docket for the tournament.  This 

way there will be both pro and con evidence for each piece of 

legislation.  As a novice it’s OK to pre-write your speech but eye 

contact is CRITICAL so rehearse your speech several times.  Delivering 

a speech from “talking points” is actually a better way to ensure good 

eye contact and allows you to reference other speaker’s speeches. 

2. Prepare a speech of authorship – 3 minutes.  USE ALL THE TIME.  

Remember that every pieces of legislation from your school should be 

authored in EVERY CHAMBER at a tournament so more than one 

authorship speech will need to be prepared. 

3. Make your own Name placard on a computer.  Today tournaments are 

beginning to supply these but being prepared with your own placard 

assures that your name will be easily read and you will appear prepared 

and professional. 

4. If the agenda is not pre-set, go into the tournament with some idea of 

how you would like to set the calendar.  Be sure to stand up and propose 

this idea at the appropriate time in the session! 

 

At Competition 

1. Elect the Presiding Officer.  You may even want to run!  In which case you 

should read the notes about being a presiding officer elsewhere in this book 

2. Set the Calendar.  This is where students propose a calendar of 

bills/resolutions to be discussed during the session.  Be sure when you suggest 

a piece of legislation for the calendar that you KNOW there are both pro and 

con speeches.  NEVER set a calendar with legislation where there is no pro 

speech.  This just wastes valuable time.  If you’ve done your research properly 

everyone on your team should have talking points for each piece of 

legislation. 
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3. The authorship speech (or sponsorship speech if no author is present) and the 

first negative speech is three minutes followed by a mandatory two minutes of 

questioning.   

4. All speeches following the authorship speech and the first negative speech are 

three minutes followed by a one minute mandatory questioning time. 

5. When asking questions, please keep the question short and to the point.  

Similarly answers should be short and to the point.  Only one question at a 

time may be asked and the questioner must sit down and raise his/her placard 

in order to be in line for another question. 

6. Speeches are scored on a 1-6 point scale (1-8 point scale at Nationals) and 

include the answers to questions.    

7. At the beginning of the session, speakers are chosen based on the first 

placards seen by the presiding officer.  After a few speeches, recency and 

precedence become established and the PO uses those criteria to choose 

remaining speakers. 

Precedence – speakers who have not given a speech will be chosen 

over speakers who have given a speech.  If a speaker has given 

three speeches, a speaker that has only given two will be given 

PRECEDENCE over the three speech speaker and will get to give 

the next speech. 

 

Recency – if the speakers are equal in the number of speeches they 

have given, then the PO looks at who has spoken the most recently 

and chooses the speaker who has not spoken recently.  For 

instance, if a speaker who gave speech #4 and a speaker who gave 

Speech #15 both wanted to speak, the speaker who gave speech #4 

would have recency and would be chosen to give the speech. 

 

8. Motions 

The Big Five – Although there are more motions than the ones discussed here, 

these five are the ones most often used.  Elsewhere in this manual you will 

find a complete list.  Certainly if you wish to become a presiding officer you 

will need to learn the whole list. 

 

To Amend – means to make changes to the wording of the legislation.  Must 

be written on the proper form and submitted first to the Parliamentarian for 

approval prior to being called.  An Amendment may be called for between 

speeches on a piece of legislation and must receive a 1/3 second prior to being 

discussed. 

 

Previous Question – this is the motion to close debate and vote on the piece of 

legislation.  Since you have to “vote to vote,” this motion must receive a vote 

of 2/3 in order to actually vote on the legislation 

 

To Lay on the Table – this motion is used when people can not get the 

necessary 2/3 vote to move to previous question or when there is no 



33 
 

authorship speech for a piece of legislation.  It takes a majority vote to lay a 

piece of legislation on the table. 

 

To Suspend the Rules – This motion is used whenever a chamber wishes to 

change the rules as stated in congress.  Typically this motion is used to extend 

questioning time, to eliminate the need to request bathroom privileges, etc. 

 

Point of Order or Point of Parliamentary Procedure –this motion is used to 

clarify rules or to correct the PO if a mistake has been made in parliamentary 

procedure. 

 

 

          How to Win 

   

1. Prepare arguments for or against legislation that you know will be on the 

docket.  Be prepared to adjust your speeches to reflect the information given 

by other speakers in the session.  Referring to these legislators by NAME as 

well as argument will earn you high marks from the scorer. 

2. If you don’t have a pre-released docket, prepare arguments for or against 

IDEAS that are commonly presented in congress. 

3. Prepare outlines during other people’s speeches so you can be ready to speak 

at a moment’s notice. 

4. Participate by making motions, calling for previous question and asking 

questions of other speakers.   

5. You should be ready to speak even if you do not agree with the legislation 

personally, but remember that ideologically you must agree with yourself 

throughout the congress sessions.  An example of this might be that you can 

not be pro-life when faced with an abortion question but then pro capital 

punishment without good reason. 

6. Be aware of your fellow congress people – be courteous and try to enable 

everyone to get the speeches that they need to give.  This will encourage 

others to vote for you should you be nominated for any type of student choice 

award.  Above all be aware of the legislation from your school and try to 

enable your team members to get the speeches that they need. 

7. When asking questions make sure that you are ASKING not making 

statements to display your own knowledge.  Avoid questions that begin “Are 

you aware that…” or “Would you agree that…”   

8. Try to sit near the front and center of the room to best attract attention – 

particularly in the beginning when recency is the same for everyone. 

9. For the purposes of the scorers stand and give your speech from the front of 

the room so that you are facing the scorers 

Take your pre-printed name placard with you so that it is easy for the 

scorer to record your name 

Make sure that you ask for special time signals, if any, from the 

presiding officer before starting. 

10. Make sure you give high quality speeches! 
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11. If a topic has been “talked to death” be willing to let it go if you have nothing 

new to say.  Scorers will not score as highly for a re-hash of information no 

matter how eloquent. 

12. If you give many speeches near the first part of the session, you might not get 

recognized during the latter part so pace yourself.  You want to be able to fit 

some speeches in near the end when the people nominating you might 

remember you better. This is especially important in a multisession congress. 

(see below) 

13. Maintain your own precedence and recency chart.  Not only does it give you 

something to do, but it helps you determine when to plan your speeches.  And 

it’s great if you decide to run for Presiding Officer! 

14. Effective presiding officers frequently get awards because they get points for 

presiding and they are highly visible, but the way to win the Congress 

tournament is to be BOTH a good presiding officer and a good speaker. 

15. In the two years since I originally wrote this article, there has been a major 

change in the way student congress awards are determined. The new NFL and 

WSFA rules have the scorers rank the top eight (8) students in the chamber. 

Everyone else receives a ranking of nine (9) from the applicable judge.  Most 

tournaments have two judges per chamber per round. Thus, in a two round 

preliminary session, you would receive two rankings per round or four judge 

rankings.  The parliamentarian will also rank the entire chamber at the end of 

the entire session. However, the parliamentarian’s rankings will ordinarily be 

used only to break a tie. Thus, it is crucially important that you be active in 

each round since your “new round judges” will not have seen your earlier 

performance. If you gave a dynamite speech in the first round and don’t speak 

in the second round, you may get a high ranking in round one and receive two 

nines in round two which could result in your not advancing to super 

congress!   
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PO Perfecto – Some Thoughts on how to be the Perfect PO 

By Dr. Roberta Rice  

 

Nomination Acceptance Speech 

 

Congratulations!  You’ve been nominated to be Presiding Officer for a session of Student 

Congress!  The challenge is to persuade the other contestants to vote for you.  The best advice 

when deciding what to say is to “accentuate the positive; eliminate the negative.” 

 

The speech should be short – less than a minute.  Start by introducing yourself and your school.  

The body of your speech should reflect your background of experiences and level of 

commitment.  In the body of your speech NEVER LIE.  However, you do need to “punch-up” or 

“sell” your past accomplishments according to your experience.  If you’ve had extensive 

experience but never PO’d before, emphasize your experience.  Students who have extensive PO 

experience need to be wary of ‘’bragging” - instead explain specifically how you will run the 

chamber.  Always end your speech by restating your name and ASKING for the listener’s vote!   

The nomination speech is less than a minute oration ABOUT YOU.  Practice it with your coach! 

 

Starting a Session 

 

Congratulations!  You’ve been elected, selected, or appointed Presiding Officer.  The entire 

session can be “won” or “lost” in the first minute of your presiding so planning ahead is vital. 

1. Call the Session to order.  If you have one, a light rap of the gavel is appropriate.  Thank 

the delegates for their votes. 

2. Determine your critical numbers.  How many for a majority, what’s 2/3, what’s 1/3, etc.   

3. Announce how you’ll be taking motions vs. How do you want them to get your attention?  

Stand or raise their placard? 

4. How will you recognize points of personal privilege? 

5. Make sure that all members have name placards that can be read clearly from a distance.  

Remind them to bring their placards up when they speak. 

6. Calling on Speakers 

When speakers have the same recency, the issue as to how to establish who should be 

called on is up to the individual PO.  The key is to be consistent and not appear to be 

playing favorites. 

 

Conducting a Session 

Organization is one of the keys to performing well as PO.  Keeping people informed and keeping 

track of speeches are two major parts of keeping a session organized 

 

Communicating 

A PO should always announce what he or she is doing!  This keeps members informed and helps 

in the job of teaching new members.  Two things a PO needs to constantly communicate are 

where the chamber is in terms of parliamentary procedure and time. 
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Standing 

 Standing rather than sitting during the time that one serves as a PO or at least during important 

matters helps a PO to communicate with the people in the back more clearly during votes.  

Standing also takes command of the room.  Standing shows a PO is actively involved in the 

functions of the Chamber. 

 

Timekeeping 

It is a PO’s responsibility to time the speeches and questioning periods.  An unfortunate aspect of 

most room designs is that the speaker usually has his or her back to the PO when speaking.  A 

way to show time signals is to ask someone to “Mirror” for you.  To “mirror” means one or more 

of the members of the Chamber mimics the time signals of the PO so that the speaker can see.  A 

different way to keep time is to use gavel raps.  In your opening speech explain how light “raps 

of the gavel” will give the time.  One rap for minute used, two light raps for two minutes used, a 

series of rapid light taps during the last 10 seconds ending with a solid “bang” for the end of the 

speech.  NEVER bang the gavel in such a way that looks like you’ve lost control!  If a speaker 

simply will not stop after 10 seconds grace, interrupt the speaker by saying “Thank you speaker.  

Your time has expired and we need to move on.” [See NFL Gavel Procedures elsewhere in this 

manual.] 

 

Always try to involve new, shy and/or otherwise uninvolved people.  During recesses, encourage 

these people to give a speech or to at least ask a question.  Asking a question helps break the ice 

for some people.  On a more mercenary level, involving people is also the sort of thing that 

voters remember when voting awards! 

 

Conducting a Vote 

Previous Question – Most voting, including that of previous question can be conducted by a 

simple raising of placards.  If 2/3 of the chamber votes in favor, there is no need to ask for the 

“Nay” vote.2 

 

Voting on Legislation – This is always a standing vote.  The easiest way to do this is to call for 

the “Ayes” to stand and then have them sit as you point to them, counting out loud.  The vote 

should be recorded on the board (if there is one) next to the title of legislation.  Next count the 

“Nays” in the same manner, and record the vote.  Finally call for the Abstentions and record 

them.  Conclude this piece of legislation by formally announcing:  “In a vote of   (# of Ayes) to 

(# of Nays) to (# of abstentions) this bill (pass/fails).  Abstentions do not count against the Ayes.  

If the number of Ayes are in the majority, the bill passes.  If the vote is split evenly, the PO must 

cast a vote.  If the PO chooses not to cast a vote, then the legislation fails for lack of a majority 

(the PO has essentially voted negative).  If the PO votes in favor, the legislation passes with the 

majority. 

 

Recesses 

Taking a short break is called “taking a recess.” Try to emphasize returning to chambers on time 

because excessive recesses seriously diminish speaking time.  However, even if you have an 

“open chamber” where people can come and go as they please, this does not give a break to your 

parliamentarian and your scorers – so be sympathetic toward them!  Be sure to keep track of 

                                                 
2 See Roberts Rules of Order Rule 48 for more information on conducting a 2/3 vote.  
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which speech you were on (Proponency or Opponency).  It is recommended that you try to take 

recess right after voting on legislation and before you open debate on a new issue. 

 

Keeping Track of Speeches 

 Recency and Precedence.  Once the session has begun and the first contestant is speaking, 

a PO needs to begin keeping track of who has spoken and when.  The method of keeping track is 

called keeping “precedence” and “recency.”  Precedence refers to the number of speeches a 

person has given.  Recency refers to how recently the speaker last spoke.  One area of 

controversy is where to place a PO on the recency chart.  The PO is scored as if giving a speech 

for each hour of presiding.  Currently the speeches are marked off on the chart but are not 

assigned a number.  Thus if a PO gave a speech during the first session and then presided for two 

hours, he/she would have three speeches on the precedence chart but have the recency of the first 

speech.   

  

Parliamentary Motions 

 

The Big Five – Although there are more motions than the ones discussed here, these five are the 

ones most often used.  Elsewhere in this manual you will find a complete list.  Certainly if you 

wish to become a presiding officer you will need to learn the whole list. 

 

To Amend – means to make changes to the wording of the legislation.  Must 

be written on the proper form and submitted first to the Parliamentarian for 

approval prior to being called.  An Amendment may be called for between 

speeches on a piece of legislation and must receive a 1/3 second prior to being 

discussed. 

 

Previous Question – this is the motion to close debate and vote on the piece of 

legislation.  Since you have to “vote to vote,” this motion must receive a vote 

of 2/3 in order to actually vote on the legislation 

 

To Lay on the Table – this motion is used when people can not get the 

necessary 2/3 vote to move to previous question or when there is no 

authorship speech for a piece of legislation.  It takes a majority vote to lay a 

piece of legislation on the table. 

 

To Suspend the Rules – This motion is used whenever a chamber wishes to 

change the rules as stated in congress.  Typically this motion is used to extend 

questioning time, to eliminate the need to request bathroom privileges, etc. 

 

Point of Order or Point of Parliamentary Procedure –this motion is used to 

clarify rules or to correct the PO if a mistake has been made in parliamentary 

procedure. 
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When All Else Fails, Read the Instructions! 
Or Rules to Keep in Mind! 

by John Turner, 2010 

 

This article was written in response to a specific request from the Foley Committee to help 

provide an explanation to student congressional debaters and congressional debate coaches of 

certain rules which have too often been “overlooked.”  

 

Recently, the Rostrum published an article endorsed by the National Forensic League 

encouraging the use of the Motion for Personal Privilege (#21 on the Chart of Most Frequently 

Used Motions) to go through the Presiding Officer in each chamber.  (See Student Congress 

Manual-page 7, Rule #8.)  This is already a rule at the State Tournament and should be observed 

at other tournaments as well.  It is not something for which the rules may be suspended.   

 

Regarding any suspension of the rules, there are only two things for which that motion can be 

made.  The first is to allow for changes on the legislative calendar.  The second is to allow the 

speaker to field questions directly from the delegates during the minute(s) of questioning 

following a speech before the chamber.  (See SCM-5) 

 

Any Bill or Resolution must be read and seconded before the chamber (either by the author, the 

sponsor, or the Presiding Officer) prior to debate beginning on that legislation.  Until it is read 

and seconded, it is not a debatable motion before the assembly or chamber.  This rule also 

applies to motions to amend.  (See SCM-2) 

 

Amendments must be submitted to the Parliamentarian in writing and state exactly the words to 

be added or stricken out.  They will be debated only if they receive the required one-third 

“second” after being read.  The amendment should be introduced only between speeches on the 

floor and must be germane to the Bill or Resolution without changing the overall intent.  (See 

State Rules and SCM-2)  The mistake that many of us still make is to take the vote to “second 

the amendment” before we hear what the language of the amendment is.  Not only does that not 

make any sense, but also who wants to vote for or against anything without knowing what it is 

that one is asked to vote on?  The proposed amendment needs to be read first, then after it is read 

ask for those who wish to “second” the amendment to vote to second the amendment. 

 

While we are on the subject of amendments, or other motions made from the floor, consider this 

rule that we still need to observe more regularly.  The Presiding Officer will pause briefly 

between speeches to recognize any motions from the floor; however, he/she should not call for 

motions.  (See SCM-6, Rule #5) 

 

And then there is this rule that most of us don’t realize yet, but here it is complete with rulebook 

reference.  The Presiding Officer is directed to keep track of “questioning” to allow for a fair 

distribution of opportunities to ask questions among all delegates and to balance questioning 

opportunities.  (See SCM-4, and SCM-6, Rule #4.)  All too often, we see presiding officers 

recognizing those who hold up their name placard first or quickest without regard to balancing 

the opportunity for questioning to all delegates.   
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In taking votes, remember that “abstentions” from voting and absentee votes are not to be 

counted as nay votes under any circumstance.  See SCM-4 for additional information. 

 

The above discussion is not designed to provide comprehensive coverage of all of the rules or 

rule changes that have come into effect at any of the meetings of the NFL or the State Committee 

or the state’s coaches in any district or school.  It is intended to highlight a few of the newer rules 

and some of those rules that we should be following, but have not yet embraced, probably due to 

misunderstanding or misinterpretation.   

 

 

*************************** 

 

Suggestions for Congressional Debaters 

David D. Smith 

1) Pleases see Mr. John Turner’s article on overlooked rules. Suspending 

the rules to allow for personal privilege is disfavored by the WSFA/NFL 

rules. Thus, a congress person seeking to exercise personal privilege 

should do the following: 

a. The member rises (or raises his/her placard) 

b. The presiding officer will recognize the member by saying “For what 

purpose does the speaker rise?” 

c. The member/speaker will reply, “I rise for a matter of personal 

privilege.” 

d. The presiding officer will then say, “State that privilege.” 

e. The member/speaker will say, “At your discretion, Mr./Ms. Presiding 

Officer, I seek permission to exit the chamber” or “to re-enter the 

chamber.”  

f. The presiding officer will reply, “At your leisure.” 

g. At this point, the member/speaker may exit/re-enter the chamber. 

2) When addressing the chamber, begin by saying, “If it may please the 

body assembled, I am representative/senator _____________ 

representing ______________ high school.”  This will allow your judge 

to get your name correct on the ballot and will help your fellow 

representatives/senators learn your name. 

3) If there is time remaining, you should state, “I now yield any remaining 

time to the chair.”  The presiding officer should then absorb any 

remaining time and proceed to the mandatory questioning period. 

4) After a member’s questioning time has elapsed, the presiding officer 

should state, “Your time has elapsed.”  The presiding officer should then 
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pause to allow for appropriate motions. The presiding officer will address 

any motions in an appropriate manner.  If there are no motions on the 

floor, the presiding officer will state, “Seeing no motions, we are now in 

line for a speech of proponency/opponency.” 

5) Dilatory, absurd, or frivolous motions should not be allowed.  See 

Robert’s Rule or Order 40.  

6) During the debate, and while the chair is speaking, or the assembly is 

engaged in voting, no member is permitted to disturb the assembly by 

whispering, or walking across the floor, or in any other way.  (For further 

information on decorum in debate, see Robert’s Rule of Order 43.) 

7) See Robert’s Rule 58 for more information on the duties of a presiding 

officer. 

8) General Consent – Business can be expedited greatly by avoiding the 

formality of motions and voting in routine business and on questions of 

little importance (e.g. in local student congresses, minor changes in 

setting the calendar or deciding how to vote on the selection of the P.O., 

will fall into this category) can be handled by general consent.  The chair 

simply handles the routine business matters by assuming 

general/unanimous consent until someone objects.  (For more 

information, see Robert’s Rules 46 and 48.) 

9) Congressional debaters often become confused on amendments.  

Although 1/3 of the body needs to second the amendment so that the 

same may be read, the amendment only requires a simple majority to be 

passed or rejected.  

10) For questions of quorum, see Robert’s Rule of Order 64. 

11) The motion to lay on the table should only be used to set aside the 

pending motion to take up something more urgent, with the full 

expectation of returning to the motion.  In student congress, one might 

table a bill or legislation when a session is about to end.  Due to its high 

rank, the motion should not be used to kill a motion. When the urgent 

business is concluded, the matter which has been tabled should be 

returned to. This is done by a member making a motion to “take the 

matter from the table.”  There is no such thing as “untabling” a matter! 

12) The motion to postpone indefinitely is a subsidiary motion (see 

discussion of types of motions elsewhere in this manual).  This motion 

does have the effect of “killing” a motion.  A motion to postpone to a 

definite time (a subsidiary motion) may also be made.  In my experience, 

most congressional debaters mistakenly make a motion to lay a matter on 

the table when they really should be making a motion to postpone to a 

definite time.  
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13) A congressional debater may propose a short intermission even while 

legislation is pending, by moving to recess for a specified length of time.  

The motion to take a recess may not interrupt another speaker, must be 

seconded, is not debatable, can be amended (for example, to change the 

length of the recess), cannot be reconsidered, and requires a majority 

vote.   

14) Please remember that even though congressional debate is the most 

formal of the various styles of high school debate, it too is designed to be 

fun!  You should always take your role as a congressional debater in a 

serious manner, and yet you should always remember that we are doing 

this for fun.  Sometimes, in the “heat of battle,” congressional debaters 

take or make arguments in a personal manner.  This is never appropriate 

in any type of debate.  We are debating the issues, not casting aspersions 

on our colleagues.   

 

Standard NFL Gavel Time Procedures 

 

Gavel once when two (2) minutes have been used i.e. the speaker has 

one (1) minute remaining; 

 

Gavel twice when two and one-half (2 1/2) minutes have been used i.e. 

the speaker has thirty (30) seconds remaining; 

 

Gavel three times at the expiration of the three (3) minute speech; 

 

Allow the speaker a ten (10) second grace period and then gavel the 

speaker down. 
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Quick Thoughts on Robert's Rules of Order 
 

What Is Parliamentary Procedure?  

Parliamentary Procedure is a set of rules for conduct at meetings that allows everyone to 

be heard and to make decisions without confusion. 

Why is Parliamentary Procedure Important?  

Parliamentary Procedure is important because it's a time tested method of conducting 

business at meetings and public gatherings. It can be adapted to fit the needs of any 

organization. Today, Robert's Rules of Order newly revised is the basic handbook of 

operation for most clubs, organizations and other groups.  

 

Organizations using parliamentary procedure usually follow a fixed order of business. Below is a 

typical example:  

1. Call to order.  

2. Roll call of members present.  

3. Reading of minutes of last meeting.  

4. Officers’ reports.  

5. Committee reports.  

6. Special orders --- Important business previously designated for consideration at 

this meeting.  

7. Unfinished business.  

8. New business.  

9. Announcements.  

10. Adjournment. 

The method used by members to express themselves is in the form of moving motions. A motion 

is a proposal that the entire membership take action or a stand on an issue. Individual members 

can:  

1. Call to order.  

2. Second motions.  

3. Debate motions.  

4. Vote on motions. 

There are four Basic Types of Motions:  

1. Main Motions: The purpose of a main motion is to introduce items to the membership 

for their consideration. They cannot be made when any other motion is on the floor, and 

yield to privileged, subsidiary, and incidental motions.  

2. Subsidiary Motions: The purpose of a subsidiary motion is to change or affect how a 

main motion is handled.  A subsidiary motion is voted on before a main motion.  

3. Privileged Motions: The purpose of a privileged motion is to bring up items that are 

urgent about special or important matters unrelated to pending business.  
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4. Incidental Motions: The purpose of an incidental motion is to provide a means of 

questioning procedure concerning other motions.  An incidental motion must be 

considered before the “questioned” motion. 

How are Motions Presented?  

1. Obtaining the floor  

a. Wait until the last speaker has finished.  

b. Rise and address the Presiding Officer by saying, "Mr. Chairman/Madame 

Chairwoman."  

c. Wait until the Presiding Officer recognizes you. 

2. Make Your Motion  

a. Speak in a clear and concise manner.  

b. Always state a motion affirmatively. Say, "I move that we ..." rather than, "I 

move that we do not ...”  

c. Avoid personalities and stay on your subject. 

3. Wait for Someone to Second Your Motion  

4. Another member will second your motion or the Chairperson will call for a second.  

5. If there is no second to your motion, the motion fails for want of a second.  

6. The Presiding Officer States Your Motion  

a. The Presiding Officer will say, "It has been moved and seconded that we ..." 

Thus placing your motion before the membership for consideration and action.  

b. The membership then either debates your motion, or may move directly to a vote.  

c. Once your motion is presented to the membership by the Presiding Officer it 

becomes "assembly property,” and cannot be changed by you without the consent 

of the members. 

7. Expanding on Your Motion  

a. The time for you to speak in favor of your motion is at this point in time, rather 

than at the time you present it.  

b. The author of a bill or the mover on a motion is always allowed to speak first.  

c. Technically argument is directed to the Presiding Officer.  However, as a 

practical matter, the scorer is awarding points.  It is therefore important that the 

scorer is able to see and hear your speech.  The legislative body (student 

congress) also needs to see and hear your speech since the body will be voting on 

your motion. 

d. As a matter of courtesy, you may begin your speech by saying, “If it may please 

the body assembled, my name is *****, representative/senator from **** High 

School.”  Then simply start your speech 

e. All speeches are limited to three (3) minutes.   

8. Putting the Question to the Membership  

a. The Presiding Officer asks, "Are you ready to vote on the question?"  

b. If there is no more discussion, a vote is taken.  

c. A member may rise to a motion to previous question.  A motion to previous 

question is a subsidiary motion.  It will force a vote on the motion.  However, 

such a motion must be seconded and requires a 2/3 vote.  Such a motion is not 

debatable. 

d. In student congress it is advisable to avoid the motion to previous question if 

members wish to speak on a particular issue since the speeches are being graded 

and it is through speeches that members of the congress are awarded NFL points. 
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Voting on a Motion:  

There are five common methods to vote on a motion: 

1. By Voice -- The Presiding Officer asks those in favor to say, "Aye" or “Yes,” and 

those opposed to say “Nay” or "No,” Any member may move for an exact count.  

2. By Roll Call -- Each member answers "yes" or "no" as his name is called. This 

method is used when a record of each person's vote is required.  

3. By General Consent -- When a motion is not likely to be opposed, the Presiding 

Officer says, "if there is no objection ..." The membership shows agreement by 

their silence, however if one member says, "I object," the item must be put to a 

vote.  

4. By Division -- This is a slight verification of a voice vote. It does not require a 

count unless the Presiding Officer so desires. Members raise their hands or stand.  

5. By Ballot -- Members write their vote on a slip of paper; this method is used 

when secrecy is desired.  For example, when voting for presiding officer.  

There are two other motions that are commonly used that relate to voting.  

1. Motion to Table -- This motion is often used in the attempt to "kill" a motion. 

The option is always present, however, to "take from the table,” for 

reconsideration by the membership.  

2. Motion to Postpone Indefinitely -- This is often used as a means of 

parliamentary strategy and allows opponents of a motion to test their strength 

without an actual vote being taken. Also, debate is once again open on the main 

motion.  

Remember:   

1. Allow motions that are in order.  

2. Have members obtain the floor properly.  

3. Speak clearly and concisely.  

4. Obey the rules of debate.  

5. Most importantly, BE COURTEOUS. 
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ROBERTS RULES OF ORDER 

Table of Rules Relating to Motions 

Motion 

Cla

ss 

In order when another 

has the floor? 

Must be 

seconded? Debatable? Amendable? 

Vote 

required 

for 

adoption 

Can be 

reconsid

ered 

Main 
motion 

M No Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

Adjourn P No Yes No No Majority No 

Adjourn at 
or to a 

future time 

M No Yes Yes Yes Majority No 

Adopt, 
accept, or 

agree to a 

report 

M No Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

Amend a 

pending 

motion 

S No Yes 
If motion to be amended is 

debatable 
Yes Majority Yes 

Amend an 

amendment 

of a 
pending 

motion 

S No Yes Ditto No Majority Yes 

Amend 

something 

previously 
adopted 

M No Yes Yes Yes 

Majority 
with notice, 

or 2/3, or 

majority of 
the entire 

membership 

Negative 

vote only 

Appeal I Yes Yes Usually No Majority Yes 

Division of 

the 

question 

I No Yes No Yes Majority Yes 

Point of 

Informatio

n 

I Yes No No No not voted on No 

Lay on the 

table 
S No Yes No No Majority No 

To approve 
the minutes 

M No Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

To correct 

the minutes 

before 

adoption 

S No Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

Object to 
consider 

question 

I Yes, with limits No No No Two thirds 
Sustainin

g vote 

only 

Point of 
order 

I Yes No No No 
Is ruled on 

by the Chair 
No 

Parliament 

inquiry 
I Yes No No No 

Is responded 

to by the 
Chair 

- 
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Postpone 

indefinitely 

 
S 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Majority 

 

Aff 
 vote 

only 

Previous 
Question 

S No Yes No No Two thirds Usually 

Ratify or 

Confirm 
M No Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

To take a 

recess, if 

moved 
while 

business in 
pending 

P No Yes No Yes Majority No 

To take a 

recess, if 

moved 

while no 

question is 
pending 

M No Yes Yes Yes Majority No 

Reconsider - Limits Yes 

Yes, if the motion 

to be reconsidered 
is debatable 

No Majority No 

Rescind, 

repeal, or 
annul 

M No Yes Yes Yes 

Majority 

with notice 
or 2/3, or 

majority of 

the entire 
membership 

Negative 

vote only 

Suspend 

the rules of 
order 

I No Yes No No Usually 2/3 No 

Take from 

the table 
- No Yes No No Majority No 

To grant 

permission 

to 
withdraw 

or modify a 

motion 
after the 

motion has 

been stated 
by the chair 

I 
Yes, if not by general 

consent 

Yes, if by one 
requesting No, if by 

another 

No No Majority 
Negative 

vote only 
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Introduction to Parliamentary Procedure  
By David Smith 

 

Note: The following is an outline which I prepared for a presentation at the 2009 Whitman 

High School Debate Tournament.  I have often said that ninety percent of all parliamentary 

procedural issues involve ten percent of the rules.  If you study the following, you should be 

well on your way toward mastering your ninety percent.  Good Luck!  

 

The purpose of parliamentary procedure is to facilitate the transaction of business and to 

promote cooperation and harmony.  Parliamentary procedure should never be used to awe, 

entangle, or confuse the uninitiated. 

 

Parliamentary Procedure takes lots of practice, but is fun, as well as quick, efficient, 

organized and democratic. The majority rules, yet the rights of the minority are protected!  

 

 

GENERAL RULES 

1) No one may speak without being first recognized by the chair – not the person holding 

the floor. 

2) Statements, questions, etc., are directed to the chair. 

3) One person speaks at a time. 

4) No person may speak more than once on an issue, except the chair, until all other persons 

have had an opportunity to speak once. 

5) A person is out of order when he/she starts to make a speech without being recognized by 

the chair. 

6) Remarks are out of order when they are insulting, profane, or otherwise offend decency. 

 

Use of the gavel 

• Two taps of the gavel to call the meeting to order  

• Three taps of the gavel to stand  

• One tap of the gavel to sit 

• One tap after the ruling of a vote on a motion 

• One tap after announcing adjournment 

• One sharp tap used to get members to come to order 

• Series of sharp taps used to get members to come to order 

 

MOTIONS – IN GENERAL 

1)     Most motions may not be made if another has the floor.  Motions to raise a question of 

privilege, raise a question of parliamentary inquiry, appeal a decision of the chair and raise a 

point of order are the principal exceptions. 

 

A motion is the formal statement of a proposal or question to an assembly for consideration and 

action. 
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Main Motion 

Used when someone wants an idea considered, an action to be taken or a rule or policy to be 

adopted (you want something to be done) 

 

Anyone can make a main motion except the chair (But the chair may say, “I would entertain a 

motion to…” 

 

Steps in Presenting a Motion 

Presenting a motion requires the following steps: 

 

1. A member rises and addresses the presiding officer. 

2. The member is recognized by the presiding officer. 

3. The member proposes the motion. 

4. Another member seconds the motion. 

5. The presiding officer states the motion to the assembly. 

6. Discussion follows 

 

The presiding officer will ask for any more discussion.  If there is none, the main motion will 

be restated and then a vote will be taken:  typically by saying yeah or nay. 

The presiding officer rules on the vote. 

• If a member disagrees with the ruling on the vote by the PO, s/he can call for a “division” 

from his/her seat. 

 

◼ Classes of Motions 

◼ Motions are classified into five groups according to their purposes and 

characteristics: 

◼ Main motions 

◼ Restorative main motions 

◼ Subsidiary motions 

◼ Privileged motions 

◼ Incidental motions 

 

◼ Order and Basic Rules of Precedence 

◼ Precedence means the priority or order in which motions must be proposed, 

considered, and disposed of. The order of precedence is: 

◼ Privileged Motions 

◼ Subsidiary Motions 

◼ Main Motions 

◼ Incidental Motions (have no order of precedence)   

 

Privileged Motions - QUESTION OF PRIVILEGE 

To enable a member to secure immediate decision and action by the presiding officer on a 

request that concerns the comfort, convenience, rights, or privileges of the assembly or of the 

member, or permission to present a motion of an urgent nature, even though other business is 

pending. 
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1) Relates to rights and comfort of the assembly as a whole or of any member. 

2) May be of sufficient urgency to interrupt another who has the floor (urgency decided by 

the chair) 

3) Does not require a second – Is not debatable – Is not amendable. 

4) Is granted or denied by the chair – there is no vote unless the decision of the chair is 

appealed. 

 

 

Subsidiary Motions 

Purpose: To amend a motion that is being considered by the assembly so that it will express 

more satisfactorily the will of the members.  

 

The main motion and the motion to amend are the only motions that may be amended without 

restriction. 

 

Incidental Motions 

*To enable a member who believes that a presiding officer is mistaken or unfair in a ruling to 

have the assembly decide by vote whether the presiding officer’s decision should be upheld or 

overruled. 

 

Voting  

A vote is a formal expression of the will of the assembly 

 

When not prescribed in the bylaws, the method of voting is usually determined by the chair.  The 

assembly, at any time before the vote is taken, may also determine the method of voting by 

majority vote.  The usual methods of voting are: 

◼ General consent 

◼ Voice vote 

◼ Standing vote or show of hands 

◼ Role call 

◼ Ballot 

 

Voice vote:  Say “aye” or “nay” 

 

Make sure to use a counted vote for the following issues. Counted vote: Standing or raise 

hand/placard.  

• Division of the house 

• To determine a 2/3 vote  

• To suspend the rules  

• To close nominations 

• For previous question (stop discussion) 

• To escind a motion (get rid of a motion after passed) 

▪ Ballot vote:  Write your vote on a piece of paper  

▪ In most situations, the presiding officer only votes in the event of a tie. [See 

 Robert’s Rules of Orders for other times when the PO can vote. 

 



50 
 

Division of the House 

▪ Used when a member disagrees with the presiding officer’s ruling. 

▪ A “division” does not need a second, nor does the member have to be recognized. 

▪ The PO should ask for a counted or hand vote. 

 

Amendments 

• Motions can be amended in three ways. 

▪ Add words 

▪ Take out words 

▪ Substitute words 

• Must be seconded; they are debatable; they can be amended and require a majority vote. 

• I move to amend the main motion by (adding, taking out or substituting)… 

• Second 

• Discussion follows on the amendment 

• Vote on the AMENDMENT 

• IF the amendment passes, the floor is opened for discussion on the amended motion. 

• After discussion, a vote is taken on the amended main motion 

 

If there is a motion that you need more information about before you can make an 

informed decision what do you do with it? 

 

Refer to a Committee 

 This gives power to a few members to discuss and bring back ideas or a plan  to the 

group. 

• A committee must report by the next two meetings or the motion dies and  the 

secretary deletes it. 

• In your motion you should state: 

 -How many are on the committee (an odd number avoids ties)  

 -Who appoints the committee 

 -What power to give the committee (including when to report back) 

 

• Example:  “I move to refer the motion to reset the docket to a committee 

 consisting of five congresspersons to be appointed by the presiding officer  to 

report back at the beginning of session two.” 

 

 

When a member, including the presiding officer does something that is against proper 

parliamentary procedure and the PO does NOT correct it, what can you do to correct it? 

 

POINT OF ORDER 

1) Questions a decision by the chair. 

2) Must be raised immediately after the alleged error (except in the case of a clear violation 

of the Constitution or By-Laws. 

3) May interrupt another who has the floor. 

4) Does not require a second – Is not debatable – Is not amendable. 
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5) Is “well taken” or “not well taken” by decision of the chair – there is no vote unless 

decision of the chair is appealed. 

• Stand and say “I rise to a point of order.” 

• The presiding officer should then say, “State your Point” 

• The congressperson will then state his/her point.  For example: “Senator Jones 

from Closeby HS had recency; not Senator Friendly from Someplace HS.” 

• The presiding officer will then say, “Your point is well taken” or “your point 

is not well taken”. 

• If the presiding officer says your point is not well taken, but you feel as if you 

are right, then you should appeal the decision of the chair. 

 

POINT OF INFORMATION (Point of Parliamentary Inquiry) 

1) Must relate to pending business. 

2) May interrupt another who has the floor (but, if abusive, may be ruled out of order). 

3) Does not require a second – Is not debatable – Is not amendable. 

4) Is answered by the chair. 

5) May not be appealed. 

 

APPEAL DECISION OF THE CHAIR 

1) Any decision may be appealed. 

2) May interrupt another who has the floor. 

3) Is out of order if not made immediately after the decision appealed. 

4) Requires a second. 

5) If debatable, it is subject to the motions to table and to close debate. 

6) Is not debatable if motion pending is not debatable or if ruling relates only to decorum, 

violation of rules or order of business. 

7) May not be amended and may not be renewed. 

8) Requires a simple majority. 

 

 

CALLING THE PREVIOUS QUESTION 

• A member may call “question” from the floor without being recognized.  It means that 

s/he is ready to vote and NO ACTION is taken by the chair. 

• If a member rises, is recognized by the chair and says, “I move the previous question,” 

and another member seconds the motion then the chair should immediately ask for a 

counted vote on the decision to stop debate.  

• IF the motion passes by a 2/3 vote, then debate is stopped and a vote is taken on the 

motion previously being discussed. 

 

If you have a main motion on the floor and something else needs to be taken care of what 

motion can you make to postpone the motion? 

 

Lay on the Table 

Purpose:  

• To interrupt the pending business so as to permit doing something else immediately. 

• Must be seconded, is not debatable.   
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• Requires a majority vote. 

• Does not include a time to reconvene. 

 

1)  Deals with temporary interruptions. 

2)     Applies to main question, appeals, votes on questions of  

 privilege and reconsideration. 

3) May not interrupt another who has the floor (the congressperson making the motion must 

first be recognized). 

4) Requires a second. 

5) May not be debated or amended. 

6) Requires a simple majority. 

 

Take from Table 

Purpose:  

 To bring back the motion etc. which was laid on the table. 

  

 Example:    “I move to take the motion to invade the planet Mars  from the   

  table…” 

    

   “I second the motion.” 

    

   NO Discussion is allowed.  The motion must be voted upon.  A   

  majority vote will remove the motion etc. from the table.  

 

To Postpone…. 

▪ To a certain time 

▪ Put off the pending question to a definite day, meeting, or hour, or until after a 

certain event. 

▪ Must be seconded, is debatable, is amendable 

▪ Requires a majority vote 

▪ Indefinitely 

▪ Useful to dispose of a badly chosen motion 

▪ Must be seconded, is debatable, is not amendable 

▪ Requires a majority vote 

 

Miscellaneous Information 

• There can only be one MAIN motion on the floor at one time. 

• A member can NOT talk against his or her own motion. 

• A member CAN vote against his or her own motion 

• A vote that ends in a tie, fails. 

• Only congresspersons (or in the “real world,” actual members of the body can vote (not 

parents, guests or visitors). 

• The chairperson should ask for a standing vote when: 

• A 2/3’s vote is needed  (to suspend the rules, to close nominations, previous 

question and rescind a motion) 

• Someone has called for a division 
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…  Parliamentary Procedure helps get things done!  But…it only works if you use it right! 

✓Make Motions that are in order 

✓Obtain the floor properly 

✓Speak clearly and concisely 

✓Obey the rules of debate 

 

Most of all…Be Courteous! 
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Congressional 

Debate 
Guide 
 

“Where there 

are no laws, or 

individuals 

have their own 
rules and laws, 

there is the 

least of real 

democracy.” 

– Gen. Henry 

Martyn Robert 

(Author, Robert’s 

Rules of Order) 

Congressional Debate is a mock legislative assembly competition where students 

draft bills (proposed laws) and resolutions (position statements), which they and 

their peers later debate and vote to pass into law.  While coaches aren’t always 

required to submit legislation to meets, it gives their students the right to an 

authorship speech, introducing the bill or resolution to the chamber.   In advance of 

the meet, a docket of submitted titles or full legislative text are distributed to 

participating schools, so students may research and prepare themselves for the 

debate.  Many meets allow students to caucus in committee(s) to determine the 

agenda, wherein they strive to select topics that will yield even and engaging debate, 

as well as balancing authorship privileges among the schools participating in the 

chamber. 

 

The National Forensic League is committed to educational development of the 

individual through the vehicle of Congressional Debate, which promotes leadership 

and communication skills through rigorous interaction and debate on issues 

confronting our democracy. These skills will prepare them for learning and leadership 

throughout our lives.  

 

Prepared by Adam J. Jacobi 
www.congressionaldebate.com 

Portions ©2010 Adam Jacobi 

& National Forensic League 
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Congressional Debate Terminology 
 

➢ Legislation - a specific, written proposal (in the form of a “bill” or “resolution”) made by a member or 

committee for assembly to debate. 

➢ Bill - type of legislation that describes the details of how a policy would be enacted, if voted into law by the 

assembly. 

➢ Resolution - an expression of conviction, or value belief of an assembly, which may urge, request or suggest 

further action by another decision-making authority. 

➢ Docket - the complete packet of legislation distributed by a tournament. 

➢ Agenda - the order of legislation as suggested by a committee or member, and voted on by the assembly 

(sometimes called the calendar). 

➢ Presiding Officer (PO) - leader who runs meetings by recognizing members to speak or move. Also called the 

chair.  Modeled after the Speaker of the House of Representatives, or the Vice President or President pro 

tempore of the Senate. 

➢ Floor - when a member has the full attention of the assembly to speak (also refers to the area where the 

assembly meets, where its members speak, and where it conducts its business). 

➢ Committee - a small group of members who meet and bring recommendations to the full assembly. 

➢ Amendment - a specific change to an item of legislation, explaining exactly which words it modifies, and not 

changing the intent of the legislation itself (germane). An amendment not pertinent is ruled dilatory. 

➢ Authorship Speech - a constructive speech of up to three (3) minutes given by a member, which introduces 

an item of legislation for debate by the chamber.  It is called a sponsorship speech if given by a student who is 

not affiliated with the school the legislation originated from. All author/sponsorship speeches are followed by a 

two-minute questioning period.  The first negative speech also may have two minutes of questioning. 

➢ Questioning - period where the members of the assembly ask individual questions of the speaker.  Multiple-

part (or two-part) questions are not allowed (unless the rules are suspended for that instance, or specific 

open/direct questioning rules are used), because they take time from other members who may wish to question 

the speaker.  For all speeches that follow an authorship – except the first negative speech under NFL rules – 

the speaker may speak for a maximum of three (3) minutes, followed by one minute of questions.  All 

affirmative and negative speeches that follow an authorship speech should introduce new ideas (arguments) 

and respond to previous arguments (refute or rebut). 

➢ Precedence - standard rule in most leagues (including NFL and NCFL), which requires the presiding officer 

to choose speakers who have spoken least (or not at all).  The only exception to precedence is when a 

speaker has authorship privileges to legislation when it is introduced for debate.  In those cases, the presiding 

officer must recognize the author first.  If no author is present, selecting a sponsor is based on precedence. 

➢ Recency – standard rule in NFL, where the presiding officer not only employs precedence, but also selects 

speakers based on who has spoken least recently (or earliest).  

Before precedence is established (applies to students who have not spoken), the following method is often used: 

➢ Geography - this method is employed to balance recognition of speakers among various spatial zones in the 

chamber, so students seated in any given area aren’t disadvantaged.  The chair should ensure that an equal 

number of affirmative and negative speeches are called from the same zone.  Geography is just one approach 

to recognizing speakers. 

The following methods of speaker recognition priority are flawed and not recommended: 

➢ Activity - PO selects speakers based whom they have already recognized for questions and motions. The 

problem with this is that the PO could still be biased in recognizing legislators for questions and motions in the 

first place, and it encourages impertinent questions, just for the sake of being recognized. 
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➢ Longest Standing - PO tracks how many times speakers stand to be recognized. The problem with this is 

that speakers may or may not actually have substantive speeches prepared, but simply stand earlier to play the 

game.   

 

Oath of Office 

“I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, 

foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution; that I take this obligation freely, 

without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the 

office on which I am about to enter, so help me God.” 
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Competition Chronological Order 
 

Legislation - Participating schools may submit legislation when they register entries for competition. If the 

purpose of legislation is to effect change in the status quo, then ideas should stem from a desire to solve problems 

or meet needs.  The best legislation is debatable, meaning there is some degree of controversy in either the topic 

or how the legislation intends to address the issue(s).  Before students draft legislation, they should research the 

scope of jurisdictional power Congress has for lawmaking on the given topic, and what agency (or agencies) of the 

federal government would be responsible for enforcement and implementation of that legislation.  See the Writing 

Legislation section of this guide. 

 

Researching the Docket - Tournaments send to participating schools or post online a docket of 

legislation.  Each squad then brainstorms affirmative and negative arguments and finds supporting evidence through 

research.  Students should have a firm working knowledge of issues in the docket, but should not write word-for-

word speeches ahead of time; rather, they should be prepared to dynamically respond to arguments given by peers 

at the tournament. 

 

Role Playing - Contestants act in the manner of a senator or representative, weighing needs 

of theoretical constituents whom they represent, and in a larger sense, all American citizens.  This 

includes speaking as a legislator would talk, and acting genuinely nice to other delegates. If students 

think of the purpose of Congress as serving a higher need of solving problems in our society 

(rather than as a debate competition), they will take it more seriously.  Humor is acceptable in the 

right context, but shouldn’t be the emphasis of speaking or conduct.  Contestants should dress the 

part: professional legislators wear business attire. Dress shoes are highly recommended with 

restraint toward tasteful accessories that would not distract an audience.  

  

Chamber Opening Business - Upon arrival at a Congress, students are assigned to 

chambers, sometimes labeled as a “Senate” or “House (of Representatives),” where they would be assigned the 

appropriate courtesy title (Senator or Representative).  When tournaments prepare placards (name cards) with 

students’ names (or make cardstock paper and markers available) or have name tags, it enhances the dignity of the 

event, and makes identification of speakers by judges more efficient.  The first task a chamber assumes is to 

determine seating arrangement.  Either the tournament will provide a seating chart with assigned placements, or 

students will fill in a blank seating chart.  This facilitates easier identification by student presiding officers and 

judges. 

 

Setting the Agenda - With the legislative docket provided to schools, students in each chamber will: 

➢ Offer proposed agendas, which are presented in the order they wish to debate it.  The chamber will conduct a 

single-ballot election until one agenda receives a majority vote; or 

➢ Convene an “Agenda,” “Calendar” or “Rules” Committee, comprised of one representative from each school, 

who will collaboratively determine an agenda for the duration of the session.  By virtue of procedure, 

whatever order this committee settles upon becomes binding unless rules are suspended; or 

➢ Convene several committees based on issues (whereby all members of a chamber serve on a committee). 

Once the agenda is set, it is considered part of the standing rules of the chamber; changing it (beyond laying an 

individual bill or resolution on the table) requires a motion to suspend the rules.  This is considered ill-advised, 

because it has the potential to be manipulative and consumes time better spent facilitating speeches. 

 

Presiding Officer Election - Using a single ballot election, presiding officers are elected for each session 

(or fragment thereof as established by each individual tournament’s procedural rules). 

 

Instructions (with visual aids) for conducting elections may be downloaded from www.congressionaldebate.org. 
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Competition Structure - There are many methods of determining who earns a trophy or gavel as the 

“Best Legislator/Speaker,” or “Best Presiding Officer.”  These methods vary in their degree by tournament. The 

recommended method by the NFL is for judges to rank the top students in the chamber, and for a cumulative rank 

total to determine who advances and placement.  At some competitions, the top-rated students by judges may be 

considered a slate of nominees for the chamber to cast a preferential ballot ranking their peers, in order of favor.   

 

 

Writing Legislation 
 

Most legislation should have a national/domestic focus that 

the U.S. Congress would have jurisdiction over, taking the 

form of a bill.  A bill establishes details behind how a 

particular law must work, including when it takes effect, how 

much tax levy would be appropriated (if applicable), how 

infractions/violations will be dealt with, etc.  A bill may 

answer the who, what, when, where – and most specifically 

how – but it will never answer “why.”   Legislators explain 

rationale behind bills in their speeches, and how a bill 

implements its solution can spark deeper, more meaningful 

debate. 

Since bills attempt to solve problems faced by our country, 

brainstorming those areas is a great place to start. Students 

should be mindful of how controversial an issue is; for 

example, is it likely that students would argue against a bill to 

assist starving infants? Frequently, arguments over bills stem 

from the amount of funding. Since there are countless 

problems needing solutions, funding projects often comes 

down to whether one item should be prioritized over 

another. 

Next, students should think about exactly what the U.S. Congress has jurisdiction over. Since the Executive Branch 

runs most of the agencies that enforce federal laws, understanding those helps; 

for more information, visit www.usa.gov/Agencies/Federal/Executive.shtml. 

While foreign affairs often fall under the jurisdiction of the Executive Branch, 

funding efforts such as USAID can have an impact on the success or failure of 

United States involvement in other countries, and therefore, can be framed as 

a bill. Inspiration for legislative ideas can be found at: thomas.loc.gov. 

Writing an effective bill involves more time and research than researching one 

written by someone else. A student must ask her/himself what the legislation 

does, who is involved (government agencies), where it happens, when it is 

feasible to take place and how much time is needed for implementation, and 

how it should be carried out (a plan of action). All of these questions must be 

answered in writing the sections of the bill, with thoughtful consideration as to 

how thoroughly each section explains its plank of implementing the overall 

bill’s plan of action. 

Resolutions are simply position statements on issues Congress does not have 

jurisdiction over (such as a foreign issue, although a bill can suggest foreign 

A Bill to Establish a Specific Policy 

BE IT ENACTED BY THIS CONGRESS THAT: 

SECTION 1. State the new policy in a brief 

declarative sentence, or in as few 

sentences as possible. 

SECTION 2. Define any ambiguous terms inherent 

in the first section. 

SECTION 3. Name the government agency that will 

oversee the enforcement of the bill 

along with the specific enforcement 

mechanism. 

SECTION 4. Indicate the implementation 

date/timeframe. 

SECTION 5. State that all other laws that are in 

conflict with this new policy shall 

hereby be declared null and void. 

Introduced by Name of School 

1.   

2.   

3.   

4.   

5.   

6.   

7.   

8.   

9.   

10.   

11.   

12.   

13.  

14.   

A Resolution to Urge Further  

Action on a Specific Issue 

WHEREAS, State the current problem (this needs to 

be accomplished in one brief 

sentence); and 

WHEREAS, Describe the scope of the problem 

cited in the first whereas clause (this 

clause needs to flow logically from the 

first); and 

WHEREAS, Explain the impact and harms allowed 

by the current problem (once again, the 

clause needs to flow in a logical 

sequence); now, therefore, be it 

RESOLVED,  By this Congress that: state your 

recommendation for dealing with the 

problem (the resolution should be a 

clear call for action); and, be it 

FURTHER RESOLVED, That (an optional additional 

recommendation; if not used, end the 

previous clause with a period). 

Introduced by Name of School 

1.   

2.   

3.   

4.   

5.   

6.   

7.   

8.   

9.   

10.   

11.   

12.   

13.   

14.   

15.   

16.   

17.   

18.   
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aid), or further action (such as amending the Constitution).  Resolutions lack the force of law, and never establish 

enforcement.  

Topics & Format  

Appropriate topics exhibit seriousness of purpose.  The action proposed should be feasible, and such that the 

actual United States Congress might debate it. Topics should be debatable, meaning substantive argumentation 

exists on both sides. Legislation should be typed and double-spaced with line numbers, not exceeding one page.  

Capitalizing the words “WHEREAS” and “RESOLVED” in resolutions, and “SECTION” in bills, as well as inverse-

indenting each clause or section helps to distinguish between ideas and concepts.  

The samples above show proper formatting.  In the resolution, note the semicolon, and how it precedes the word 

“and” at the end of each “whereas” clause, and the phrase “now, therefore, be it” at the end of the last “whereas” 

clause.  Templates for drafting legislation, and sample legislation may be downloaded from 

www.congressionaldebate.org. 

 

Speaking 
 

Debate on each legislation starts with a speech introducing it to the chamber, 

called an authorship if it’s delivered by the student or school who wrote it, 

or sponsorship if delivered by a student from a different school (students 

present from the authoring school may decline the privilege of authorship).  

This first speech on each legislation is always followed by a two-minute 

questioning period.  Questions and answers are timed continuously (the clock 

does not stop) once the first questioner is recognized.  Also, the NFL requires 

a two-minute questioning period for the first negative speaker on each 

legislation. 

After the introductory speech for each legislation, students deliver 

alternating negative and affirmative speeches.  Each of these speeches 

allows a maximum of three minutes, with a one-minute questioning period 

(NFL rules) or balance of unused speaking time (NCFL rules and some states).  

If a speech is particularly controversial, a member may move to suspend the 

rules to extend questioning for an individual speaker, but this should be done 

with restraint.   

While a speaker technically has the option to not yield to questions, this is 

extremely inadvisable, since under NFL rules, scorers are instructed to take 

answering questions into account when evaluating speeches. 

Speeches should be delivered extemporaneously, which means spoken 

spontaneously based on an outline of notes, rather than recited word-for-

word from a manuscript. To do this, a speaker must be well-researched and 

prepared with ideas before arriving at the contest.  S/he will develop specific 

arguments that refute (argue against) the opposition and introduce new 

ideas and perspectives rebuilding his/her own side of debate, rather than 

simply repeating ideas shared by speakers on the same side, or ignoring 

points raised by the opposing side.  The only exception to this expectation is 

the speaker who introduces legislation (authorship or sponsorship) who may 

have a manuscript, since s/he begins debate on legislation. 

In refuting, speakers should refer to specific arguments made by peers and 

never attack the individual (ad hominem fallacy).  Be kind, generous and 

gracious with remarks, for example:  “While Sen. Smith’s argument to close 

the military base is well-intentioned…”  It is also effective to refer to general 

themes/threads made in arguments on a particular side, synthesizing and 

Speech Organization 
 

I. Introduction (15 to 30 seconds) 

A. Relate the speech to ideas that 

are, or might be, brought to the 

floor for debate. 

1. Use a quotation; and/or 

2. Use an analogy; and/or 

3. Use statistics to raise 

awareness of a problem  

B. State purpose/thesis (about 10 

seconds) 

 

II. Body (approximately 2 minutes) 

Each claim you make (whether 

constructive or refuting the 

opposition) should be supported 

with analytical reasoning and/or 

evidence with a good combination 

of quantitative statistics or facts, 

and qualitative case studies and 

quotations from experts.  Be sure to 

state the importance, or impact that 

claim has for the overall topic of 

debate and why it supports or 

opposes those views.  Example 

structure: 

1. Claim: issue of debate; point or 

points that are in conflict. 

2. Proof: evidence and reasoning 

to support the argument; 

explain how the proof relates 

to the claim (link). 

3. Impact: why the argument is 

important/significant, 

especially to the particular side 

debated. Challenge the 

opposition to respond to an 

issue. 

Give two to three meaningful 

arguments. 
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weighing the overall “big picture” impact.  After debate gets one-sided, a speech of summation is a welcome relief. 

Effective speeches that respond to other arguments made on legislation come as a result of critical listening and 

taking notes – called flowing.  Keeping track of arguments made on both the affirmative and negative sides – and 

any proof or evidence that may be questionable is the only way to keep debate dynamic or interactive. 

Speakers should use effective word choice, correct sentence structure, and clear transitions to signpost ideas 

(outline that the audience can follow).  Connect with the audience through sustained eye contact, and avoid 

standing behind a podium, if possible, because that creates a barrier with the audience. 

Asking questions helps clarify confusing points in debate and shows a genuine interest in what other speakers are 

saying.  Questions usually are not scored by judges, but how well speakers answer is scored.  Answering 

questions well shows a judge the speaker can defend his/her arguments and has sound knowledge of the topic.  

When answering, it’s best to succinctly answer just the question – no more, no less.  Do not avoid answering 

questions; give your best effort, but if you don’t understand the question paraphrase by saying “what I think you’re 

asking is…” and then answer.  If you don’t know the answer to a question, redirect your answer to what you 

do know about the topic.  It’s courteous for speakers to thank the presiding officer when s/he recognizes 

them to ask a question.  

Procedure for Debate 
 

➢ Time is of the essence, and the ultimate goal of the congress is to share time equally among legislators 

for speaking.  The more time spent on parliamentary motions, amending, etc.; the less time is available for 

speeches.   

 

➢ Setting the agenda at the beginning of the session is important.  Try to avoid changing this valuable work by 

laying items on the table once the session has begun.  This may slightly anger your judges/scorers and 

parliamentarian.  Also, do not “Lay on the Table” when calling the question fails.  Remember, calling the 

question protects the voice of the minority prior to when the vote will rest on the majority.  

 

➢ Do not yield remaining speaking time to another legislator.  The elected presiding officer may not give a 

speech while presiding, unless a tournament’s rules specifically allows for it. NFL/NCFL tournaments do not. 

 

➢ Only the presiding officer recognizes legislators who wish to question the speaker.  Suspending 

rules to allow for direct questioning is not recommended.  Legislators may only ask one question at a time; 

two-part questions are not allowed, and suspending rules to allow for them is also frowned upon. 

 

➢ Legislators stand if they wish to be recognized to move, to speak, or to vote on the main motion 

(legislation).  Votes on most other motions are usually taken by voice vote, with a “Division” called by a 

member when the vote is not clear and that member believes someone’s right to speak is being abridged.  

 

➢ Be respectful of the presiding officer and adults in the room.  If the presiding officer makes a minor mistake, 

give him/her the benefit of the doubt unless someone has been wronged.  The PO is elected by the chamber 

to run the meeting and should be allowed to fulfill this duty efficiently and effectively.  

 

➢ Voting results for a simple majority decision (except on the main motion, i.e., legislation) are based upon the 

number voting (ayes plus noes); not the number seated in the chamber at the beginning of the session. When 

debate has exhausted and no one wishes to speak (or the chamber moves to end debate), the chamber will 

vote on the legislation.  This vote is based on the number seated in the chamber, since Congress members’ 

voting records are ostensibly tracked by their constituents. 

 

➢ Amendments must be submitted to the parliamentarian in writing, who assesses its relevance (whether it’s 

germane) and render that decision to the PO.  After the current speech and questioning period, the amending 

legislator should rise and “move to amend.”  Once the motion to amend is recognized, the PO will take a vote 

to second the amendment.  Upon approval by one-third of the chamber, a delegate may move the question, or 
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the PO may call for speeches in affirmation of the amendment.  The amending legislator is not guaranteed this 

privilege; it is based on precedence and recency, if established. 

 

Gavel Signals: 
➢ 1 strong tap = call meeting to order 

➢ Speech time signals:  1 tap = 1 minute remaining     •     2 taps = 30 seconds remaining     •     3 taps = time 

has lapsed 

➢ Multiple taps (until speaker stops talking) = grace period has ended (should not exceed 10 seconds) 

➢ 1 strong tap = end questioning time (the presiding officer may also gesture a cue to questioners to be seated as 

the speaker finishes answering the final question) 

 

Helpful Phrases: 
 

You want to: You say: 

Move a motion “I move that (or to)…” 

Leave the room (restroom, etc.) Legislator says: “I move a personal privilege.” 

Chair says: “State that privilege” 

Legislator says: “To leave the room.” 

Make an amendment See “Amendments” above.  “Move to amend.” 

Close debate on the current issue “I move the previous question.” 

Ask about an error  Stand and say “Motion… I rise to a point of parliamentary 

inquiry.” 

Second a motion “Second!” 

Table “I move to lay the question on the table.” 

Take from the table “I move to take from the table…” 
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Tracking Speaking Order 

 
Keeping record of who has spoken ensures fairness in speaker recognition, and can be done with a simple table as 

demonstrated below.  When students track recency, documenting the order of speeches also helps with this 

process. Speaker side is also noted – S (sponsor), N (negative), A (affirmative) – the examples below show where 

more than one speech on the same side was given.  

 

In the example to the left, speakers’ names are snaked from top to bottom, left to right, and crossed out when a 

speaker is subsequently recognized (the speech numbers are noted in parentheses). This makes it easier to 

determine who has spoken least and least recently.  

 

In the example to the right, an alphabetized list is kept.  In both examples, the presiding officer serves for two 

hours, which counts as two speeches.   

 

 1 2 3 

1 Smith (PO) Smith (PO) Wilson (20N) 

2 Lincoln (1S) Jones  (7A) Clinton  (22A) 

3 Jones (2N) Clinton (12A)  

4 Washington (3A) Wilson (14A)  

5 Roosevelt (4N) Nixon   (17N)  

6 Jackson (5A) Carter  (18A)  

7 Reagan  (6N) Lincoln  (19N)  

8 Clinton (8N)   

9 Bush  (9N)   

10 Wilson  (10S)   

11 Harding (11N)   

12 Kennedy  (13N)   

13 Carter  (15N)   

14 Nixon  (16A)   

15 Ford  (21N)   

 

  1 2 3 

1 Bush 8 N   

2 Carter 12 A 19 A   

3 Clinton 7 A 16 A  22 N 

4 Ford           14 A   

5 Harding 10 S   

6 Jackson 5 A   

7 Jones 2 N 15 N  

8 Kennedy 11 N    

9 Lincoln 1 S 20 N   

10 Nixon 13 N   18 A  

11 Reagan 6 N   

12 Roosevelt 4 N    

13 Smith PO PO  

14 Washington 3 A    

15 Wilson 9 N  17 N  21 A 

 

Student 

Presiding 

Officer 

Debater or 

“Speaker” 

Judge or 

“Scorer” 

Congressional Debate 

at Milwaukee City Hall, Wisconsin 

As members of the National Forensic League 

community, we share a commitment to:  

• Promote ethics in research and competition.  

• Promote respect for diversity of ideas and of 

community.  

• Promote seriousness of purpose and demeanor.  

• Promote empowerment gained through knowledge. 

• Promote tools of effective and ethical leadership.   

• Promote active participation in democratic 

processes.  

• Provide an opportunity for developing higher level 

thinking skills and critical analysis of issues.  

• Develop interaction skills and cooperative decision 

making skills used in an assembly or in a committee.  

• Learn the basic principles of parliamentary 

procedure and its use in a democratic society.  

C
O

R
E

 V
A

L
U

E
S
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Presiding 
 

Supplies 
Table of Parliamentary Motions, legislative docket packet, 

stopwatch, paper (notebook or otherwise), gavel. 

 

Order of Procedure 
1. If you give a candidacy speech for election, state that you 

will be fair and work to make sure time is best spent 

giving speeches. 

2. After you are elected, say “this chamber will come to 

order.”  State that you will use your best effort to 

recognize speakers around the chamber in a fair and 

balanced manner.  Describe gavel time signals.  Explain 

procedures clearly: i.e., how you will recognize speakers, 

etc., that you will not call for motions at any time 

(speakers should seek your attention when they wish to 

rise to move something), and that when it is clear that 

debate has exhausted on a bill/resolution, you will ask the 

chamber if they are ready for the question, rather than 

waiting for the previous question (which should be 

reserved for forcing end to debate that has become one-

sided or repetitive in arguments).  Always stand when 

addressing the chamber (to project authority).  Use a 

calm, controlled and caring voice to show a genuine 

interest in the chamber’s business. 

3. When you are ready to begin, say “Who would like to 

sponsor the first legislation?” When you recognize 

speakers, use the third person: “The chair recognizes…” 

4. When a speaker concludes, say “That speech was 

__minutes and __seconds; questioners, please rise.”  Call 

on one legislator at a time, until the questioning period is over.  

You should keep track of questions to allow a fair distribution.   

5. You may gesture for questioners to sit down when it is 

apparent time is running out.  Afterwards, say  “The 

questioning period has concluded, and the speaker may 

be seated.” 

6. “Those wishing to speak in opposition, please rise.”  Call 

on a speaker, using recency and balancing areas of the 

room as much as possible.  

7. “That speech was 2 minutes and 15 seconds; questioners, 

please rise.” 

8. When you have called on the last person who wishes to 

speak on a bill/resolution, say “since this is the last 

senator/representative who wishes to speak on this 

issue, if no one objects following his/her speech, we will 

immediately move the question following his/her speech.” 

(That way, a separate vote to call previous question is 

unnecessary).   

9. When it is time to 

debate the next legislation, say “The next item of 

business is —” (say the legislation’s title). 
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General Notes 

Legislators should refer to you as:   Mr./Madam chair, 

Speaker, or President.  Legislators may not approach the front 

table without rising to a point of personal privilege. 

 

Handling Motions 
➢ Recognizing Members:  "The chair recognizes…” or 

“State your point/question."  Say their title 

(Representative or Senator) and last name. 

➢ Second: (if the chamber is silent) "Is there a second?”  

➢ Stating Motions: "It is moved and seconded that…” 

 

Taking Votes  
➢ Negative votes and abstentions are only counted for 

recorded votes (such as the main motion, i.e., legislation); 

votes taken where a fraction of members are needed are 

based on those casting a vote each time. 

➢ Voice Vote - "On the motion to [read the motion title] 

those in favor, say aye.  (Pause) Those opposed, say no."  

If the result is not clear, especially evidenced by particularly 

loud members, or if a member moves for a Division of the 

vote, then a standing vote is taken.  Do not call for 

abstentions, since a voice vote is not recorded. 

➢ Rising Vote (You may substitute “raise hands”)  "Those in 

favor of the motion to [read the motion title] will rise [or, 

"stand"]." [Count vote.] "Be seated. Those opposed will 

rise." [Count vote.] "Be seated." Calling for abstentions is 

unnecessary, except for the main motion (legislation). 

➢ Voting for individuals (presiding officer, awards) is done 

by secret ballot. 

 

Announcing the Result: “On the motion to…” 

➢ Voice Vote - "The ayes have it and the motion is 

adopted [or "carried"]." Or, "The noes have it and the 

motion is lost."  If you are unsure of the prevailing side, 

announce that you will take a rising vote (before someone 

asks for a division… to save time).  

➢ Counted Rising Vote or Show of Hands Vote - 

"With a vote of 51 in the affirmative and 23 in the 

negative, the affirmative has it [or, “there are two-thirds 

in the affirmative] and the motion is adopted."   

Or, "There are 29 in the affirmative and 33 in the 

negative. The negative has it and the motion is lost."  

 

Discipline 
➢ Motion Out of Order or Motion Not in Order 

"The chair rules that the motion is out of order  [or "not 

in order"] because . . ." 

➢ Member Out of Order  (serious offense)  "The 

member is out of order and will be seated.”

Table of Parliamentary Motions 
Following is the National Forensic League’s motion chart, annotated (non-shaded) to show motions used 

most often. 
 

 

 

 
 
 

Type Motion Purpose 

S
e
c
o

n
d

 

R
e
q

u
ir

e
d

? 

D
e
b

a
ta

b
le

? 

A
m

e
n

d
a
b

le
? 

Required 

Vote 

M
a
y
 

In
te

rr
u

p
t?

 

P
ri

vi
le

ge
d

 

24. Fix time for 

reassembling 

To arrange time of next 

meeting  

Yes Yes-T Yes-T Majority Yes 

23. Adjourn To dismiss the meeting Yes No Yes-T Majority No 

22. Recess To dismiss the meeting 

for a specific length of 

time 

Yes Yes Yes-T Majority No 

21. Rise to a question of 

privilege  

 

To make a personal 

request during debate 
No No No Decision of 

 the Chair 

Yes 

20. Call for orders of the 

day 

To force consideration of 

a postponed motion 
No No No Decision of 

 the Chair 

Yes 

In
ci

d
e
n
ta

l 

19. Appeal a decision of the 

chair 

To reverse a decision Yes No No Majority Yes 

18. Rise to a point of order 

or parliamentary 

procedure 

To correct a 

parliamentary error or 

ask a question 

No No No Decision of 

 the Chair 

Yes 

17. Division of the chamber To verify a voice vote No No No Decision of 

 the Chair 

Yes 

16. Object to the 

consideration 

of a question 

To suppress action No No No 2/3 Yes 

15. Divide a motion To consider its parts 

separately 
Yes No Yes Majority No 

Table of Most Frequently Used Parliamentary Motions 

Adapted for use in NFL Congressional Debate 
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14. Leave to modify or  

withdraw a motion 

To modify or withdraw a 

motion 
No No No Majority No 

13. Suspend the rules To take action contrary 

to standing rules 
Yes No No 2/3 No 

Su
b
si

d
ia

ry
 

12. Rescind To repeal previous action Yes Yes Yes 2/3 No 

11. Reconsider To consider a defeated 

motion again 
Yes Yes No Majority No 

10. Take from the table To consider tabled 

motion 
Yes No No Majority No 

9. Lay on the table To defer action Yes No No Majority No 

8. Previous question To force an immediate 

vote 
Yes No No 2/3 No 

7. Limit or extend debate To modify freedom of 

debate 
Yes Yes Yes-T 2/3 No 

6. Postpone to a certain 

time 

To defer action Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

5. Refer to a committee * For further study Yes Yes Yes Majority Yes 

4. Amend an amendment ° To modify an amendment 1/3 Yes No Majority No 

3. Amend ° To modify a motion 1/3 Yes Yes Majority No 

2. Postpone indefinitely To suppress action Yes Yes No Majority No 

Main 1. Main motion To introduce a business Yes Yes Yes Majority No 

 
* No. 5 should include:  ° Nos. 3 and 4 by: 

1. How appointed?                  T = Time 1. Adding (inserting) 

2. The number  2. Striking (deleting) 

3. Report when or to what standing committee  3. Substituting 
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Recency Table & Fractions of 

Voting  
       

1       

2       

3       

4       

5       

6       

7       

8       

9       

10       

11       

12       

13       

14       

15       

16       

17       

18       

19       

20       

21       

22       

23       

24       

25       

26       

27       

28       

29       

30       
 

# Votes 

Cast 
Majority 

Two-
Thirds 

One-Third  
# Votes 

Cast 
Majority 

Two-
Thirds 

One-Third 

6 4 4 2  16 9 11 6 

7 4 5 3  17 9 12 6 
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8 5 6 3  18 10 12 6 

9 5 6 3  19 10 13 7 

10 6 7 4  20 11 14 7 

11 6 8 4  21 11 14 7 

12 7 8 4  22 12 15 8 

13 7 9 5  23 12 16 8 

14 8 10 5  24 13 16 8 

15 8 10 5  25 13 17 9 

Congressional Debate Rubric: 

Speaking 
This table of evaluation standards may be used by any judge who would like assistance in determining 

scores for speeches. Each scorer independently (without collaborating) awards 1 to 6 points for each 

speech.  Each speaker has up to three minutes to present arguments followed by a questioning period 

(the time length for which will vary, depending on specific league rules). 

 
Points 3 4 5 6 

 Mediocre Good Excellent Superior 

C
o

n
te

n
t:

  
O

rg
a
n

iz
a
ti

o
n

, 
 

E
v
id

e
n

c
e
 &

 L
a
n

g
u

a
g
e

 

The speech 
lacked a clear 

thesis and 
organizational 

structure.  
Claims are only 

asserted with 
generalizations 

and no real 
evidence.  

Language use is 
unclear or 
ineffective. 

While the speaker’s 
purpose is present, 

the speech lacks 
logical organization 

and/or developed 
ideas.  Analysis of 

evidence, if present, 
fails to connect its 

relevance to the 
speaker’s claims.  

Use of language is 
weak. 

While a clear purpose is 
apparent, organization 

may be somewhat loose 
(weak 

introduction/conclusion; 
no transitions between 

points). Diction 
represents a grasp of 

language. Much evidence 
is presented, but not in a 

persuasive or effective 
manner; or the speaker 
relies on one piece of 

evidence, but does so 
effectively. 

Content is clearly 
and logically 

organized, and 
characterized by 

depth of thought 
and development 

of ideas, supported 
by a variety of 

credible 
quantitative 

(statistical) and 
qualitative 
(testimony) 

evidence analyzed 
effectively to draw 

conclusions. 
Compelling 

language, a 
poignant 

introduction and 
conclusion and 

lucid transitions 
clearly establish 

the speaker’s 
purpose and frame 

the perspective of 
the issue’s 

significance. 

A
rg

u
m

e
n

t 

&
 

R
e
fu

ta
ti

o
n

  

The speaker 

offers mostly 
unwarranted 

assertions, 
which often 

The speaker fails to 

either introduce new 
arguments (simply 

repeating previous 
arguments) or the 

New ideas and response 

to previous arguments 
are offered, but in an 

unbalanced manner (too 
much refutation or too 

The speaker 

contributes to the 
spontaneity of 

debate, effectively 
synthesizing 
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simply 

repeat/rehash 
previous 

arguments.   

speaker fails to 

refute previous 
opposing arguments; 

in other words, no 
real clash is present. 

many new arguments).  

Questions are answered 
adequately. 

response and 

refutation of 
previous ideas with 

new arguments.  If 
the speaker fields 

questions, he/she 
responds with 
confidence and 

clarity. 

D
e

li
v
e
ry

 

Little eye 
contact, 

gestures and/or 
movement are 
present.  Vocal 

presentation is 
inarticulate due 

to soft volume 
or lack of 

enunciation. 

Presentation is 
satisfactory, yet 

unimpressively read 
(perhaps 
monotonously) from 

prepared notes, with 
errors in 

pronunciation and/or 
minimal eye contact.  

Awkward 
gestures/movement 

may be distracting. 

The presentation is 
strong, but contains a 

few mistakes, including 
problems with 
pronunciation and 

enunciation.  The speech 
may be partially read 

with satisfactory fluency.  
Physical presence may be 

awkward at times. 

The speaker's 
vocal control and 

physical poise are 
polished, 
deliberate, crisp 

and confident. 
Delivery should be 

extemporaneous, 
with few errors in 

pronunciation.  Eye 
contact is effective 

and consistent.  

 

Scores of less than three (3) are rarely encouraged, and should be reserved for such circumstances as 

abusive language, a degrading personal attack on another legislator, or for a speech that is extremely brief 

(less than 45 seconds) or delivered without purpose or dignity for the cause exhorted by the legislation.  

Substantial written comments and description of specific incidents should accompany such scores.
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Congressional Debate Rubric: 

Presiding 
 

This table of evaluation standards may be used by any judge who would like assistance in determining 

scores for a presiding officer (PO). Each scorer independently (without collaborating) awards 1 to 6 

points for each hour of presiding. 

 
Points 1-2 3-4 5-6 

 Weak – Mediocre Good Excellent – Superior 

S
p

e
a
k
e
r 

R
e
c
o

g
n

it
io

n
 

The P.O. needs to improve 

his/her communication with 
fellow delegates to gain their 

trust and respect relating to 
the rationale for rulings 

made.  Frequent errors are 
made in speaker recognition, 

which lacks consistent 
method or impartiality. 

While the P.O. does not 

adequately explain his/her 
preferences for running the 

chamber in advance, he/she 
does clearly explain rulings, 

when necessary.  Speaker 
recognition may be 

somewhat inconsistent or 
biased. 

Presiding preferences are 

clearly explained at the 
beginning of the session and 

executed consistently.  The 
P.O. is universally respected 

and trusted by his/her peers, 
and is consistent in 

recognition (very few errors) 
and rulings, distributing 

speeches throughout the 
room geographically, equally 

between schools of the same 
size, and among individuals. 

P
a
rl

ia
m

e
n

ta
ry

 

P
ro

c
e
d

u
re

 

The P.O.’s knowledge of 
parliamentary procedure is 

lacking, and he/she shows 
negligible effort to correct 

errors and/or consult 
written rules.  

The P.O. demonstrates 
competency in procedure, 

but makes mistakes in 
determining the results of 

motions and votes, etc.   

The P.O. has command of 
parliamentary procedure 

(motions) and uses this 
almost transparently to run a 

fair and efficient chamber, 
seldom consulting written 

rules and ruling immediately 
on whether motions pass or 

fail. 

D
e

li
v
e
ry

/ 

P
re

se
n

c
e
 The P.O. needs to improve 

his/her vocal and physical 
presence and professional 

demeanor. 

The P.O. displays a 

satisfactory command of 
the chamber in his/her 

vocal and physical presence.  
Word choice is usually 

concise. 

The P.O. dynamically displays 

a command and relates well 
to the chamber through 

his/her vocal and physical 
presence.  Word choice is 

economical and eloquent. 

 

 

 


