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THE BASICS OF 

CONGRESSIONAL 

DEBATE

 Students assume the roles of Senators in congress

 Debate is held on student produced legislation

 Students debate in “chambers” (rooms) of 10-20 

competitors

 Turn style of debate:

 Affirmation

 Negation

 Elected Presiding Officer runs the chamber

 Process for debate follows parliamentary procedure



LEGISLATION: BILLS & RESOLUTIONS

 All legislation should have a national focus

 Bills:

 Must have a national jurisdiction (i.e.-when passed into law, the federal government would have the authority to implement it)

 Resolutions:

 Positions statements on issues Congress does not have jurisdiction over, a recommendation to another party, or further action.  

These lack the force of law.

 Legislation should address

 A perceived harm & provide solvency

 Often focus on current national or international issues

 Be debatable, meaning substantive argumentation exists on both sides



LEGISLATION: BILLS & RESOLUTIONS CONTINUED 



PRESIDING OFFICER

 Caucusing prior to the start of a round:

 Students will often determine who will PO & how many speeches exist on each side of the legislation for the round

 Election of Presiding Officer (PO)

 Conducted by one of the judges

 Nominations are requested from the floor

 Must be seconded & accepted

 If more than one nomination is accepted, each nominee gets 1 minute to address the chamber for their vote

 Open vote is held for PO

 Simple majority determines winner

 Nominations that are unopposed automatically receive the chair

 PO take control of chamber

 Post election, the PO will run through their policies and procedures

 They will solicit the floor to officially begin the round of debate



PARLIAMENTARY 

PROCEDURE 



CONGRESSIONAL DEBATE PROCESS

 Chamber begins by opening debate on a particular bill

 Debate happens in cycles:

 Affirmation/Negation

 3 minutes to speak

 2 min cross-ex after first cycle

 1 min cross-ex after each subsequent cycle

 Affirmation begin the speech cycle

 Authorship, sponsorship, or first affirmation are solicited

 Negation follows the affirmation

 Cannot being a cycle with negation

 Suspension of rules to have debate on the same side

 Occurs when you don’t have balance on sides of debate

 Should not be allowed by the PO in excess

 Move to the previous question

 Ends the cycle of debate and asks the chamber to vote on the legislation



CONGRESSIONAL 

DEBATE 

SPEECHES

 Expectations of Congressional Debate Speeches:

 Senators should speak extemporaneously referencing speeches they have 

prepared

 Clear organization, evidence, & language

 It is expected that speakers are well researched 

 Structure should signpost ideas (outline the audience can follow)

 Strong argumentation & refutation

 Senators should directly address arguments made by senators in opposition

 The refutation should be directly and address the senator and their argument 

specifically

 Effective, persuasive delivery 



CONGRESSIONAL 

DEBATE 

SPEECHES 

CONTINUED

Speech Organization
Below is a possible time allocation and structure for speeches in Congressional Debate

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/position on the legislation

II. Body (approx. 2 minutes)

Each claim made (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.  Statements 
recognizing the importance, or impact the 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.

4. Refutation/rebuttal: direct clash of arguments/claims presented by the opposition.

III. Conclusion (approx. 30 seconds)

A. State primary points and issues

B. Summarize key arguments and refutations



CROSS-EXAMINATION

 Cross-examination follows each speech in the form of direct questioning:

 Questioners are selected by the PO

 Each questioner has 30 seconds to ask questions (2 mins in first cycle, 1 minute in following cycles)

 The questioning period should allow for responses

 Questioners are allowed to interrupt speakers with further questioning

 Decorum must be maintained by the questioner when attempting to ask further questions

 PO will announce when 30 seconds are finished



THE ROLE OF 

THE JUDGE

 Judges are observers and adjudicators of the debate

 Unless egregious errors exist or questioned by the 

PO, judges should not insert themselves into debate

 Adjudication:

 Arguments presented during speeches

 Engagement within the chamber

 Contribution to the overall process of debate (speaking, 
motions, cross-ex, etc.)

 Responsible for ranking every member of the 

chamber

 Provide constructive feedback:

 Positives should be provided reflecting those elements of 
speeches/argumentation/participation you felt were strong

 Constructive suggestions should be provided identifying 
weaknesses in speeches/argumentation/participation within 
the chamber



THE ROLE OF THE JUDGE: ADJUDICATION

 Judges rank all competitors from the round

 Rank 1 thru 8 all subsequent debaters receive a 

rank of 9

 Points are giving for each speech from 1 (poor) to 6 

(superior)

 Determination of ranking should primarily focus on 

the evaluation of speeches/debate within the 

chamber

 Engagement in chamber through motions, cross-ex, 

etc. can also be considered when ranking

 PO should be ranked based on their control of the 

chamber, efficiency in maintaining a balanced 

debate, knowledge of parliamentary procedure, 

ability to further the process

 The PO must be ranked amongst the speakers as 

well

 Comments provided to senator should reflect a 

justification for the ranking provided 



THE ROLE OF THE JUDGE: ASSIGNING POINTS RUBRICS



THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN 

CONGRESSIONAL DEBATE!!

PLEASE VISIT THEMIFA.ORG FOR FURTHER INFORMATION


