
 

Judging Debate Events 
 

Thank you for agreeing to judge a debate round. Your service is especially important as this event is designed to bring judges 

and debaters together in an educational, productive, and encouraging experience. This activity is designed to teach excellent 

critical thinking and public presentation skills. Your role as a judge is to determine which debater did a better job of 

convincing you that his/her side of the resolution more valid as a general principle. 
 

BEFORE THE ROUND: 
 

• Find out the exact wording of the debate resolution and write it down. 

• Read and follow the instructions on the judging ballot you will receive. 

• Talk with debaters before the round starts if you wish, but the conversation should not demonstrate favoritism 

toward a debater. 

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

professionalism. 
 

TO BEGIN THE ROUND: 
 

• You will be instructed as to which side the debaters have been assigned. 

• The affirmative/pro side should be listed on the left side of the ballot and you may ask the debater to sit on the 

left side of the room as you, the judge, look at the debaters. 

• The negative/con side should be listed on the right side of the ballot and you may ask the debater to sit on the 

right side of the room as you, the judge, look at the debaters. 

• Record each debater’s code and side. You can confirm this information with the debaters. 

• When both debaters are ready, the Affirmative debater (in Public Forum, the team speaking first) will stand in 

the front of the room to deliver the initial speech. 
 

DURING THE ROUND: 
 

• While the debaters may keep track of their own time, judges need to monitor speaking times during the round. 

Speech times and order are listed on the ballot. 

• Each debater has preparation time in each round that can be used prior to any of that debater’s speeches or 

cross-‐examination period. Judges need to monitor how much preparation time has elapsed for each debater. 

• During the debate, you are encouraged to take notes of the arguments made by the debaters to assist you in 

making your decision at the end of the round. 

• You should also keep track of what a debater says, if anything, in response to the other debater’s arguments. To 

ensure fairness, your notes should help you determine if a debater is improperly making brand new arguments in 

the final rebuttal speeches to which the opposing debater has no opportunity to respond. 

• Judges should not ask questions during the round. 

• During the questioning periods in Policy and LD, the time belongs to the debater asking the questions. The 

questions should be brief and the answers short and specific. The person answering the questions should not be 

permitted to refute, but should be limited to simply answering the questions. The questioner should not be 

permitted to comment on the answers. 

• During the "crossfire" questioning periods in Public Forum Debate, the time belongs to all debaters to ask and 

answer questions. The first speaking team should give the first question of each crossfire period. The questions 

and answers should be brief and specific. Speakers should stand during regular Crossfire and should remain 

seated for the Grand Crossfire. 

  



 

 
AFTER THE ROUND: 

 
• Check your codes carefully. This is especially important when marking the winner of the debate. 

• In your written comments, please be as constructive and educational as possible. 

• Provide a detailed justification of your decision, referring to the central issues the debaters presented in the 

round. 

• Evaluate the round based only on the arguments that the debaters made and not on personal opinions or on 

arguments that you would have made. 

• Please completely fill out the ballot and return it promptly to the designated location. 

• A judge must render a decision no later than 10 minutes after the final speaker concludes. 

 
 
 

Making a Decision In Lincoln Douglas Debate 
 

A decision SHOULD NOT be based upon: 
1. Personal bias – A judge’s preference for a side of the resolution or a topic bias should not enter into 

the decision. A judge must decide the round based on the arguments presented in that round. 

Objectivity is the primary responsibility of any judge. 

2. Partiality – The judge should not be influenced by the reputation of or relationship with the debaters, 

schools, or coaches. If a situation arises where impartiality is in doubt, the judge has the responsibility to 

report this potential conflict of interest to the tab room. 

3. New arguments introduced in rebuttals– The judgeshall disregard new arguments introduced in the 

rebuttals. This does not include the introduction of new evidence in support of points already advanced 

or the answering of arguments introduced by opponents. 
 

A decision SHOULD BE based upon the consideration of any or all of the following questions: 
1. Burden of proof -‐‐ Which debater has proven his/her side of the resolution more valid as a general 

principle by the end of the round? No debater can realistically be expected to prove complete validity or 

invalidity of the resolution. A judge should prefer quality and depth of argumentation to mere quantity  

of argumentation. A judge should base the decision on which debater more effectively resolved the 

central questions of the resolution rather than on insignificant dropped arguments. 

2. Value structure – Which debater better established a clear and cohesive relationship between the 

argumentation and the value structure? 

3. Argumentation – Which debater better presented his/her arguments with logical reasoning using 

appropriate support? Which debater best utilized cross-‐‐examination to clarify, challenge, or advance 

arguments? 

4. Resolutionality –Which debater best addressed the central questions of the resolution? 
5. Clash – Which debater best showed the ability to both attack his/her opponent’s case and to defend 

his/her own? 

6. Delivery – Which debater communicated in a more persuasive, clear, and professional manner? 
 

A judge should give weight only to those arguments that were presented in a manner that was clear and 

understandable to him or her as a judge. 



 

Making a Decision In Public Forum Debate 
 

Public Forum Debate is a team event that advocates or rejects a position posed by the resolution. A central tenet of the 

debate is that the clash of ideas must be communicated in a manner persuasive to the non-‐‐specialist or “citizen judge”, 

i.e. a member of the American jury. 
 

A Public Forum Debate should: 

• Display solid logic, reasoning, and analysis 

• Utilize evidence but not be driven by it 

• Present a clash of ideas 

• Counter the arguments of the opponents (rebuttal) 

• Communicate ideas with clarity, organization, eloquence, and professional decorum 
 

Public Forum is a unique debate form. While Policy Debate focuses on a plan to solve the problem(s) posed by the 

resolution, and Lincoln Douglas Debate focuses on the core value of the resolution, Public Forum Debate focuses on 

advocacy of a position derived from issues presented in the resolution, not a prescribed set of burdens. 
 

In Public Forum Debate, the NFL defines a plan or counterplan as a formalized, comprehensive proposal for 

implementation. Neither the pro or con side is permitted to offer a plan or counterplan; rather, they should offer 

reasoning to support a position of advocacy. Debaters may offer generalized, practical solutions. 
 

New arguments in the “final focus” should be ignored. The “final focus” must be based on argument and issues previously 

addressed in the debate. 
 

Logical reasoning, maturity of thought, and effectiveness of communication are of primary consideration. Evidence, 

examples, and analogies are to be used for the purpose of illustration. 
 

In making a decision, a judge should be as objective as possible. Remember these are propositions upon which there may 

have strong feelings of which the debaters are unaware. Judges should adjudicate the round as it is debated, not as they 

personally feel. 


