
A Description of 

High School Speech & Debate Events 

 
Extemporaneous Speaking 
 
Students draw a current events topic and have 30 minutes to prepare a speech.  Speeches cannot be 
longer than seven (7) minutes in length.  Students will deliver the speech from memory, with or without 
the use of a notecard.  Students prepare these speeches in a “draw room,” a preparation room different 
from the one in which they will speak.  During the 30-minute preparation period, students have access to 
newspapers, magazines and other periodicals they may bring with them to the tournament in a file.  
Extemporaneous Speaking (more commonly known as “extemp”) is divided into two divisions: U.S. 
Extemp (topics deal with domestic issues such as education, politics, energy policy, technology, etc.) 
and Foreign Extemp (topics deal with issues in other nations and/or foreign policy). 

 

Original Oratory 
 
Students choose their own topic and prepare a speech up to ten (10) minutes in length.  The speech is 
delivered from memory without the use of notes or visual aids.   The speech must be the original work 
of the student.   The student may quote other sources, but quoted material cannot exceed 150 words. 

 

Humorous Interpretation 
 
Students interpret a humorous cutting from a published play, monologue, screenplay, short story or 
novel.  Students are free to use physical movement, characterizations, different voices, etc.  The 
selection is memorized, and the student must present an introduction with the title, author’s name and a 
brief background for the selection.  Maximum time, including the introduction, is ten (10) minutes. 
 

Dramatic Interpretation 
 
This has the same rules as Humorous Interpretation, except the content of the literature is to be serious 
in nature. 

 
Duet Acting 
 
A team of two students will perform a scene (or scenes) from a play or screenplay.  Students cannot use 
any costumes or props other than two chairs, which are provided.  Students must also provide an 
introduction for the piece and provide the selection’s title and the name of the author.  Maximum time 
(including the introduction) is twelve (12) minutes.  The entire presentation must be from memory. 



 

Duo Acting   
 
A team of two students will perform a scene (or scenes) from a play or screenplay.  Students cannot use 
any costumes or props.  The students may not look or touch each other during the scene.  The maximum 
time for Duo Acting is twelve (12) minutes including a required introduction.  The entire presentation 
must be from memory.  CHAIRS ARE NOT ALLOWED! 

 
Prose Interpretation 
 
The student presents (reads) a selection (or selections) from a published novel, short story, letters or 
other works of prose.  The student must use a manuscript that is presented in a binder.  Students are 
expected to present a memorized introduction for the selection.  Maximum time, including the 
introduction, is seven (7) minutes. 

 

Poetry Interpretation 
 
Same rules as Prose, except the literature must be poetry. 
 

Impromptu Speaking 
 
Students draw three topic slips, choose one, and have a total of seven (7) minutes to divide between 
preparation and delivery of a speech on the chosen topic.  It’s up to the student to decide how to divide 
the time between preparing and speaking.  Topics are usually quotations, phrases, titles, movie lines or 
humorous sayings. 
 

Lincoln-Douglas Debate 
 
Students debate against one another on a topic of value.  The debater in favor of the resolution is called 
the affirmative; the one who opposes it is called the negative.  At this tournament, the topic to be 
debated is: 
 
Resolved:   “Rehabilitation ought to be valued above retribution in the United States 
criminal justice system.” 
 
The affirmative speaker will speak first, presenting her or his case in favor of the resolution.  This 
speech is called the affirmative constructive speech.  The affirmative case will advocate that a particular 
value is advanced by affirming the resolution, as measured or weighed by a criterion.  After the 
affirmative finishes her or his speech, the negative cross-examines the affirmative debater. 
 



The negative then presents the negative constructive speech.  That speech will present a case against the 
resolution and refute the affirmative’s case.  When the negative speech ends, the affirmative debater 
then cross-examines the negative. 
 
The affirmative then gets the opportunity to respond in the first affirmative rebuttal.  In this speech, the 
debater will rebuild the affirmative case by responding to the negative’s attacks on the case and respond 
to the negative’s answers to the affirmative arguments against the negative case. 
 
Following the first affirmative rebuttal is the negative rebuttal.  In the negative rebuttal, the negative 
responds to the affirmative’s arguments on both cases, sums up the arguments and provides reasons why 
the judge should vote negative (called “voters” or the “voting issues”). 
 
After the negative rebuttal is the last speech, the second affirmative rebuttal.  The affirmative sums up 
her or his arguments, responds to the voters advocated by the negative and provides voters from the 
affirmative perspective. 
 
The speech order and time limits in Lincoln-Douglas Debate are as follows: 
 

Affirmative Constructive 6 minutes 
Cross-Examination of Affirmative 3 minutes 
Negative Constructive 7 minutes 
Cross-Examination of Negative 3 minutes 
First Affirmative Rebuttal 4 minutes 
Negative Rebuttal 6 minutes 
Second Affirmative Rebuttal 3 minutes 

 
 
In addition, each debater gets 4 minutes of preparation time during the debate (time they can use 
preparing arguments, etc. without having to speak).  
 
After the debate, the judge fills out a ballot indicating who won and providing comments for the 
debaters and reasons why the judge voted as he or she did.  There is no one established way to decide 
who won a debate.  What issues are most important, and should serve as the bases for the judge’s 
decision, are something the debaters should articulate. In the best debates, the appropriate criteria the 
judge should use for deciding the debate are themselves, the subject of argument in the debate.  
Ultimately, this is a contest of logic, evidence, reasoning and persuasion; it’s the debaters’ job to 
convince you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Cross-Examination (Policy) Debate 

In Cross-Examination Debate, two person teams of students debate a proposition of policy.  The debate 
resolution for the 2012-2013 school year is: 
 
Resolved:   “The United States federal government should substantially increase its 
transportation infrastructure investment in the United States.” 
 
 The team arguing in favor of the resolution is called the affirmative; the team opposing it is the 
negative.  In the first speech, the affirmative will present its case in favor of the resolution and a plan 
that they claim solves the problem they cited and gains some advantage over the present system.  The 
negative then gets to cross-examine the first affirmative speaker.  The negative team will then speak, 
presenting reasons why the affirmative plan should not be adopted.  They may argue that adopting the 
plan produces disadvantages that outweigh the plan’s benefits.  They may argue that the affirmative 
plan is not topical – that is, does not meet the requirements imposed by the wording of the resolution.  
They may argue that the plan won’t solve the problems the affirmative team cited or that the present 
system is already addressing the problems.  They may argue that the affirmative plan, rather than 
solving, actually produces more of the problem the affirmative claims to exist.  Following the first 
negative speech, the affirmative team then gets to cross-examine the first negative speaker. 
 
There are eight speeches in the debate and two phases of the debate.  In the constructive speeches – the 
first four speeches of the debate – each team can present new arguments in favor of their position or in 
opposition to the position of their opponents.  In the rebuttals – the last four speeches of the debate – 
speakers may refute their opponents’ arguments and rebuild their own arguments, but may not make 
new arguments that weren’t made in the constructive speeches.   Each debater gives a constructive 
speech and a rebuttal.  Each debater is cross-examined after her or his constructive speech and cross-
examines one of the opponents after her or his constructive speech. 
 
The time limits and order of the speeches are as follows: 
 

First Affirmative Constructive 8 minutes 
Negative CX of First Affirmative 3 minutes 
First Negative Constructive 8 minutes 
Affirmative CX of First Negative 3 minutes 
Second Affirmative Constructive 8 minutes 
Negative CX of Second Affirmative 3 minutes 
Second Negative Constructive 8 minutes 
Affirmative CX of Second Negative 3 minutes 
First Negative Rebuttal 5 minutes 
First Affirmative Rebuttal 5 minutes 
Second Negative Rebuttal 5 minutes 
Second Affirmative Rebuttal 5 minutes 
 
In addition, each team gets a cumulative period of 8 minutes during the round when they can prepare, 
known as “prep time.” 
 



At the end of the debate, the judge fills out a ballot stating the decision, assigning speaker points to each 
debater, and providing written comments critiquing the debaters’ performances, providing suggestions 
for improvement and providing reasons for the decision. 
 
Public Forum Debate 
 
Public Forum Debate is a team event that advocates or rejects a position posed by the resolution. At this 
tournament, the topic to be debated is: 
 
Resolved:  “On balance, the rise of China is beneficial to the interests of the United 
States.” 
 
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. 
The 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, a plan or counterplan is defined by the NFL 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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Student Congress 
Competitors in Student Congress act as a mock legislature much like the U. S. Congress.  Students 
debate the merits of proposed legislation and use parliamentary procedure to obtain recognition and 
further their position.  In the preliminary session, students audition to be the presiding officer; once 
auditions are concluded, students elect their presiding officer.  An adult serves as scorer, assigning 
points to each speech made during debate, to the presiding officer candidates for their auditions, and to 
the presiding officer who serves the chamber.  An adult parliamentarian is present to maintain order and 
advise the chamber and presiding officer when and if procedural questions arise.  Legislation deals with 
real issues currently being debated in the political community.  Each student’s speech during the debates 
on legislation cannot exceed three (3) minutes in length.  Legislation to be used during Congress 
sessions has been provided to schools ahead of time so competitors can research the issues pertaining to 
the items to be debated. 


