A Judge’s Guide to IE and Debate

This instructional packet will serve as an introduction to judging OHSSL and NFL individual events (IE – speech) and Public Forum and Lincoln-Douglas Debate. Although this information is thoroughly detailed, please understand that the best way to learn how to judge is to actually attend a tournament and JUDGE! I urge you to “take the plunge” as soon as possible. It’s fun and informational, but most of all, participating in forensics is the best way to help young people become part of an extremely valuable learning experience.

For every weekend that our team competes, we need to take approximately 5 to 8 judges along. Most tournaments traditionally require 1 IE judge for every 5 or 6 speakers and 1 judge for every 1 or 2 debaters/debate teams. If we can’t meet these judging quotas, then we can’t take as many students to tournaments. Our competitive speech and debate program is literally only possible with the help of many volunteers like you who are willing to serve as trained judges – we NEED and appreciate you!

The commitment to judge must usually be made at least one week in advance prior to the tournament. If possible, indicating your availability throughout the season on your returned Judge Form is preferred so that I can more accurately plan for each tournament. Our team registration with numbers of contestants and judges must typically be submitted to the host school by the Tuesday prior to the tournament, sometimes earlier depending upon the size of the tournament. Please see our tournament calendar for dates and departure times.

Arriving at the Tournament


Upon arrival, judges will proceed to the school Commons or cafeteria with our team members while I complete the check-in process. After my registration is complete, I will be distributing code numbers consisting of a letter and a number to both students and judges. Each school is assigned a letter code, such as H; each speech contestant is assigned a three-digit number code while debaters/debate teams are assigned by a code number (like 27) or their last initials, such as Mason GL; each judge is typically assigned by a code letter and number (H-2) or simply his/her last name. These codes are used to facilitate the scheduling of contestants and judges prior to the start of the tournament and to prevent contestants from being judged by individuals from their own schools. Therefore, as the H-2 judge, you should not judge any contestant whose code number also begins with H.

Schematics/Schedule of Rounds


In addition to receiving your code number, IE judges will usually receive a schematic of rounds for the day containing your judging schedule and the speaking order of contestants in each round. Sometimes, however, the tournament operates on a round-by-round basis; therefore, you may not know your next judging assignment until you pick up your next IE ballot at the ballot table near the tab room. (All ballots are picked up and dropped off at tab.) For debate events, the ballots are generally distributed one round at a time at either the ballot table or the judges’ hospitality lounge. It is important to remain in the judges’ lounge between/during off rounds rather than wandering the halls or observing other rounds because you may be scheduled at the last minute! DO NOT OBSERVE ANY ROUNDS UNTIL YOU ARE RELEIVED OF YOUR JUDGING DUTIES! You do not want to observe a student that you may later judge in competition.

Judges’ Meeting


Before the first round begins, all contestants and judges prior to the start of competition attend an opening assembly. This usually takes place in the auditorium or cafeteria. Once contestants are dismissed to their first rounds, a separate judges’ meeting briefly takes place to review last-minute judging guidelines and tournament procedures. First-round debate ballots as well as IE master ballots are

generally distributed at this time.

Judging Your Round


When you arrive to your round, take control of the room. You are in charge! ACT LIKE YOU KNOW WHAT YOU ARE DOING EVEN IF IT IS YOUR FIRST TIME JUDGING! Be pleasant but not excessively friendly or talkative as contestants sometimes misinterpret your actions and words. 

Some tips to remember in IE:

1)
Announce that all cell phones should be turned off, including yours!

2) 
Collect all critique sheets from competitors upon arrival – you will record your comments/feedback and ranks directly on the competitors’ sheets as well as recording final results on the master ballot.

3)
Make sure that you have the correct number of speakers and the correct code numbers according to your master ballot or tournament schematic.

4)
Double-check contestant attendance by code numbers based upon the speaking order for any drops or errors – DO NOT START THE ROUND IF SOMETHING LOOKS WRONG! Go to the tab room to clear up any mistakes.

5)
Generally speaking, do not start a speech round with less than four contestants. Some tournaments allow double entries, so certain contestants may be arriving late to their second events. Your master ballot will usually have an asterisk * next to the code numbers for double entries. Double entries may arrive late and speak out of order.

6)
After you have checked attendance, it is recommended that you have contestants write their code numbers and titles on the board so that you can easily copy them onto your master ballot. (They will not share their personal names or schools, however!)

7)
Time speeches with a stopwatch and be sure to give time signals in Impromptu and Extemp. All speech events have a maximum time limit with a 30 second “grace period.” No penalties should be given for going “under” time; however, it is up to the judge’s discretion to penalize a student for going over time beyond the grace period. (Only a few seconds over typically does not constitute any deductions, but if a contestant goes excessively over the time limit, then you may choose to drop him/her a rank.)

8)
Write comments while the students are speaking! Even though this may seem rude, contestants are used to this. Students expect you to write while they perform and are more upset if you don’t.

9)
Include both positive and negative comments – feedback is crucial to the competitor!

10)
NO VERBAL COMMENTS ARE PERMITTED! You may thank the student and announce his/her time after each performance, but that is all.

11)
Only one rank per student – the lowest rank is the BEST (1–best in round; 6–worst in round). Write plenty of helpful, constructive comments – the worst critique is the one with little or no comments to justify a rank or the one with good comments and the lowest rank (“Wonderful performance! – 6”) USE ARABIC NUMBERS – NOT ROMAN NUMERALS!

12)
No ties may be given

13)
At the round’s conclusion, thank all students for the round and dismiss them from the room. Do not share any other comments or results! You will then need to transfer the final ranks to your master ballot. Make sure that your code numbers match your ranks.

14)
Return your master ballot and critique sheets as quickly as possible to the ballot table outside of tab.

Some tips to remember in Public Forum Debate:

1)
Announce that all cell phones should be turned off, including yours!

2)
You will pick up your ballot from the ballot table outside of tab.

3)
Confirm contestant code numbers before beginning the round.

4)
Conduct the coin toss to determine speaking order and sides.

5)
It is easiest to have the contestants fill out the top of the ballot for you so that names and sides are recorded correctly.

6)
Before beginning, verbally double-check team codes and sides and the accuracy of your ballot. (“I have team 247 on the CON in speaking order 1 and 3 and team 260 on the PRO in speaking order 2 and 4.”) You may also request that the teams rearrange themselves to sit on wither side of the room matching the layout of your ballot.

7)
Flow the debate (take notes) while the speakers present, and fill out as much of the ballot as you can while the round is in progress.

8)
At the round’s completion, thank the students before dismissing them. Debaters are polite creatures of habit that will typically shake the judge’s hand and thank you for judging the round. You can certainly reciprocate, but do not reveal your decision or offer any verbal critiques to the contestants!

9)
Finish completing your ballot and return it to the ballot table outside of tab as quickly as possible.

Some tips to remember in Lincoln-Douglas Debate:

1)
Announce that all cell phones should be turned off, including yours!

2)
You will pick up your ballot from the ballot table outside of tab.

3)
Confirm contestant code numbers before beginning the round.

4)
LD ballots will already be pre-determined for sides (i.e. AFF – 16 and NEG – 7)

5)
Flow the debate (take notes) while the speakers present, and fill out as much of the ballot as you can while the round is in progress.

6)
At the round’s completion, thank the students before dismissing them. Debaters are polite creatures of habit that will typically shake the judge’s hand and thank you for judging the round. You can certainly reciprocate, but do not reveal your decision or offer any verbal critiques to the contestants!

7)
Finish completing your ballot and return it to the ballot table outside of tab as quickly as possible.

Avoiding the Horror Stories


Above all else, please remember that this activity is designed to increase the contestant’s poise and confidence, improve their communication and listening skills, and develop character and integrity. Your role in this process is extremely important. Remember to serve as positive role models for these students. Not only do you provide constructive feedback and render rankings but you set the tone of competition in round after round of competition. Please be sure that your own demeanor is pleasant yet professional and that you exhibit the best listening skills possible.


Contestants all have their own “horror” stories about judges who announced that they had never judged before and didn’t know what to do, fell asleep in the middle of the round, left the room while a speaker was presenting, gazed out the window, or answered a cell phone call in the middle of a round!


Please be aware of your impact on young people. Although it might be painfully difficult to get through an unpolished or inexperienced presentation, be supportive and try to look interested in their speeches. Your apparent lack of interest will affect the way in which a speaker performs. This is one of the most important activities in which a high school student can participate, and I hope that you receive the same level of satisfaction and enjoyment as that of the students!

