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2021 DEBATE TOURNAMENT RULES 
 

Participating schools, coaches and student debaters must comply with the following debate 
rules at all times:   
 
CERTIFICATION  
The FSM State Justice Ombudsman must certify each participating state debate team prior to 
May 30 each year, to having complied with each of the following requirements: each team must 
have competed in a State Debate, hosted by a qualifying state high school, in which two or 
more teams actually competed and that the state debate was conducted in substantial 
compliance with the National Committee’s Debate Format and Rules. Additionally, the 
president of that school must submit a signed letter on behalf of the students indicating that 
team was selected to represent the school and that each of those students have met that 
school’s policies and requirements for participation in the national debate. 
 
JUDGES  
At a minimum, a panel of three judges shall determine the team scores for each debate. The 
scores of the three or more judges will be added together to create a final total score for each 
team. A qualified alternate judge will be present to ensure that no scoring errors or conflicts of 
interests arise. Persons selected to be judges must meet the following requirements: they must 
have received a certificate of completion from COM’s Trial Counselor program, or have a 
degree from an accredited law school, or have similar training in another jurisdiction, and must 
receive  certification from the National Law Day Committee. Furthermore, each judge shall not 
be of a demeanor, disposition, close relationship, or state of employment that would cause a 
reasonable person to believe that judge would be biased toward any participant or team.  
 
MODERATOR 
A single moderator will be presiding over the proceedings to enforce the debate rules and 
ensure that the time standards for each section are followed. An alternate moderator will be 
present and substitute in to prevent a conflict of interest if one arises. Persons selected to be 
moderator must meet the following requirements: they must have received approval from the 
FSM National Law Day Committee and must participate in the planning committees meetings to 
receive the training and instruction necessary to understand and enforce the FSM National Law 
Day debate format and rules for that year.  
 
TIMEKEEPER 
A single timekeeper will signal the debaters when to start and stop. Furthermore the 
timekeeper will signal the debaters at significant markers in each section, for example when ten 
(10) minutes, five (5) minutes, three minutes, one (1) minute, or when thirty (30) seconds are 
remaining.  Persons selected to be timekeeper must meet the following requirements: they 
must have received approval from the FSM National Law Day Committee and must participate 
in the planning committees meetings to receive the training and instruction necessary to 
understand and enforce the FSM National Law Day debate format and rules for that year. 
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SCORE-CHECKER 
A single score-checker will independently tabulate the judges final scores, thereby double 
checking the data entered in the grading rubric. Persons selected to be score-checker must 
meet the following requirements: they must have received approval from the FSM National 
Law Day Committee and must participate in the planning committee meetings to receive the 
training and instruction necessary to understand the grading rubric and score tabulation for 
that year. 
 
DECISION 
The judge’s decision is final. This decision will be based on the grading rubric provided below 
and the judges are bound to vote according to the results of those sheets.  Access to the official 
grading rubric will be given to the students during the feedback meeting, however, the students 
will not be allowed to keep the copies of these sheets. 
 
AWARD 
Each high school debater, who participates in the national debate, will receive a 
financial award for two thousand dollars. Additionally, each debater will receive a 
second disbursement based on the team ranking in the debate. This amount is 
contingent on the money raised through private donations and will vary from year to 
year. In an effort to spread debate experience and financial award among as many 
students as possible, a student who has been selected to represent their State at the 
FSM National Law Day Debate may not compete a second time. 
 
FORFEITURE  
Violation of any the rules under this subsection may result in forfeiture of scholarship award 
and/or disqualification from National Law Day activities and functions.  
 

1. Chaperone. Debaters must be accompanied by a coach or parent at all times 
during the debates, functions and other activities. 

 

2. Coaching. Coaching is not permitted during the debate. Coaches may advise 
students in the preparation period, but must not prepare or write up the 
arguments in full for the debaters. 

 

3. Communication. Except during the times designated by the National Law Day 
Committee for interaction and feedback or evaluation, debaters may make no 
statements regarding the debate topic to the judges before the debate.  

 

4. Drugs. The use of drugs, smoking or alcohol is expressly prohibited to all student 
debaters during the debates, functions and other activities. This includes, but is 
not limited to, chewing tobacco, beetlenut and sakau. 
 

5. Age. The maximum age limit for a student debater is 20 years old. Furthermore, 
each debater must be currently enrolled in a qualifying high school.  
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DEBATE TOURNAMENT FORMAT 

 
The six main sections of the debate are: 
 
INTRODUCTION  
Generally stating the topic and proposition in its resolution form and briefly outlining its 
position and argument; stating the principal points upon which your argument will rely.  
 
MAIN ARGUMENT 
The teams will develop and explain the arguments identified in the introduction. Each 
argument should be explained clearly and the overall argument should be persuasive 
and credible. In the main, arguments should be made based on the presented debate 
topic and should not deviate or attempt to modify the topic.  
 
REBUTTAL 
Each team is to respond and attempt to rebut the opponent’s main arguments. The 
rebuttal should be based upon an understanding of the other team’s main argument 
and should give reasons why that argument is incorrect or unpersuasive. Generally, the 
most difficult section of the debate is the rebuttal. The debater is expected to quickly 
and adeptly apply a rebutting counter argument, which directly acknowledges the 
opposing party’s actual argument, and is not merely a recited and preplanned response. 
There is no additional time given to prepare, as the ability to spontaneously answer 
demonstrates thorough preparation and accurate anticipation of the issues involved in 
the debate.  
 
RESPONSE 
The response should be limited only to the new rebuttal arguments raised by the 
opposing side and should not include the larger discussion of the main argument.  
 
SUMMATION 
The conclusion should reiterate the arguments described in the introduction and 
expanded upon n the main argument. A good summation will also include references to 
any additional points that have gained significance in the course of the debate. The 
closing may also include a final thought which in light of what has been said during the 
debate, is likely to be particularly persuasive. Most importantly, it should succinctly 
summarize the argument and indicate a closure to the debate. 
 
QUESTIONING 
Judges may ask follow up questions to the debaters. These questions will generally only 
be asked to clarify evidence or an argument that may have been made but are not 
entirely clear to the judges. Unlike previous years, the question period is not individually 
graded, however, the answers given during this period may be used to add to or 
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subtract points from other sections and the quality of the answers therefore should not 
be discounted. 

DEBATE TOURNAMENT TIMES 
 
The time for each of the different sections of the debate will be as follows: 
 

INTRODUCTION     TIME  
Proponents of the proposition   3 minutes  
Opponents of the proposition  3 minutes  
 
MAIN ARGUMENT  
Proponents’ main presentation  15 minutes  
 
REBUTTAL  
Opponents’ rebuttal     5 minutes  
 
RESPONSE  
Proponents’ response to the rebuttal 3 minutes  
 
MAIN ARGUMENT  
Opponents’ main presentation   15 minutes  
 
REBUTTAL  
Proponents’ rebuttal     5 minutes  
 
RESPONSE  
Opponents’ response to the rebuttal  3 minutes  
 
SUMMATION  
Proponents’ conclusion    4 minutes  
Opponents’ conclusion     4 minutes  
 
QUESTIONING 
Judges questions     Untimed 
  
TOTAL TIME     60 MINUTES 
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DEBATE TOURNAMENT GRADING CRITERIA 
 
When assessing the performance of each debater, judges will use the grading rubric. There are 
five (5) criteria, which cut across each section of the debate. This grading system requires 
judges to assign points in each section on a point scale ranging from: 1-5 points, 1-10 points or 
1-25 points. Additionally, a penalty section provides the judges the ability to subtract 1-10 
points for infractions. These five grading criteria are: 
 
DELIVERY  
The overall presentation and style of the debater will be evaluated. This includes dress as well 
as the demeanor of the debater. He or she should project an image of intelligence, alertness, 
thoughtfulness, confidence and conviction. All debaters should speak clearly and grammatically. 
The tone of voice, emotive inflection, pace and rhythm will be considered. Facial expressions 
and hand gestures should be appropriately used to emphasize key points. Keep in mind that 
even the verbal and nonverbal expressions between your debate team partner or the other 
debate teams will be considered. In this section judges also consider how well each team shares 
the speaking time and how those transitions are made. 
 
ORGANIZATION 
The organizational structure of each section should be simple and clear. First, an introductory 
statement should condense the entire argument into a single topic sentence. Second, there 
should be overall organization scheme that aids the judges in understanding how the various 
arguments lend support to the ultimate proposition. Third, a concluding summary statement 
should indicate the end of each section. 
 
ARGUMENT 
Debaters must to present relevant logical arguments to support their position. Furthermore, 
debaters should apply the appropriate weight to each of the arguments presented. For 
example, the strongest argument should be given the most amount of time and the supporting 
arguments should be given less. Alternatively, repetition may be used to emphasize the 
importance of an argument even though it is short. Due to the importance placed on the 
debater’s ability to discriminate among the various persuasive arguments, this section is given 
extra weight in the total grading scheme.  

 
EVIDENCE 
Preparation is where most debates are won. The research that a debater puts into the topic is 
what enables him or her to thoroughly understand the material, organize it and present it with 
competence. Not only are debaters expected to present logical arguments, but also to support 
those arguments with facts. Debaters are expected to identify verifiable facts and evidence 
from local events, history, experts and other sources to support their argument.  Combined, the 
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arguments and evidence are the heart of the debate. Due to the central importance of these 
criteria, supporting evidence is also given extra weight in the total grading scheme. 
 
PENALTY 
Violation of any of the rules under this subsection may result in a 1-10 point deduction from the 
debate team’s final score. The following infractions are discretionary and may be penalized in 
this section: 
 

1. Reading. Debaters cannot read their arguments. They may use index cards or 
printed outlines and notes, however, they cannot read directly from them. No 
projectors, computers, Ipads, smart phones or other digital technology may be 
used during the debate.  
 

2. Interruptions. Debaters must be courteous and respectful towards each other, as 
well as to the coaches, judges and moderator. Debaters cannot make comments 
or cause distractions while the other team is speaking.  

 
3. Language. Use of inappropriate language, or expressions, during the debates 

may result in penalties, and it should be noted that this extends beyond merely 
swear words to include sarcasm.  

  
4. Time Violation. Exceeding the time limitations set for any section may result in 

the loss of points. A debater must cease speaking immediately when the 
moderator calls the time and even one final word spoke after the time might 
result in a loss of points.  On the other hand, a gross failure to use all of the time 
allotted may result in the loss of points. Debaters are encouraged to use all of 
their time to answer questions or rebut the opponent’s arguments as thoroughly 
as possible.  

 
5. Changing the Topic. Modifying the debate topic, or an opponent’s argument, 

may result in the deduction of points from debate team’s total score. 
 

6. Discretion. The judges have the discretionary ability to deduct penalty points for 
unanticipated breaches in debate protocol, not otherwise enumerated in this 
section. 

 
It should be noted that debates in the past have been lost due to penalty points alone and this 

section should not be overlooked.  
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SELECTION OF ALTERNATES 
 
The school hosting the winning team for each State must designate an alternate who will be 
funded to travel to the National Law Day debate with the winning team.   
 
The alternate must be a student who has participated as either a debater or an alternate in the 
debate at the high school or State level.   
 
The alternate may be selected by the school from other debaters at the school hosting the 
winning team, other alternates, or debaters from the same State who were not on the winning 
team.  If one of the members of the State winning team is unable to attend or participate in the 
National Law Day debate, that member of the winning State team will forfeit the opportunity to 
win any financial award and instead the participating alternate will receive the funds.  
 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
                                                                                                   
Every year the students ask a number of questions about the debate. This section is 
included to address those concerns. 

 
1. Time Sharing. Does one person have to give an entire section or can the team 

split the time into parts? 
 

The total speaking time should be equally divided between the two debaters as much as 
possible during each debate. In fact, in previous years many of the most successful 
debaters have split the main topic into discrete parts with each person presenting. It is 
not expected that a large imbalance will occur, nevertheless, due to the short time 
allowed for a rebuttal or response it may be advantageous for one person on the team 
to give the entire section. Whether or not to split an answer is up to the discretion of 
the team. Effective use of time sharing can result in higher scores in the delivery section 
if done well, but ineffective use could result in lower ones.   

 
2. Judges Questions. Does only one person answer a judge’s question or can my 

teammate jump in? 
 

Typically a question from the judges is asked to the team in general and either 
teammate may answer, or both. This section is untimed and ungraded, so the students 
should feel free to answer this question with a relaxed spontaneity.  Sometimes, 
however, saying less and allowing one person to answer the question might result in 
greater clarity.  

 
3. Voice Inflection. How passionately can I support my position?  
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There are a number of ways of emphasizing a position or point. One way is by raising 
your voice.  Effective use of this technique is important and will make your speech less 
dull and monotone if employed correctly. This technique, however, must be done with 
restraint as it can come across as yelling at either the judges or the other team. 

 
4. Humor. Can I use humor to support my position? 

Generally No. Most of the judges and audience members do not share your sense of 
humor and you are more likely to offend someone with a joke rather than connect with 
them. Often it is worse to make a bad joke than no joke at all. Keep in mind, that making 
fun of the other debaters is prohibited. That being said, humor used during the debate 
can be used with caution and many of the best politicians and diplomats use this 
technique to great advantage.   


