Useful tips for Public Forum Debate

1. Your team should be prepared to debate either the Pro or Con side of the resolution. Sometimes you might hear Affirmative or Negative, or “aff”  and “neg” as synonyms to “pro” or “con.”

2. You need fully-prepared first speeches for both pro and con. The first speeches are known as “constructive” speeches, which means that you build your case on the ideas presented in your first speech. Debaters often read these speeches from prepared script/outline.
3. The second speakers, who speak after the first cross-examination/crossfire is over, have two basic jobs: strengthen your side’s case by adding arguments and evidence, and attacking the opponent’s case by refuting (rebutting) their arguments and evidence.  This second round of speeches is probably the most important part of a Public Forum Debate, because the issues that were put into play in the first speeches need to be dealt with.

4. When you make a claim (or contention, or argument, or point, or whatever) in a debate, you need to back it up with reasoning and evidence, and you should cite the source of your evidence. The citation can be brief. For example, you could say: Illegal immigration is really not harmful to our economy (contention) because most illegals pay taxes and spend their pay in the US (reasoning), according to the Department of Commerce website.

5. When you want to refute a claim, you can question the claim itself (Illegal immigration is indeed harmful to the economy) or the reasoning (illegals actually consume a great share of tax dollars because so many are incarcerated) or the source (the Department of Commerce also says on its website that the immigration laws should be enforced, so you must agree with us if you are citing the Department of Commerce.)

6. Crossfire can be very lively or very boring, depending on each side’s willingness to press the other team. Forcing an opponent to contradict himself is a winning move, but well-trained debaters will never admit that they’ve been pushed to that point. It is a bad idea to pursue any single point too long in the crossfire. It’s a common tactic to lure the other side into a side debate about the usefulness of smoke detectors or something like that.

7. Remember that the debate is on the exact resolution and you should understand that debating patriotism or some other topic is changing the subject. In general, the best cases are closely reasoned. You should keep track or your contentions and your opponents, referring to them as first, second, and third, for example.

8. After the long speeches and the two crossfire sessions are over, the first speakers have the chance to sum up the debate so far. This is when you have to point out that certain arguments you have made have not really been refuted by the opponents. Go for the win.

9. The last crossfire session involves all four people. Remember to ask questions and answer them. As soon as you have answered, ask a question. Otherwise you will be whooped up on like a defendant in court.

10. In the final focus, you should claim victory. The strongest claims will be specific and focus on certain aspects of the previous debate. You can’t spring any surprises in the last minute, in terms of bringing new material in, but you can get in last-minute attacks. Always try to stay calm and cordial, even if you have been provoked. If you get all heated up you will lose.
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