Basics of Public Forum Debate
Public Forum debate is based on the typical half hour TV journalistic panel debate. Public Forum topics are taken from the headlines and, like TV journalistic panels, debaters are encouraged to engage other panel members in a free exchange of views. It was designed to be straightforward and easy for an inexperienced or lay judge to be able to follow.
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Resolutions:

In Policy debate, the resolutions last the entire year; in Lincoln-Douglas debate, resolutions usually last two months; but in Public Forum debate, resolutions change every month.

There are three kinds of resolutions in Public Forum debate:

1) Questions of Fact

2) Questions of Policy

3) Questions of Value

Resolutions of Fact: These resolutions require the teams to confirm the veracity/truthfulness of the resolution. Teams are expected to use historical evidence.


Example:


Resolved: That big box retailers benefit the communities in which they are located. (2006)

Resolutions of Policy: These ask whether a policy or action ought to be implemented or taken. These resolutions want debaters to prove whether a policy will be more or less desirable in the future.


Example:


Resolved: In the U.S., Public High School science curriculum should include the theory of Intelligent Design. (2005)

Resolutions of Value: These question how highly we should prize something or how highly something ought to be valued in comparison with another object.


Example:


Resolved: That, when a choice is required for public high schools in the U.S., government funding should prioritize vocational education over college preparatory education. (2004)

(Resolutions are those used by the National Forensic League)
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Timing:

Public Forum is a team event. You and a partner face another team of debaters. You should pick a team member who compliments you but someone whom you know and can work with. You must alternate speaking by assigning each team member a role:

1) First Speaker

2) Second Speaker

Here are the times:

· Team A’s First Speaker:

4 min

· Team B’s First Speaker:

4 min

· 1st Crossfire:


3 min

· Team A’s Second Speaker:
4 min

· Team B’s Second Speaker:
4 min

· 2nd Crossfire:


3 min

· Team A’s 1st Speaker Summary:
2 min

· Team B’s 2nd Speaker Summary:
2 min

· Grand Crossfire:

3 min

· Team A- 2nd speaker Final Focus:
1 min

· Team B- 2nd speaker Final Focus:
1 min


*Each team has 2 minutes of prep time

Total Time w/ prep: 35 minutes

Public Forum is shorter than Lincoln-Douglas debate as well as Policy. It is also the simplest, despite the complex time structure. 
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Speech Analysis:

The First Two Speeches:

Unlike other debate format, Public Forum may begin with either a Pro or a Con speech depending on the coin flip. The winner of the coin flip may decide one of two things, A) which team will take which side or B) the speaking order. If Team A wins the coin toss and decides to go with the “A” option, they may decide to take either the Pro or Con side. That means that Team B, who lost the toss, may decide speaking order, i.e. which team will go first.

After deciding speaker order and which side each team will take, the first speakers deliver a four minute pre-prepared speech.

The First Crossfire:

Each Teams’ first speaker engage in a conversation in which each debater asks question to unearth flaws in the other’s case. Unlike in other types of debate, Public Forum debates do not assign the roles of questioner and respondent, both participants in a crossfire may ask and answer questions.

The Second Two Speeches:

The second speakers for each team deliver speeches. These have not been prepared ahead of time. These speeches are used to attack your opponent’s case and to defend their own.

The Second Crossfire:

This proceeds just like the first crossfire except that it is each teams’ second speaker participating. 

Summary Speeches:

Debaters highlight the major weak points in their opponent’s case, and defend the most important elements of their own case. Due to the time constraint, you are not expected to touch on every point you or your opponent made during your speech. Your job is to articulate the most persuasive arguments against your opponent, as well as the most solid elements of your own case.

Grand Crossfire:

All four debaters engage in this final crossfire. Typically, the first question is asked by the team that just concluded their summary speech. After this, every debater is allowed to ask questions in turn and may answer other’s questions. This is your last opportunity to make inroads into your opponent’s case by directly questioning them and their evidence.

The Final Focuses: 

The Second Speakers for each team deliver a brief but important restatement why they have won. Debaters should only discuss one or two arguments that they believe they have won. Explain why you have won these arguments and how these arguments make your position superior. You are not allowed to present new arguments in the Final Focus but you are permitted to introduce new evidence.

Judging:

Judges are asked to be objective and the winner is decided not by the number of arguments presented by a side, but rather by the quality of those arguments and the eloquence of the debaters.
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