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Basics of Congress

1. What is debated in Congress - the Docket
a. An assortment of Bills & Resolutions

i. Bill - proposed law
ii. Resolution - proposed course of action

iii. Constitutional amendment - change to the US Constitution
b. Authored by students in your region

i. Templates available to help you with formatting
ii. September - deadline to submit to your Region Clerk

iii. Selected by a committee of regional coaches
c. About timely topics of concern in the United States or affecting our allies

i. Within the jurisdiction of the US federal government
ii. Newsworthy

iii. Debatable - topics must have debatable/defensible arguments on both sides



Basics of Congress 

2. Who debates

a. Schools are guaranteed 3 spots at the District meet
i. Depending upon participation, you may compete up to 2 alternates

ii. 10 or less competitors - 2 alternates may be seated
iii. 11-15 competitors - 1 alternate may be seated

b. Districts are determined geographically by Educational Service Center
i. All participating schools are divided by conference (1A, 2A, etc.)

ii. Students compete against members from the same conference
iii. May compete with but not against members of another conference 

c. Students compete in rooms of 24 or less 



Basics of Congress

3. How Do They Debate?
a. Students give speeches for and against items of legislation

i. Speeches are 3 minutes long
ii. Speeches are followed by a questioning period 

1. 2 minutes for the first PRO and first CON on an item
2. 1 minute for all subsequent speeches on an item

b. Order of items debated
i. Determined by the chamber members

ii. Students debate on an item until speeches are exhausted and then vote on it
iii. Limits on time spent debating an item may be set in the orders of the day.

c. Each item must be introduced by an author or sponsor (PRO speech)
i. Speeches typically alternate sides

ii. Up to 3 speeches on the same side may be given in succession, then the vote must be 
taken.



Basics of Congress
4. How are they scored/ranked?

a. Speaking Skills
i. Logic - the speech is well-organized and makes sense

ii. Supporting Material - well-researched, cited sources
iii. Delivery - They speak with confidence & poise

b. Debate Skills
i. Speeches are responsive to the debate that is occurring

ii. Answers to arguments are well-constructed and supported
iii. Students aren’t tied to a manuscript, they have extemporaneous skills
iv. Students are prepared to answer questions 

c. Activity in the Chamber
i. Use of Parliamentary Procedure

ii. Participation in cross examination of speakers
iii. Voting

d. Presiding Officer
i. Runs an efficient chamber

ii. Prioritizes debate
iii. Fair and consistent gaveling procedures
iv. Narrates activity



Teaching Congress Effectively

1. Introduce them to a Docket
2. Teach them to write legislation
3. Teach them how to research
4. Teach them how to write speeches

a. Edits and revision of speeches
b. Speech Jenga… 

5. Teach them how to evaluate speeches
6. Teach them the order and rules of the activity



Dockets

1. TFA Fall docket (usually posted by July) - 
https://txfa.org/documents/2022-23/Congress%20Docket%20Fall%202022.pdf

2. Past NSDA Dockets - 
https://www.speechanddebate.org/resources/?tag=congress 

3. I start with the TFA fall docket and allow students to write their own 
legislation if they so desire to add to it for class. 



Writing Legislation

1. Topic Selection
2. Debatability
3. Formatting

a. Templates - https://www.uiltexas.org/speech/congress
b. More templates - https://txfa.org/resources.asp?t=2 



Researching

1. Quality sources
2. Researching to increase knowledge base
3. Researching to provide support for arguments
4. Researching to answer predictable arguments
5. Citing competently and efficiently



Writing Speeches

1. Basic outline format - intro, body, conclusion
2. Keep it flexible - the first speech on a topic will look 

different than the last speech
a. Constructive
b. Refutation
c. Rebuttal

3. Extemporaneous skills
4. Time limit - 3 minutes!



Doing Congress

1. Selection of P.O. 
a. Auditions
b. Voting
c. Instatement

2. Calling chamber to order
a. Orders of the day
b. Open the chamber

3. Floor debate
4. Recesses - keep them short, typically every 45-60 minutes
5. Adjourn



Congress Tools
Presiding Officer Cheat Sheet

Motions Chart

Precedence Charts

- Speeches
- Questions

Speech outlines

Flow pad/pen



Benefits of Participation

- Debate is foundational to Democracy
- Understanding the United States governmental process better
- Civic Engagement
- Increased understanding of international events and how they may impact 

the United States (and how our actions may impact other countries and their 
citizens

- Caucusing - Learn how to win friends and influence people!


