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Preparing for Your First Tournament 
 
If you are reading this, you are probably already part of your school’s debate club, or you are 
in a debate class. Most students join the debate team because they like to argue, or because 
they want to improve their speaking and listening skills. Some students are interested in 
current events. Others want to prepare for a potential career in law, politics, or business. 
Whatever your reasons for joining the debate team, you will find that participating in debate 
is challenging, fun, and exciting. 
 
If you are a brand-new to debate, you probably have some anxiety about your first debate 
tournament. Most new debaters have a lot of questions before they go to a tournament. If 
you have these questions, you are not alone. You may wonder what the tournament will be 
like and what you will do there. Will it be fun? Exciting? Difficult? Will there be lunch? The 
purpose of this article is to help you prepare for your first tournament, and to help you get a 
sense of what the experience will be like. 
 
Before the tournament 
 
It is essential to prepare before you attend a debate tournament. Research, thinking, and 
practice will pay off at a tournament. If you play a musical instrument or a sport, or are 
learning another language, you already know that practice is critical for success. Preparation 
begins with understanding the format for debate. You should learn the order of speeches 
and know how to make and answer points of information. You should develop some ideas 
for how to give a speech. Finally, you should make sure that you know how to take notes on 
a flowsheet. If you need some help with any of these tasks, ask your teacher or coach for 
assistance. You will also be able to perfect your knowledge of the debate format at the 
tournament. 
 
You will also need to do some research on the topics for debate. For a tournament, you are 
given either 4 or 5 topics in advance of the competition. Your teacher will give you a copy of 
the topics. Look over the list carefully. Normally, there will be some topics you could begin 
to debate immediately. Others may deal with unfamiliar issues, or may be a little outside your 
realm of expertise. Make a note of which topics seem the most challenging. Why do they 
seem challenging? What kind of research will you have to do to understand the topics better? 
 
At a debate tournament, you will debate on all of the given topics. You will not get to 
choose what side you are on – your side will be assigned randomly by a computer program. 
This means that you will need to be prepared to debate on both sides of all topics. Some 
students find this intimidating. It can be a little scary, but it is also exciting. At a league 
tournament, you will have the opportunity to meet and debate against students from all over 
your area. You may not be the best debater in the league yet, but that is because you haven’t 
started yet! The sooner you get started, the better you will be as a debater. Think about a 
tournament as an opportunity to develop your skills. 
 
Your debate club will need to develop a research strategy to effectively explore the issues for 
debate. It is most effective to divide the responsibilities for research among the members of 
your club, so that each person has a “research assignment” for the club. You may work on 
your assignment in a small group or on your own, depending on what your coaches suggest. 
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Once everyone in the group has completed their assignment, they can share the results of 
the research with the rest of club. This way, everyone works together to prepare for the 
tournament. The best way to prepare research for a tournament is to make “briefs,” or 
summary sheets, for each topic. An argument “brief” sums up the arguments on an issue and 
shows the major evidence and arguments for and against a given topic. Preparing briefs 
based on your research will also help you develop writing and summarization skills. 
 
Don’t worry if you are not completely prepared for the tournament. No one is ever 
completely prepared for a debate tournament. Just bring your research and briefs in a 
notebook or binder, some paper for taking notes, and get ready for a day of exciting debate 
competition. 
 
What should you wear? Wear something comfortable and clean. You may wear a school 
uniform, or “dressy casual” clothes. There is no need to wear a suit, but you may wear a suit 
if you wish. If you have questions about what to wear, ask your coach for advice. 
 
Your First Debate 
 
When you get to the tournament, there will be many students from all over the area who are 
nervously anticipating the first debate. Begin by scouting the school a little bit. Find out 
where the topics will be announced. Pick a good place for your school’s team to meet 
between debates and before debates. Your coach will register with tournament 
administration to make sure your teams are entered. Then, you will have time to relax, 
prepare, and perhaps even purchase a snack from the host school’s concession stand. 
 
When all teams have registered, it will be time for the first debate. The tournament 
administrator will post “pairings” for the first debate at several locations. These pairings list 
the matches for the upcoming round of debate. You should consult the pairings or send a 
teammate to consult the pairings. The pairings tell you what room you will be in, what side 
you will represent, who you will debate, and who your judge will be. They look like this: 
 

Room Proposition Opposition Judge 
1 Brown ABC Palm Desert DEF T. Brokaw 

 
You should consult the pairings or send a teammate to consult the pairings. The pairings tell 
you what room you will be in, what side you will represent, who you will debate, and who 
your judge will be. 
 
Once you have consulted the pairings, it is time for the announcement of the topic for 
debate. Everyone at the tournament will gather in a common area, and the tournament 
administrator will announce the debate topic. You will then have 20 minutes for preparation. 
At the end of this 20-minute period, you will have to be in your room and ready to start your 
debate. The preparation period is time for you to review and copy relevant parts of your 
notes on the topic. 
 
Remember that you cannot use any materials in the debate that you did not prepare during 
preparation time. This means that you must use your preparation time to review your notes, 
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and copy any parts of these notes for use in debates. Practically speaking, this means that 
you must understand the issues and arguments you will advance in your debate. Preparation 
time is also time to consult your coach and teammates. Make sure you know what your 
position will be in the debate. Consider the arguments you think the other side will make in 
favor of their side of the motion for debate. 
 
Once you are done preparing, go to your debate room. You will debate against one other 
team in front of a judge. Sometimes there will be an audience, but usually there will not be 
an audience. Parents are always welcome to come and watch debates. The debate will be fun 
and challenging. You will deliver speeches, make points of information, and take careful 
notes so that you can refute the arguments of the other side. Try to use all of your speech 
time and answer all the arguments of the other side. Work with your teammates to ensure 
that your position is strong and forceful. 
 
After the debate is over, the judge will make a decision. Most judges will ask you to wait 
outside while they make a decision. During this time, the judge will assign a winner in the 
debate, and will assign “speaker points” to every individual debater. Speaker points, assigned 
on a scale of 1-30, assess the skill and performance of each individual debater. When the 
judge has made a decision and finished filling out a ballot, you will be called back into the 
room. The judge will announce the decision for the debate, and offer comments to all 
participants. Pay close attention, and take notes. This will help you understand how to 
improve your performance in upcoming debates. After the judge is done, re-join the rest of 
your school’s team to discuss the results with your coach and plan for the next debate. 
 
You will have four or five similar debates during the day. In the middle of the day, you will 
have lunch. The host school will provide a low-cost lunch for sale at the tournament. You 
may purchase lunch at the tournament, or you may bring your own. 
 
The End of the Tournament 
 
After the debates are over, everyone at the tournament will gather for the awards ceremony. 
Three kinds of awards will be presented. Students may receive “speaker awards.” These are 
individual awards, given to students who have the highest speaker points overall in the 
tournament. The second kind of award is a “team award.” These awards are given to teams 
of three who have the best winning percentage, combined with the best overall speaker 
points. The third kind of award is a “school award.” School awards are given to schools 
whose teams won the most debates overall. 
 
After the awards ceremony, everyone leaves to go home. The ride home is a time to reflect 
on the tournament and anticipate the rest of the competitive season. You will have many 
opportunities to debate this year, and your first tournament is only the beginning. 
 


