Basic Speech Judging Criteria

By Mingyu Kim :D
Thank you to all the captains that helped me make this!!!

Some information about me (updated for 2025-2026):

| am the vice president of TSTDC, a junior (11th grade), and | love speech and debate.
For events, | do congressional debate, policy debate, extemporaneous speaking,
impromptu speaking, and informative speaking.

| originally made this guide so my dad (hi dad) would feel less nervous about judging
speech at the State tournament my freshman year, and | am glad to be helping many
more parents, guardians, friends, and well-intentioned neighbors of speakers and
debaters grow into quality judges for our team.

As | am not an expert in broad sections of Speech, | have consulted a variety of captains
throughout my freshman, sophomore, and junior years to compile this guide for you.
These captains were and are experts in their respective events.

| really hope you enjoy speech and debate and that this guide helps make judging easier
for you! Your judging urges the next generation of great speakers forward!



General Information

In general, use your best judgment to judge (kind of obvious but yeah). The
speakers have to be confident, but you as a judge also have to be confident in
your judgment. Even if something doesn’t fit the criteria on this document, if
something doesn’t feel right, then don’t rank it high, and vice versa.

Memorization:

e Every single speaker and every single speech can be and should be memorized (except
for Radio!).

e 2025 Update: in Extemp and Impromptu, the NSDA has changed their rules to allow
speakers a single index card while speaking. Whether you choose to reflect the use of
the index card in your ballot or not, it is not against the rules. However, from my
experience in Extemp and Impromptu, it is always possible to give a memorized speech
without the help of an index card. Do with that information what you will.

Timing:
e Always ask the speaker what kinds of time signals they would like.
e Standard NSDA hand signals should be used- often referred to as “[number] down”. For

example, for “five down”:

O Raise five fingers when five minutes of speech time is left
Four fingers when four minutes of speech time is left
Three fingers when three minutes of speech time is left
Two fingers when two minutes of speech time is left
One finger when one minute of speech time is left
Make a “C” with your hand to indicate thirty seconds left

O Raise a close fist to show that their speaking time has elapsed

e |[f a speaker goes over the grace period for the event, they cannot be ranked first place

O O O O O

in their room.
O For example, for Extemporaneous Speaking, the time limit is 7 minutes and the
grace period is 30 seconds, meaning that if an extemp speaker’s time is over
7:30, then they cannot get the 1.
e |[f a speaker goes overtime, don’t cut them off. Just let them finish, but reflect it in your
ballot.
e When in doubt, ask the speaker how they would like to be timed.



Humor:

e Asageneral rule, always take into consideration any humor in a speech— especially for
limited prep events like extemp or impromptu, where split-second humor is usually
pretty difficult

Manners:

e Professionalism. Always. Anybody not being professional should not be ranked high
under any circumstances.

e |[f the content of a speech is rude, offensive, or sensitive, and the speaker has not
warned the audience about it in a “trigger warning”, then your rankings should reflect
that. In any egregious cases, contact a tournament official or a team coach asap.

Black Book Events:

e POI, Poetry, and Prose are classified as “Black Book Events” because of the small black
binder used as a prop.
e® Every time the speaker flips the page, that signifies a character switch (usually).

Reminders:

e Don’t vote somebody up just because they’re loud. Loudness and goodness are not the
same.

e Always make sure to include something that the speaker can improve on, especially if
you gave them a low rank. The only thing more frustrating as a competitor than a low
rank and no ballot is a low rank and a ballot filled with niceties but no information.

e IMPORTANT: At the end of the day, go with your gut. There are no right or wrong
decisions, only your decision. Your opinion matters; if you are giving a rank or
feedback, there must have been some reason or vibe that caused you to give that rank

or feedback.



Extemporaneous Speaking

How People Usually Refer to It: Extemp

Speech time: 7 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:

e Speakers are given three topics, typically about current events and
American/national/international politics or economics.

e |t doesn’t matter and it shouldn’t matter whether or not you know about the topic
because they should have a section in their intro that tells you about what their topic is.

e Speakers choose one of three topics offered to them in the prep room and spend 30
minutes writing and practicing their speech answering their question

e Speakers should enter the room, introduce themselves, and give you their question
before starting their speech.

e Speakers should have both their speech and their question memorized— no legal pad!!!
(However, per updated 2025 NSDA rules, speakers are allowed an index card - please
refer to the Memorization section under the General Information heading for more info)

e Reminder: this event is about political commentary. You will encounter viewpoints that
you may not agree with. This occurrence a) is rather common in speech and debate and
b) should not be reflected in your ballot (unless the speaker is claiming something
blatantly false).

Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Content 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Confidence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Hand Gestures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Voice Intonation/Fluctuation | 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Radio Broadcasting

How People Usually Refer to It: Radio

Speech time: 5 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:

® Two speakers are given a topic and a packet of paper with information about that topic.

® The speakers will pretend to be radio broadcasters, and the first page of the topic
packet will have a list of tasks that they need to complete, such as running commercials,
giving weather reports, and having call-ins.

Speakers spend 30 minutes writing and practicing their speech in a prep room.
Speakers should enter the room, introduce themselves, and give you their topic and list
of tasks (typically on the first page of their topic packet) before starting their speech.

® Turn away from the speakers so you can’t see them (that’s how a radio works, after all).
This is the only speech event that does not need to be memorized.

e Speakers should time themselves (no time signals). TIMING IS VERY IMPORTANT IN THIS
EVENT.

o If you need a tiebreaker in Radio, use times, as in how close they are to 5
minutes.

o Note: this is the only speech and debate event where speakers are permitted to stretch
the boundaries of professionalism and make risque or unhinged jokes. As a judge, you
must find your own boundary as to what is okay to laugh about and what is not.

Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Content (must do all 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
tasks)

Creativity/Entertainment |1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Chemistry between 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Partners

Voice/Characters 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Impromptu Speaking

How People Usually Refer to It: Impromptu

Speech + Prep time: 7 minutes total

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:

e Speakers are given three topics, typically a word, saying, quote, or meaningful sentence.
They will give real-world, pop culture, storybook, or movie examples as to why their
interpretation of the topic is true/false/important.

® Inimpromptu, the time limit for both speech prep AS WELL AS the speech itself is 7
minutes total. It is 100% up to speakers how they want to distribute their 7 minutes.

e Typically, speakers will spend two minutes prepping their speech and five minutes
speaking. Typically. Don’t be surprised if this is not what the speaker chooses; some
speakers choose to use 3 minutes of prep and give a 4 minute speech.

e During prep time, give verbal time signals every thirty seconds. For example, say “thirty
seconds used” after 30 seconds.

e Use standard NSDA timing procedures during their speaking.

e |t doesn’t matter and shouldn’t matter if you don’t have any previous knowledge about
their examples— they should explain it well enough for you to understand.

Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Content (diversity of content 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
as well as how well they fit the

topic)
Confidence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Hand Gestures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Voice Intonation/Fluctuation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Dramatic Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: DI (as in the letter D then the letter 1)
Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:
e Speakers will give a memorized speech with no props or objects— their suit counts as a
prop (so no putting hands in pockets or fidgeting with the tie).
e The speech should be a monologue with only one character talking (usually).
The speech should have an intro somewhere in the speaking in which they break
character and explain why they chose the piece and what it means both in general and
to them especially. You should be able to tell when the intro is by a change in posture
and tone.
e The speech should be emotionally riveting/moving.
Usually the speaker will give you their timing preference. If they are unclear about it,
just ask.
® Speakers may need to give a trigger warning. Please refer to both the Manners Section
under the General Information heading and the Program Oral Interpretation heading for
more information on trigger warnings.
Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Acting Skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Filling the Given Space 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

(Moving, not just talking)

Intro- good interpretation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Content 1 2 3 4 5

Entertainment— piece 1 2 3 4 5
should not be boring




Humorous Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: HI (kind of like Dramatic Interp, but with an H instead of a D)
Speech time: 10 minutes
Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:
e Speakers will give a memorized speech with no props or objects— their suit counts as a
prop (so no putting hands in pockets or fidgeting with the tie).
e The speech should have different characters with clearly distinguishable voices,
postures, and stances.
® The speech should have an intro somewhere in the speaking in which they break
character and explain why they chose the piece and what it means both in general and
to them especially. You should be able to tell when the intro is by a change in posture
and tone.
The speech should be profound but funny.
e Usually the speaker will give you their timing preference. If they are unclear about it,

just ask.
Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Content 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Characters 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Humor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Filling the given space 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Duo Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: Duo

Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:

Two speakers will give a memorized speech with no props or objects—their suit counts
as a prop (so no putting hands in pockets or fidgeting with the tie).

The speech should have each speaker playing different characters with clearly
distinguishable voices, postures, and stances.

O Characters should never switch between speakers. For example, if speaker 1 is
Bob, then speaker 1 is the only speaker that plays Bob for the entire speech. Bob
should not switch to be speaker 2’s role midway through the story.

The speech should have an intro somewhere in the speech in which the speakers break
character and explain why they chose the piece and what it means both in general and
to them especially. You should be able to tell when the intro is by a change in posture
and tone.

The speech should be profound. It can be funny, sad, or both.

Usually the speaker will give you their timing preference. If they are unclear about it,
just ask.

IMPORTANT- the partners CANNOT touch or make eye contact with each other under
any circumstances. If they do so, they are disqualified. Give them the lowest rank.

o If it seems like it was an accident, use your best judgement as to whether it was
simply a mistake or on purpose, and rank accordingly.

Criteria:

Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Content 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Confidence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Chemistry between Partners | 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Voice




How People Usually Refer to It: Duet
Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:

Duet Acting

® Two speakers will give a memorized speech with the props of two chairs and a table.

They are allowed to use their suits as props as well.
The speech should have each speaker playing different characters with clearly
distinguishable voices, postures, and stances.

O Characters should never switch between speakers. For example, if speaker 1 is
Bob, then speaker 1 is the only speaker that plays Bob for the entire speech. Bob
should not switch to be speaker 2’s role midway through the story.

The speech should have an intro somewhere in the speech in which the speakers break
character and explain why they chose the piece and what it means both in general and
to them especially. You should be able to tell when the intro is by a change in posture
and tone.

The speech should be profound. It can be funny, sad, or both.

Usually the speaker will give you their timing preference. If they are unclear about it,
just ask.

The two speakers are allowed to look at and touch each other.

Criteria:
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 10
Content 1 2 3 4 5 10
Confidence 1 2 3 4 5 10
Chemistry between Partners |1 2 3 4 5 10
Voice 1 2 3 4 5 10




Program Oral Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: POI (pronounced like “poy”, rhymes with “soy”)
Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds

Description:

e Speakers should give a speech with (typically) 4 characters.

o The speech should have an intro somewhere in the speech in which the speaker breaks
character and explains why they chose the piece and what it means both in general and
to them especially. You should be able to tell when the intro is by a change in posture
and tone.

e The speech will be a collection of poetry, prose, drama, etc.

Usually, the speech will be about a deep societal issue.

o Usually the speaker will give you their timing preference. If they are unclear about it,
just ask.

e Note: this event is intense. Speakers will dramatically portray issues like school
shootings, domestic violence, sexual assault, and more. Speakers should be giving
trigger warnings for any parts of their speech that may make the audience
uncomfortable; it is unacceptable to give an intense speech without prefacing it with a
trigger warning.

Criteria:
Character Distinction 1 p 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Movement and Use of 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Space

Content (should be riveting) | 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Fluency/Understandability | 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Plot/Story Flow (does the 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
story logically make sense)




Poetry Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: Poetry
Speech time: 5 minutes
Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:
e Speakers will give a speech with pieces of poetry (not written by them) put together.
e There should be one central unifying topic behind the different pieces of poetry that are
put together to make the speech, for example, women’s rights.
There must be sound story structuring with an introduction, climax, and resolution.
Basically like a POI but with only poetry.
Speakers may need to give a trigger warning. Please refer to both the Manners Section
under the General Information heading and the Program Oral Interpretation heading for
more information on trigger warnings.

Criteria:

Character Distinction 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Movement and Use of Space 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Content (should be riveting) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Fluency/Understandability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Plot/Story Flow (does the story |1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
logically make sense)




Prose Interpretation

How People Usually Refer to It: Prose
Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:

e Speakers will give a speech derived from prose (fiction) with a story.

e The content of the speech should be more reflective, with one character talking about
their experiences in a monologue— essentially, the character has already gone through
the story.

e There must be a solid structure of the piece with character development, climax, and
resolution.

e Speakers may need to give a trigger warning. Please refer to both the Manners Section
under the General Information heading and the Program Oral Interpretation heading for
more information on trigger warnings.

Criteria:
Acting Skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Content 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Speaking skills (hand gestures, | 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
walking, movements, etc)

Story Structure and 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Understandability

Voice Intonation/Fluctuation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Original Spoken Word Poetry

How People Usually Refer to It: Spoken Word
Speech time: 3 minutes (prelims) or 10 minutes (finals)
Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:
® The speaker will give one 3 minute speech of one self-written poem during preliminary
rounds, and one 10 minute speech of three self-written poems during the final round.
e Black books are not allowed.
Speakers may need to give a trigger warning. Please refer to both the Manners Section
under the General Information heading and the Program Oral Interpretation heading for
more information on trigger warnings.

Criteria:
Emotion 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Fluency 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Content (especially 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
important since they
wrote the poems
themselves)

Voice 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Movement 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Original Oratory

How People Usually Refer to It: OO
Speech time: 10 minutes
Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:
e Speakers will give a speech talking about an issue in society and the path to solving it
(basically like a Ted Talk without visual aids).
o No props nor visual aids are permitted.
Speakers should go through the causes, the effects, and the solutions to the problem.
® The speech should feel more argumentative than informative— the speaker should be
giving you information, yes, but it should also be persuasion on the topic and for the

solution.
Criteria:
Strong Speaking 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Good Tone 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Easy to Understand 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Interesting Topic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Speech Structure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




Informative Speaking

How People Usually Refer to It: Info
Speech time: 10 minutes

Grace period: 30 seconds
Description:

e Speakers will give a speech talking about an issue in society.

e Speakers can use boards (essentially a physical slideshow) as visual aids to help with the
audience understanding the topic, as well as to add entertainment and to keep the issue
interesting.

Speakers should go through the causes and effects of the problem.

The speech should feel more informative than persuasive—the speaker should be giving
you solely information with limited persuasion on the topic - unlike OO, there should
not be a solution presented.

Criteria:
Boards Quality 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Content (should be both 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
interesting and easy to
understand)

Strong Speaking Skills (hand 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
gestures, movement, posture,
etc)

Logical Structure of Speech 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Voice Intonation/Fluctuation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10




