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NCFL Student Congress Manual

About Student Congress

Student Congress combines aspects from both debate and speech competition in a unique
blend. At the NCFL Grand National Student Congress, you will be placed in a legislative chamber
with students from across the nation. To be successful, it is important that you work well with
your peers to serve as an advocate for your “constituents” and pass meaningful legislation.
Immersing yourself in the full experience of this event requires that you familiarize yourself with
the procedures outlined in this manual.

Advancing to Nationals

This manual includes the procedures of the National Catholic Forensic League (NCFL) for the
Grand National Forensic Tournament. NCFL does not restrict the operations of preliminary or
qualifier events. Each league is encouraged to consider operating local Student Congress such
that incremental events follow the procedures set forth for Preliminary sessions and that
qualifier events follow the procedures of Elimination sessions (semifinals and finals).

Diocesan Leagues are permitted to advance entries in Student Congress according to the
allocations based on league membership. Each participating league is responsible for providing
one or two (based on league membership) judge candidates for Student Congress (By-Laws
II.B.1.c). Leagues are expected to submit legislation, no later than April 1 for the subsequent
Grand National Tournament (By-Laws II.C.6.e). Legislation addressed in prior local tournaments
may be submitted for national consideration if it is original work of a student or group of
students. Legislation will be released no later than one month before Nationals.

The NCFL By-Laws govern Student Congress operations on the whole. This manual describes the
routines and procedures which will govern Grand National Tournament operations. Rules,
requirements, and procedures vary across leagues. Participants are responsible for knowing and
following NCFL standards during competition.

Preparing for the Grand National Tournament

The bills and resolutions that will be debated by the chambers are made available by the NCFL
Clerk of Congress through a link (click here) on the NCFL website (NCFL.org). The Clerk of
Congress attempts to select legislation that encourages educational debate on a wide range of
subjects. Participants who write legislation for consideration have a theoretical advantage of
research and familiarity with the subject material.

Bills and resolutions are different types of legislation; each type has a different purpose and a
different format.

https://sites.google.com/view/ncflstudentcongress/home
http://ncfl.org
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● Bills enumerate specific provisions which, if enacted, will have the force of law. Refer to
Appendix B (Guide to Bill-Writing).

● Resolutions express a conviction or idea, used when Congress does not have jurisdiction
to legislate. Debate on a resolution generally centers on broad principles about the
concept presented. “Whereas” clauses (as opposed to articles/sections) are used to set
forth the ideas presented in a resolution. It is not reasonable to undermine debate on a
resolution simply because it cannot result in direct action. Refer to Appendix C (Guide to
Resolutions).

● Since Constitutional Amendments are actually suggestions that the states ratify a
provision, these should be written as resolutions. Refer to Appendix D (Guide for
Constitutional Amendments).

Whether your legislation was selected or not, you have one month prior to the NCFL Grand
National Tournament to review the legislation packet, conduct research, and write speeches for
each session. Documentation is more impressive than personal opinion.

Role of the Clerk of Congress

The Clerk of Congress is appointed annually to serve the Tournament Director in efficient
operation of the Student Congress event. The Clerk of Congress is the recipient of submissions
of legislation for consideration. The Clerk of Congress operates the Student Congress tabroom
on-site at the Grand National Tournament. They will be present for general meetings, awards,
and emergencies. See Appendix J (Expectations for the Clerk of Congress) for more information.

Student Congress At the Grand National Tournament

General Meeting

Ideally, the General Meeting will be held on Saturday morning. All Student Congress
participants and assigned judges are expected to be present. In some cases, for the sake of
practicality, the General Meeting may be recorded and posted for participants to view at their
leisure. If so, the video will be linked on the NCFL Student Congress website no later than Friday
evening. The Clerk of Congress will conduct the General Meeting and share any instructional or
facilities notes for those present. In the best circumstances, the Host Committee or a designee
will have secured the attendance of a local or state official to offer a brief speech and lead the
participants in swearing the Oath of Office.

Oath of Office

“I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against
all enemies foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the Constitution;
that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that
I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter, so help
me God.”
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Preliminary Sessions

Saturday also includes all Preliminary Sessions. The first session begins with a 30-minute Caucus
Session. During a Caucus Session, participants cordially, but professionally, discuss the best
order for debating legislation and can also share their interest in serving as a Presiding Officer.
Under no circumstances can the agenda be set or the Presiding Officer be elected during
caucusing.

Preliminary Session 1
Convene
Presiding Officer Election
Set Agenda
Legislation (Four Items)
Recess

Preliminary Session 2
Reconvene
Presiding Officer Election
Set Agenda
Legislation (Four Items)
Recess

Preliminary Session 3
Reconvene
Presiding Officer Election
Set Agenda
Legislation (Four Items)
Adjourn

Role of the Parliamentarian

A Parliamentarian is assigned to each chamber for the day. The Parliamentarian will serve as the
presiding officer through the election process. Ideally, the Parliamentarian is an observer in the
chamber and will not interact in any way, until ranking all speakers during the final session,
based on the day’s observations. However, in an emergency, the Parliamentarian is a
tournament resource who can assist participants. All Parliamentarians are in direct contact with
the Tab Room. Parliamentarians should see Appendix E (Guide for Parliamentarians).

Election of the Presiding Officer

A Presiding Officer will be elected from the members of the chamber at the beginning of each
session. The following are rules for Presiding Officer elections:

● At the start of each session, the Parliamentarian takes nominations from the floor for
Presiding Officer. No students may nominate themselves.

● Brief (30-45 seconds) speeches of introduction and qualifications may be given by each
candidate prior to the first round of voting in a given election, but are not required.

● Elections for presiding officer are conducted by secret ballot, solely managed by the
Parliamentarian. Students MAY NOT assist. See Appendix E for Voting Slips.

○ On a small piece of paper, each student will vote for only one of the nominees.
○ A majority vote will elect the presiding officer for a given session. Balloting shall

continue until a majority (50% + 1) is reached.
○ In each round of balloting, the candidate receiving the lowest total of votes is

eliminated; if the bottom two students’ vote total is less than the total of the
student who is third from the bottom, the bottom two students are both
eliminated from the next round of voting.

● When the majority vote has been successfully completed, the Presiding Officer will
vacate their seat in the chamber and assume the designated place at a table near the
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podium with the Parliamentarian. With this action, a Presiding Officer vacates any
opportunity to speak on legislation in the session.

Role of the Presiding Officer

The task of the Presiding Officer is to administer the rules of parliamentary procedure (see
Appendix F Parliamentary Procedure in a Nutshell or Robert’s Rules of Order for guidance) and
keep the chamber operating efficiently through their tenure. Presiding Officers serve the
interests of the Chamber over their own interests. Once elected, they are rewarded with an
honorary gavel. Presiding Officers should consult Appendix H (Guide for Presiding Officers).

Agenda-Setting

The first order of business for a Presiding Officer is to guide the chamber in setting the agenda,
the specific order in which the four items of legislation will be addressed. Commonly, this begins
by entertaining a motion with a specific proposed order. As always, the motion must be
seconded. A majority vote is necessary to adopt this agenda. A chamber may propose several
agendas before adopting one.

While in the Chamber

There is a right way and a wrong way to speak in legislative sessions. Study and use Appendix F
(Parliamentary Procedure in a Nutshell). In addition, remember the following best practices:

1. When referring to another participant, use the following form:
a. If in Prelims: “Representative…” or “The Representative from…”
b. If in Semis and Finals: “Senator…” or “The Senator from…”

2. When referring to a Presiding Officer, use the following form:
a. If in Prelims: “Mr. Speaker” or “Madam Speaker”
b. If in Semis or Finals: “Mr. President” or “Madam President”
c. A Presiding Officer may also specify another reasonable honorific at the

beginning of the session.
3. When wishing to offer a motion, the correct way to obtain the floor is to wait until a

cycle (pair of affirmation and negation speeches) to conclude, stand and say “motion,”
and wait for the Presiding Officer to recognize you. When the Presiding Officer
recognizes you, make your motion.

4. When you wish to oppose the views of the preceding speaker, the correct way to obtain
the floor to speak is to wait until the final questioner concludes, stand quickly, and wait
for the Presiding Officer to recognize you. Holding your placard facilitates the process.

5. When you wish to question a speaker for clarity and transparency, the correct way to
obtain the floor is to stand and wait to be recognized when the Presiding Officer calls for
speakers or questioners. If you were not called for the first questions, remain standing.
When the questioning period elapses or a speaker has been selected, those waiting
should take their seats.
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Debate in the chamber begins with an opening, affirmative speaker. No authorship or
sponsorship speeches are permitted at Nationals because they offer clear advantages to some
individuals. Speeches can never exceed three minutes. Each speech is followed by
cross-examination from the floor.

● The first cycle of debate includes a MANDATORY two-minute cross-examination period
for each speech.

● All speeches outside the first cycle include a MANDATORY one-minute
cross-examination period.

● Cross-examination periods MAY NOT be suspended or expanded.
● NCFL has adopted the direct questioning method, allowing a single questioner to

continue for 30 seconds without requesting and being granted a follow-up question.
● Presiding Officers should rule prefaced, “two-part,” misleading, or irrelevant questions

out of order.
● If time remains and no questioners remain, the Presiding Officer will dismiss the speaker

to be seated.

When many members wish to speak, the Presiding Officer will choose those who have spoken
least, then least recently. Members of the chamber should plan accordingly, as recency is NOT
reset from round to round.

Amending Legislation

Amendments can be used to correct unintentional errors in legislation, adapt legislation to
reflect events that have unfolded since it was originally drafted and released, better reflect the
course of debate on the legislation, or address other reasons entirely. Amendment forms will be
provided to all participants (see Appendix E Amendment Form). Amendments must be
presented in writing and state exactly the words to be added or stricken. A Motion to Amend
requires a second from another member of the chamber. Use the following procedure to
amend:

1. The amendment is written on an NCFL Amendment form and passed to the
Parliamentarian.

2. The Presiding Officer will read the amendment and determine if it is germane.
3. When an Amendment is proposed, the Presiding Officer will read the amendment.
4. The Presiding Officer will ask for a second.
5. In keeping with Robert’s Rules of Order, the Presiding Officer will take a voice vote on

entertaining the amendment.

Preference for the sponsorship speech on the amendment shall be based upon the number of
speeches given (regular speaking precedence); the author of the amendment DOES NOT have
the automatic right of sponsorship.

Debate on an amendment to legislation DOES NOT INCLUDE mandatory cross examination; after
the opening speech, an opposing speech ON THE AMENDMENT will be in order.
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Debate will alternate (pro and con) ON THE AMENDMENT until the amendment item is disposed
of properly. Proper disposal of an amendment involves a successful calling of the question and a
vote on the amendment’s acceptance.

Any speech on the main motion is OUT OF ORDER while the amendment is on the floor.

Voting Procedures

When informative discussion on a piece of legislation is exhausted, a Motion on the Previous
Question is in order. It requires a second. Because this motion closes debate and terminates the
opportunity for any other member to speak on this legislation, it requires the assent of
two-thirds of the chamber. For example, if there are 21 people assigned to the session, 14 is the
minimum needed to invoke the Previous Question. Upon passage, the Presiding Officer will
move into voting procedures. If defeated, debate on the legislation will continue.

If no one wishes to speak, the chair has the discretion to call the question without a motion.

In order to take a vote on any piece of legislation, it must have been debated on the floor for
two full cycles. If sufficient speakers are not available, an item may be laid on the table.

Votes on passage of the legislation MUST be taken by standing vote.

A Motion for Division of the Chamber may be demanded by any two members (motion and
second) when a voice vote has been taken. The call for a division of the Chamber must be made
before the Chamber has moved on to other business.

Ending the Session

A Motion to Suspend the Rules to permit speeches on only one side of a topic is ill-advised and
should never extend beyond one cycle. When balanced debate is exhausted, it is time to Move
the Previous Question. A suspension of the rules requires agreement from two-thirds of the
chamber.

A Motion to Suspend the Rules MAY NOT be used to alter any regulation in the NCFL By-Laws.

On Student Congress rulings, the Parliamentarian is the final authority within each chamber and
they should correct any serious deviations from the rules. Decisions of a Parliamentarian on
procedure will not be altered by the Tab Room.

Under no circumstances is a member permitted to argue with the Presiding Officer or the
Parliamentarian. A member’s only recourse if they feel the Presiding Officer has made a serious
error is to stand and say: “I rise to a Point of Parliamentary Procedure.” The Presiding Officer will
say: “State your point.” The member should state what they believe to be the error and sit
down. The Presiding Officer may confer with the Parliamentarian before answering. If the
member still feels the Presiding Officer is wrong, they can rise and say: “I Appeal the Decision of
the Chair.” This motion requires a second. There is no debate, but the person making the
motion may, in a few sentences, state why they feel the decision should be overruled. The

Page 6



NCFL Student Congress Manual (Ver 9-2023) Page 7

Presiding Officer may also state, in a few sentences, why they feel the decision should stand.
The Presiding Officer then takes the vote as follows: “Those voting to sustain the Presiding
Officer…those voting to overrule the Presiding Officer.” Once the vote has been taken and the
results announced, the decision is irrevocable and no further discussion is permitted on the
matter. Please note: the purpose of Student Congress is to debate legislation, not show off
one’s knowledge of parliamentary procedure. Take this into consideration when contemplating
this action.

Role of the Scorer

Scorers are knowledgeable adults who objectively score each speech in the session
independently. When the speeches have concluded, scorers holistically rank the top eight
speakers in the chamber.

At no time should speakers approach or engage the scorers in conversation. While politeness is
welcome while entering and exiting, anything more could be seen as an attempt to influence
their decisions.

Under no circumstances are scorers permitted to participate in the business of the chamber.

Scorers should consult Appendix I (Guide for Scorers).

Advancement to Semi-Finals

Congresspersons are reminded that speeches are of primary importance in influencing
advancement. Use of motions in a proper and timely manner also helps further debate and can
influence advancement.

According to the NCFL By-Laws (II.C.6a), “The goal for the size of preliminary chambers will be 18
members. Five members will advance from each Chamber to the Semi-Finals.”

Based on the cumulative rankings from all Scorers (including each of the three Preliminary
Sessions), the four top-ranking members of each chamber will advance to Semi-Finals. The
Parliamentarian ranks all members of the chamber. The highest-ranking member of the chamber
from the Parliamentarian ballot who has not already advanced based on Scorer ranks will also
advance to Semi-Finals.

Semi-Final Session

Qualifiers for Semi-Finals will be posted by NCFL on Saturday night, approximately 10:30 PM.

Five members will advance from each Chamber to the Semi-Finals. The Clerk of the Congress
will distribute the qualifiers into approximately equally-sized chambers of 16 to 20 students and
assign four Scorers and a Parliamentarian for each Semi-Final Chamber (By-Laws II.C.6.b).
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Semi-Finals will be held on Sunday morning and will consist of two parts which are each two
hours long. A fifteen-minute break will separate the two parts. Other recesses may be
considered by a vote of the chamber, at the discretion of the Presiding Officer and the
Parliamentarian. Each part shall be presided over by a different student elected from chamber. A
student MAY NOT preside for both parts. All Scorers and the Parliamentarian will serve through
both parts of the Semifinals Session.

A new selection of five pieces of legislation will be preassigned to Semi-Finals by the Clerk of
Congress. Legislation is posted on the NCFL Student Congress website on the Semi-Finals page.

General procedures as described for the Preliminary Sessions continue in force for Semi-Finals.

Elections of the Presiding Officers

An election will be held at the beginning of the Semi-Final and Grand Final Sessions for both
Presiding Officers. Any student wishing to serve as Presiding Officer must be a candidate in this
election. Voting will proceed as it does for all other PO elections for the top candidate.

The Presiding Officer Elect must choose which part of the Semi-Finals Session to serve. After this
decision has been announced, other candidates may choose to continue in the second election
or withdraw.

A second election will follow, the winner of which will serve as Presiding Officer for the alternate
part of Semi-Finals.

The Presiding Officer for the first part will vacate their assigned seat and take the position at the
front of the room with the Parliamentarian. By doing so, they relinquish the right to speak on
legislation during that part of the Semi-Finals session. When they have resumed their speaker
position or before the Presiding Officer role has been assumed, they may speak on legislation as
any member of the chamber.

The first order of business is the setting of the agenda.

The fifteen-minute break should be handled as a recess of the chamber. It does not require the
disposing of legislation on the table. Upon return from the recess, the Presiding Officer for part
1 should convey precedence and recency information to the Presiding Officer for part 2. The first
Presiding Officer will be assigned two speeches in precedence.

Advancing to Finals

Six to eight members will advance from each Semi-Final chamber to the Grand Final Session of
24 students (By-Laws.II.6.b, part 2). Based on the cumulative rankings from all Scorers (including
each of the three Preliminary Sessions), the five to seven (five if there are four Semi-Final
Chambers, seven if there are only three Semi-Final Chambers) top-ranking members of each
chamber will advance to Semi-Finals. The Parliamentarian ranks all members of the chamber.
The highest-ranking member of the chamber from the Parliamentarian ballot who has not
already advanced based on Scorer ranks will also advance to Semi-Finals.
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Grand Final Session

The Grand Final Session will be held on Sunday afternoon, following a lunch break. It will begin
with a General Meeting in the assigned room. Following any pertinent instructions, the Clerk of
Congress will announce the qualifiers at the General Meeting. Scorers and the Parliamentarian
will also be announced.

Upon hearing their name announced, participants should rise and advance to the competition
space and assume their places. While no official caucus period is scheduled, quiet discussions
about the agenda or interest in presiding may occur among the senators.

Tab room officials will assist the Parliamentarian during the Presiding Officer elections. The
method of electing two presiding officers for the session should follow that described for the
Semi-Finals Session. A student MAY NOT preside for both parts. All Scorers and the
Parliamentarian will serve through both parts of the Semifinals Session.

Procedures regarding the interim recess during the Grand Final Session also follow those set
forth in the description of Semi-Finals procedures.

Five new pieces of legislation will be assigned to the Grand Final Session by the Clerk of
Congress. Legislation selections will be posted on the NCFL Student Congress website on the
Finals page.

The four Scorers and the Parliamentarian will rank the top 8 persons at the end of the Grand
Final Session; each student unranked by an official will receive a rank of “9”. The ranks will be
totaled to determine the final placement. The ballot cast by the Parliamentarian in Preliminary,
Semi-Final, and Grand Final Sessions will be used to break any ties that may occur.

Awards

Advancing to Nationals from your league is an honor and should be reflected on your personal,
educational résumé. The NCFL awards competitors who advance from Preliminary Sessions to
the Eliminations on Sunday, individually. The NCFL also provides a Sweepstakes Trophy to
schools based upon the number and successes of their entries, cumulatively. Through a special
gift, the Dr. Paul E. Ward Memorial Trophy recognizes the number and successes of a school’s
entries, cumulatively and across the years of participation.

Speakers will be awarded as follows (By-Laws II.E.1.a):

● Non-advancing Semi-Finalists - Medal (distributed at Finals General Meeting)
● Finalists - Trophy (distributed together at ceremony)
● Top eight speakers (based on Finals) - Trophy (announced individually at ceremony)

Each Presiding Officer will earn a gavel for their service to the chamber (By-Laws II.2.E.1.c).

Sweepstakes points are awarded as follows (By-Laws II.2.E.2.d.4):
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● Per participant per Preliminary Session - 8 points
● Per participant advancing to Semifinals - 18 points
● Per participant advancing to Grand Finals - 18 points
● For 1st place participant - 40 points
● For 2nd place participant - 35 points
● For 3rd place participant - 30 points
● For 4th place participant - 25 points
● For 5th place participant - 20 points
● For 6th - 8th place participants - 15 points each

The Dr. Paul E. Ward Memorial Trophy will be awarded for one year to the top school based on
cumulative historical standing. Schools add to their cumulative points each year they participate
in NCFL Grand National Student Congress in the following ways (By-Laws II.2.E.2.e):

● 1 point per preliminary session entry
● 2 points per presiding officer
● 2 points per speaker advancing to Semifinals
● 3 points per speaker advancing to Finals
● 8 points for 1st place speaker
● 7 points for 2nd place speaker
● 6 points for third place speaker
● 5 points for fourth place speaker
● 4 points for fifth place speaker
● 3 points for sixth place speaker
● 2 points for seventh place speaker
● 1 point for eighth place speaker
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Appendix
A. Glossary of Useful Terms for Congressional Debate
B. NCFL Guide to Bill-Writing
C. NCFL Guide to Resolutions
D. NCFL Guide to Constitutional Amendments
E. NCFL Amendment Form/Voting Slips
F. Parliamentary Procedure in a Nutshell
G. Guide for Parliamentarians
H. Guide for Presiding Officers
I. Guide for Scorers
J. Expectations of the Clerk of Congress
K. Chamber Tally Precedence
L. Chamber Tally Recency
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A: Glossary Of Useful Terms

Adjourn: end the session without the intent to return

Agenda: the specific order in which proposed legislation will be addressed in a session; an
agenda can be adjusted through a vote of the chamber.

Authorship: generally refers to speechmaking privilege accorded to the writer of a bill or
resolution, and can also refer to the introductory speech on legislation itself. At the Grand
National Tournament, authorship speeches are not permitted. All speakers have an equal
chance to deliver the first affirmative speech on a piece of legislation.

Bill: a type of legislation that lays out specific provisions and carries with it the full force of
the law upon passage. Only a policy area that is within the purview of the United States
Congress should be the subject of bills.

Constitutional amendment: a type of legislation, written as a resolution, that sets forth
one or more specific changes to the Constitution of the United States.

Cross-examination: period of time after a speech concludes when members may ask
questions of the speaker holding the floor upon recognition by the presiding officer.
Simple, single questions are the only type allowed; multi-part and follow-up questions are
out of order.

Cycle: pair of speeches, first affirmative and second negative, to assure balance of dialogue
in the chamber; most motions are not appropriate until a cycle has been completed

Docket: all legislation assigned to a session, without regard to the order in which they will
be debated

Parliamentarian: the adult in the room who serves as the check on all rules and
procedures. Generally seated at the front with the presiding officer, they are available for
consultation by the presiding officer, other students, and the scorers.

Personal privilege:motion that is required for a member to enter or exit chambers when
the chamber is not in recess.

Placard: each participant is likely to have a name placard for the opening session to
distinguish them in the chamber; placards facilitate referring to other members of the
chamber by name, professionally; they can be raise during motions to aid recognition from
the Presiding Officer or positioned on the speaker table to aid judges

Presiding officer: the student who is elected (prelims and Semi-Final) to chair debate in a
given chamber. Referred to as “the Speaker” (if a House) or “the President” (if a Senate),
they have responsibilities that are extensively outlined in Section III of the Congress
Manual.
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Previous question: a motion that ends debate and begins voting on an item of legislation.
Passage of this motion requires a 2/3 vote (Appendix E).

Recency: a method of recognizing speakers that takes into account both how many times
each member has spoken as well as how recently they have spoken. Once established, it is
the method presiding officers must utilize to recognize speakers at the Grand National
Tournament. It resets at the end of each session.

Recess: a period of time during which debate is temporarily suspended in a given
chamber. It may be used after the conclusion of one item, prior to the introduction of
an item, or for any reason at all. It is advised that these be few in number at the Grand
National Tournament to maximize debating time.

Resolution: a type of legislation that lays out reasons why Congress should support a
particular measure and contains one or more specific “be it resolved” clauses. Ultimately,
such items do not have the full force of law behind them even upon passage. This should
be used if Congress does not have the power to take action on a given policy.

Sponsorship: generally refers to the privilege and responsibility accorded a student who
is not the author of legislation, but begins debate by introducing an item of legislation.
Locally, this may apply when a member of a school write a bill, but is not in the same
chamber and a teammate from the same school serves in the role which would be
afforded to the author (see authorship). At the Grand National Tournament, league
sponsorship is not permitted. All speakers have an equal chance to deliver the first
affirmative speech on a piece of legislation.

Table: to place an item of legislation “on the table” refers to the process by which an item is
set aside so that the chamber may move on to a new item even though debate may not be
finished with the “tabled” item.
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B: NCFL Guide to Bill-Writing

Page 14



15

C: NCFL Guide to Resolutions
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D: NCFL Guide to Constitutional Amendments
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E: NCFL Amendment Form
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F: Parliamentary Procedure in a Nutshell
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G: Guide to Parliamentarians
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H: Guide for Presiding Officers
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I: Guide for Scorers
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J: Expectations of the Clerk of Congress
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K. Chamber Tally Precedence
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L: Chamber Tally Recency
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