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PREPARED SPEECH – Rules 

 

 Topic is open – selected by the decathlete – approved by the coach. 
 

 Speech must be: 
 original work of the student 
 current and not used in an Academic Decathlon event from a previous 

competition other than Academic Decathlon of the current year 
 given from a standing position without a lectern 

     (Special arrangements will be made for a physically handicapped decathlete.) 
 between 3 ½ and 4 minutes long 

     (There is no courtesy time for finishing a sentence.) 
 

 Note cards may be used; however, the speech may not be read. 
Overreliance on note cards represents a poorly-prepared speech and should not 
be scored above the FAIR range (0-4) in all categories except Correctness and 
Appropriateness.  Do not collect note cards if the student uses them for his/her 
prepared speech. 

 

 Gestures are acceptable, but no props (including costumes) may be used. 
 

IMPROMPTU SPEECH—Rules 

 

 Speech must be: 
 given from a standing position without a lectern 

     (Special arrangements will be made for a physically handicapped decathlete.) 
 between 1 ½ and 2 minutes long 

     (There is no courtesy time for finishing a sentence.) 
 

 The student has 1 minute to read the topics, select one, and prepare. 
 

 Note cards may be used, and at Regional and State competitions, students must use the 
note cards provided in the speech room.  The decathlete will give his/her note cards to 
the head judge before leaving the room after the impromptu speech is finished.  

 

 Judge should be careful that the impromptu speech topics remain in the speech room 
when the decathlete leaves.  Head judges should be careful to change the impromptu 
topics at the times designated by the speech coordinator. 
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Guidelines for Speech Judging Panels 
 
What is the Speech event? 

 Each student must deliver a Prepared Speech and an Impromptu Speech to a panel of 2-3 judges. 

 A timer is also present to time each speech, as well as the impromptu speech preparation time. 

 You have 10 minutes per student, including delivery of both speeches and scoring. 

General Guidelines: 

 Stay on time!  Students are on a strict schedule at the competition. 

 Be uniform in the procedures you use for each competitor. 

 Ensure that scoring is fair and consistent, reflective of actual performance, and recorded correctly on the form. 

 Create a relaxing and positive atmosphere.  Be an active listener, personable, and attentive.  Smile!  Your non-
verbal feedback is very important to the student. 

 Look at the student while he/she is delivering each speech.  Do not look at the scoring form. 

 Refrain from giving the student leading comments, positive or negative.  Greet and dismiss the student in a 
positive, sincere manner. 

Scoring: 

 Be consistent: 

o Score every student by the rubric, not against each other. 

o Scoring is not a ranking process. 

o Do not save points.  The first speech of the competition, or the last, could be the best. 

 Be fair: 

o Give good scores when they are warranted, but also give not-so-good scores accordingly. 

o You are scoring performance, not how hard someone tried, how much they remind you of your friend or 
family member, or how well you think they should have done – it’s how well they actually did.  

o During the competition, judges may not discuss their scores with each other.  Each judge is expected to 
form their own, independent opinion of each performance, consistently applying the rubric.  Scoring is 
not a collaborative process between the judges on the panel. 

 What is a reasonable score? 

o In Academic Decathlon, each event has a maximum possible score of 1000.  In other objective Academic 
Decathlon events, it is rare for even a very good student to score above 900. 

o For a state competition, the majority of scores will fall within the 650 (mostly “6”s and “7”s) to 850 
(mostly “8”s and “9”s) range.  Think twice before scoring outside of this range! 

o Give credit where credit is due. For example, a poorly-delivered speech may still be a very well-
developed speech. 

o An Impromptu Speech, by nature, is less likely to be as polished as a written, rehearsed Prepared 
Speech. An excellent Impromptu Speech will nearly fool you into believing it was prepared.  

 The Speech Evaluation Form: 

o At the top of each form, write your first initial and last name in the “Judge’s Name” blank. 

o Your form must contain 11 marks (7 for the Prepared Speech, 3 for the Impromptu Speech, and 1 for 
Speech Penalties), no more and no less. 

o If you wish to write comments, please do so only on the back side of the form. Do not allow writing 
comments to delay you from your schedule.  

o If you have a no-show, write “no-show” at the top of the form and turn it in in the same manner as the 
other forms. 
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Responsibilities of the Head Judge of Each Judging Panel 
 

 Coordinate arrangement of the room before the competitors arrive: 

Student

Judge Judge Judge

Timer

Student’s back must be to the door

Timer and student must have a

clear view of each other  

Also set up a table/desk with blank note cards and 2 pencils for the student to prepare 
his/her Impromptu Speech notes.  If necessary, you may move furniture to achieve this 
room setup, but please return everything to its original location at the end of the night! 

 Resolve any issues that occur in the judging room.  Unsolvable problems should be 
referred to the Speech Coordinator. 

 Start on time, stay on time, end on time. 

 Distribute Speech Evaluation Forms to Judge 2 & Judge 3, pre-printed with the students’ 
names and student numbers. 

 Greet each student at the door, or delegate this responsibility to Judge 2 or Judge 3. 

 Ensure that the proper student is being scored by identifying his/her name and student 
number on his/her competition badge. 

 If a student uses note cards to prepare his/her Impromptu Speech, collect them from 
the student before he/she leaves the room.  (If a student uses his/her own note cards 
for the Prepared Speech, do not collect them.) 

 Collect completed Speech Evaluation Forms from all judges, and ensure that they are 
correctly “bubbled” (exactly 11 marks per form).  Place them in the runner’s envelopes 
in this fashion: 

o Student 1: Judge 1, Judge 2, Judge 3; 

o Student 2; Judge 1, Judge 2, Judge 3; … etc. 

 Maintain strict control of the impromptu prompt sheets.  Switch impromptu prompt 
sheets at the times designated by the Speech Coordinator. 

 Place runner’s envelopes with completed Speech Evaluation Forms just outside your 
door at the times designated by the Speech Coordinator. 
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Speech Judging Session – Time Outline 
Time Limit 
(10 minutes) 

Procedure 

30 seconds The student is welcomed into the judging room by head judge or designee. 

 Head judge has judges briefly introduce themselves by name. 

 Head judge may ask the student to announce his/her name and student number if they are 
not clearly visible on his/her nametag. 

 Head judge will call on the timer to give the instructions for the Prepared Speech: 
Remember: A prepared speech is “in time” if you speak between 3 ½ and 4 minutes. After you have 
spoken for 3 minutes, I will hold up the 1-minute card, meaning you have 1-minute left to speak.  After 
you have spoken for 3½ minutes, I will hold up the 30-second card, meaning you have spoken 3½ minutes 
and still have 30 seconds left if you need them.  After you have spoken 4 minutes, I will hold up the “0” 
card, meaning time is up.  I will not say “stop,” but you have no grace period and will be penalized if you 
continue. 

 Head judge asks student to begin his/her Prepared Speech. 

4 minutes The student delivers the Prepared Speech. 

25 seconds  Head judge thanks the student for his/her Prepared Speech. 

 Head judge informs the student that the Impromptu Speech must be no less than 1 ½ 
minutes and no more than 2 minutes.  He/she asks the student if he/she would like the 
timer to read the rules again.  If so, the timer states: 

Remember: An impromptu speech is “in time” if you speak between 1 ½ and 2 minutes. After you have 
spoken for 1 minute, I will hold up the 1-minute card, meaning you have 1-minute left to speak.  After you 
have spoken for 1½ minutes, I will hold up the 30-second card, meaning you have spoken 1½ minutes and 
still have 30 seconds left if you need them.  After you have spoken 2 minutes, I will hold up the “0” card, 
meaning time is up.  I will not say “stop,” but you have no grace period and will be penalized if you 
continue. 

 Head judge tells the student that he/she will hand him a slip of paper containing multiple 
impromptu topics, and from the time the student looks at the paper, he has 1 minute to 
prepare.  Head judge directs the student to where the note cards are located. 

 Head judge hands the sheet of impromptu topics to the student. 

1 minute The student prepares for the Impromptu Speech. 

 The timer “times” the 1-minute preparation period. 

 NOTE: During the student’s 1-minute preparation time, judges may start scoring the 
prepared speech.  This is the only time judges should work on the rubric while a student is in 
the room; at all other times their attention should be on the student. 

 Following 1 minute, the timer will call “Time.” Head judge asks the student to begin the 
Impromptu Speech, giving him/her the option to read the topic before beginning. 

2 minutes The student delivers the Impromptu Speech. 

5 seconds  Head judge briefly congratulates the student on the Impromptu Speech. 

 Judging panel briefly wishes the student well and dismisses him/her. 
The student exits the judging room. 

 NOTE: The student should be in the judging room for only 8 minutes. 

2 minutes  Timer states whether the student’s speeches had “No Penalty,” “Penalty on Prepared,” 
“Penalty on Impromptu,” or “Penalty on Both Speeches.”  All three judges’ Speech 
Evaluation Forms must be marked accordingly. 

 Judges complete scoring of Speech Evaluation Form, marking all 10 areas for evaluation. 

 Head judge collects all Speech Evaluation Forms and places them in the envelope that will 
be picked up by the runners at designated intervals. 
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Understanding the Speech Rubric 
Criteria What to Look For 

Speech Development is the way the speaker puts ideas together so the audience can 

understand them. The speech is structured around a purpose and this structure must 
include an opening, body, and conclusion. A good speech immediately engages the 
audience’s attention and then moves forward toward a significant conclusion. This 
development of speech is supported by relevant examples and illustrations, facts, and 
figures delivered with such smoothness that they blend into the framework of the 
speech to present the audience with a unified whole.  

An introduction that contains a clear enough topic sentence so that the listener 
knows what the speech is going to be about. The speaker provides several “roadmap 
clues” so that the judge is not constantly asking, “Where is he going with this 
speech?”  The body of the speech is developed thoroughly using examples, 
anecdotes, and/or quotes, etc.  The speech culminates with a memorable conclusion 
that ties all the parts of the speech together. 

Effectiveness is measured in part by the audience’s reception of the speech, but a 

large part is your subjective judgment of how the speech came across. You should ask 
yourself such questions as “Was I able to determine the speaker’s purpose?” “Did the 
speech relate directly to that purpose?” “Was the speaker able to hold the interest of the 
audience?” “Was the speech subject appropriate for this particular audience?” 

The judge must determine the purpose of the speech—to inform, entertain, analyze, 
persuade, etc. Then he determines if the speaker achieved this purpose. Both 
interest and reception are matters of personal taste. Students are encouraged to 
avoid really controversial topics; however, the rules do not specify a speech topic. 
Sometimes a universal message will create interest and other times it may be the 
unusual or different that evokes interest. Annoying gestures, faulty logic, and/or 
confusing organization will affect both interest and reception. 

Correctness of language insures that attention will be directed toward what the 

speaker says, not how it is said.  Proper use of grammar and correct punctuation will 
show that the speaker is the master of words being used. 

Speech rules call for “an effective vocabulary and the structures of the English 
language appropriate to formal usage.” Students are encouraged to avoid slang and 
too many colloquialisms. However, the judge should not forget to judge the speech 
according to its type. Perhaps pronunciation and/or certain “catch phrases” are 
appropriate to a speaker’s purpose. 

Appropriateness of language refers to the choice of words that relate to the speech 

purpose and to the particular audience hearing the speech. Language should promote 
clear understanding of thoughts and should fit the occasion precisely. 

Does the language “fit” the purpose of the speech? Does the student repeat words 
often or does he look for meaningful synonyms to create interest? Perhaps you feel 
that the speaker has not really searched for the exact word and that he should 
heighten his language to a more formal, precise level. It is hard to imagine a speech 
where profanity is appropriate. 

Speech Value justifies the act of speaking. The speaker has a responsibility to say 

something meaningful and original to the audience. The listeners should feel the speaker 
has made a contribution to their thinking. The ideas should be important ones although 
this does not preclude a humorous presentation of them. 

Sometimes in a speech, no logical pattern is necessitated. In other speeches, clear 
logic is vital.  In either case, the speech should contain lots of ideas with examples 
that demonstrate a student’s point of view. Original, fresh ideas are so much more 
appealing than regurgitated fact or opinions with nothing to give them substance.  
Looking at something in a different or creative way makes a speech exciting.  

Voice is the sound that carries the message. It should be flexible, moving from one pitch 

to another for emphasis, and should have a variety of rate and volume. A good voice can 
be clearly heard and the words easily understood. 

Judges should not have to strain to hear yet varying both the volume and tone can 
be effective. The expressiveness a speaker uses can help him clearly articulate and 
express ideas. Enthusiasm can certainly be detected in the voice.  Students in 
Academic Decathlon are taught to practice voice control. 

Non-verbal presentation of a speech carries part of the responsibility for effective 

communication. The speaker’s appearance should reinforce the speech, whether 
profound, sad, humorous, or instructional.  Body language should support points through 
gestures, expressions, and body positioning. The speaker’s manner should indicate an 
interest in the audience and confidence in their reactions. 

The student should be clean, neat, and well-groomed. Gestures should be natural 
and appropriate as opposed to contrived and mechanical. They should be used to 
emphasize points. Movements should not be fidgety, and demeanor should indicate 
that the student is engaged. A smiling, attentive, confident student can establish a 
relationship with judges before he begins the actual speech. He can maintain rapport 
with good eye contact and inspired content. 
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