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Oratorical Contest

The Chairman’s Guide to the oratorical contest has been developed to assist 
oratorical contest chairmen at ALL LEVELS in organizing and conducting a 
successful oratorical contest.  It is designed as an aid and should not be used 
as a promotional piece, distributed to schools, or to prospective participants.  
To further improve this revision of the Chairman’s Guide,  material previously 
published in the Oratorical Contest Guidelines Manual has been incorporated.

Oratorical chairmen should keep in mind that arrangements for contests 
leading to the department finals are the responsibility of each department.  
In some states, rules and regulations below the department finals level may 
vary from those used in the national contest.  Therefore, this guide is offered 
merely as an aid, and contest chairmen at the post and district levels should 
be familiar with their respective department’s rules.

One thought must always be kept in mind when working with the oratorical 
contest, and that is you are dealing with young people and their futures.  So 
when a mistake is made during a contest, it is often the young people who 
suffer.  Avoid mistakes by making the necessary preparations and by being 
familiar with the rules.

It is the hope of The American Legion that every high school will provide the 
opportunity for its students to participate in this citizenship education pro-
gram.  However, it is the local American Legion post that has to provide the 
initiative to make this program work.

Foreword

Foreword
About This Guide
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Contest History
William A. Kitchen, a past department commander of Missouri, is credited 
with originating The American Legion’s National High School Oratorical 
Contest.  He experimented with the contest in a few high schools in and 
around Kansas City, Missouri, during the school year 1934-35.  He became 
the first Department of Missouri oratorical chairman and conducted a state-
wide program during the 1935-36 school year.

From this beginning, he encouraged The American Legion to adopt the 
Missouri oratorical contest plan as a national program.  The first national 
contests were held in 1938, with 11 departments competing and 4,000 par-
ticipants.  The national finals that year were held in Norman, Oklahoma, 
with John Janson of Phoenix, Arizona, taking first place honors.

The national finals returned to Missouri for its 50th anniversary in 1987 when 
it was hosted by Lee Summit Senior High School in Lee Summit, Missouri.

In 1997 a major contest innovation was undertaken by centralizing the 
national finals contests.  The week-long regional, sectional, and national 
finals contest format was changed to a weekend’s competition of quarter-
final, semi-final and national final contests that are held in the headquarters 
city of The American Legion, Indianapolis, Indiana.

Since its inception, the contest has awarded well over $3 million in scholar-
ships to the participants at the national level of competition.  It currently 
awards $138,000 annually to department winners competing at the national 
level.  Many thousands of dollars in scholarships have been awarded at post, 
district and state levels.

In 2007 the contest name was changed to The American Legion High 
School Oratorical Scholarship Program, “A Constitutional Speech Contest.”

Contest Purpose
The contest was developed primarily to instill a better knowledge and appre-
ciation of the Constitution of the United States in high school students.  
Other objectives include the development of leadership qualities, the ability 
to think and speak clearly, and the preparation for acceptance of the duties, 
responsibilities, rights and privileges of American citizenship.

Chapter One
Contest History/Purpose
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Another purpose of the program is to assist students in paying the high cost of 
a college education.  The first place winner takes home $18,000 and the next 
two finishers receive $16,000 and $14,000.  First round participants in the 
national contest receive a $1,500 scholarship.  Second round participants who 
do not advance to the final round receive an additional $1,500 scholarship.

Past National Champions

1938 - Norman, OK - John Janson (AZ)
1939 - Springfield, IL - H. Fletcher Padgett, Jr., (SC)
1940 - Boston, MA - Thomas E. Haggerty (NY)
1941 - Charleston, SC - Frank Church, Jr. (ID)
1942 - Milwaukee, WI - Albert P. Smith, Jr. (TN)
1943 - New Orleans, LA - Burton Bernard (IL)
1944 - Boonville, MO - Brent Bozell (NE)
1945 - Buffalo, NY - Robert A. Kelly, Jr. (NJ)
1946 - Grinnell, IA - William O. Wollin (CA)
1947 - Charleston, WV - Roy F. Greenaway (CA)
1948 - Savannah, GA - James H. Grant (FL)
1949 - Philadelphia, PA - Paul T. Heyne (MO)
1950 - Phoenix, AZ - James A. Robinson (OK)
1951 - Richmond, VA - Jeanne-Mann Dickinson (VA)
1952 - Baton Rouge, LA - Cliff Thompson (KS)
1953 - Jersey City, NJ - Joel M. Bernstein (NY)
1954 - Los Angeles, CA - Jack McNees (KS)
1955 - Blackwell, OK - Michael Miller (CA)
1956 - St. Louis, MO - Daniel Duckworth (TN)
1957 - Waterville, ME - Dan McCall (CA)
1958 - Portales, NM - Reed M. Stewart (IN)
1959 - Lodi, CA - Roger R. Majak (IL)
1960 - Penn Yan, NY - Lanny Unruh (KS)
1961 - East Hartford, CT - Robert J. O’Connell (NY)
1962 - Salt Lake City, UT - Patricia Ann Turner (OK)
1963 - Eau Claire, WI - Stephen A. Oxman (NJ)
1964 - Tampa, FL - David B. Marth (WI)
1965 - Portland, OR - James F. Kay (CA)
1966 - Henniker, NH - Ronald T. McCoy (AZ)
1967 - Lincoln, NE - Alan L. Keyes (TX)
1968 - St. Paul, MN - John J. Cangilos (NY)
1969 - Boise, ID - Benjamin G. Davidian (CA)
1970 - Houston, TX - Michael P. Gallagher (MA)
1971 - Maryville, MO - William H. White (TX)
1972 - Weirton, WV - Thomas W. Joiner (SC)
1973 - Charlotte, NC - John W. Frost (IL)
1974 - Sioux Falls, SD - Steven L. Zeller (IN)
1975 - Albany, GA - Michael Begley (MD)
1976 - Springfield, IL - Robert H. Maus (HI)
1977 - Washington Crossing, PA - Mark R. Thompson (IL)
1978 - Klamath Falls, OR - Debra A. Morris (OK)
1979 - El Reno, OK - Fernando Baell (PA)
1980 - Williamsburg, VA - Laura Vance (OK)
1981 - Indianapolis, IN - Marlene Van Dyk (MI)

Dean F. Clancy (CO) (co-champions)
1982 - Bismarck, ND - William Kephart, Jr. (IL)
1983 - Annapolis, MD - Keith R. Finch (VA)
1984 - Lansing, MI - Arthur Jordan (PA)
1985 - Des Moines, IA - Gwen Connolly (WI)
1986 - Tuscaloosa, AL - Jennifer J. Demmon (IA)
1987 - Lee’s Summit, MO - Maryagnes Barbieri (MA)
1988 - Denton, TX - Dilip Paliath (MD)
1989 - Lincoln, NE - Martin T. Kelly, Jr. (MD)
1990 - Tampa, FL - Joshua Boyd (KY)
1991 - Boise, ID - Jack L. White (CA)
1992 - Baton Rouge, LA - Kerri Ruttenberg (MD)
1993 - Cary, NC - Cedric L. Ollison (GA)
1994 - Colorado Springs, CO - Lisa S. Tsai (TX)
1995 - Harrisburg, PA - Aron Egner (NY)
1996 - Topeka, KS - Kaleen Love (AZ)
1997 - Indianapolis, IN - Alexander G. Henlin (NH)
1998 - Indianapolis, IN - Erin L. Plettenberg (MD)
1999 - Indianapolis, IN - Kevin Sladek (TX)
2000 - Indianapolis, IN - Max Miller (IA)
2001 - Indianapolis, IN - Caleb Williams (TX)
2002 - Indianapolis, IN - Candace Neal (AL)
2003 - Indianapolis, IN - Henry Shea IV (MN)
2004 - Indianapolis, IN - Philip Bishop (GA)
2005 - Indianapolis, IN - Daniel Berring (CA)
2006 - Indianapolis, IN - Nicholas Elledge (TN)
2007 - Indianapolis, IN - Co'Relous Bryant (FL)
2008 - Indianapolis, IN - Spencer Harjung (MD)
2009 - Indianapolis, IN - Andrew Dykstal (IN)
2010 - Indianapolis, IN - Victoria Black (SC)
2011 - Indianapolis, IN - Anisha Gururaj (MO)

In addition to both representing 
the state of Texas, Alan Keyes, 
1967 National Champion and 
Kevin Sladek, 1999 National 
Champion were both Presidents 
of American Legion Boys 
Nation.  Keyes was a member 
of the Boys Nation Class of 
1967, while Sladek served as 
President in 1998.
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Working with the National Forensic League
The American Legion has entered into a relationship with the National 
Forensic League, the nation’s foremost speech and debate organization.  Your 
department chairman has access to the contact information of your local 
National Forensic League representative.  This is often a teacher or speech 
and debate coach at a local high school, which gives you an outstanding 
chance of promoting our contest to a large number of students in your area 
who already enter in speech competitions regularly.  Students earn double 
National Forensic League points when they compete in The American 
Legion Oratorical Contest.

Working with your schools
To achieve success in effectively promoting the oratorical contest in your 
school and community, it is imperative that contacts be made with school 
officials by the post chairman and others working the oratorical program.

The post chairman and his/her workers should visit with the teaching staff 
at the school(s).  A determination should be made during their first visit as to 
the best methods of informing students about the contest.  You may wish to 
consider addressing the students directly through assemblies, classes, etc., if 
such practice is allowed by the school(s).  You might also be able to use school 
bulletin boards and the school newspaper.  Use any and all opportunities that 
you can for taking the oratorical contest message to the students.

Use other members of the post and seek assistance from your Auxiliary unit 
or SAL squadron to promote the contest.  The chances of securing partici-
pants will be greatly increased if several people are “spreading the word” 
in your community and actively promoting participation.  Each American 
Legion post should have an oratorical chairman and committee.

Another method of securing participation is to invite a youth audience to the 
contests with a goal of attracting future contestants.  If the contest is held 
during school hours, it may be advisable to schedule the contest at a local 
high school.

Yet another method of building toward the future of this activity is to 
involve elementary school students in the study of the United States 
Constitution.  This can be accomplished by sponsoring essay and speech 

Chapter Two
Promoting Your Contest
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contests with less stringent requirements than that of the High School 
Oratorical Scholarship Program.  Involvement at this level could attract con-
testants in the oratorical contest once they become eligible.

Do not overlook the parents when seeking interest and support for the ora-
torical program.  You should be able to appear at a meeting of the PTA, or 
similar organization, in an effort to explain the oratorical program and to 
request their support.

Like any activity involving young people, this program HAS to be sold to 
the students, their teachers, and their parents.  You become the salesperson 
and the oratorical contest is your product.  TO SELL YOUR PRODUCT, 
YOU NEED TO KNOW YOUR PRODUCT!  In the next several pages we 
have included aids to help you in promoting the contest.  Adapt them to fit 
your needs.  But above all, use the resources available to you and your own 
imagination to sell your product.

Suggested Remarks for School Assemblies and Civic Groups

 •	 Ladies and gentlemen, this opportunity to appear before you is an 
honor as well as a privilege for me as an American Legionnaire.

 •	 We Legionnaires are proud of our organization, and we are particular-
ly proud of our youth activities which we feel offer much in the devel-
opment of our country’s young people.  Few organizations can match 
in dimension the youth service program carried on by The American 
Legion under the direction of its National Americanism Commission.

	 I look upon this occasion as truly an opportunity...I hope for you as 
well for me...because in these next few minutes, I will explain a pro-
gram that can benefit high school students educationally as well as 
financially.

 •	 The American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program, 
sponsored since 1938 by The American Legion, is designed to instill a 
greater knowledge and appreciation of the Constitution of the United 
States in high school students.  Other objectives include the devel-
opment of leadership, the ability to think and speak clearly and the 
preparation for acceptance of the duties, responsibilities, rights and 
privileges of American citizenship.

•	 Each contestant must give a prepared oration on some phase of the 
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United States Constitution, giving emphasis to the duties and obliga-
tions of a citizen to his/her government.

•	 (Some states require the “Assigned Topic” portion at local levels.  
Please refer to your respective department rules.)

•	 (Include remarks on how and where to register and the dates and 
locations for the contest.)

•	 To date, more than $3 million in scholarships have been awarded at the 
national level by The American Legion to contestants in The American 
Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program.  The three 
national finalists receive $18,000, $16,000, and $14,000 respectively.  
In addition, contestants who win their state finals contest and represent 
their state at the national contests will receive no less than $1,500 in 
scholarship funds.

•	 Scholarships at the national level, which total $138,000 annually, are 
provided by The American Legion.

•	 Awards offered by Post ________________ include: _________
__ _________________________.  Other awards offered in the 
State of _______________________________ include: ______
__________ _______________________________________.

•	 America’s future...her strength...must rest on the quality of its youth.  A 
greater knowledge of the U.S. Constitution will help achieve that goal.

	 Thank you ladies and gentlemen, for your kind attention.

Suggested News Release
High school students of (community) have been invited by (name of post) 
Post No. ___________ of The American Legion to compete in the 
________ Annual American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship 
Program.  The invitation to enter the competition was extended today by 
Post Commander (or Post Oratorical Chairman)  (full name).

The contest for (community) students has been arranged with the full coop-
eration of local school officials and (full name and title) of the (school name) 
faculty who will assist with the contest arrangements.
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The subject in the prepared oration portion of the contest must be about 
some phase of the Constitution of the United States, emphasizing the duties 
and obligations of a citizen to the United States government.  The prepared 
oration must be the original effort of each contestant and must be 8-10 min-
utes in length.

(Insert here a paragraph detailing the awards offered in the local competition.)

In addition to the awards by winners of the various elimination rounds of 
competition, college scholarships of $18,000, $16,000, and $14,000 will be 
awarded to the first through third places in the national finals.  Each state 
winner who competes in the first round of the national contest will receive a 
$1,500 scholarship.  Participants in the second round who do not advance to 
the national final round will receive an additional $1,500 scholarship.  The top 
three youth orators who have won 
all previous elimination rounds of 
the contest will vie for top honors 
in the national contest on April 
13-15, 2012, at the University 
Place Conference Center and 
Hotel, Indianapolis, Indiana.

The American Legion will pay 
the expenses of state winners at 
the national contest.

High school students in (community) who are interested in entering the 
competition will find complete rules and contest information at (list loca-
tions-post, high school office, oratorical chairman, speech instructors, etc.).

Public Service Announcements
30 Seconds
Education...protecting the foundation of freedom that we as Americans 
cherish.  American Legion Post (number) has information on over $138,000 
in scholarships for students in (community).  The American Legion High 
School Oratorical Scholarship Program can provide a stepping stone to 
further education.  For more information contact your local high school 
(speech, debate, history, etc.) teacher or American Legion Post (number).

***

College.  Money.  Two words that go hand-in-hand.  It takes a lot of money to 
pay for a college education.  For high school students, there is a way to actu-
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ally talk your way to college.  Each year The American Legion High School 
Oratorical Scholarship Program awards over $138,000 in college scholarships.  
Contact American Legion Post (number) in (community) for details.  Find out 
today how you can get involved and talk your way to college.

20 Seconds
Are you in high school?  Planning on college?  Need some college money?  
Then consider talking your way to college.  You can if you’re a winner 
in The American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program.  
Contact American Legion Post (number) in (community) for details.  
Talking can pay big dividends.

***

Do you know someone at your high school with the ability to speak?  Could 
this individual use a college scholarship?  Your local American Legion 
post has information on how to qualify for over $138,000 in scholarships.  
Contact American Legion Post (number)  for more information.

10 Seconds
Talk your way to college?  You can if you’re a winner in The American Legion 
High School Oratorical Scholarship Program.  Want to find out more?  
Contact American Legion Post (number)  in  (community)  for details.

***

The American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program offers 
students in (community) over $138,000 in scholarships.  Contact your near-
est American Legion post today.

The “home schooled” students are an excellent source for contestants.  
Another source for contestants that is often times overlooked is the pri-
vate and parochial schools.

Many of these students have experienced great success in the contest.

CONTEST TIP ...
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Department Contests
Arrangements for contests leading to the department finals shall be the 
responsibility of each department (state) organization of The American 
Legion.  For those levels of competition prior to the department finals, the 
rules and regulations set forth in this guide are not mandatory, they are 
offered as a guideline.  However, all department finals contests shall conform 
with national contest procedures, rules and regulations.

A winner certified to the National Americanism and Children & Youth 
Division of The American Legion by a department which did not conduct 
its final competition in conformity with the rules and regulations may, in the 
judgment of the Director, Americanism and Children & Youth Division, or his 
representative, be disqualified from competition in the national contest.

Each department may certify one (1) contestant into the national contest.  If 
for any reason the department winner is unable to compete in the national 
contest, the department first runner-up may be substituted following approval 
by The American Legion’s National Americanism Commission.  A depart-
ment first runner-up accepted into national competition will be entitled to all 
national awards, entitlements and compensation that the department winner 
would have received had he/she participated at that level.

Department winners must be certified to the National Americanism 
and Children & Youth Division, P.O. Box 1055, Indianapolis, Indiana 
46206 no later than March 12, 2012.

Scholarships
Scholarship awards are presented to the three finalists in the final round of the 
national contest as follows: 1st place -- $18,000; 2nd place -- $16,000; 3rd place 
-- $14,000.  Each department (state) winner who is certified into and partici-
pates in the first round of the national contest will receive a $1,500 scholarship.  
Each first round winner who advances to and participates in the second round, 
but does not advance to the final round, will receive an additional $1,500 schol-
arship to pursue education beyond high school.

The scholarships awarded by the national organization of The American 
Legion to the three finalists, to the department winners, and to the first 
round winners who are eliminated during the second round of competition 
may be used to attend any college or university in the United States.

Chapter Three
Rules & Regulations



9Chairman’s Guide

A contestant must give both their prepared oration and the assigned topic 
discourse in order to receive the scholarship.

In addition to the scholarships awarded by the national organization, there 
are several hundred scholarships awarded at the discretion of the intermedi-
ate organizations, to participants at post, district or county, and department 
levels of competition.

Eligibility
Eligible participants in The American Legion High School Oratorical 
Scholarship Program shall be citizens of or lawful permanent residents of 
the United States.

All contestants must be bona fide students herein described as any student 
under the age of twenty (20) years on the date of the national contest who is 
presently enrolled in a high school or junior high school (public, parochial, mil-
itary, private or home school) in which the curriculum of said school is consid-
ered to be of high school level, commencing with grade nine (9) and terminat-
ing with grade twelve (12).  Students must be enrolled in high school or junior 
high school during the time of participation at any level of The American 
Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program.

High school students that graduate early during the school year are eligible to 
compete if they are not enrolled in a college, university, trade school or other 
institution of higher learning at the time of the department finals contest.

Contestants must either be legally domiciled within or attend an educational 
institution within the department (state) where they enter competition. 
Contestants can enter competition in only one department.

The three finalists of the national contest will be ineligible for further par-
ticipation at any level.

The Prepared Oration
The prepared oration must be on some aspect of the Constitution of the 
United States with emphasis on the duties and obligations of a citizen to our 
government.  The same subject and oration used in the department contest 
must be used in the national contest.

The prepared oration must be the original effort of each contestant and must 
not take up less than eight (8) minutes or more than ten (10) minutes for 
delivery.  It must be delivered in the English language.

Contestants may have in their possession a copy of their prepared oration in 
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the first holding room.  They may consult the copy of their prepared oration, 
until they exit the holding room in order to begin the contest, at which time 
the copy of the prepared oration will be surrendered to the contest official 
who is monitoring the first holding room.

In the prepared oration, as well as in the assigned topic discourse, quotations 
must be indicated as such.  Where quotations are more than ten words in 
length, the author’s name must be given in the manuscript and cited orally. 
The singing of a song(s) is not permitted and will result in the immediate 
disqualification of the contestant. The contestant may, however, quote a 
verse(s) of a song provided proper attribution is made.

Assigned Topic Discourse
The assigned topic discourse must not consume less than three (3)  minutes 
or more than five (5) minutes for delivery.  The purpose of the assigned topic 
discourse is to test the speaker’s knowledge of the subject, the extent of his or 
her research, and the ability to discuss the topic as related to the basic prin-
ciples of government under the Constitution.

The assigned topic shall be drawn by the contest official in full view of the 
audience immediately before the last speaker begins delivery of his/her pre-
pared oration and will be made known to the audience and each contestant 
approximately five (5) minutes prior to the time of delivery.  The topic will 
be on some phase of the Constitution of the United States as listed under 
assigned topics in Chapter Four.

All contestants at each contest level are required to speak in the English lan-
guage on the same assigned topic.

It is acceptable to utilize or incorporate short phrases of a foreign language 
into the prepared oration and/or assigned topic in order to develop the argu-
ment, establish a point, etc.  It is to be understood that the vast majority 
of the prepared oration and/or assigned topic must still be delivered in the 
English language.

Dress
Uniforms of any kind are not permitted.  Appropriate business attire is 
required of all contestants.  Contestants are not permitted to wear awards 
and medals from previous competition.
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Travel Expenses
The national organization of The American Legion will pay the travel and 
lodging expenses of department winners and their chaperones to the national 
contest.  All contestants must be accompanied by a chaperone over 21 years 
of age.

The national organization of The American Legion will not assume liability 
for personal injury, property damage or loss sustained by any contestant or 
chaperone en route to or from the contest; however, The American Legion 
does carry a nominal group accident insurance policy on contestants certi-
fied into the national competition.

National finals contestants will travel by an air carrier selected by The 
American Legion or personal automobile if previously approved by the 
national organization of The American Legion.

TV and Radio
Live television and radio broadcasts are permitted in all contests as well as tap-
ing or other types of media for later showing, provided: 1) the lighting and 
other site conditions are the same for all contestants; 2) the taping or broadcasts 
shall in no way distract the contestants or interfere with the pre-announced 
scheduled time of the contest; 3) the normal speaking voice of the contestant is 
not interfered with or amplified within the auditorium; and 4) The American 
Legion is in no way financially obligated without its prior approval.

Contest Regulations
A drawing shall be held by the official in charge of the contest to determine 
the order in which the contestants will appear.  The contest chairman shall 
announce the title of the contestant’s prepared oration immediately after 
introducing him/her as contestant No. 1, contestant No. 2, etc.  The chair-
man will request the audience to refrain from applause until the judges have 
made their decision.

A raised platform is not compulsory; however, it is strongly recommended.  
The use of notes, amplification, lectern or speaker’s stand by contestants or 
prompting in any manner is NOT permitted.  Props are NOT permitted.

The use of any type of electronic/digital data gathering, receiving and/or 
transmitting equipment in any form by contestants or members of the audi-
ence is prohibited.

The time allotted for each contestant to deliver their prepared oration shall 
not be less than eight (8) or more than ten (10) minutes and for the assigned 
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topic, not less than three (3) or more than five (5) minutes.

An official timer shall be named by the contest chairman whose duty it shall  
be to keep an accurate time record of each contestant, and he shall be located 
on the main floor in full view of the contestants.  The timekeeper shall begin 
timing each contestant at the start of the prepared oration.  The timer should 
be equipped with a stopwatch and time cards for the prepared oration carry-
ing the figures 8, 9 and 10.  When eight minutes have been used, the time 
warning card with the figure 8 thereon shall be placed in full view of the 
speaker, following with 9 and 10 as the speaker progresses.  The same pro-
cedure shall be used with cards bearing 3, 4 and 5 during the assigned topic 
discourse.  The contest chairman shall announce the time consumed by each 
contestant for the prepared oration and the assigned topic immediately after 
each contestant speaks for the benefit of the judges.

Contestants are required to remain in a private room, where the discourse 
of the other speakers cannot be heard, until it is their turn to speak (contes-
tants will be under the supervision of an individual appointed by the contest 
chairman).  As the contestants conclude their prepared orations, they must 
return to a soundproof waiting room.  As each speaker concludes his or her 
assigned topic discourse, they shall not be allowed to associate with contes-
tants who have not fulfilled the assigned topic requirement.

Approximately five minutes prior to the time of the delivery of the assigned 
topic discourse, contestant No. 1 will be informed of the topic drawn for the 
assigned topic and shall be permitted to retire to privacy under the direction 
of an individual appointed by the contest chairman, whose duty it shall be to 
see that no contestant is permitted to consult any text matter or notes having 
any connection with the subject matter upon which he/she is to speak, other 
than the actual words of the topic provided on the card drawn.

Each succeeding contestant will be called upon in the order in which he/
she previously appeared.  He/she shall also, in turn, be informed of the topic 
of the assigned topic discourse and shall then be escorted to privacy in the 
manner as provided for contestant No. 1.

The contest chairman will be expected to introduce each contestant by name 
immediately before he announces the decision of the judges.

Judges
The judges are a very integral part of the oratorical contest.  Their qualifica-
tions are considered carefully as the decision of the judges is final and must 
be reached without bias.  Impartial judging in all contests is the key to fair-
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ness and success of the program which results in the selection of a national 
champion.

All department finals and the national contest must utilize five judges.  No 
publicity shall be given to the names of the judges in advance of the contest.  
During the contest, the judges will be seated in different locations in the 
auditorium and each judge shall render his or her final decision without con-
sultation with other judges or any other person.

Judges will be advised that a lack of emphasis in the prepared oration and the 
assigned topic discourse on the duties and obligations of a citizen to our gov-
ernment must result in their downgrading the contestant involved.  Judges are 
permitted to downgrade a contestant up to a maximum of ten (10) points for 
failure to speak on the Constitution.  The contest chairman will announce any 
violation of time for each contestant.  A penalty of one point for each minute, 
or fraction thereof, shall be assessed against the contestant’s total score.

The judges, timekeepers, tabulators and the contest chairman, following the 
last assigned topic discourse, may proceed to a private room for final review 
and tabulation.

Tabulators
The contest chairman will appoint no less than three tabulators for the 
department finals contest.  It will be their responsibility to review the judges’ 
scorecards to be certain they are fully tabulated and signed before they are 
submitted for final tabulation.

Tabulation Procedures
The judges’ scorecards will be numbered one through five in the upper 
right hand corner.  Utilizing the tabulation card, the tabulators will enter 
the judges’ record-of-choice for each contestant (by speaking order).  When 
this is accomplished for all five judges’ scorecards, the contestants’ scores are 
totaled.  The contestant receiving the low score, when totaling the tabulation 
card will be declared the winner.  (EXAMPLE: If one contestant receives 
two firsts, two seconds and a third on the judges’ scorecards and tabulation 
card, his total record-of-choice points will be nine; if the second contestant 
receives two firsts, two seconds, and a fourth, his total record-of-choice 
points will be ten.  Even though the second contestant receives two firsts, his 
total record-of-choice point score of ten will place him second.

Tiebreaking Procedures
If, after tabulation of the judges’ record-of-choice, two contestants receive 
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the SAME placement point score total, the tie shall be broken by comparing 
the record-of-choice scores of the five judges for the two contestants.  One of 
the contestants will be the winner over the other by a majority of the judges’ 
record-of-choice when only the placement of the tied contestants is consid-
ered.  (EXAMPLE: Consider that contestants No. 1 and No. 2 are tied.  If 
judge’s card No. 1 reflects record-of-choice for contestant No. 1 as 1 and con-
testant No. 2 as 2, then it is considered that this judge ranks contestant No. 1 
ahead of contestant No. 2.  Use this procedure for all five judges’ scorecards 
and a majority of the five judges will break the tie and determine a winner. 
(See example at right)

If, after tabulation of the judges’ record-of-choice, three or more contestants 
receive the same placement point score total, the tie shall be broken by refer-
ence to final total points on the judges’  scorecards.  Only in this instance 
will the contestant with the largest final total points be declared the winner. 
(See example at right)

In the case of a tie on the final total point basis, the judges will then meet, 
compare their scores, and discuss all features of the contest in order to arrive 
at a final choice.  Remember, do not let your judges leave the contest site 
until you have determined your winner!

Further information on the  tiebreaking procedures can be found on the 
DVD, "How to Conduct The National High School Oratorical Contest," 
(for ordering information see Chapter Eleven).

The decision of the judges shall be final.

Judges’ scorecards for department finals and the national contest will not be 
divulged to anyone at the site of the contest.  All national contest judges’ score-
cards become the property of The American Legion National Headquarters.

National Finals Contest
•	 The national finals contest will be conducted April 13-15, 2012, at the University Place 

Conference Center & Hotel, Indianapolis, Indiana. Quarter-final and semi-final contests 
will be held Saturday, April 14. Championship contest will be held Sunday, April 15.

•	 All contestants and chaperones will arrive Friday, April 13. All contestants and 
chaperones will be lodged at the University Place Conference Center & Hotel.

•	 A mandatory pre-contest orientation session for all contestants will be held Friday 
evening, April 13.

•	 A banquet honoring all fifty-four contestants will be held Sunday afternoon, April 15.
•	 All contestants and chaperones will depart for home late Sunday afternoon, April 15.
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Three-WAY TIEBREAKING EXAMPLE

	 Contestants - Record of Choice	 Contestants - Final Total Points

	 Judges	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5

	 1	 3	 2	 1	 5	 4	 81	 87	 90	 62	 74

	 2	 1	 3	 4	 2	 5	 93	 82	 73	 87	 68

	 3	 4	 3	 2	 1	 5	 67	 74	 81	 88	 63

	 4	 2	 3	 1	 4	 5	 87	 81	 93	 67	 61

	 5	 2	 1	 4	 3	 5	 79	 86	 74	 76	 72

	 Totals	 12	 12	 12	 15	 24	 407	 410	 411	 380	 338

									       
									         Winner

TWO-WAY TIEBREAKING EXAMPLE

	 Contestants - Record of Choice	 Contestants - Final Total Points

	 Judges	  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5

	 1	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 91	 78	 71	 67	 62

	 2	 3	 2	 5	 1	 4	 84	 87	 69	 93	 74

	 3	 5	 4	 1	 3	 2	 79	 80	 92	 85	 89

	 4	 2	 1	 3	 4	 5	 88	 90	 79	 73	 65

	 5	 1	 3	 2	 5	 4	 94	 85	 91	 67	 74

	 Totals	 12	 12	 14	 17	 20	 436	 420	 402	 385	 364

			 
			   Winner
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Article I
Section 9, Clause 2:  "The privilege of the writ of habeas corpus shall not 
be suspended, unless when in cases of rebellion or invasion the public safety 
may require it." 

Article IV
Section 2, Clause 1:  "The citizens of each state shall be entitled to all privi-
leges and immunities of citizens of the several states." 

Amendment XIV
Section 2, Sentence 1:  "Representatives shall be apportioned among the sev-
eral states according to their respective numbers, counting the whole number 
of persons in each state, excluding Indians not taxed."

Amendment XV
Section 1:  "The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be 
denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race, 
color, or previous condition of servitude."

Chapter Four
Assigned Topics
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Opening Remarks
Good morning ladies and gentlemen and welcome to the (contest level) of 
The American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship Program.

Before we begin the contest, I will ask that Legionnaires uncover and every-
one please rise for the Invocation given by _____________________.

INVOCATION IS GIVEN

Will you please join ___________________ in reciting the Pledge of 
Allegiance.

PLEDGE IS GIVEN

Audience Briefing
This is the ______th Annual American Legion High School Oratorical 
Scholarship Program Contest, and this morning you will be hearing _____ 
speakers.  I have several introductions, but I will save them until after the 
contest has been concluded.  You will notice that the contestants are not in 
the auditorium at this time.  Throughout the competition portion, they will 
appear on stage only to deliver their respective orations.

In all fairness to the contestants, I ask that you do not applaud until the con-
test is completed.  I would also ask that you refrain from taking pictures or 
from leaving your seat while a contestant is speaking.  In addition, if anyone in 
the audience is carrying a pager, beeper, or cellular phone of any kind, please 
make sure that it is turned off.  Our speakers will be introduced by number 
only.  Prompting in any manner is not permitted.  Doing so may result in the 
disqualification of the speaker.  Each speaker is about to deliver an eight to 
ten minute prepared oration on some phase of the United States Constitution.  
The contestants are not allowed to use notes, a podium, or a sound system.

The contestants will be shown a time card at the _____th, _____th, and 
_____th minute mark of their oration.  If there is a violation of the time 
requirement, a penalty of one point for each minute, or fraction thereof, shall 
be assessed against the contestant’s total score.

Prepared Oration
There will be a short pause between contestants to allow the judges time to 

Chapter Five
Suggested Contest Script
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mark their score cards.  Before introducing the last speaker, I will ask a mem-
ber of the audience to draw an assigned topic from the four provided.  All 
contestants then speak for three to five minutes on the same subject. When 
the last contestant has spoken for seven minutes on the prepared oration, 
contestant No. 1 will be taken to a private room and given the topic card and 
allowed five minutes to prepare his or her assigned topic presentation. I will 
read the assigned topic to you before contestant No. 1 is introduced. If every-
one is ready, I will call for contestant No. 1. The title of his/her oration is: 
______________________.

(ORATION IS GIVEN)

The time for contestant No. 1 is ____ minutes and _____ seconds.   
There is (no) time penalty.

(PAUSE)

Assigned Topic Discourse
(Follow the same procedure for the remaining contestants.  Draw the 
assigned topic immediately before the last prepared oration is given.)

For the past five minutes, contestant No. 1 has been in a private room pre-
paring for the assigned topic presentation. The topic the contestants will 
address during this portion of the contest is: (Read the topic)

Now, if everyone is ready (pause and look around), I will call for contestant No. 1.

(ASSIGNED TOPIC IS GIVEN)

The time for contestant No. 1 is ____ minutes and ______ seconds.  There 
is (no) time penalty. (Follow the same procedure for the remaining contestants.)

Introductions and Winner Announcements
This concludes the competition portion of the program.  Will the judges and 
tabulators please go directly to the tabulation room for the determination of 
the contest results.

(After the contest is completed introduce judges and contestants by name, city, 
and state.  Make any other introductions at this time.)

(Announce the winners and present awards.)

(The contest may be closed with a benediction prayer if desired.)
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Overview
To conduct a successful contest, all those involved in the activity...the judges, 
tabulators, timers, escorts...and yes, even the contestants and the audience 
must know what is expected of them... and what they can expect.  They 
must know their responsibilities.

It might be presumptuous on our part to assume everyone at a contest knows 
exactly what is expected of them.  After all, for some it may be the first 
oratorical contest they have attended, or they may have been appointed to a 
position that is new to them.

No contest should be conducted by officials who do not thoroughly under-
stand their jobs.  It’s unfair to the contestants and it’s unfair to the image of 
The American Legion.  We owe it to all to conduct the contest in as profes-
sional a manner as possible utilizing well-informed, capable people.  We can 
do that by simply taking the time to thoroughly brief everyone associated with 
the contest.

Contestants
The contestants should be given the opportunity to visit the contest site and 
familiarize themselves with the facility and with the contest procedures.  
Each contestant, along with their coach/and or parents, should be given time 
alone in the room where the contest will be held to test the room acoustics.  
This often overlooked practice is valuable in reducing the contestant’s fear of 
speaking in an unfamiliar place.

It is important to take every opportunity to put the contestants at ease and, 
at the same time, keep the contest moving on schedule.

The chairman or his designated representative should meet the contestants as 
they arrive and welcome them to the contest.  At a designated time, the con-
testants, their parents and coaches should meet as a group for the briefing.

What are some of the topics that should be covered?

Explain the contest operation to them.  Don’t assume that they know the 
basics.  Advise them they will have from eight to ten minutes to deliver their 
prepared oration, that the drawing for the assigned topic will be just prior to 

Chapter Six
Contest Briefings
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the last speaker, and that each contestant will have five minutes to prepare 
for their three-to-five minute assigned topic presentation.  If the contestants 
are competing in their first such contest, spend a little more time to make 
sure they completely understand the operation of the contest.

There are at times, distractions beyond the control of the contest workers.  
Advise the contestants what will happen should a fire alarm sound.  Point 
out other possible distractions, like uncontrollable noise that might come 
from an adjoining room or even from the audience.

Advise the contestants where the timers will be seated and at what point they 
will raise the numbered timecards.  It is standard procedure for the timers to 
raise the cards on the minute, not 15 seconds before or after the minute.

The chairman should advise the contestants that the judges will be scattered 
throughout the audience, but under no circumstances should they be told 
the exact locations where the judges will be seated.

The chairman should make every attempt to be thorough in his briefing, 
providing adequate time to answer any questions the contestants might 
have, and to make the contestants feel comfortable in, what is to them, a 
stressful environment.

Just prior to the start of the contest, the chairman should have the contes-
tants draw for speaking order.  The best method to employ is to have num-
bers written on small pieces of paper and have each of the contestants come 
forward, one at a time, and draw a number.  This will place them in the 
order in which they will speak.

Throughout the briefing and anytime prior to the actual contest, there 
should be no contact between the judges and the contestants.  Always keep 
the two groups separated, preferably by segregating them in different rooms.

The briefing of contestants is important, just as it is for others involved in 
the contest.  Take the time to do it right.  Now let’s look at the responsibili-
ties of those assigned to work the contests.

Judges
The general responsibilities of the contest judges were covered earlier in chapter 
three, “Rules & Regulations.”  However, it is important that these individuals 
receive a thorough orientation of their responsibilities prior to the contest.

The judges should be instructed to report to a private room away from the 
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contestants and others attending the contest at least 45 minutes prior to 
the contest so that adequate time is available for the briefing.  The room 
in which the briefing is held should be “off-limits” to everyone except the 
judges and contest chairman or his designated representative.

The chairman should welcome the judges, thank them for consenting to 
serve in this position and then hand out the official judges’ scorecards, 
scratch tally sheets, pencils and clipboards. The chairman should then cover 
all aspects of the contest; how it will be conducted and the procedures for 
arriving at a contest winner.

Scorecard and Scoring System
Judges should carefully study and possess a thorough understanding of the 
scorecard and the scoring system.  As a guideline, judges are encouraged to 
award their top choice (speaker) approximately 90 points with others propor-
tionally lower.  (This is particularly important should a tie exist in the record-
of-choice totals.)

Lack of emphasis in the prepared oration and the assigned topic on the 
duties and obligations of a citizen to our government must result in the judg-
es downgrading the contestant involved. Judges may downgrade a contestant 
up to a total of ten points for failure to speak on the Constitution.

Each judge shall insert the total number of points credited to the contestant 
and also insert in the placement column the placement for each contestant 
in accordance with the highest total point scores.  If a tie exists in the total 
point scores on a judge’s scorecard, the judge must make adjustments in his 
scoring of the tied contestants so that no two contestants have the same total 
point score.  This will enable the judge to rank one contestant above the 
other in the placement column.

Judges shall refrain from discussing any phase of the contest or their judg-
ing methods with contestants, coaches, escorts or others, except the contest 
chairman, following the contest.

(Note:  It should be noted that judges should be provided study materials 
prior to the contest.  This should include the national rules brochure and 
a copy of the United States Constitution.  But before that, the chairman 
should have given a great deal of thought in the selection of the judges.  
Appointments should be based on ability and not on political or personal 
favor.  Select them with care, then make sure they know their responsibilities.)
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Timekeepers
There must be two timekeepers for the contest who 
must be seated on the main floor and in full view of 
the contestants as they deliver their orations.

Too often, a chairman takes for granted that a 
timer knows how to operate a stopwatch.  Not so!  
There are several types of stopwatches and it could 
be disastrous to assume everyone knows how they 
work.  It is important that the chairman meet with 
the timers to discuss their responsibilities and the 
equipment they will use.

What should the chairman tell the timers?  Number one, practice with the 
stopwatch until they are completely familiar with its operation.  The chair-
man should ensure the timers have the materials needed to fulfill their 
responsibilities.  These materials include two stopwatches, a timekeeper 
record card, time cards numbered 8, 9, and 10 for the prepared oration and 
3, 4, and 5 for the assigned topic discourse.

In the pre-contest briefing, it is important that the timers understand they 
are to begin timing when the contestant begins to speak and stop when the 
contestant ceases to speak.  The timers would then enter the exact time con-
sumed on the timekeeper record card.

Tabulators
The tabulation of judges’ scorecards is vitally important as it is often here 
that a mistake is made and a problem occurs in the conduct of the contest.  
The tabulators should have a thorough knowledge of the scoring process, be 
adept with a calculator (to check judges’ addition totals) and be familiar with 
the tie-breaking procedures (previously discussed in Chapter  Three).  The 
tabulation process should be thorough and not be expedited or abbreviated 
by time restraints.  Before the results of the tabulation are announced, all 
tabulators as well as the contest chairman should be certain that the proper 
procedures were followed and correct winner(s) identified.

Ushers
The number of ushers required for a contest must be determined by the con-
test chairman based on the number of doors affording entrance to the con-
test room or auditorium.  The contest chairman should meet with the ushers 
prior to the contest and advise them of their responsibilities, which are to 
assist in seating the audience and to distribute programs before the contest.  
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They will ensure there are no disruptions by the audience, and they will con-
trol the entrance to the auditorium while a contestant is speaking.

Escorts
The contest chairman must also determine the number of escorts needed for 
the contest.  Some chairmen appoint one escort for each contestant and that 
escort remains with their designated contestant throughout the contest, except 
when the contestant is giving his or her prepared oration or assigned topic pre-
sentation.

Other chairmen appoint one or two escorts to assist in moving the con-
testants from the holding room to the auditorium stage.  Either method is 
permitted and the layout of the contest facility or the availability of help will 
dictate which method is chosen.

The ushers and escorts are often overlooked by chairmen when they hand 
out instructions.  This shouldn’t happen as every official’s role is critical to 
the overall operation of the contest.

A contest chairman cannot do everything on the day of the contest.  
DELEGATE!!

CONTEST TIP ...

One should also consider the “gifted and talented” or “advance place-
ment” programs as another opportunity to recruit contestants.  Many of 
these programs will use the oratorical contest as a class project.

CONTEST TIP ...
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• Facilities Required
	 	 Name of school or other facility

	 	 Name of auditorium

	 	 Seating capacity

	 	 Stage or raised platform

	 	 United States Flag

	 	 Acoustics (quality)

	 	 Waiting room(s) with at least ten chairs  
	 	 (soundproof — close to auditorium)

	 	 Waiting room(s) for assigned topic preparation

	 	 Class bells disconnected

	 	 Parking facilities available

• Materials Required
	 	 Clipboards for judges

	 	 Stopwatches (2)

	 	 Pencils

	 	 Calculator or adding machine

	 	 Judges instructions/Scorecards

	 	 Judges’ scratch tally sheets

	 	 Tabulator instructions/Tabulation Card

	 	 Timekeeper Instructions/Timekeeper Record Card

	 	 Numbered time cards

	 	 Assigned topic cards

	 	 Printed programs

	 	 National rules brochures

Chapter Seven
Chairman’s Checklist
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	 	 Certificates of Appreciation for contest workers

• Appointments
	 	 Judges (5)

	 	 Tabulators (3)

	 	 Timekeepers (2)

	 	 Escorts

	 	 Ushers

	 	 Publicity Chairman

	 	 Transportation Chairman

• Audience
	 	 Local high schools

	 	 Speech teachers

	 	 Civic leaders

	 	 American Legion, Auxiliary, and SAL officials

• Publicity Arrangements
	 	 Invite local news media

	 	 Photographer

• Entertainment (contingent on contest arrangements)
	 	 Banquet/luncheon

• Acknowledgments
	 	 Thank you notes, certificates of appreciation, etc.  
		  to all contest personnel

Use other members of the post and seek assistance from your Auxiliary 
unit or SAL squadron to promote the contest.  The chances of securing 
participants will be greatly increased if several people are “spreading 
the word” in your community and actively promoting participation.

CONTEST TIP ...
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Chapter Eight
Contest Floorplan
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1.	 Make certain all contest officials are well versed regarding their duties 
and responsibilities.  Provide thorough instructions to the judges mak-
ing certain each judge understands the scoring system and timing/pen-
alty requirement.

2.	 Instruct the contestants regarding contest rules.  Allow them time to 
inspect the contest site, including holding and assigned topic prepara-
tion rooms before the beginning of the contest.

3.	 Announce to the audience that there will be no applause during the 
contest, there will be no photographs taken, and the audience must 
remain seated and quiet during a contestant’s presentation.

4.	 Contestants will draw for speaking order and will remain in a soundproof 
room until called upon to speak.  The contestants will be introduced by 
number and must return to the waiting room after their presentation.

5.	 After final tabulation, but prior to announcing the results, contestants 
should be escorted to the stage and introduced by name, city and state.  
Judges and contest officials may also be introduced at this time.

6.	 Select an American Legion official to award prizes to the winners.

7.	 Provide instructions to the contest winner regarding their next level of 
competition.

Chapter Nine
Important Points

Attention to detail and advance preparation are the keys to a successful 
oratorical contest.

CONTEST TIP ...
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1.	 Notify the contest chairman at the next level of competition as to the 
winner of your contest.  If the name of the contact at the next level is 
not known, notify your department adjutant.

2.	 Show your appreciation to judges by presenting them with certificates 
of appreciation or plaques.  It may also be proper to honor contestant 
coaches with some form of recognition.

3.	 Provide a post-contest press release to the media.  The following is pro-
vided as an example: 

	 (Location of contest, hometown, etc.) (date) — A (hometown of the 
contest winner) is the winner of the (name of your contest).

	 (Contestant’s name) was the winner of the contest held at the (name of 
the contest facility).  (Contestant’s name), a (grade in school), earned 
(type of award, dollar amount, etc.).

	 Each contestant delivered a prepared oration as well as an oration on a 
randomly assigned constitutional topic (If your contest does not include 
the assigned topic omit this portion of the sentence).  (Contestant’s 
name) impressed the judges with a speech titled (title of the prepared 
oration).

	 (If your contest awards other winners list their names, year in school, 
hometown, etc.)

	 Since 1938, The American Legion High School Oratorical Scholarship 
Program has encouraged the nation’s high school students to study the 
U.S. Constitution and to hone their public speaking skills.

	 Contact: (Chairman’s name and telephone number)

4.	 Write “thank you” notes or letters to all contest personnel.

5.	 Schedule your contest winner to present his or her oration before other 
school and/or civic groups.

6.	 Follow your contest winner through future levels of competition.

Chapter Ten
Contest Follow-Up
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Examples of each of the following contest forms are included in the 
Chairman's Guide.  They may be reproduced locally for your use - or you 
may contact your department headquarters for additional copies.

•	 Judges Scorecard

•	 Tabulation Card

•	 Timekeeper Record Card

Additional materials that can be used to assist in the preparation for the ora-
torical contest include the following items:

•	 National Rules Brochure.  Stock #22-005.  Current year’s rules.  No cost, simply 
contact the Americanism and Children & Youth Division to request a copy.

•	 Contest Promotional Brochure. Stock# 22-008. No cost, simply contact the 
Americanism and Children & Youth Division to request a supply.

•	 Oratorical Contest CD/DVD (includes the following):

	 How to Conduct The National High School Oratorical Contest video. Excellent 
training aid; run time is thirty minutes.

	 National Finals video. Video of the most recent National Finals Contest held in 
Indianapolis, Indiana.

	 Contest Judges Briefing video. Video of the judges briefing conducted at the 
National Finals Contest

	 Contest Public Service Announcement (PSA) video. One 30 second and two 60 
second spots to promote the program.

	 Excel judge score card and tabulation card spreadsheet.

•	 Declaration of Independence and Constitution of the United States of America.  
The text of both documents  - Stock# 755.206 (Consult Emblem Sales catalog 
for pricing).  Available from National Emblem Sales.

Current contest information on The American Legion High School 
Oratorical Scholarship Program can also be found on The American Legion’s 
Internet site: www.legion.org.

Chapter Eleven
Contest Forms & Materials
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For information concerning the national contest, 
contact the Americanism and Children & Youth Division, 
The American Legion, P.O. Box 1055, Indianapolis, IN 46206

telephone (317) 630-1249
e-mail acy@legion.org
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