
18.6 SkillBuilder: Debating an issue
18.6.1 Tell me
What is a debate?
A debate is a discussion about an issue. The issue is presented as a statement — for example, ‘Using a
jury is the best way to make sure a trial is fair’. Participants in the debate take it in turns to put forward
arguments for and against the statement.

Unlike an argument you might have at home, a debate follows strict rules of conduct.

Why is debating useful in civics and citizenship?

FIGURE 1 The skills used in debating, including
researching and analysing information, are
considered very useful in the legal profession.

A debate requires the participants to carefully
investigate an issue and critically analyse both
sides of the question. Participating in a debate can
develop research skills. It can also help individuals
gain confidence in public speaking. Debating is
used by people who work in law, such as lawyers,
and by people involved in politics, such as members
of parliament.

The skills used in debating, including researching
and analysing information, are considered very
useful in the legal profession.

Model
The members of each team take it in turn to present
their arguments in three to four minutes. The
affirmative team’s first speaker starts the debate.
The following case study illustrates how a formal
debate is conducted.

CASE STUDY
Conduct of a debate
Affirmative team
The first speaker should:
(a) greet the audience
(b) state which team he or she is representing and the issue
(c) introduce the other team members, their role and the

team’s view
(d) argue the team’s case and state how the second

speaker will build on this case.
The second speaker should:
(a) explain how his or her speech will build on the affirmative

team’s view
(b) argue against (rebut) the first speaker from the

negative team
(c) add new examples to support the affirmative team’s view.
The third speaker should:
(a) argue against (rebut) the negative team’s case
(b) summarise the main arguments of the debate
(c) restate the affirmative view, explaining why it is the

stronger case
(d) avoid introducing new arguments.
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Negative team
The first speaker should:
(a) introduce the team members, describe their role and the

team’s view
(b) state why the negative team does not accept the

affirmative team’s view of the topic
(c) argue against (rebut) the points made by the first speaker

of the affirmative team
(d) state how the second negative speaker will build on the

team’s case.
The second speaker should:
(a) explain how his or her speech will build on the negative

team’s view
(b) argue against (rebut) the two previous speakers from

the affirmative team
(c) add new examples to support the negative team’s view.
The third speaker should:
(a) argue against (rebut) the affirmative team’s case
(b) summarise the main arguments of the debate
(c) restate the negative view, explaining why it is the

stronger case
(d) avoid introducing any new material.
Elements of a good debate
A good debate:
• has members from each team taking turns to present their cases
• starts with the first speakers from each team introducing their teams and their team’s view
• continues with the second speakers rebutting the previous speakers and adding new examples to support
their team’s view

• finishes with both third speakers rebutting the other team’s case, summarising the main arguments and
restating their team’s view

• has arguments that only take three to four minutes.

18.6.2 Show me
How to conduct a debate
You will need:• a sheet of lined paper• a pen• a team of three people.
Procedure:
A formal debate follows a set of rules. In a debating contest there are two teams of three speakers, each of
whom plays a defined role. One team argues in favour of the topic (the affirmative team) and the other team
argues against the topic (the negative team). You can prepare for a debate by following the steps below.

Step 1
Form a team of three people. Find out whether your team is to debate in favour of or against the topic. As a
team, examine the topic carefully and discuss what you think it is about. You may need to use a dictionary
to find a definition of key words contained in the topic statement.

Step 2
Work out what arguments support your team’s case. List them in order of importance.

Step 3
Work out what arguments do not support your team’s case. This will help you to anticipate what your
opponents will say.
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Step 4
Carry out research to help fully develop your arguments. As part of your research, consider interviewing
other students and the adults you know to learn their attitudes to the issue.

Step 5
a. Divide the arguments you have collected among the members of the team.
b. Decide which team members will be the first, second and third speakers. Agree on what each member

will say.

18.6.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

18.6 ACTIVITIES
Developing my debating skills
Work with a partner
1. Select one of the following topics:

(a) ‘Our legal system should not presume that an accused person is innocent.’
(b) ‘Judges should participate in finding evidence and questioning witnesses in criminal trials.’
(c) ‘Legal aid should be provided to all people accused of a crime.’

2. Work on your own to compile a list of as many arguments as you can for each side of the topic.
3. Convince your partner in two minutes that you support the topic.
4. Your partner has two minutes to question you about the topic.
5. Reverse the roles in steps 3 and 4 above.
Class debate
As a class, decide on the topic to be debated. Follow the steps given above to prepare for and conduct the
debate.
Evaluating the debate
Use the following list to evaluate the performance of each team:
1. The team’s viewpoint was clearly outlined.
2. Speakers’ statements were well researched.
3. Speakers gave clear reasons to support their view.
4. Examples were used to support arguments.
5. Responses to arguments made by the other team were effectively made.
6. The concluding statements were convincing.
7. Speakers spoke loud enough to be heard.
8. Speakers made good eye contact with the audience.
9. Speakers spoke at a good pace (not too fast or too slow).

10. The overall performance of the team was effective.
Questions
1. How did you decide what your point of view would be?
2. What aspect of compiling a list of arguments did you find relatively easy and what did you find more

challenging?
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