
21.6 SkillBuilder: Debating an issue
21.6.1 Tell me
What is a debate?
Debating turns arguing into a sport, complete with set positions, rules and a points system. In a regular
debate, two teams of three debaters argue opposing sides of an issue. This issue is presented as a statement
that can be researched, analysed and then debated. For example: ‘Stereotypes decrease social cohesion.’
After hearing all six speakers, judges decide which side spoke the best and presented the most convincing
arguments.

Why is debating useful?
Formal debating is not like a discussion you may have with your family or friends. A debate requires you
to have properly investigated an issue and to have considered both sides of the argument. Not only does
debating develop your communication skills, it also teaches you the importance of research and preparation.
Many politicians, lawyers and businesspeople often remark that their involvement in school debating
competitions helped develop skills and confidence that they use today.

21.6.2 Show me
How to prepare for a debate
A formal debate follows a set of rules. In a debating contest (for example, in school) 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.

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
1. Divide the arguments you have collected among the members of the team.
2. Decide which team members will be the first, second and third speaker. Agree on what each member

will say.

Step 6

Conduct of the debate
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.
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Affirmative team
The first speaker should:

1. greet the audience
2. state which team they are representing and the issue
3. introduce the other team members, their role and the team’s view
4. argue the team’s case and state how the second speaker will build on this case.
The second speaker should:
1. explain how his or her speech will build on the affirmative team’s view
2. argue against (rebut) the first speaker from the negative team
3. add new examples to support the affirmative team’s view.
The third speaker should:
1. argue against (rebut) the negative team’s case
2. summarise the main arguments of the debate
3. restate the affirmative view, explaining why it is the stronger case
4. avoid introducing new arguments.

Negative team
The first speaker should:

1. introduce the team members, describe their role and the team’s view
2. state that the negative team doesn’t accept the affirmative team’s view of

the topic
3. argue against (rebut) the points made by the first speaker of the affirmative team
4. state how the second negative speaker will build on the team’s case.
The second speaker should:
1. explain how his or her speech will build on the negative team’s view
2. argue against (rebut) the two previous speakers from the affirmative team
3. add new examples to support the negative team’s view.
The third speaker should:
1. argue against (rebut) the affirmative team’s case
2. summarise the main arguments of the debate
3. restate the negative view, explaining why it is the stronger case
4. 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 speaker from each team introducing their team 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 the 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.
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21.6.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

21.6 ACTIVITIES
With the assistance of your teacher, your class will participate in a series of debates. The debates will involve the
topics listed below.
1. Divide your class into teams, each containing three debaters. Ensure that there is an even number of teams.
2. Competing teams will then choose a topic from the following list.

(a) There is no difference between a typical Australian and a stereotypical Australian.
(b) There are no positive effects of stereotypes on society.
(c) Media should be more responsible for the ways it portrays social groups.
(d) Community and religious groups serve no purpose in society.
(e) The world was a better place before globalisation.
(f) As a global identity develops, national identities become less important.

3. Prepare for your debate, ensuring that each speaker’s role is clearly defined as explained in this SkillBuilder.
4. Over a series of classes, conduct your debates in class, with your fellow classmates filling the role of

adjudicators.
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