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“THE DEBATERS” 
MANUAL & GUIDELINES 

Prepared by Tony Osime 

Update 5.01: 28 July 2010 

INTRODUCTION 

This manual provides guidelines for “The Debaters” – the reality TV Series. It is written for contestants and all 

others involved in the series. It provides a common reference to guide those participating in the program. If 

you have any comments or questions regarding this manual please contact me or any of the program 

organizers using the contact information at the end of this manual.  

This manual will be updated from time to time, so check often to see the latest update. Each major revision 

(typically a new section) will have an ordinal number and each minor revision (typically a subsection change) 

will have a decimal fraction. 

CONTENTS 

 Why Debate? 

 Terms - Definitions 

 Principles 

 Debate Formats 

 Parties 

 Processes 

 Skills 

 Tools 

 Tips 

 Resources 

 Sample Debate 

 Debate Rules 

 Contacts 

WHY DEBATE? 

Participating in this program as a contestant has the potential to change your life. What you achieve will 

depend on what you put in. Once you have made the decision to participate, this is what you can look forward 

to. 

 The prizes – contestants compete for a set of very attractive prizes. Someone will win each prize. 

 Improved leadership skills – the confidence, communication and reasoning skills you will develop in 

this program will make you a better leader. This program could be your first step to the very highest 

leadership position. 
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 Improved communication skills – as you become a better debater you will improve your listening, 

observation and speaking skills. These are the communication skills that will get you noticed. 

 Improved critical thinking skills – people refer to those with sharp minds as having the ability to “think 

on your feet”. Debate is an excellent avenue to develop the critical thinking skills you will need in the 

future. 

 Increased confidence – too many of us miss opportunities because we did not have the confidence to 

seize them. The confidence you gain from debating will help you realize your opportunities. 

 Enhanced profile – debate skills and experience are well respected in the academic and non-academic 

fields. Your enhanced profile will open doors to higher education admission and job opportunities. 

 Improved grades & test scores – the learning skills you develop in debate will enhance your future 

learning. This will translate into higher grades and exam scores. 

 Travel & meeting people – participating in debate leads to travel opportunities and meeting 

interesting and influential people. Debates are sponsored by some of the best organizations in the 

country. 

 The thrill of debate – the excitement of competing in a televised debate will become one of the 

highlights of your life experiences. It will rank high in your list of cherished memories. 

 The sport of debate – debate has many of the attractions of a competitive sport. After developing 

your debate skills and practicing them, you will come to enjoy watching debates and may decide to 

one day become a judge, coach, sponsor, organizer of debates or start a debate club. These activities 

will give you a sense of fulfilment. 

 Discover your hidden potential – It is not until you have actually practiced debate that you will truly 

know if you have a hidden skill in this area. Take up this challenge and you may surprise yourself by 

uncovering your hidden potential. 

If you are not a contestant, there are still benefits you can gain in addition to those shared with contestants. 

 As a sponsor, The Debaters is an excellent vehicle to project the image of your organization. The 

values of excellence, personal development, learning and seeking a better tomorrow are available for 

your organization. 

 As a viewer, you will be entertained and come to appreciate how people can develop their skills to 

achieve extraordinary results. This can inspire you personally or inspire you to help a friend or family 

member with their development. 

TERMS - DEFINITIONS 

Certain words have a special meaning when used in a debate setting. This is a list of terms and their meaning 

in debate. 

Debate: A well structured argument between two or more competing parties who follow strict rules and are 

presided over by neutral judges. 

Argument: Generally, the words, logic and emotion used to persuade someone to think a certain way and or 

take specific action. Specifically, a claim supported by facts (warrants) that concludes that a particular course 

of action should be taken. 

Topic / Motion / Proposition / Resolution: The subject matter of a debate, typically phrased as a proposition 

allowing two clear sides or positions to be held – affirmative and negative. 

“Resolved: That …”: The typical format for a debate topic based on the Policy or Parliamentary debate 

structure (See Debate Format). It simulates the conclusion or “resolution” of the deliberations of a legislative 

body. 
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Open Motion: Typically a broad or general statement of the subject matter of a debate. 

Closed Motion:  A narrow or very specific statement of the subject matter of a debate. 

Affirmative (or aff): The person or team that argues for the topic proposition is called the affirmative. They 

typically speak first. 

Negative: The person or team that disagrees with the topic proposition is called the negative. 

Definition: A definition is the explanation of the meaning of a topic typically first presented by the first speaker 

of the affirmative team. A definition is often subject to the “person in the street test” for reasonableness. The 

negative team can agree with or challenge the affirmative definition. 

Team Line: The speakers in a debate team must work together to promote the position of the team as 

presented in a simple statement called the team line. The team line is a simple statement of the position the 

team takes in a debate. The team members must cooperate to avoid duplicating their points. 

Rebuttal: A rebuttal is a well structured critique of the arguments presented by the other team or specific 

debater. It focuses on the key points without criticizing the individual speakers. 

Debate format: The structure and rules of a debate event including the number of teams, speakers, their 

speaking sequence and allotted times. The format will also include the scoring scheme and a general set of 

rules and etiquette. 

Points of information: Certain debate formats allow a person other than the speaker to contribute a point 

during the debate. This contribution is known as a point of information. There are usually strict rules for this 

process such as the person must rise to indicate their desire to add a point but cannot speak until called upon 

by the person speaking. 

Warrant: A logical idea we use to prove something is true. Warrants include, cause, generalization, similar 

cases, membership of a group, authority, human nature etc. The backing (support and reliability) for the 

warrant influences our ability to rebut the warrant and qualify it. 

Fallacy: A false argument where the conclusion does not follow from the preceding facts and reasoning. There 

are many types of fallacies (over 40?), some are hard to spot because the argument looks or sounds or seems 

reasonable. 

Deduction: A method of reasoning where we use a rule that is true and apply that rule to the world around us. 

From premises we make a true conclusion. “All fish swim. A catfish is a fish. Therefore a catfish swims” 

Induction: A method of reasoning where we draw generalizations based on a series of observations. From 

premises we draw a probable conclusion. “Every morning the sun rises. Tomorrow morning, the sun will rise”. 

Abduction: A method of reasoning where we conclude the possibility of something being true. If the premises 

are true the outcome is possible. 

Clash: Two ideas or sides of a topic; an argument and a counter argument, each stands on one or more 

fundamental values that conflict with each other. In a debate, opposing sides define these values and argue 

the weight of one compared to the other, each trying to prove how, for this debate, their side is superior. 

Flow: The lines of argument in a debate. During a debate each side will make and counter specific arguments. 

If you trace a specific argument, its sub-arguments and the various counter arguments, this will be a flow. 



Page | 4  
 

Agent: The person or organization that will take the action advocated in the proposition. If the agent is not 

clear, it should be specified early in the debate. A poorly specified agent can be a contention for the opposing 

team. 

Ballot: The forms used by the judges to vote. 

Burden of proof: The team that has the most work to do to support their argument has the burden of proof 

since for each topic naturally favours one side or the other. 

Citation: The source of specific evidence, typically an author in an article or book. 

Counter Plan: During the debate a team can propose an alternative to the topic or proposition. This alternative 

is called the counter plan. 

Disadvantage (disad): The reason why something is bad. In a typical debate one side will link a series of 

negative consequences of the opponent’s position culminating in an overwhelmingly negative result. 

Evidence: The facts used to support an argument. 

Topical: Falling within the terms or proposition of a debate. Topicality is arguing that the other side is wrong or 

unfair in how they have defined or structured their case such that, for example, there cannot be two sides to 

the debate. 

Extra-topical: Falling outside the terms or proposition of a debate. One side of a debate can claim that one or 

more points made by the other side fall outside the topic and as such that side should lose points for the 

infraction or even loose the debate. 

 

PRINCIPLES 

To have clear understanding of debate it is important to understand the underlying principles of debate. 

DEBATE SKILL V PERSONAL POSITION 

Debate skill is the ability to convince someone by using superior argument. It is not dependent on your 

personal position on the topic. This allows you to debate either an affirmative or a negative position on any 

topic skilfully and successfully. A good debater can take any side on any topic and successfully counter an 

opponent who takes the opposite view. 

SPEECH CONTENT V SPEECH LOGIC 

Logic is the underlying structure of an argument that is typically independent of the content of the argument. 

If the logic is flawed then the argument is flawed regardless of the content. In debate we need to understand 

when the facts appear true but the logic is false. For example; “Democracy is good. Democratic countries go to 

war. Therefore war is good, so we should start this war now”. It is the underlying logic of the argument that 

helps us see that democracy and the actions of democratic countries are two different things. 
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SUBSTANCE V FORM 

Substance refers to the quality and quantity of your arguments. Form refers to how you make and phrase your 

arguments. While both aspects are important in debate, substance must always supersede form. It is better to 

make the right points than to make the wrong points glowingly. 

ARGUMENTS ARE ONLY AS GOOD AS THE SUPPORTING PROOF 

Proof is the evidence on which your argument is based. 

There are different kinds of proof: 

 Expert opinion – the authority of a person or organization.  

(counter – no one is an expert of everything, experts have agendas and biases) 

 Historical facts – what happened in the past is similar to what is happening now.  

(counter – history is based on a perspective and is therefore biased) 

 Statistics & surveys – quantitative evidence based on observation. 

 (counter – was the sample size large enough, was it well designed, are the results reasonable?) 

 Real world studies – peer reviewed text already subject to debate. 

(Counter – Could be biased, sample size & selection could be limited, are the questions loaded, results 

slanted?) 

 Testimony – personal experience.  

(Counter – it is subjective, not representative, not verified, it can be misinterpreted or reinterpreted) 

 Analogy & comparison – take known elements of one item and apply it to another item.  

(counter – are they the same type, does the comparison make sense?) 

 Popular belief – most people think it is true.  

(counter – popular is not always correct or best) 

 Tradition (action & thinking) – what we have done in the past.  

(counter – things change, the past is less relevant today, the past does not make it good or right) 

Select your proof based on your goal: 

T o Use 

Establish a concept Basic explanation & illustration; an empirical study; case study 

Accept a concept Statistics, empirical studies, expert opinion 

Assess something (is it good or bad) Popular belief, tradition 

Predict something Empirical study, historical facts, expert opinion, forecasters 

Develop empathy Testimony 

ARGUMENTS 

A good argument must satisfy 4 criteria – it must: 

1) Be relevant 

2) Be acceptable to those concerned 

3) Be sufficient 

4) Rebut objections before the objections are made 
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Each criteria leads to a set of potential fallacies: 

1) Relevancy 

a. Appeal to irrelevant or questionable authority 

b.  Appeal to common opinion or the bandwagon effect 

c. Genetic fallacy 

d. Appeal to pity 

e. Appeal to force 

f. Appeal to tradition 

g. Appeal to personal circumstances 

h. Use of flattery 

i. Guilt by association 

2) Acceptability 

a. Begging the question 

b. Arguing in a circle 

c. Fallacy of the continuum (1 degree of temperature change is insignificant) 

d. Fallacy of division 

e. Fallacy of composition 

3) Insufficiency 

a. Causation fallacy 

b. Cause and effect 

c. The gambler’s fallacy (sunken cost fallacy) 

4) Rebuttal 

a. Ad hominem (attacking the person making the argument) -    Person A makes claim X, there 

is something objectionable about Person A, therefore claim X is false. 

DEBATE V TRUTH SEEKING 

Debates should be seen more as a demonstration of communication and reasoning skills rather than a truth 

seeking event. The typical issues discussed during a debate are far too large and complex to be resolved in a 

relatively brief debate. From this perspective, a debate should be viewed more from the perspective of 

gentlemanly competitive rivalry rather than truth seeking. 

FUNDAMENTAL CLASHES 

Most debates boil down to a limited number of clashes: 

 Individual freedom v security 

 Individual v common good 

 Means v ends 

 Short v long term 

 Integration v isolation 

 Principle v practicality 

Until you have understood the fundamental clash – the underlying principles that are conflicting between you 

and your opponent, you have not fully grasped the debate. 

Freedom v security – (i.e. in a debate that calls for all public spaces to have security cameras). We all want 

freedom (no constraints) and we all want security (safe from harm), however to have more of one we must 

give up some of the other. The two sides in a debate typically approach their topic from one of the two sides of 

freedom and security. 
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Individual v common good – (i.e. in a debate claiming that the credit crunch proves that the capitalist system 

has failed).  People pursuing their individual goals leads to individual success, but as a whole this does not lead 

to the common good since it creates exploitation. However, everyone pursuing the common good stifles 

individual effort.  

Means v end – (i.e. in a debate stating that all recreational air travel should be banned). Since the end result is 

good, it does not matter that the means to achieving the end has some negative consequences. However, 

some means are just wrong no matter the end. 

Short v long term – (i.e. in a debate stating that vaccination against communicable diseases must be 

compulsory for all citizens). The discomfort suffered from the proposal will be only short term. In the long term 

we will all be better off. However, short term for some might be long term if they die early. 

Integration v isolation – (i.e. in a debate stating that Nigeria should contribute troops to a pan-African peace 

keeping force). We have enough internal problems to solve that we should not be distracted by external 

problems. However, external problems can easily become internal problems. 

Principle v practicality – (i.e. in a debate stating that voting is made compulsory and proof of citizenship must 

be presented while voting). Some things are good in principle but are too complex to carry out. Since it is 

impractical, it does not make sense to do it. However you must stick to principles or you will not achieve your 

goals. 

By understanding these clash principles, you can reuse the same basic arguments in your debate. 

DEBATE FORMATS 

There is no universal format for debates. By understanding the different formats, you can be prepared for any 

format or changes to any format. 

FORMAT NAME KEY FORMAT FEATURES 

World Universities 
Format 

 Topic announced before each debate 

 Four, two-person teams in one room 

 Points of information allowed 

 Format used at international tournaments to determine the world champions 

American Policy 
High School & 

University Format 

 One topic each year 

 Two, two-person teams in a room 

 Heavily evidence based 

 Quick rate of delivery 

 Cross examination allowed 

 Format used at USA National tournaments 

American 
Parliamentary 

Format 

 Topic before each debate 

 Two, two-person teams 

 Points of information allowed 

 Six speeches delivered  

 Motions may be closed or open  

American Lincoln-
Douglas High 
School Format 

 Topics announced every few weeks 

 Two, one-person teams 

 Usually focuses on value issues in high school competition 

 USA National tournament held by the National Forensic League 
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American Public 
Forum High 

School Format 

 Topics announced every few weeks 

 Two, two-person teams 

 Usually focuses on persuading the public audience 

 USA National tournament held by the National Forensic League 

World Schools 
High School 

Format 

 Some topics are prepared 

 Some topics are given with little or no time for preparation  

 Two, three-person teams 

 Points of information allowed 

 Knowledge very important 

 Used at World Schools Debating Championships 

Asian Universities 
Format 

 Topic list before each debate and teams choose 

 Two, three-person teams 

 Closed motions 

 Points of information allowed 

 Substance of the debate much like Worlds Universities format.  

Other Formats 

 Canadian format 

 Australian format 

 Latin American format 

 Public debates 

THE PARTIES 

These are the different groups of people involved in this program. Take each group into account when you do 

something.  

Contestants 
 Teams 
 Judges 
Chair / Moderator 
Time keeper 
Coaches 
Sponsors 
Managers 
Film Crew 
Administrators 
Studio audience 
Viewers  
  

PROCESSES 

Many of the activities in “The Debaters” involve a series of steps. Understanding these steps is important for a 

smooth running setup and execution. 

ELIMINATION PROCESS 

See the relevant page in “The Debaters” website. Most debates follow a knock out format where losers in each 

round are eliminated until the final two contestants conduct the final debate. 
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RESEARCH & PREPARATION PROCESS 

Never rush into research. Plan how you will research before you start. Manage the time you have available. 

1. First brainstorm the topic to clarify understanding, scope and current knowledge. 

a. List the key words 

b. Define the key words  and set the initial scope 

c. Review your current knowledge & sources 

2. Develop an initial or working definition and interpretation of the terms of the topic. 

a. Restate the topic (if needed) as two distinct, opposing positions 

b. Justify taking this interpretation compared to other interpretations 

3. Determine what information you will need. 

4. Identify who will know the best sources of information. 

5. Locate the information. 

a. Internet searches 

i. Start with debate databases which contain previously researched material 

ii. Include newspaper databases 

b. Books & articles 

c. People to call or interview 

6. Research the information. 

a. Be selective 

b. Do not try to read every source 

c. Do not try to read all of each source 

d. Use a skimming process 

i. Check the index 

ii. Select the most pertinent sections 

iii. Read the first sentence of each paragraph 

iv. If the paragraph looks promising, read on 

v. If the paragraph does not look promising, move to the next paragraph 

7. Compile and organize the information –  

a. Record the source fully, including internet search phrases. 

b. Sort the material 

i. Definitions – explanations of the key terms 

ii. Harms – the problems caused by the topic 

iii. Inherency – why the current system is not solving the problem 

iv. Significance – The scope/cost of the problem 

v. Proposal – Your solutions 

vi. Solvency – How your proposal will solve the problems 

vii. Negative – The counter argument 

c. File the material for easy retrieval 

d. Develop briefs or summaries of each line of argument 

8. State your position definition and interpretation of the terms of the topic. 

9. Decide good ways to structure the issues (i.e. principle & practicality)  

10. Structure the arguments for the motion or topic in order of strength. 

11. Structure the arguments against the motion or topic in order of strength. 

12. Develop the counter arguments to each of the supporting arguments. 

13. Develop the counter arguments to each of the opposing arguments. 

14. Review permutations of arguments and counter arguments as lines of debate. 

15. Prepare the line you will take for the debate. 

16. Develop hook phrases and sound bites for the key arguments. 
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17. Develop points of information for each of the arguments. 

18. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse. 

DEBATING PROCESS 

While the specific process of any debate will depend on the guidelines drawn up for that debate, below are 

general guidelines that might be used in different debate formats.  

Time in 
Minutes 

2nd Proposition 
Speaker 

1st Proposition 
Speaker 

Judge or  
Moderator 

1st Opposition 
Speaker 

2nd Opposition 
Speaker 

3 
  Welcome 

Debate introduction 
Introduce 1st Prop. 

  

8 

 -Defines motion 
-Position overview 
-Delivers arguments 
-Summarizes position 

 

  

0.5   Introduce 1st Opp.   

8 

  

 

-Position overview 
-Rebuts Prop arguments 
-Delivers arguments 
-Summarizes position 

 

0.5   Introduce 2nd Prop.   

8 

-Recaps debate 
-Previews position 
-Rebuts as needed 
-Delivers arguments 
-Summarizes 

 

 

  

0.5   Introduce 2nd Opp.   

8 

  

 

 -Recaps debate 
-Previews position 
-Rebuts as needed 
-Delivers arguments 
-Summarizes 

0.5 
  Introduces Summary 

Speaker Opp. 
  

4 
  

 
-Summarizes  
(reply speech) 

 

0.5 
  Introduces Summary 

Speaker Prop. 
  

4 
 -Summarizes  

(reply speech) 
 

  

5 
  Thanks speakers 

Calls on judges 
Announces results 

  

DURING THE DEBATE 

Develop a flow sheet 

 Record the lines or argument taken by each speaker as well as the counter arguments developed by 

other speakers. Record them in a matrix format so you can visually see the flow of each argument. 

 Identify which arguments and sub-arguments have not been adequately countered. 

Build cases 

 Argument and anticipation – anticipate the moves your opponent will make and decide how best to 

counter them. 

 Structure your arguments – Introduction, body, conclusion. Include persuasive elements and 

reasoning elements. Keep the structure simple. Get everyone’s attention, show the importance of the 

line of argument, frame it in a problem-solution format and provide a conclusion that will excite the 

audience. 
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Refute arguments 

 Identify the specific argument. 

 Refute specific arguments – do not modify your opponents’ argument. 

 Group your opponent’s arguments and respond once to all the items in the group. 

 Use your opponent’s arguments against them when you can. 

Select the best issues to debate 

 Choose the most efficient response to your opposition’s line of argument - relevance, minimization, 

capture or answer 

o Relevance – exclude it because it does not apply (say “it is irrelevant to this debate”) 

o Minimization – it is not significant 

o Capture – your opponent’s ideas offers better support for your line than your opponents’ 

o Answer – When the more efficient approaches are inadequate give a full response. 

Summary Statements 

 Review the key issues 

 Weigh the issues – show the superiority of your arguments by: 

o Quantity – Numerically superior 

o Qualitative assessment – Subjectively superior 

o Probability – More likely to happen 

o Time frame – Sooner occurrence, changes other outcomes 

o Reversibility – irreversible issues are more lasting 

o Obligations to future generations – impact to children or grandchildren 

o Voluntary v Involuntary – Voluntary risks are more acceptable 

o Morality – It is wrong to do this  

 Provide a dramatic close 

QUESTION & ANSWERS 

Some debate formats allow questions and answers during the debate. When you ask and answer questions, it 

is a good opportunity to impress the judges. Use the opportunity to: 

1) Understand the argument of the other speaker. 

2) Get your opponents to say something you can use against them later in the debate. 

3) Show off your intellect, confidence, poise, enthusiasm and politeness. 

Questioning tips: 

1) Keep the question & expected answer short. 

2) State specifically the issue you are talking about. 

3) Do not telegraph your line of argument. 

4) Do not ask obviously unacceptable questions – i.e. “Do you admit defeat?”  

5) Make your questions sound important. 

6) Be polite. 

7) Avoid being too direct in your questions, hide the real intention of your questions. 

8) Prepare to question; take extensive notes and mark what you will question. 

9) Avoid open ended questions since it invites long speeches. 

10) Look at the judges when you question. 

11) Use the answers you get in your subsequent arguments. 
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12) Focus questions on the weaknesses of your opponent. 

13) Do not attack the individual, only the argument. 

14) Use the whole time you have for questions. 

Answering tips: 

1) Keep answers short. 

2) Refer to things already mentioned in the debate. 

3) Answer questions only based on what has happened so far in the debate. 

4) Do not promise to do anything later in the debate. 

5)  Qualify your answers – sometimes, often, rarely, not always, never etc. 

6) Be ready to share information you have. 

7) Only answer questions relevant to the debate. 

8) Address the judge. 

9) Avoid answering hypothetical questions; let them prove that situation first. 

10) Do not say “I do not know”. 

11) Do not be evasive. 

12) Do not answer with a question. 

13) Watch out for traps. 

14) Answer the questions directed at you (however, you can discreetly signal your partner for help or say 

your partner will address that question when they speak). 

JUDGING PROCESS 

Judging will be based on a specific marking scheme that will allocate points for various categories. Each debate 

will have its own scheme. Typical categories include: 

1) Reasoning and evidence 

2) Organization and prioritization 

3) Listening and response 

4) Expression and delivery 

Each category will have sub-categories and a specific allocation of marks for that sub-category. 

For judges to be fair they must: 

1) Be neutral on the topic – they should not let their personal opinions influence their assessment of the 

debaters’ performance. 

2) Not be influenced by the appearance, accent, background, gender or school the debaters attended. 

3) Not be swayed by the past performance of a debater or team. 

4) Not give any voting category special weight. 

For judges to be effective they must: 

1) Listen carefully and take good notes 

2) Give constructive feedback to the moderator and the debaters 

3) Avoid heated arguments 

The judging Process 

1) Review debate format, schedule, guidelines, rules, topics and marking scheme 

2) Meet with other judges, the moderator & contestants to iron out any issues 

3) During debate – observe and take comprehensive notes 
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a. Stay out of the debate – do not help the contestants or express views non-verbally 

b. Do not allow infringements of the rules 

c. If you cannot understand what is being said, indicate this only once to each speaker 

d. Stop listening when the time is up 

4) After debate – Ask for information or clarification 

5) Complete the marking forms individually 

6) Meet with other judges to agree contest winner 

7) Submit marking forms 

8) Give feedback to the moderator & producer 

9) Be available for feedback to contestants 

SKILLS 

To become a good debater requires a number of skills. When you observe the best debaters you will see them 

practice the following skills superbly. 

SOUND CONVINCING 

1) Speak clearly – Every syllable of every word must be spoken clearly enough to be heard by all. 

2) Speak smoothly – reduce hesitation and filler words like “em”, “eh”, “you know”, etc. 

3) Use emphasis – key words and phrases must be emphasized for effect. 

4) Speak simply – use simple words and short sentences. 

5) Use hook phrases – construct short, powerful sound bites that are memorable. 

6) Reduce unnecessary body movements – such as swaying or rocking on the spot. 

7) Minimize reading from notes – make lots of eye contact with the judges and the camera. 

8) Use variety – vary volume, pace, tone, facial expression and hand gestures to help you look 

interesting. 

9) Stand erect – stand upright but not too stiffly. Do not lean on the lectern or hold it too tightly. 

10) Be passionate – Show that you care deeply about your point of view; give personal examples. 

BE ORGANIZED 

1) Make sure the judges understand the structure of your arguments and know where you are in the 

overall structure. 

2) Use an introduction at the start, a summary at the end and space your points with numbers or a link 

word or phrase. 

3) Order your points, typically from most important to least important – spend more time on the more 

important points. 

4) Use the minimum number of words to make your point. 

5) Plan your time. Do not spend more time than needed on any point. 

6) Cooperate with your partner to divide your points to avoid duplicating what each person says. 

PLAN STRATEGIES 

1) Do not approach a debate with one strategy – plan different strategies based on alternate potential 

strategies of the other team. 

2) Respond to the other speaker and the audience. Be flexible in how you respond by balancing what 

you planned to say with what you need to say to respond to strengths and weaknesses of the other 

speaker. 
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USE HUMOR 

1) Use humor carefully – do not attack the other speaker, only what was said. 

2) Humor gets attention and makes the point memorable. 

3) Try mimicry to get attention – parody your opponent’s argument or approach. 

REPLY SPEECH 

Reply speeches are summarizations of the whole debate from the perspective of each side. It provides the 

concluding remarks that remind the judges of the key points in the debate that might have been overlooked. It 

is a good opportunity to demonstrate your speaking skills. 

Content 

 Recap definition – if important. 

 Summarize the key points made by both sides. 

 Focus on the major clashes between the two sides. 

 Show how your position wins the debate. 

Structure Alternatives 

 List the most important clashes – focus on the most doubtful from your perspective, do not waste 

time on the points you have clearly won. 

 Use the criteria brought up in the debate. 

 Convert the clashes into questions that you answer. 

 List all the clashes first then discuss each one in turn. 

 Use different levels – i.e. global, national, individual. 

 Use principles and practicalities. 

Style Alternatives 

 Use a story introduction, make your points then conclude the story. 

 Take the judges on an imaginary journey stopping at points representing the clashes. 

 Use a time machine to go from past to present to future. 

 Paint two worlds, show how yours is the better world to live in. 

 Use a “two train” analogy of two journeys – one to paradise, one goes over a cliff. 

CONNECT WITH THE JUDGES 

Use humor, personal stories, gestures etc. to connect with the judges (both at the debate and the viewers 

watching on TV). Get them to see you as the more likable speaker. Focus on the things you have in common. 

Be relaxed, but let your passion show. 

IDENTIFY THE KILLER REBUTTAL 

To be effective in debate, you must be able to identify the fundamental holes in the opposition’s argument 

and attack them fiercely.  This is known as identifying the “killer rebuttal”. Whole debates can be won and lost 

on single arguments. 
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Identify the jugular 

 Identify contradictions – Highlight opposition’s contradictions; Inconsistent positions between 

opening and subsequent positions. 

 Identify foundation arguments – By undermining a fundamental argument you topple all other 

opposition arguments that rely on this fundamental argument. 

 Identify foundations that have been implied but not declared by the opposition – these are the 

hidden weaknesses in the opposition’s argument. 

 Look for the judges’ reactions to incredible arguments of the opposition as points to attack. 

Use a good method (Be aggressive to the argument not the person) 

They say X, we say Y, we think Y is better. 

They say X, and X does not work because of Z, we say Y and since Y works we should win the debate. 

They say X, which does not work, and even if it does work it would not take care of Z, our Y takes care of Z so 

we win the debate.  

FLOWING DURING THE DEBATE 

Your “Flow” are the notes you take during a debate showing you how the arguments and counter arguments 

have developed. A typical flow will be sheets of paper divided into columns and rows. Each column represents 

a speaker and each row represents a line of argument, its sub-arguments and counter arguments. 

Argument X 

1 affirmative 
construct 

1 negative 
construct 

2 affirmative 
construct 

2 negative 
construct 

1 negative 
rebuttal 

1 affirmative 
rebuttal 

Argument X 
Sub point 1 
Sub point 2 
Sub point 3 

 
Counter 1 
------------ 
------------ 

 
Counter 1 
-------------- 
-------------- 
 

 
-------------- 
Counter 2 
-------------- 

 
Rebuttal 
------------- 
------------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tips for flowing 

1) Record all arguments and points for each argument 

2) Use abbreviations and symbols as short hand 

3) Use a separate sheet for each argument 

Argument Y 

1 affirmative 
construct 

1 negative 
construct 

2 affirmative 
construct 

2 negative 
construct 

1 negative 
rebuttal 

1 affirmative 
rebuttal 

 Argument Y 
Sub point 1 
Sub point 2 
Sub point 3 
Sub point 4 

 
 
Counter 1 

   
 
Rebuttal 
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IDENTIFY FALLACIES 

Being able to identify fallacies is an important debate skill. You must avoid using fallacies that are easy to 

detect by your opponents and the judges and you must be able to spot the fallacies in your opponent’s 

arguments. Identifying and exposing fallacies in your opponent’s arguments allows you to win points and 

possibly win the whole debate. When you have identified the fallacy in your opponent’s argument, state it 

clearly and name the fallacy making sure the judges have understood it.  

The boundaries between fallacies are sometimes subtle such that one argument might encroach on two 

fallacies. However, it is important to understand the distinction between them so that you do not miss a 

specific fallacy. 

1) Two wrongs make a right.  

“You buy petrol at a filling station. After leaving the station you find that they gave you an extra N500 

in change. You decide not to return the extra change because you reason that if you had overpaid 

them by N500 they would not have refunded it you.” 

2) The straw man fallacy. 

“While in traffic you give money to a passing beggar. Your partner observes that the money you gave 

the beggar could have gone to a distant relative to help them with their education. Your partner then 

accuses you of neglecting your family. 

3) Spotlight fallacy. 

“We should put a halt on hiring people from the Niger Delta. We will just get people who complain a 

lot.” 

4) Special Pleading. 

“Children, I want you all to take it in turn to throw out the rubbish each day. Chinwe is exempt 

because she is the youngest, she has a delicate stomach.” 

5) Slippery slope. 

“We have to put an immediate stop to the religious riots in the northern states. If we do not, the 

rioting will reach the southern states and before we know it the whole country will be up in arms.” 

6) Relativist fallacy. 

“That might look bad from your perspective, but from my perspective it is not bad at all” 

7) Red Herring (smokescreen). 

“We need to implement these cost-cutting measures. It could win us a prize. That would look good on 

your resume. You have not updated your resume in a long time?” 

8) Questionable Cause. 

“I got an email saying that if I forwarded it to 12 other people, good luck would come to me that very 

day. I forwarded the email and that very day I got a cheque from my uncle in the USA. This is the third 

time something like this has happened. I can’t wait for my next good luck email”. 

9) Post Hoc. 

“When I watch my football team playing, I notice that when I lean to my right, they start playing 

better and when I lean to my left they start playing worse. I will now always lean to my right any time 

I watch them play.” 

10) Poisoning the Well. 

“I was told he was a leading member of that cult in the University. Can we trust anything he says? I 

am sure he has a hidden agenda.” 

11) Personal attack: 

“I was expecting a serious argument from you but all I got was a cheap personal attack. Don’t you 

have the common sense to separate the statement from the person making the statement?” 
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12) Misleading Vividness: 

“I cannot get the horrifying images of people jumping to their deaths from the top floors of the World 

Trade Towers from my mind. Imagine jumping to your death to escape a fire. I don’t care what the 

statistics say. I will never work in such a high rise building.” 

13) Middle ground: 

“Political party X wants a 10% increase in the minimum wage while political party Y wants a 10% 

reduction in the minimum wage. From these two positions it is clear to see that we should not change 

the minimum wage, it is just right where it is now.” 

14) Ignoring a Common Cause: 

“When driving, I was hit from behind by another car. The driver of that car claimed it was not her fault 

as she herself was hit from behind by yet another car. As all three of us argued as to whose fault it 

was we ignored the oil on the ground which made the whole road slippery”. 

15) Hasty Generalization: 

“As the customs officials scanned the arriving passengers from the European flight, they notice a 

Nigerian looking traveler. They ask him to follow them to their examination room for special 

screening”. 

16) Guilt By Association: 

“I was thinking of hiring him until I found out that his son has a criminal record. I now have second 

thoughts”. 

17) Gambler's Fallacy: 

“I have lost 6 times in a row. That is very unusual – so unusual in fact that I am going bet again since 

the odds must now be in my favor”. 

18) False Dilemma: 

“Either you take this medicine now or risk permanent loss of hearing” 

19) Division: 

“Tunde lives in the wealthiest part of Lagos, therefore he must be very wealthy, in fact he must be 

much wealthier than Sam who lives in the poorest part of Lagos.” 

20) Questionable cause: 

“When the police questioned the accused asking her why she did it, she calmly said that the devil 

made her do it”. 

21) Composition: 

“Player for player, Real Madrid is a better team than Arsenal. Therefore even if they played ten 

matches, Real Madrid will win all of them.” 

22) Burden of Proof: 

“There must be life on other planets since no one can prove that there is no life on other planets.” 

23) Circumstantial Ad Hominem: 

“The Senator is advocating a substantial increase in defense spending. It is not a coincidence that the 

Senator’s brother is a Major General”. 

24) Biased Sample: 

“Based on the survey of Lagos residents, 80% of respondents desire the Christian religion to made the 

official religion of Nigeria. If we extrapolate this for the whole of the country we can conclude that the 

majority of Nigerians desire Christianity as the official religion of the country”. 

25) Begging the Question: 

“We need you to provide a guarantor for the loan. Who do you suggest?” 

“I suggest my best friend”. 

“How do we know they are trust worthy?” 

“I can vouch for them”. 

26) Bandwagon: 

“Everyone in the department has voted against the head office relocation. If you vote for it, you will 

stick out like a sore thumb”. 
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27) Appeal to tradition: 

“Our people have been wearing these marks for hundreds of years. Are you saying all our forefathers 

have been wrong?” 

28) Appeal to spite: 

“How can you vote for him. He voted against you unfairly in the previous round. You should vote 

against him this time.” 

29) Appeal to ridicule: 

“These ultra-conservatists make me laugh. The answer to every problem is prayer.” 

30) Appeal to popularity: 

“The new measures the traffic authorities are taking against reckless bus drivers are proving to be 

very effective and very popular. I have received hundreds of letters supporting the actions. This shows 

us that we are doing the right thing.” 

31) Appeal to pity: 

“To argue that all hospitals should be privatized is equivalent to unplugging the life support system of 

a critically ill patient. Is that what you want to do?” 

32) Appeal to novelty: 

“I can’t wait to get the latest version of the operating system software as well as the new applications 

that go with it. Being new means that it is bound to be better.” 

33) Appeal to flattery: 

“Unlike most people, you are so smart you will understand this immediately. Because you appreciate 

the situation, I am sure you will agree that this is a good course of action” 

34) Appeal to fear: 

“These measures must be taken to stamp out kidnapping in this state. For all we know, your family 

could be the very next target – they might very well be planning the kidnapping as we speak.” 

35) Appeal to emotion: 

“We all want the best for our children, no mother would ever let her child suffer such pain. We have 

to put an end to this pain and suffering”. 

36) Consequences of a Belief: 

 “If we do not resolve this dispute it will result in years of suffering for both sides. We must believe 

there is a good solution” 

37) Appeal to Common Practice: 

“Practically all of us believe in respect for our country, we all salute the flag during national 

ceremonies. Millions of us cannot be wrong when we do this.” 

38) Appeal to authority: 

“Dr. X maintains that the injury was caused by a blow to the head. Dr. X is the best expert in this area, 

so we have to conclude that it was a blow to the head that caused the injury”. 

39) You too fallacy: 

“Do as I say, not as I do”. 

40) Ad Hominem (against the man): 

“The politician tells us that corruption is bad and we must stamp it out, but look at all his wealth – we 

know he did not get that from his legitimate income.” 

41) Fallacy of many questions: 

“Is it true that you have stopped beating your wife?” 
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BUILDING AN ARGUMENT 

 Make sure your argument has a clear structure. 

 Make sure each of your points has good support in both facts and reasoning. 

 Use link words and phrases, “Now that I have stated our position, let’s look at the points that support 

that position”. 

 Use numbered lists, “Our second point, Mr. Speaker, is that…” 

 Include summaries and conclusions. 

 Group your points, facts or reasons for easier absorption by the judges. 

(There are many ways to group them – choose the best for each point) 

o Group by time: short term – medium term – long term 

o Group by stakeholders 

o Group by regions 

o Group by major and minor 

o Group by internal and external etc. 

 Decide how you will state your points: 

o Question – Answer – Conclusion 

o Statistic – Consequence – Conclusion 

o Quote – Connection – Conclusion 

o Statement – Support – Conclusion etc. 

 

TOOLS 

The physical tools you use for debate are a personal decision. Tools people have found useful include the 

following: 

1) Note pads and multi-colour pens – basic tools for making notes 

2) Stop watch – for timing during rehearsal and during actual debate 

3) Index cards – for organizing ideas 

4) Expander files – these are multi-chamber files. Each chamber can hold 1 to 20 or more sheets of 

paper. Each chamber is attached to the next chamber and can expand as you put more sheets in 

Support

Points

Narrow Topic
(team Line)

Your Defintions

Broad Topic Proposition

Words Clauses

Position

Point 1

Facts Logic

Point 2

Facts Logic

Point 3

Facts Logic

...Point X

Facts Logic

Model
or Plan
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them. Expander files are very good for physically organizing your notes into separate lines of 

arguments. 

5) Laptop PC with a fast and reliable internet connection and subscription to good libraries. 

6) Post-It Notes – good for noting ideas, then physically arranging them on a desk or wall to see the 

relationships between the ideas or deciding who will deliver each idea. 

Mental tools help you better organize ideas. Mental tools can be used physically (i.e. pen and paper), 

electronically (i.e. personal computer) or while thinking. 

1) Mind maps – This is an organizing tool made up of lines radiating from a central idea leading to sub-

ideas where the line shows the relationship or connection between the ideas. 

2)  Argument grid – A simple two column format where an argument is placed on one column and its 

counter argument placed on the other within the same row.  

3) Brainstorming – A method of generating ideas where a large quantity of ideas flow from unrestricted 

thought without judgement or evaluation. 

TIPS 

1. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse – The key to good debating is extensive practice. Have someone score 

you using the same scoring scheme the judges will use. Make sure you keep to time. 

2. Know all the arguments – Learn every argument and every counter argument including the strengths 

and weaknesses of each argument. Have excellent examples ready to buttress your case.  

3. Make sure evidence comes from published sources – never make up evidence and always write down 

the source. 

4. Present evidence in context – do not edit or change the intended meaning of an author. 

5. Make your evidence available to the judges when asked. 

6. Take a moment to compose yourself at the podium before you start. 

7. Do not speak too fast or too slow. Judges must hear and understand what you say. 

8. Let your judges know why you have won the debate with convincing statements during the debate. 

9. Do not criticize or undermine your partner. 

10. Focus on the arguments your opponents spent the least time debating. 

11. Note when your opponent looks confused as they are likely to be weakest in that area. 

12. Do not use foul language. 

13. Do not drop your voice – unless you do it deliberately for a special type of emphasis. 

14. Develop a hook phrase for each of your lines of argument. 

15. Develop a hook phrase for each of your counter arguments. 

16. Look confident no matter what happens during the debate. 

17. Always “look the part” even when you are not the one speaking. Look professional and engaged. 

18. Take notes on what the judges say to all debaters and use the points the next time you debate. 

19. Never argue with the judges. 

20. Shake hands with the other debaters at the end of the debate. 

21. Have fun. 

RESOURCES 

 Debate Central Website - http://debate.uvm.edu/default.html  

 Feature Film - The Great Debaters: a 2007 film directed by and starring Denzel Washington and 

produced by Oprah Winfrey. Official site: http://www.thegreatdebatersmovie.com/site.html  

http://debate.uvm.edu/default.html
http://www.thegreatdebatersmovie.com/site.html
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SAMPLE DEBATE 

A debate on the banning of handguns - http://www.uvm.edu/~debate/watch/usu09finalshandguns.MOV 

DEBATE RULES 

The specific rules of debate will be given to participants before each debate. Below are general rules of debate 

which may or may not be applied in each debate. The respective penalties for violating these rules are subject 

to the judges’ final decision. 

1) Unfair advantage: No debater should benefit from an unfair advantage. 

2) The number or speeches and speaking times should be divided equally between the contestants. 

3) The affirming and opposing positions should alternate in their time to speak. 

4) The first affirming speaker has the right to define the terms of the topic so long as these are 

reasonable definitions. 

5) Once the opposing side has accepted the affirming side’s definition, they cannot reject it later. 

6) A team cannot revise its position on an item in the debate. 

7) Whoever asserts something must prove it. 

8) Non-speaking participants should not distract the speaker or the judges. 

9) Facts presented in a debate must be accurate – this includes statements about the other debaters’ 

position or argument. 

10) Visual aids are allowed, but once introduced are available for the opposition to use. 

11) No new arguments can be introduced in the rebuttal period. 

12) The judges can only base their decisions on the material presented during the debate. They cannot 

rely on other information they may have. 

CONTACTS 

Tony Osime tonyosime@cobranet.org 

 

Owolabi Owolabi 
  

owolabi@thedebaters-ng.com 

www.tonyosime.com 

 

Happy Debating!  

  

 

http://www.uvm.edu/~debate/watch/usu09finalshandguns.MOV
mailto:tonyosime@cobranet.org
mailto:owolabi@thedebaters-ng.com
http://www.tonyosime.com/
http://www.tonyosime.com

