Intro to Debate

 Debate is a contest in which two or more speakers present opposing ideas and are intent on persuading each other and their audience that their own viewpoint is right.  Debates occur in courtrooms, on legislative floors, in political campaigns, and in academic settings.  The judge decides who wins.  The judge may be the jury, the voting public, a designated official, or the general audience.

Academic debates have specific time limits and responsibilities imposed on those who participate.  The debate is centered on an issue that is phrased in a statement called a resolution.  Teams of debaters research and identify arguments and evidence for both sides of the resolution.  In debate parlance, the sides are called affirmative and negative.  The affirmative speaks in favor of the proposed resolution; and the negative speaks for the opposite viewpoint. Even though for this debate students will know in advance which is “their” side, being prepared to argue either side provides the ammunition needed to refute the opposition’s arguments and as well as anticipate their was most convincing. 

The two most common types of academic debates are values and policy.  A values debate is an expression of opinion, and focuses more on logical arguments than statistics as evidence.  A policy debate is about a specific course of action that should be pursued.  For instance, if the debate topic is alcohol consumption, a values debate might center on whether consumption of alcohol is detrimental to society.  A policy debate on the same topic might propose raising the drinking age to 25 and explain a plan to enact this change.  A policy debate identifies and explains a problem, proposes how to deal with it; and introduces a plan is that will implement that proposal. 

Regardless of the type of debate, your goal is to establish arguments.   Arguments are a combination of contentions and evidence to support those contentions.  As mentioned before, evidence can take many forms:  facts including statistics, examples (personal observations), expert opinion, common sense (things you believe everyone knows), and logic and analogies. 
There are few rules in debate.  The ones you need to concern yourselves with are that there are specific time limits for each speech and you will not be allowed to exceed them.  Secondly, you must build your arguments in the constructive speeches.  No new arguments may be introduced during rebuttal.  

Third are ethical issues.  Fabrication of evidence is a serious violation of ethical conduct.  Make sure you document your sources to prove the authenticity of your information.  If a team challenges the evidence of the other team, the challenger must have evidence of the fabrication.  If the offending team cannot substantiate the evidence, they lose at least the argument, and possibly the debate.  

Debate is a competitive activity, not a blood sport.  Do not abuse your freedom of speech.  Do not lower the quality of the debate by being rude to your opponents.  Do not quibble with the judges about their decisions or comments.  Never address your opponents by name.  Call them “the affirmative” or “the negative.”  Debate should be a spirited clash of issues and wits, never a clash of personalities.

