Values Debate 
Values are opinions of what is good or bad, right or wrong, important or unimportant, wise or foolish, fair or unfair, beautiful or ugly.  Values are the belief that one thing is preferable to another – from a political candidate, a product, a federal program, an artistic performance, to a moral standard.  Values determine how people respond to a situation and on what side they take a position.  For instance, “Soccer is boring” is a comment about the speaker’s attitude toward soccer, not about the sport itself.  

Values Propositions

Values debate is based on propositions of value: a subjective statement or judgment about the qualities of a person, place, thing, idea, or event.  “RESOLVED: More than half of America’s children are growing up in single parent homes,” is a factual statement.  But “RESOLVED: Children living in single parent homes are disadvantaged compared to children living in a two-parent household” is an opinion, a value proposition.  It needs support (evidence) to become an argument.
Some other examples of value propositions:

· RESOLVED:  That three years of high school English is adequate for a basic education.

· RESOLVED:  That middle school athletics are too competitive.

· RESOLVED:  That modern art lacks artistic skill and creativity.


Religious and philosophical views determine right and wrong, moral and immoral, and ethical and unethical behavior. Value propositions determine acceptable behaviors for the practitioners in fields such as law, medicine, business, and education.  
· Prolonging life artificially
· The ethics of prescribing a particular drug
· Whether art - film, theater, music, sculpture, photography, painting, or dance - is “good” art.  

The standards change over time to keep pace with trends and culture shift. There are four main factors that contribute to change:  new information, political and ideological change, erosion, and a change in the operating environment.   New information, such as the development of the birth control pill influenced moral standards.  New drugs contribute to arguments about prolonging life artificially.  Political and ideological change can be revolutionary changes, such as when the colonies separated from England’s rule.  They can be a result of different elected officials who enact new policies like affordable health care for all.  Erosion occurs when a great number of people act in resistance to an accepted idea, such as young men refusing to register for the draft in the 1960s or the value of leisure time diminishing the work ethic.  A change in the operating environment concerns major demographic changes:  more women entering the workplace, the impact felt as the baby boomers reach retirement age, the tremendous increase of advanced technology available to the public.  (Have students suggest consequences of these changes.)


Changes in values rarely result from abandoning one idea in favor of another.  Generally, values evolve over time, such as the acceptance of women moving from “women’s work” in the home to wage earners in the workplace.  This move forced insurance companies to recognize the monetary value of “women’s work” and childrearing, then offering insurance coverage against the loss of the woman who performs these roles.  
Environmental change can cause a shift in values.  A community with high unemployment may offer incentives to a chemical factory that is considering relocation because the city fathers are excited about jobs that will be created by the factory.  After time, however, when reports of illness, toxic waste, and pollution occur in the neighborhood, the residents of the city may change their feelings, valuing protection of their community more than the added jobs.  These are examples of factors contributing to “quality of life” and “standard of living.”


Value argumentation communicates our feelings about specific concepts.  Consider RESOLVED: Ronald Reagan deserves to be remembered as the greatest president of the twentieth century.   How should the decision be made to determine who is the “the greatest president of the twentieth century”?   Should we consider social progress?  Economic stability?  Conflict resolution?  Global peace?  What did Reagan do?  Did he overcome the stigma of originally being a B movie actor?  What were the contributions of other recent presidents?  

A values controversy may center on which of two or more opposing evaluations is the most credible:

The freedom to publish or read anything is more important than moral objections over its content.


Freedom of choice is more important than the government passing laws to protect people from making bad choices.   

Note that both of these propositions could be argued from the opposite perspective.  

Values arguments

The arguer must research information about the topic, from current through historical events, using artifacts that reflect society’s values and structures.  Artifacts include such documents as the Constitution, Supreme Court rulings, the Declaration of Independence, and laws.  Additional artifacts may be found in a particular field such as science, politics, medicine, or economics, using texts and the Internet.  Does the proposition suggest a particular ethical system or code of conduct such as a specific religious perspective or political view?  For instance, an argument about abortion might include the Supreme Court’s Roe v Wade decision and the Bible.  


Key terms must be defined.  If effective foreign policy is being argued, the criteria must set standards to evaluate “effective.”  Some possible criteria might be:  keeps us out of wars, makes us more friends than enemies, prevents the spread of communist influence, treats all nations equally.  The way the terms are defined shapes the argument.  If the debate is whether sex education in schools is effective, does “effective” mean fewer sexually transmitted diseases, reduced statistics for teenage pregnancy, or increased commitment to sexual abstinence before marriage?   

Let’s say you are participating in a debate about the law requiring the use of seatbelts. As the affirmative, you will support the resolution RESOLVED: A law mandating the use of seatbelts benefits our society.  After researching the topic, you will write four to six contentions that support the resolution.  The contentions should be short and snappy, between four and ten words.  If they are too long, they are too hard to flow; if they are too short, they aren’t descriptive enough.  Instead of saying Seatbelts keep passengers and drivers secure so they don’t become missiles that fly through the windshield in the event of a crash, make your contention Seatbelts keep passengers and drivers secure.  Save the rest of your information to explain your contention or to support it.  

Ask students for other affirmative contentions, e.g., Fewer fatalities occur when passengers are buckled in; Fewer serious injuries occur when passengers are buckled; Insurance is cheaper in states with mandatory seat belt laws.   Solicit types of evidence that could support the contentions, e.g., statistics from law enforcement agencies, from emergency rooms, examples and descriptions of events that occurred with and without seat belt use, quotes from insurance companies in different areas.

Ask students for negative contentions, e.g., people have the right to make choices; government should not micromanage its citizens; seat belts can cause serious injury.  Where can they find evidence to support these contentions?

Steps to creating a values argument – a case study on children’s television

Let’s look at the value proposition:  RESOLVED:  Children’s television is harmful to children.  Advocating value propositions is a four-step process.  Divide the class into groups to complete each step and share their efforts.

1. Define the terms.  

a. What is children’s television?  Is it television that kids watch or television that is produced especially for children?  What age groups are we considering?  It doesn’t matter, as long as both sides use the same definitions.  What specific shows fit into the category (cartoons, Blues’ Clues, Sesame Street, Mr. Rogers, CSI, MTV videos)?   

b. What kinds of harm are we talking about?  Psychological?  Physical?  Social? Intellectual?  All of the above?  If the issue is how television makes children relate to their world, the criteria might be whether the shows desensitize children to violence and increase their antisocial behavior.  But what is considered violent: does news coverage of a local murder count?  How about a steamroller turning Bugs Bunny into a pancake?

2. Set up the contentions.  Make sure that the tags are pithy, e.g., Children are harmed psychologically; children suffer physically; children are stunted intellectually; children have difficulties relating socially.  

3. Establish significance.  How important is the problem, both from qualitative and quantitative perspectives?  What is the effect of children watching children’s television and to what extent does the effect occur?   Significance relates to both the numbers and the severity of the effect.

4. Develop the contentions into arguments by supporting them with evidence.  Evidence can come from experts, such the American Academy of Pediatrics, psychologists, and teachers.  Perspectives might be taken from special interest advocates like Action for Children’s Television.   Have student groups create a t-chart of contentions and evidence to support them, e.g.,

a. Psychological: children are afraid to go to sleep after certain television shows; the children have nightmares related to the shows they watch; children have difficulty recognizing the difference between reality and make believe 

b. Physical:  watching television curtails creativity, encourages obesity, and contributes to attention deficit disorder

c. Social:  children have difficulty relating to other children and making friends; children are desensitized to violence; children perpetuate the violence they see

d. Intellectually:  children are misled by information that is presented as real; children watch TV in lieu of thinking, reading and playing games; children watch TV instead of doing their homework

Evidence can come from observation by parent, caregivers, and teachers.  Expert testimony on these topics might come from doctors, teachers, and parents.  Statistics can be gathered from producers and broadcasters of such shows.

  Note:  A thorough argument must also consider how “positive” effects of television will be dismissed, such as learning positive social behaviors from Mr. Rogers or learning numbers and letters from Sesame Street.

Values Essay
Students will combine their knowledge of public speaking and argumentation by writing an essay and then preparing for debate on a topic of social relevance that is of interest to both the writer/speaker and the listeners.  The arguments should use the classical appeals of logos, ethos, and pathos, ,.  Pathos uses emotion: the speaker tries to anticipate and manipulate the audience’s emotional reactions.  Ethos is about values: the speaker must establish shared (common) values with the audience.  Logos is the use of data and facts; how they are presented; and the mode of discourse – compare/contrast, cause/effect, process, pro-con, classification/division.  The speaker must present and justify his/her attitude.   

The organization of this essay is a little more complex than the earlier assigned speeches and the introduction will serve three purposes.  A hook remains necessary to capture the attention of the audience.  Next, the speaker must prove his credibility; why should the audience consider his ideas?  Be careful, though, to be modest in your claims; exaggeration, cocksureness, and braggadocio can offend.  The third part of the introduction is the thesis statement.  In this speech, the thesis statement will establish the speaker’s position on the topic.

Representing himself as a knowledgeable player in this field, the speaker must begin the body of the speech by defining the topic and presenting a brief history of the issue, in order to bring the audience “up to speed.”  Then the body must include inferences and evidence that support the writer’s position.  The speaker must include reasoning that will convince the audience to accept his point of view.  The conclusion will summarize the main points and include the benefits of agreeing with the writer’s point of view.  It must end with a strong statement of case.  Get the audience into the habit of agreeing with you on small points and they will be more likely to agree also on larger ones.  The essay will be graded on the basis of the six plus one traits of word choice, sentence fluency, ideas/content, organization, voice, and conventions.  
The speaker must be forceful and impassioned, but sincere, to evoke a response from the audience.   A persuasive speech must come from the heart, not from notes, so the introduction and conclusion, at a minimum, should be memorized.  The speaker’s voice, facial expression, body language, eye contact, and words should blend in perfect harmony to convince the audience of the importance of the message and the depth of the speaker’s convictions.  Evaluation of the oral presentation will focus on organization, the degree of credibility the speaker offers, the clarity of the speaker’s position, how well the main points are explained, and the quality of the delivery. (Review criteria for good speaking.)

One student will speak on each side of the chosen topic and prepare questions for the opponent, in a cross-examination style similar to the Lincoln-Douglas Debates:

Affirmative Constructive


6 minutes, 3 for class debate

Negative Cross-examination of Affirmative
3 minutes, 2 for class debate

Negative Constructive



7 minutes, 3 for class debate

Affirmative Cross-examination of Negative
3 minutes, 2 for class debate

1st Affirmative rebuttal


4 minutes, 2 for class debate

Negative rebuttal



6 minutes, 4 for class debate

2nd Affirmative rebuttal


3 minutes, 2 for class debate

Hand out and explain student overview of format, guidelines, and requirements.

