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Argumentation & Advocacy



ORAL DEBATE GUIDELINES
Z. Keremidchieva




Along with your debate brief, you have the opportunity to test the weight of your pro and con arguments in an oral debate. One subgroup will represent the affirmative case (defending the proposition) and the other will play the opposition. Each side will be able to offer rebuttals. Each pair will have time constraints, so the challenge is to strategize on presenting effectively what you consider to be the strongest arguments as well as to ensure that the arguments and evidence clash with those of the opponents. 

Here are the time and format guidelines:

First proposition constructive speech:
5 minutes
First opposition constructive speech:

6 minutes
Second proposition constructive speech:
6 minutes
Second opposition constructive speech:
6 minutes
Opposition rebuttal:



3 minutes
Proposition rebuttal:



4 minutes
 



Total: 30 minutes

The speakers for the proposition (we'll call them the government) open and close the debate in defense of the motion. There will be one rebuttal per side.

Speaker Responsibilities

First Speaker, Proposition: The opening speaker establishes the framework for the debate and lays out a logically complete case for the proposition. This involves an expository presentation in which the speaker
· Introduce the topic of the debate by:

· defining any ambiguous terms for the resolution (define any distinguishing, technical or ambiguous terms of the resolution) (optional) 
· offering a history of the issue in controversy (what is the problem, why is it big, bad, and urgent, establish the blame, i.e., what are the roots of the problem, what is keeping the problem in place),

· disclosing any limitations for the discussion. 
· After such preliminaries, the first speaker should state and support the government’s main arguments in support of the case.
First Speaker, Opposition: The duty of the opposition is to provide clash, promoting a choice between the proposal advanced by the proposition team and some other course of action or position (rejection or inaction). The opposition should make clear why the motion before the house should be defeated. The job of the opposition in extemporaneous debate is very challenging. The opposition will not have a clear idea of what the proposition team's case will be until the first speaker begins. The opposition speaker may choose to contest the definitions that the government has established for the debate. If these are not disputed in the first opposition speech, they are presumed to be tacitly accepted for the remainder of the debate. Definitions should only be disputed when the fairness and debatability of the proposition are at stake.

The first opposition speaker attempts to weaken or nullify the case for the proposition, usually by refuting the main points of the case. This is called direct refutation. The opposition analyzes the first proposition speaker's arguments, points out logical fallacies, factual inaccuracies, or inconsistencies in the main lines of proof. The opposition is not obliged to dispute or disagree with every argument, or even every main point. In fact, many debaters miss important opportunities for winning arguments because they feel compelled to negate each of the ideas of their opponents. It may be to the advantage of the opposition to agree with or concede one or more elements of the proposition team's case. An opposition speaker may choose to agree with an argument by the team defending the proposition in order to simplify or focus the discussion on more salient issues, to reveal contradiction or inconsistency, or to use an argument from the proposition side to support the opposition's position. A speaker should, however, address the vital issues of the other side, whether by strategically agreeing with them or contesting them.

Second Speakers, proposition and opposition: The second constructive speeches for each side have similar responsibilities. They should effectively:

· refute the important arguments of the opposing side and 
· amplify the strong arguments initiated by their colleagues. 
The second speeches are the last for each side in the debate in which new arguments and issues may be introduced. 

The second speakers should concentrate on sustaining the core arguments for their side. The second speaker for the proposition should advance the main lines of the case presented in the opening speech so that they cannot be convincingly disputed in the remaining speeches. To this end,
· the second proposition speaker should refute all important objections presented by the preceding opposition speaker and provide new examples or other forms of additional support for the main points of the proposition team's case. 
· the second speaker for the opposition may support the objections of the first opposition speaker, present additional objections, defend and expand the opposition's countercase if one has been presented, and evaluate inconsistencies between the arguments of the first and second proposition speakers. 
For both second speakers, the primary duties are extension and amplification-ensuring that all major issues for both sides have been covered and that the important arguments for their side have been expanded with additional support. 
Rebuttals: Most good debates are won or lost in the rebuttals. The rebuttals are the summary speeches for each side of the debate, the last opportunity each side will have to explain why they should win. Rebuttals are a final opportunity to contrast the major positions and philosophies of the proposition and opposition. Skilled rebuttalists in debate do not attempt to cover every minute issue that has been discussed in the debate, but rather deal in depth with those issues that will have a substantial bearing on the decision to uphold or defeat the resolution. The shorter time of rebuttal speeches necessitates selectivity. Rebuttalists should point out "the big picture," sorting out the decisive issues from those that are less important. 

New arguments may not be introduced in the rebuttal. Arguments presented in the rebuttal must have a foundation in the constructive speeches. 
· The opposition has the first rebuttal speech. This speech should offer an effective summation of the main issues of the debate, demonstrating how important points for the opposition undermine support for the motion. The opposition rebuttalist should carry through important issues from the constructive speeches, illustrating the significant dimension of each issue in qualitative and quantitative terms. The opposition should generally avoid "putting all eggs in one basket" by offering several independent reasons to reject the motion. 
· The proposition (government) has the final speech in the debate. This speech should summarize the entire debate from the perspective of the proposition, focusing the discussion on a group of powerfully unified ideas. The proposition rebuttalist is entitled to answer new arguments made in the second opposition speech because the final rebuttal is the first opportunity that the proposition team has to refute these issues. The final rebuttalist should extend the important arguments from the constructive speeches, offer multiple, independent proofs of the motion, and contrast the main arguments of the opposition with those in favor of the motion.

Speaker Style 

In addition to content, speaking skills will receive much attention in this debate. Good debaters speak at a rate of speech that is comprehensible to a lay person untrained in debate. Physical and vocal delivery, humor, passion, and persuasiveness are important as well. A debater should maintain eye contact with the audience and develop a speaking style that is fluid and expressive. Do not read written speeches, briefs or evidence. Instead, speak from a few notes that record the arguments that the other speakers have made in the debate and outline their main points. Each of these points should be signposted, explained, supported by relevant facts and examples, and given impact.

Signposting: Strategic gestures and verbal transitions should help your audience navigate your exposition. We won’t know that you are done with one issue and moving on to another one, unless you tell us so. There is an important difference between the kinds of transitions you would use in writing a paper, for example, and the ones you would use in an oral debate. The difference is that in oral presentations transitions need to be much more explicit and elaborate; you should frequently offer internal summaries and previews; words and gestures should signal the comparative significance of ideas, etc. In other words, transitions tell us what you are doing (e.g., moving to a next point, summing up key ideas, etc.). Here are some examples of speech-style transitions:
“Let me offer some further evidence for this point….”

“Now that we have established that …., let us move to the next issue, namely …”

“I would like to emphasize that…”

“It is not sufficient to say that…; we need to also pay attention to ….”

“This point can easily be refuted if we notice …”

“Our opponents are trying to convince you that…., however, ….”

“In contrast to the idea that…, I would like to offer you this …”

Eye contact, style, voice, and non-verbals: Be professional in dress and style. Address your opponents respectfully. Phrase your refutations with intonation that demonstrates you don’t consider them to be people of sub-par intelligence. Your overall tone should demonstrate that you assume you are engaging in a productive discussion and a collaborative search for a fair, workable solution to a common concern. Look your opponents in the eyes and look you audience in the eyes. Speak to us as your equals and your fellow-citizens.
Much of your delivery style will depend on how you plan and prepare. Here are some strategies for achieving good speaking presence:

	Potential Problem
	Possible Solution

	Nervousness
	Don’t start speaking as soon as you stand up. Come to the front, take a deep breath, look at everybody and then begin. 
Don’t tell us you are nervous.  Chances are we won’t know unless you tell us so.

	Tendency to read or to avoid eye contact
	Speak from note-cards. Prior to the debate, put some of the key evidence on note cards with reminders about the source and the source’s qualifications/credibility, and write what arguments that evidence is relevant for. After hearing your opponents’ presentation, pull out the notecards you’ll need and arrange them in your hand. Don’t write too much on the cards or you will be tempted to read.

	Don’t know what to do with your hands
	Clasp your hands in front of you, with one being in the anchoring position. This will allow you to do appropriate gestures without your hands feeling like they are going to leave your body.

	No sense of timing
	Ask a teammate to keep the time score for you and give you visual reminders with minutes remaining

	Keeping up with what has been said
	Flow the debate as it goes. Compare notes.


GOOD LUCK!
