
Things to Look for in a Debate

These are a few things to look for when you run the debates at your club meetings. Obviously at the beginning, many (if not all) of these things will be missing. Don't try to get your students to do all of them at once. Instead, depending on how the debate went, pick one or two issues and make those your focus. As the year goes on, you will probably want to tailor your comments more to each debater but for early rounds, start out talking about the debate in general. Don't forget to highlight what went right.

Organization:

-Did the debater have an introduction and a conclusion?

Introductions and conclusions help ensure that the audience is able to follow the debater's speech. A good introduction will spell out what is coming in the speech (and the order in which it will happen). It will tell you what side of the debate the team is on and maybe give an idea of the overall direction that the team is going to take. A good conclusion will wrap the speech up and highlight the key ideas that were presented?

-Did they define the terms?

The Affirmative team needs to define the key words in the resolution so that everyone knows what they're arguing about. This needs to happen in the first speech. The definition doesn't need to be a dictionary definition; it just needs to explain the important info (for example, a definition of “pets” might be “cats and dogs that people own and keep in their house”).

-Did the debater distinguish between refutation and construction?

Try to get the debaters to group related points together, including grouping their team's points together and their opponents' together. This makes it easier for the audience to follow.

-Did the debater divide their ideas up into distinct points?

Instead of piling everything together into a big mess, it is better if they separate their ideas out and talk about them one at a time.

-Did the debater follow their opponent's organization (if there was one)? 

When a debater attacks their opponents, they should make it clear which part of their opponents' speech they are attacking. The best way to do this is to follow the structure of their opponents. If there wasn't good organization from their opponents, advanced debaters can impose some on them.

-Did their notes help or hinder them?

Were they able to stay focused on topic or did they get lost in a blizzard of paper and spend a lot of time squinting nervously at their handwriting?

Arguments:

-Did they understand the difference between arguments at examples?

Examples back up arguments - they are not arguments themselves. A lot of people make the mistake of just giving an example without explaining why that example applies to the discussion. Good debaters link the example to the argument.

-Did they make assertions or give reasons?

It isn't enough in a debate to just say, “You should believe me”. You need to give reasons for why we should believe you. Good debaters will say, “X isn't true because of Y.” Bad debaters will just say, “X isn't true.” Reasons are the thing that wins or loses a debate and one of the most important tools for a debater to master.

-Did they make good use of logic and reasoning?

Were they able to extrapolate in a reasonable way from the ideas that other people had to good conclusions (i.e.: “They said that X and Y, but if X and why are true then that means that Z is true, which would be a bad thing.”). This is not to be confused with bad extrapolations (like taking the slippery slope too far).

-Were they aware of the status quo?

The status quo means, “The way things are”. Good debaters will be aware of the way things are now (as it relates to the debate) and will base their case around analysing it. Does the proposed idea make things better or worse than they are now? Weaker debaters will often attack ideas on their own with no reference to how things are now and can end up looking foolish (for example, if the debate is about Zoos and one team argues that having more zoo would be bad because “people might throw big rocks at the animals and animals in the zoo might have to fight each other” this is clearly wrong because there *are* zoos and these things do not happen in them).

-Did they have a consistent case?

This is more important for the “yes” (affirmative) team. It isn't enough to have a bunch of reasons; you need a bunch of reasons that tie together. Yes teams in particular are vulnerable to having clever opponents say “they said X and also Y but both can't be true at the same time, so they must be wrong!” The No team has a little more flexibility but they need to be mindful of not totally contradicting themselves.

Style:

-Did the debater maintain good eye contact? 

Experienced debaters look at all members of the audience throughout their speech. They don't turn their back to the audience and they don't look at their opponents very much (you aren't going to convince your opponents).

-Did the debater speak naturally instead of reading from their notes?

This ties into eye contact. If you are reading your notes, you can't look at your audience and you are likely to get lost or generally have trouble.

-Were the speeches too loud? Too soft? Too fast? To slow? 

Experienced debaters will vary their tone and speed of delivery to help maintain people's interest.

-Did the debater avoid saying 'um' a lot? 

Experienced debaters will learn to use either “Mister/Madam Moderator/Speaker” or simple silence in place of 'um'.

-Did the debater use hand gestures to help make their points?

-Did the debater avoid: fiddling with their tie or clothes, stuffing their hands in their pockets, kicking the floor or podium, nervously tapping their hands or pounding on the podium, swaying back and forth, holding a pen or crumpling paper? 

-Did the debater use appropriate humour?

Not all debaters have to be funny but some of the ones who are tend to be funny at the expense of being right or on topic. Encourage humour but only as a tool for making your point.

-Does the debater have stylistic strengths that they can play to?

The answer is yes. All debaters will, over time, come to a particular style and it will be different for different kids. Some do humour well. Others are very calm and talk like they are teaching the audience. Some are very bombastic and exciting. Some are careful and break down their opponent's points in a very logical fashion. Encourage the debaters to try different styles and find one that works for them.

Other Stuff:

-Did they pay attention when the other debaters were speaking?

Ideally, they were paying attention and taking notes too, even when their partner is giving a speech.

-Did debaters do their job?

Different speaking positions have different jobs (depending on the style). Debaters should try to make sure they do their job well and punish their opponents for failing to do theirs.

-Did they break any important rules?

-Did they support their teammate?

Debating is a team sport. This means that debaters should be spending time talking about what their partner said, explaining why it is right and defending it from any attacks that their opponents make.
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