Some Helpful Hints for Debaters

1.  Communicate an attitude of confidence, without appearing snobbish.  Be poised, friendly, courteous and assertive.  Even in a heated clash, never stoop to sarcasm or shouting.  Be sincerely aroused, but keep in control.  Have a good command of the language; a good vocabulary is important, but make sure you can understand and properly pronounce the words you use.  Though you can refer to some notes, don’t ever read your speech. 

2.  When you speak, rise and stand behind your desk, or in front of a podium if one is provided.  Maintain an alert posture; avoid leaning on a table or desk and keep your hands out of your pockets and belt loops.  Never cross in front or behind the speaker and/or moderator or the opposing team. 

3.  Maintain self-control; be firm but flexible, exhibit no anger though be unafraid to stand up to face your opponents vigourously and forcefully.  Retain a sense of humour without trying to be a comedian. 

4.  Don’t do anything that will distract you or the judges, such as playing with your hair, jewelry, etc. Never wear a hat during a debate (unless it’s for religious custom).  Look “presentable” as you are trying to impress the judges. 

5.  If you get flustered, stop, compose yourself, take a deep breath and start your sentence over again.  Avoid nervous giggling by taking a deep breath as well.  When in doubt about what you are doing, repeat the resolution or resume what you have said.  Don’t have “dead space” in your delivery, causing the judges to wait and wonder if you have anything else to say.  If you are finished, then repeat the resolution to conclude your speech and sit down. 

6.  Avoid using words and phrases such as: “um,” “OK”, “you know”, “like, uh”, “etceteras”, “and so forth”, “and lots more.”  If you think there are more reasons, state them; do not use vague statements.  And don’t read your speech. 

7.  Though you will be addressing the speaker, maintain eye contact with the judges when you speak, NOT the opposition.  Remember not only are you unable to convince your opponents, you don’t even want to – it’s the judges who are marking you - convince them. 

8.  Don’t be afraid to heckle a bit during a parliamentary debate.  Keep it short, tactful and preferably humourous. Don’t get distracted or flustered if you are heckled.  Continue your speech and ignore the heckle.  NEVER respond to your opposition’s heckles or questions; in fact, don’t ever acknowledge them during your speech. 

9.  Always remember that you and your partner are a team, and must support each other.  Refer to each other’s remarks.  Don’t talk or whisper to each other during an opponent’s speech.  If it is necessary, discreetly pass notes. 

10.  Never admit that you are wrong about something (unless you misspoke yourself) that would contradict your standpoint.  By seeming uncertain, judges will doubt your credibility and penalize you. 

11.  Don’t worry about pointing out the blatantly obvious.  No matter how silly it may seem to you, the judges may not have realized or even considered it.  This could score you an extra point or two, but it could also not hurt you. 

12.  Be organized.  Know what you want to say, how you want to say it and in what order you want to say it.  Don’t shuffle papers around looking for a particular item to discuss.  For fewer papers, write points (not sentences) on small index cards.  Take notes during all speeches by your opponents to help you in developing your rebuttal and cross-examination questions. 

13.  After a debate is over, teams traditionally rise, meet in the centre and shake hands with their opponents. 
~ Doug Clarke 
