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The How and Why of Debates in Teaching and Assessment

Introduction

This leaflet is designed to aid lecturers/instructors who wish to incorporate debates into their teaching and assessment programmes. It is based on the use of debates over a five year period with undergraduates on a computer ethics module at Roehampton University. It first sets out the rationale for debates and the types of courses to which debates are suited; then suggests possible debate structures, timings, how to deal with different class sizes and most importantly methods for linking debates to assessment. 

Why a Debate?

The value of debates in teaching

Debates can be an effective method of enabling students to take an active part in their own learning through the preparation and presentation of their own work and that of their peers. This supports pedagogic theory which proposes that students learn effectively when they learn cooperatively, through interaction with others, and when they develop critical thinking. Davidson (1994) suggests 5 characteristics of a cooperative learning technique:

· A learning activity suitable for groupwork;

· Small group based project (2-5 people);

· Tasks which encourage cooperative behaviours;

· Student interdependence;

· Individual student accountability and responsibility for task completion.

Debates incorporate these 5 characteristics precisely. Gibbs identifies four key elements necessary to foster deeper learning: motivation, learner activity, interaction with others, and a strong knowledge base (Gibbs 1992:10). 
The use of debates allows these four elements to be facilitated. 

· Motivation:  my experience is that students are highly motivated by debates;

 “Having a look at this particular issue in this way has totally opened my eyes to a new way of unblinkered thinking. I felt that as a team we were very motivated, especially considering our initial reactions to the topic and our forced stance. We worked together well to produce a powerful argument for what is really a test of loyalty to the laws of this and other countries.” (Computing Student).
 In addition, the debate should ideally be assessment based or some other form of motivation provided that will ensure commitment. 

· Learning Activity: the debate should be organized so that all members of the team are involved in both preparation and presentation. 

· Interaction with Others: A successful debate involves not only interaction with the student’s individual group, but also interaction with the audience as a whole.
 “The strength of the debate lay in the teamwork and rehearsing, which made it even fiercer as related and non-related issues stemmed from the core argument….” 

· Strong Knowledge Base: Debates require fact-based arguments. My experience is this has been achieved by a combination of information supplied to the students through lectures and their own research through library resources and Internet sites. 
"…Another strength noted was how the team identified their opinions from the notes, which showed that the logic aroused was both academic and personally related. The audience seemed equally impressed and spoke later of how the debate had reflected a part of themselves that they identified – but were too withdrawn to speak out.” (Computing Student)

Which Courses are Suitable?

Debates aid students in developing critical thinking by prompting the understanding of alternative viewpoints with a strong fact base. Therefore any course that requires the dissemination of information in order to devise and develop an argument based on assertions and consisting of a logical conclusion is suitable – particularly when the conclusion is not necessarily foregone – i.e. there is more than one logical outcome.

Debates are suited to courses in which:

· A point of view has to be developed, where more than one interpretation of the facts is possible and in which pros and cons of an argument need to be evaluated

· Multiple factors need to be taken into account

· The arguments are at least partly fact based and partly judgment based

· The formation of a framework for critical thinking and issue evaluation which will be useful with different issues is required.

They are not suited to courses where the arguments are black and white with no room for manoeuvre, or are purely fact based.

How to Conduct a Debate

Choosing topics

Students are more likely to be motivated by a debate topic when they have previous experience on which to build. For this reason, where possible students should be given the opportunity to be involved in the choice of debate topics, since they will favor topics they have had to face in real life. One method is for the instructor to create a variety of topics and then allow the class to vote for the ones they are the most interested in. Examples of some topics used on the Professional Issues Computing module which were of particular interest to the students are listed below. 

a. “This house believes Napster was great internet innovation, not a cyberspace pirate”

b. “This house believes hacking should be considered a crime only if it causes harm”

c.  “This house believes it is unethical to create robots capable of human feelings and emotions”

d. “This house believes information on the web should be open and available for free download”

Choosing Groups and Assigning Topics

There are various schools of thought regarding the choosing of groups, particularly where the work is assessed as being “lumbered” with someone less able or motivated can lead to problems. Groups can be allocated at random; after analysis using a tool to identify particular learning types (perhaps Belbin testing); or students choose their own groups; or the instructor chooses the groups. This problem is reduced in the case of a first year module where all that is required is a pass and the mark is not included in the final degree classification. As well as this, the problem of working with others is reduced when the assessment is managed in three parts, with all being individually assessed although working within a group (see section on How to link to Assessment). 

I have found that for first year groups, working with their friends seems to reduce stress and allow for easy contact between each other. For this reason I tend to let people choose their own groups or just put them together based on where they are sitting when organizing. Enforcing groups based on random name selection is problematic as people fail to turn up or students have no easy way of discovering who their group members are or, upon finally discovering them, realize they have absolutely nothing in common and no affinity whatsoever to work with them. If someone is seated next to someone else, many times this has been a decision made by choice and at the very least there is no aversion to that person. Those not present are assigned at the next session. Although in real life work scenarios people are often put with others regardless of their personal choice, with mixed abilities and ways of working, for the purposes of debating, the main rationale for allocation by neighbour (which means many times with friends) is partly organizational and also partly to introduce students to the concept of groupwork gently – they discover the complexities of working with others but probably already know them at some level. Of course there are many complexities that result when working with friends that they thus experience but in a less pressurized situation as it is a first year module.

A group organizer is allocated and all group members are required to provide that person with their email/telephone details so that meetings can be set up. The group is given their topic, entirely at random, and told which side of the argument they will be supporting. Although there may be a case for group members being given a chance to choose the standpoint they wish to argue, in the case of the Professional Issues course, by not allowing this choice to take place, some very interesting results occurred. Student feedback suggested that by being forced to take an alternative viewpoint (i.e. role play), their skills in critical analysis developed and in many cases, broke down preconceived ideas and intransient attitudes. The instructor needs to use their own judgment to determine which method would be most beneficial based on the learning outcomes for the particular course. The instructor is given a copy of all groups and their members, the topic they’ve been allocated and the side they are taking. These details are then placed in a document on WebCT for all students to check to ensure they are correctly allocated. This document also contains the topic they are taking, the side they are on and the date, time and venue of the debate. The allocation of group members can be problematic, as it is well known that first year students are often not dedicated to attending lectures. However, when linked with assessment, it becomes clear that, by not being in a debate, they are not able to complete the course and thus soon make an appearance. 

Preparing the Students

1. Debate Format 

Students need to feel comfortable with full knowledge of what to expect when they are presenting and requirements clearly explained. I have found the standard debate structure to be effective, which includes an Opening Statement, Rebuttal, Question Time and Closing Statement. I also specify that each member of the team should be responsible for one aspect, and all members should speak. A suggested debate format is shown in the table below which I   provide in the assignment documentation available to the students on WebCT. This can be adjusted to suit the requirements of the class. For instance, for groups of three, one Opening Statement of 5 minutes is appropriate, whereas for groups of 4 or 5, two Opening Statements  of perhaps 4 minutes each would be appropriate. It is worth noting that successful debates require an audience of at least twenty to allow for a lively contribution of questions and discussion. Although it can be done with less, success will be dependent on those in the audience being fairly confident about speaking out and asking questions. Sometimes, in a small audience, one particularly vocal member can dominate.

	Debate Format
	Minutes

	Motion is read
	3 

	Vote is taken
	1 

	Opening Statement – Candidate for the motion (if the group consists of 4 team members, 2 speeches can replace this section of 4 minutes each.
	5  (one speaker)

8 minutes (two speakers)

	Opening Statement – Candidate against the motion (if the group consists of 4 team members, 2 speeches can replace this section of 4 minutes each.
	5 minutes (one speaker)

8 minutes (two speakers)

	Rebuttal by Candidate for the motion
	3 minutes

	Rebuttal by Candidate against the motion
	3 minutes

	Questions from the audience
	5-20 minutes

	Closing statement – Candidate for the motion
	3 minutes

	Closing statement – Candidate against the motion
	3 minutes

	Vote taken
	1 minute


The debate is limited to one hour.

A few rules which I have found it useful to establish from the beginning are as follows: 

1. Groups choose the roles for their members, including a group organizer whose name must be given to the lecturer.

2. If a group member does not turn up for the debate itself, the debate carries on regardless with other group members covering for that person. “The show must go on. ”All students understand and respect this. 

3. It is the responsibility of the group members to keep in touch with each other and cover should a member be unable to do the debate. There has been the odd occasion where only one debater has been present. In these cases they have given their statements and done the best they can with a lot of support from the instructor and the audience to help them. In practice, some of the best debates have been where the person has had to do this and found the audience helping them out by contributing their own arguments to such an extent that they have won the debate.

4. Slides and PowerPoint presentations can be used but should be set up beforehand. The starting time of the debate must not be compromised by failure of technology.

5. Speeches must keep to time, if a speech goes over the allotted time, the instructor can stop the speaker.

2. Preparatory tutorials/lectures and Debate Documentation

The course is allocated 2 hours per week. The first hour is devoted to a lecture on relevant issues. The second hour is the tutorial in which, after four or five tutorials consisting of allocation of groups, providing instruction or how to construct an argument and presentation techniques, the debates take place. Feedback from students at the end of the course suggest that the combination of lectures which provide theoretical background to the various topics to be discussed, with the debates taking place in the tutorials, helped to establish an effective knowledge base from which students could then research. 

3. Group monitoring

Over the ensuing weeks, the group organizers (see Choosing Groups and Assignment Topics) should be arranging meetings and ensuring that preparatory work is being done and all group members are involved. It should be made clear to the organizers that any problems they encounter need to be discussed with the instructor in time to remedy before the actual debate is due to take place. My experience is that mature students are particularly efficient at this and tend to naturally be assigned to it by the other members of the group.

How to link to Assessment

Many of us have used debates in the past for various functions. However, in my experience, the use of this method as an assessment tool has produced some interesting and exciting results in the area of teaching and learning. Below is an example of an approach to assessing a debate as coursework. This model has been used with success over the last four years and ensure;

1. Marks based primarily on an individual’s performance although the ability to work in a team impacting on that mark. In my view this is a fair approach to determine each person’s individual contribution and ability.

2. Debate attendance and participation by all members of the class, without exception (other than resits due to illness, etc). This ensures that the coursework incorporates the understanding of a wide range of issues not just the debate topic allocated to that one person.

Two weeks into the course the assignment document is provided on WebCT. This includes assignment structure, marking criteria for each section, debate format and debate topics and dates. The assessment is comprised of three sections and it is not necessary to complete all three sections independently. Thus, if a student misses a debate, it does not mean they will fail the assessment (although if they miss their own debate, due to the weighting of section 1, they are unlikely to pass)

Section 1:  Debate Presentation (30 minutes per group)  (45%)

A marking sheet was used during the debate in which the performance of the group collectively and each debate member was evaluated. A final feedback sheet was distributed to the student at the end of the course, all sections are covered in this sheet. All debates were videotaped to provide evidence should a mark be disputed.

Marking criteria for Section 1 – The Debate Presentation:

1
Presentation Structure




(20%)

· Timing

· Logical flow

2.
Content






(35%)

· Depth and understanding of topic

· Relevance of arguments 

· Originality of content

· Coverage of key arguments

· Evidence of external referencing/referral to Laws and Acts

/case study examples

· Use of examples and quotations

3.
Delivery






(30%)

· Self presentation

· Voice projection and expression

· Eye contact/body language

· Handling of questions

4.       Supporting Materials




(10%)

· Transparencies 

· Handouts

5.
Substantial shift in end vote




(5%)

Section 2:  Debate Report (800 words).


(45%)

Each student is required to submit an 800 word report on their own debate handed in at the end of the course with Section 3. This comprises a report on the debate itself covering the main issues, the student’s personal viewpoint about the topic and their opinion of their performance and debate quality. 

Marking criteria for Section 2 – Report 

1. Quality of presentation notes




(20%)
2. Identification of key issues 




(50%)
3. Critical Analysis 






(30%)

Section 3:  Summaries (200 words per summary).
(10%)

Each student is required to submit a summary report of 200 words on each of the other  debates. Although being worth only 10% of the entire assessment, this helped to ensure that students attended, evaluated and analysed all debates topics – achieving a breadth of knowledge from the course without having to resort to an exam. An extra 5% was awarded to this section for attendance on every debate and a register was taken to determine if this had been achieved. This provided further motivation to attend the debates although it must be said little additional motivation was needed – the students were genuinely interested in attending.

Marking criteria for Section 3 – The Summaries 
For each of the summaries: 

1. Evidence of debate attendance from the register.  

(50%)

2. Intelligent summing up of key points for each debate
(50%)

Conclusion

Debates are a useful learning tool, encouraging students to critically analyze, interact with others, actively acquire and assimilate knowledge both individually and collectively and work together for a common goal as a team. Within the correct environment and under proper instruction, they can offer an alternative and valuable form of assessment within a course. It is hoped that this leaflet will be of benefit to you should you wish to try this on your own course. Please email me at s.jagger@roehampton.ac.uk should you require further advice or clarification based on the work I’ve done in this area. I would also be interested to hear of any variations you’ve used in the designing of your own debate, your own observations and reflections on the use of this powerful learning method from your own course.
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