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Constructing Arguments 

First and foremost, you need to know the difference between an argument and an assertion. 
In simple terms an assertion is something that is stated as true, without enough analysis to 
demonstrate that it is reasonable to believe that the statement is likely to be true. It’s a 
statement of fact, without proof of its validity.  

Anatomy of an Argument: The Argument Chain 

1. The IDEA  

The idea is simply the point you are trying to make. It’s just a heading or a title - it might be 
true, it might not, but that’s something for you to prove later. So for example, in the debate 
“That we should ban smoking in pubs and clubs”, the first affirmative speaker might have as 
the IDEA for one argument, “that banning smoking will improve the profits of the businesses 
involved”. Now that may be true, but it hasn’t been proved yet; it’s just an IDEA. IDEA‟s are 
often the things you mention when you are signposting your part of the team split.  

2. ANALYSIS  

Once you have an IDEA, the next step is to 
provide the analysis to prove it. Basically, 
this is where you show logically or 
analytically that the IDEA is likely to be true 
(it’s hard to really “prove” things in 
debates, but you can show it’s highly likely 
to be true). You can do this by 
demonstrating that logically the IDEA is 
true when taken in the context of the topic, 
or you can offer a series of reasons to 
support it. Using the previous example of 
banning smoking, a speaker might say 
“banning smoking will actually generate 
more profits for businesses, because it will attract more customers. At present many potential 
customers are put off going out to pubs and clubs or cut short their visits because they are 
put off by cigarette smoke, which they know is dangerous to them”. You could explain this in 
more detail, but I think you get the point. However, although this ANALYSIS is partially 
persuasive on its own as a justification for the IDEA, it would be stronger if it had some 
evidence. Which brings us to the last step (note my excellent use of signposting!)  

3. EVIDENCE  

The third step, EVIDENCE, is usually the easiest. This is the stage where you provide 
something like a statistic, a survey, a case study or an analogy to give greater credibility to 
your IDEA and ANALYSIS. Partly because it’s the easiest to do, it’s also the least important 
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link in the chain of an argument, but it’s a good to thing to have. So, to finish our example-
argument one piece of evidence might be a survey conducted by ASH (Action on Smoking and 
Health) that demonstrates how a significant number of people would spend more time in 
smoke-free pubs and clubs.  

Manner  

1. BODY LANGUAGE 

The body language of a speaker is a very important element of their speaking style. As the 
expression indicates, body language is a language of its own. It can have a significant impact 
on an audience and can create powerful impressions such as confidence, trust and credibility. 
It should go without saying that failing to create these impressions can be very damaging to 
the persuasiveness of a speaker. The Kennedy–Nixon debate is an example in which body 
language was crucial – eye contact created trust.  

Some of the elements of body language include:  

• Eye contact (and the use of notes by speakers); 
• Gestures; and 
• Stance.  

Eye contact is associated with confidence and sincerity; an audience is more likely to believe 
someone who is willing to look them in the eye. Debaters should attempt to maintain eye 
contact with their audience by moving their eyes over the audience as a whole, without 
becoming fixated on a single member of the audience, the adjudicator or an inanimate object 
in the room.  

The overuse of notes limits the eye contact and reduces the capacity of the adjudicator to 
engage with the audience. Adjudicators should discourage speakers from reading their 
speeches – a debate is not an essay-reading competition; it is an exercise in persuasion that 
requires engagement with the audience. Notes should not become obtrusive or distracting – 
either to the audience or to the speaker. One way of avoiding this is to record only key word or 
headings rather than the whole text of the speech. 

There are no rules regarding gestures, except that they should be natural and appropriate to 
the point being made. Overly dramatic or theatrical gestures may appear forced and unnatural 
and distract an audience. Adjudicators assess the effect of gestures, determining whether 
they enhanced the speech or distracted the audience.  

Speakers may stand to deliver their message in a variety of ways: some remain still, other 
move about the stage. Once again, the adjudicator will assess whether the speaker’s stance 
was distracting, or whether it was appropriate and effective in the context of the speaker’s 
total presentation. Speakers should find a stance with which they are comfortable.
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2. VOCAL STYLE  

The second element of manner is the vocal style of the speaker. All speakers must have 
their message heard and understood. Vocal style is central to this goal. Some of the 
elements of vocal style are: 

• Volume and pace; 
• Tone; and 
• Clarity and the use of language.  

The volume of delivery should be such that the speaker can be clearly heard by the whole 
audience, without doing permanent aural damage to those in the front row. The pace of the 
delivery should be neither so slow as to be ponderous nor so fast that the audience feels 
overwhelmed or is unable to keep up with the speaker.  

A certain amount of light and shade, or pausing to draw attention to crucial passages, and 
then dropping back to a conversational one, can be very effective. However, it should not 
become artificial or theatrical. The objective is persuasion, and most people find artifice 
unconvincing.  

The tone of the speech should be confident and conversational. Adopting such a tone will allow 
the speaker to build rapport and trust with the audience. Some speakers have an ability to 
lose the favour of the audience by being overly antagonistic or arrogant. It should come as no 
surprise that this affects their capacity to build rapport and trust with the audience.  

The clarity of enunciation should allow the speech to be understood without difficulty, and 
without causing the audience to strain to comprehend the words. While speakers should be 
reasonably fluent, and cautious of over-using “ums” and “ahs”, debating is not about getting 
things word perfect. It’s about adopting a fluent and comfortable conversational tone.  

Debaters should not use overly complex language and should steer well clear of jargon which 
the audience may not understand. This is particularly the case with acronyms which the 
audience may be unfamiliar with. Speakers at international competitions should take 
particular care as the audience or the adjudicator may come from a cultural background 
different from that of the speaker and may not be familiar with the use of certain language. 
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Method 
 
 
Method is the way in which you structure both yours and your team’s speeches for the 
maximum clarity and maximum impact. 
 
Internal Structure 
 
In debate we like to talk about the ‘Rule of 3’s’. One 
application of the rule of three is to try and have 2 
constructive arguments in a speech, and up to three 
rebuttal points as well wherever appropriate.  

In this way your speech’s structure is much like the 
highly stylized Greek temple seen to the right; a 
speech built on three arguments, each built on an 
idea, analysis and evidence.  

Another is to say everything 3 times. First, introduce 
the points that you are going to make. Secondly, make each point in turn. Thirdly summarize 
the points you have made. In this way people will clearly remember the main message of what 
you have to say. 

Signposting is another trick that makes it easier for your audience to follow where one point 
ends and the next begins. Signposting is literally telling the audience “My next argument is” 
or “Moving on to the next point”. 
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Rebuttal  
 
Rebuttal is what makes debating different to public speaking. Rebuttal allows you to take on 
the opponent’s best material and prove it completely wrong. The best debates are back and 
forth arguments over the key points of the topic that the two sides compete over to win the 
individual point and therefore the debate as a whole.  
 
The best rebuttal is at the start of a speech, because straight away the audience recognises 
that you were listening to your opposition and don’t believe them and want to convince them 
why you are right. However, some very experienced debaters can link rebuttal into their 
substantive points.  
 
Rebuttal should also be focussed on the key themes of the debate, rather than a “shopping 
list” of all of the mistakes that the opposition made. “They said the word an when they should 
have said the word a” or “I know they misspelled the word conscientious in their brain” are a 
lot weaker rebuttal points than “The opposition brought up the central theme of effects on 
health, I have 3 reasons for why this whole argument is flawed...” By taking on your opponent’s 
strongest material, you will automatically have the stronger argument by proving them wrong.  
 
Great ways to introduce or to frame rebuttal –  

• “Before I move to my points, I would like to draw your attention back to the points 
raised by the opposition....”  

• “The opposition would have you believe that.....however this is wrong for the following 
reasons....”  

• “I would like to begin with some rebuttal...”  
 
Most debaters, coaches, and judges would agree that rebuttals are the most difficult and yet 
the most important parts of the debate. Not only is there less time within each speech, but 
each debater has to sort through all of the issues to determine which ones are the most 
important ones! What a debater does or does not do in rebuttals will decide who wins the 
debate. Very few debaters (especially beginners) can hope to extend everything that happened 
in the constructive speeches. Debaters don’t have to do that and just because a team may 
have dropped a point, or an argument is not an automatic reason to vote against that team. 
What matters is the type of argument that is extended or dropped in rebuttals—this will 
determine the winner of the round.  
 
Think about these four issues when rebuttals happen:  

• Which arguments have more weight at the end of the round?  
• Which outcomes (disadvantages, counterplans) are more likely given lots of internal 

links? 
• What about time frame—what happens first?  
• What about the quality of evidence?  
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Here are some other helpful hints:  
 

1. Avoid repetition. Don’t just repeat your constructive arguments. Beat the other team’s 
arguments and tell the judge why your arguments are better.  

2. Avoid passing ships. Don’t avoid what the other team said. You must clash directly with 
their responses.  

3. Avoid reading evidence only. You must be explaining and telling the judge why these 
issues win the debate.  

4. Avoid rereading evidence that has already been read in constructives. You can refer to 
it by pulling it, but don’t re-read it.  

5. Avoid “lumping and dumping.” Don’t try to go for everything. You can’t make 12 
responses to each argument in a few minutes.  

6. Be organized. Don’t mindlessly talk about issues at random. Be specific and logical 
about winning issues.  

7. Don’t be a blabbering motormouth. Speak quickly but not beyond your ability. If you 
speak too fast, you will stumble and not get through as much.  

8. Don’t whine to the judge about fairness or what the other team might have done that 
you think is unethical. Make responses and beat them.  

9. Don’t make new arguments. You can read new evidence, but you can’t run new 
disadvantages or topicality responses. You are limiting to extending the positions laid 
out in the constructive speeches.  

10. Use signposting. Make sure the judge knows where you are on the flowsheet. This is 
not the time to lose the judge on the flow.  

11. Use issue packages. Organize your arguments into issue packages. Choose 
arguments which you want to win. Don’t go for everything. Extend those arguments 
that you need to win.  

12. Cross-apply arguments. If you dropped an argument in a prior speech that you think 
was important don’t act like your losing. Cross-apply arguments you made some- 
where else in the debate.  

 


