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THE PRELIMINARY STEPS: CHOOSING YOUR TOPIC AND STANCE

INTRODUCTION

Few exercises sharpen the mind quite like the art of formal argumentation. Whether you are a high
school student preparing for a classroom competition, a university scholar honing your rhetorical
skills, or a professional seeking to persuade an audience in a boardroom meeting, mastering how to
write a debate is an invaluable skill. A well-crafted debate is not merely a shouting match or a list
of opinions; it is a structured, evidence-driven, and persuasive discourse designed to convince a
neutral audience of a particular position.

Many people feel intimidated by the prospect of writing a debate, assuming it requires a natural gift
for speaking or a deep well of pre-existing knowledge. While charisma and knowledge certainly help,
the truth is that an effective debate is built on a foundation of solid preparation and clear structure.
This guide is designed to walk you through the entire process, from understanding your core
objective to delivering a powerful closing statement. By the end, you will have a clear, actionable
blueprint for constructing a compelling argument that stands up to scrutiny.

For anyone asking how to write a debate for the first time, the most important thing to remember
is that a debate follows a logical flow. It is a journey you take your audience on, leading them from a
question to a conclusion. This article will break down that journey into manageable steps, ensuring
your arguments are not only heard but also felt and remembered.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE PURPOSE OF A DEBATE

Before you write a single word, you must understand the fundamental goal of your debate. The
primary objective is rarely to convert your opponent. Instead, the goal is to persuade the judge or
the audience that your position is more valid, logical, or beneficial than the alternative. This subtle
distinction shapes everything about how you write a debate.

In essence, a debate is a comparison. You are not arguing that your side is perfect; you are arguing
that it is better than the opposing side. This understanding helps you prioritize your arguments. You
should focus on your strongest points and anticipate the weaknesses in your opponent's case. When
you learn how to write a debate, you are learning how to frame a comparative analysis that
highlights your advantages while mitigating your shortcomings.

A debate is also an exercise in clarity. Complex ideas must be distilled into clear, digestible points.
Your audience should never have to struggle to understand what you are saying or why it matters. If
your arguments are confusing, you have already lost, regardless of the validity of your evidence.

Often, your topic and side will be assigned to you. This is the most challenging scenario because you
may be forced to argue against your personal beliefs. However, this is also the best way to grow as
a critical thinker. If you have a choice, select a topic that is debatable — one where reasonable
people can disagree — and one that has sufficient evidence available.

Analyzing the Motion

The first practical step in how to write a debate is to analyze the motion, or the topic statement.
Break it down word by word. What is the central proposition? What are the key terms? For example,
if the motion is "This house believes that social media does more harm than good," you need to
define "harm," "good," and "social media." These definitions become the foundation of your case.

Defining your terms early prevents confusion later. If you and your opponent are using different
definitions for a key word, you are not actually debating the same topic. A strong debate writer will
establish clear definitions in the very first speech to set the boundaries of the argument.

Establishing Your Stance

Once you understand the motion, commit fully to your side. Even if you disagree with it personally,
you must find the most compelling arguments for your assigned position. A half-hearted
performance is obvious to an audience. To truly learn how to write a debate, you must learn how
to step into a different perspective and see the world from that angle. This intellectual flexibility is
one of the greatest benefits of debate.

THE BACKBONE OF THE ARGUMENT: RESEARCH AND EVIDENCE

No amount of eloquent phrasing can save a debate that lacks substance. Evidence is the currency of
a persuasive argument. Without it, your speech is just a collection of opinions. When researching, do
not just look for facts that support your side. Good research also involves understanding the
arguments of your opposition so you can preemptively dismantle them.

Types of Evidence to Gather

To write a well-rounded debate, you should collect several types of evidence:
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e Statistics and Data: Numbers are powerful but must be used responsibly. Always cite your
source and explain what the statistic means. A percentage is meaningless without context.

e Expert Testimony: Quoting a recognized authority in the field adds weight to your argument.
Choose experts who are credible and relevant to the specific point you are making.

¢ Anecdotes and Examples: A single, relatable story can be more persuasive than a dozen
statistics. Use real-world examples to make your argument tangible and emotionally resonant.

e Logical Reasoning: Sometimes, you do not have a direct piece of evidence. In these cases,
you must rely on pure logic to build a chain of reasoning from an accepted premise to your
conclusion.

Organizing Your Research

As you gather information, create a system for organizing your notes. Group evidence by theme or
by the specific argument it supports. This will make the writing process much faster and ensure you
do not forget a key point. A well-organized researcher is always a more effective writer when
learning how to write a debate.

STRUCTURING THE DEBATE SPEECH

A debate speech follows a predictable structure. Sticking to this structure is not a sign of a lack of
creativity; it is a sign of professionalism. A clear structure helps the judge and audience follow your
argument easily. The classic structure involves an introduction, body arguments, and a conclusion,
but within debate, there are specific elements that must be included.

The Introduction: Setting the Stage

The introduction is your first impression, and it matters immensely. A strong introduction should
accomplish three things:

1. Hook the audience: Start with a compelling fact, a rhetorical question, or a short story that
relates to the topic.

2. State your position: Clearly declare which side of the motion you are representing.

3. Define key terms and present your case split: Tell the audience what your main
arguments are going to be. This is called a "case statement" or "case split."

A good structure for an introduction is to move from the general to the specific. Start with the broad
importance of the topic, then narrow down to your specific stance and arguments. Knowing how to
write a debate introduction is about mastering this funnel of focus.

The Body: Building Your Arguments

The body of the debate is where you present your main points. Typically, a speaker will have two to
three major arguments. Do not try to cram in ten weak points; focus on a few strong, well-developed
arguments. Each argument should follow the P-E-E-L format (Point, Evidence, Explanation, Link).

e Point: State your argument in one clear sentence.

» Evidence: Provide the supporting evidence (statistic, expert quote, example).

e Explanation: Explain how the evidence proves your point. This is the most important step. Do
not assume the audience will make the connection.

e Link: Link the argument back to the motion and explain why it matters.

When you are learning how to write a debate, mastering the P-E-E-L structure is essential. It
forces you to be thorough and clear, leaving no room for the audience to misunderstand your
reasoning.

Dealing with Rebuttals

In most debate formats, you are expected to respond to the arguments of your opponent. Rebuttals
are not just about saying "my opponent is wrong." You must show why they are wrong. Common
strategies for rebuttal include:

e Attacking the evidence (is the source biased? is the statistic old?).
e Attacking the logic (does the conclusion actually follow from the premise?).
e Attacking the relevance (does this argument actually prove anything about the motion?).

A good writer will weave rebuttals into their speech rather than just listing them. You can use a
rebuttal to transition into one of your own arguments, creating a smooth flow in your speech.

The Conclusion: Leaving a Lasting
Impression

The conclusion is your final chance to persuade. It should not introduce new arguments. Instead, it
should summarize your key points, restate your position, and leave the audience with a memorable
final thought. Many effective debaters return to the hook they used in the introduction to create a
sense of closure. A strong conclusion makes the audience feel that your case is complete and
compelling.

LANGUAGE AND RHETORIC: HOW TO WRITE PERSUASIVELY

Structure and evidence are the skeleton of a debate, but language is the flesh and blood. Learning
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how to write a debate also means learning how to use language to persuade and inspire.

Clarity Over Complexity

Use clear, direct language. Avoid jargon unless you are certain your audience understands it. Short
sentences are often more powerful than long, convoluted ones. Your goal is to be understood, not to
impress with your vocabulary. A simple word that lands is better than a complex word that confuses.

Rhetorical Devices

Strategically using rhetorical devices can make your speech more memorable and persuasive:

e Anaphora: Repeating a word or phrase at the start of successive clauses (e.g., "We need
action. We need change. We need justice.").

e Rhetorical Questions: Posing a question that does not require an answer forces the
audience to think (e.g., "How can we claim to value freedom if we support this policy?").

e Tripling: Presenting three ideas in a row is a powerful pattern for emphasis (e.g., "This policy
is unjust, it is impractical, and it is immoral.").

Contrast and Comparison

Since debate is about comparing two sides, use contrasting language to highlight the difference
between your position and your opponent's. Phrases like "While they argue X, we propose Y" or "Our
solution leads to progress; theirs leads to stagnation" are very effective.

ANTICIPATING THE OPPOSITION

A crucial part of how to write a debate is preparing for what the other side will say. This is called
"pre-buttal" — responding to future arguments before they are even made. Spend time
brainstorming the strongest arguments your opponent could make, then develop responses to them.
This preparation allows you to be proactive rather than reactive.

If you can anticipate your opponent's case, you can weaken it before they even have a chance to
present it. This is a mark of a truly skilled debate writer. It shows that you have a deep
understanding of the topic and that you are not just reciting a prepared script.

PRACTICE AND DELIVERY

Even the best-written debate script can fall flat if it is not delivered well. After you finish writing,
practice reading the speech aloud. Listen for awkward phrasing or sentences that are too long to say
in one breath. Time yourself to ensure you are within the limit. Practicing aloud also helps you
internalize the flow and logic of your arguments, making you sound more confident and natural.

While the writing is the core of understanding how to write a debate, the delivery is where that
writing comes to life. Pay attention to your tone, pace, and



