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1
Unit

Understanding 
debate

How do you understand debate? Have you ever participated in a 
debate? Debate is a formal contest of argumentation between 

two teams or individuals. It is not a mere verbal or performance 
skill but embodies the ideals of reasoned argument, tolerance for 
divergent points of view, and rigorous self-examination. Through 
rational and critical analysis of opposing views, debate helps people 
better understand conflicting positions without descending to insult, 
emotional appeals or personal bias. Such shared journeys toward the 
truth usually bring debaters closer together, even when they represent 
opposing sides of an issue. In this unit, you will discuss the important 
skills that debate can help develop; the importance of values in a 
community, as oftentimes opposing views originate from different 
values; and the format of British Parliamentary (BP) debate, which is 
the style of debate selected for this textbook.



Pre-class work
1. Read the article “British Parliamentary debate” on Pages 12–15 and answer 

the following questions. 

1) What is the format of BP debate?

2) What is the role of each speaker in a BP debate? 

2. Read the article “Managing disagreement across cultures” on Pages 8–11 

and answer the following questions. You can do some research to extend the 

answers you find from the article.

1) Why is disagreement very important for a society or a company?

2) What are the Western and Asian styles in managing disagreement? Will 

such differences affect people’s attitudes toward debate?

Debating skills
Understanding the format of British Parliamentary debate
Chairing a British Parliamentary debate

Critical thinking skills
Analyzing and categorizing skills developed in argumentation
Evaluating suggestions for managing disagreement across cultures

Intercultural competence
Understanding cultural differences in managing disagreement 
Developing strategies in managing disagreement across cultures

Objectives
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I. Starting point

Improving on pronunciation and articulationActivity 1

 1   Work in pairs. Take turns to read aloud the following passage which contains all 
the phonemes in English and tell each other what your problems in pronunciation 
are. Underline the places where you need to improve in pronunciation.

 2   Listen to and read after the recording of the passage. Pay special attention 
to your underlined places. Read them again to your partner afterward and 
see if you do better this time.

Traveling to various parts of the world is what I enjoy most because I usually learn 

a lot about the places I visit, make new friends, and savor different foods. I also 

enjoy sharing my experiences and photos with friends. 

Last year, I went to Greece, my dream country as I’ve read the works of 

many philosophical giants such as Socrates and Plato. I stayed in a cozy bed 

and breakfast on Crete, and loved the tasty home cooking in the next-door 

family restaurant. I tried, for the first time, the most famous traditional Greek 

cheese, feta, and the thick Greek yogurt with honey, and fell in love with both 

immediately. I tried to talk with the people I met although many of them could 

not speak English very well and my Greek was terribly poor. However, we had a 

lot of laughter despite the language barrier. I rented a car and drove around the 

island along winding roads. I was fascinated by the beautiful scenery of the blue 

sea and the white houses, and stopped frequently to explore ancient treasures. 

I was a bit annoyed that I couldn’t go sailing in the sea. At the end of the trip, I 

came to the conclusion that someday I would spend my honeymoon here.
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For humans, some things have always been more important than others. That is why we value 

people, ideas, activities, and objects according to their significance in our life. However, the criteria 

used to give value to those elements have varied throughout history, and depend on the values each 

person assumes. 

Values allow the members of an organization to interact harmoniously. Values affect their formation 

and development as individuals, and make it easier to reach goals that would be impossible to 

achieve individually. For the well-being of a community, it is necessary to have shared rules that 

guide the behavior of its members; otherwise the community will not function satisfactorily for the 

majority. When families, schools, companies, and society in general function poorly, many times it is 

due to a lack of shared values, which is reflected in a lack of consistency between what is said and 

what is done. For example, it is difficult to teach our children “tolerance” if we adults constantly get 

angry with or insult those who disagree with us.

The word “community” here means couples, families, the workplace, the classroom, the university, 

the neighborhood, the city, the country, and any other place where people interact. If we don’t have 

shared values in a community, we will neither feel at ease nor function properly, and we’ll feel little 

satisfaction in being a part of it. This is why a lot of companies try to develop their organizational 

culture with values as the foundation of employee attitudes, motivations, and expectations, and the 

first thing a new employee learns is the meaning of these values.

 1   Read the following passage and summarize its main idea in no more than 
three sentences.

Understanding the importance of valuesActivity 2

 2   Work in pairs. Write down your university motto and the shared values 
behind. Discuss what their meanings are. If your university does not have 
a motto nor clearly expressed shared values, discuss and write down what 
you expect your university values to be and explain why.
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

 3   Report to the class how you understand the existing values of your university 
or what your suggested values are. The class then votes for the best 
explanation or top five values.
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 1   Work in groups of three. Discuss what transferable skills can be developed in 
debate. Categorize the skills in the space provided.

Analyzing and categorizing skills developed through debatingActivity 1

II. Understanding debate

Categories Skills
Thinking

Communication

Language

Others

 2   Discuss the potential benefits debate can bring to society.

 1   Watch the Grand Final of the 19th “FLTRP Cup” National English Debating 
Competition. Focus only on the Chair’s speaking. Match the tasks of the 
Chair on the right with the stage of the debate on the left. Put the tasks in the 
order that they are completed.

Chairing a debateActivity 2

 2   Work in groups of three. Compare your answers above. Then discuss and 
summarize the skills that a good chair in a debate or discussion needs and in 
what other contexts such skills will be useful.

 3   Group representatives report the results of the discussions to the whole class.

A. At the beginning of the debate

B. In the middle of the debate

C. At the end of the debate

 1. Introducing himself/herself

 2. Introducing the competition

 3. Introducing the adjudicators

 4. Introducing the debaters

 5. Thanking the teams

 6. Clarifying the rules 

 7. Stating the topic

 8. Calling on the speakers

 9. Timing and signaling the time

10. Closing the debate
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Chairing a debate

Language for argumentation and debate

The Chair has several roles to fulfill: to state the topic, to introduce the teams, to call on the 

debaters, and to maintain order during the debate. 

The Chair starts by welcoming the audience and says, “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. 

Welcome to today’s (or this) debate” or “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to the 

Grand Final of…”

The Chair may then introduce the debaters, if the audience is not familiar with them, by saying, 

“Representing the Opening Proposition is…(or The Opening Proposition is represented by…), 

speaking as the Prime Minister is…and speaking as the Deputy Prime Minister is…” And he/she 

goes on with the other teams.

The Chair then states the topic and calls on the first speaker by saying, “The motion of the debate 

is…I would now like to call this House to order and invite the Prime Minister to the floor to open the 

debate.” After the PM’s speech, the Chair says, “I thank the Prime Minister for opening the debate 

and now open the floor to the Leader of the Opposition for a constructive speech in opposition to the 

motion.” When the Chair calls on the DPM or DLO, he/she invites them “to continue the case on 

behalf of the Opening Proposition/Opposition” or “to continue the Proposition’s/Opposition’s line 

of argument.” He/She calls on the Members to continue the Proposition’s or Opposition’s argument, 

and the Whips to summarize the line of argument on their side. 

At the end of the debate, the Chair closes the debate by thanking the teams, the audience, and the 

adjudicators.
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 1   Read the article “Managing disagreement across cultures.” Work in pairs 
and summarize the differences between the Western and Asian styles of 
showing disagreement and the possible intervening factors.

III. Practicing debate

Analyzing the issueActivity 1

 2   Discuss and reflect on your own styles of managing disagreement by 
answering the following questions.
1) What do you usually do when you disagree with others? Is your style of 

management affected by other factors? If yes, what are they? If not, why?

2) Have you encountered situations in which you disagreed with your foreign 

teacher or friend? What happened? 

3) Do you think the suggestions offered at the end of the article are helpful? Do 

you want to revise them or add anything?

Asian style Western style

Showing disagreement

Intervening factors
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When the honeymoon is over 

UGM Consulting Pty. Ltd. is currently taking a close look at the specific competencies required 

for success in Asia and over the next few months we’ll share some of this research with you. One 

issue that has emerged early in our data collection is the importance of being able to disagree 

with colleagues and counterparts. This is a vital skill, if you are going to solve problems and 

make decisions together. In fact, if you can’t disagree in skillful and culturally effective ways, 

collaboration tends to grind to a halt! Yet, despite the business importance of this skill, you’ve 

probably noted that programs and books tend to focus on agreement and simply side-step the 

complex but crucial territory of disagreement. 

If you’re similar to many Australian professionals, you’ve already mastered a few of the “basics” 

when it comes to Asia. For instance, it’s likely that you know about the value placed on building 

strong personal relationships. You’ve learned some things about how to show politeness and you 

know about the importance of “face.” 

Managing disagreement 
across cultures
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All this is fine, as far as it goes. But over and again, when we observe real people doing real 

things, it is the ability to manage disagreement that distinguishes a partnership destined for 

success from one that will fail to deliver full value. 

You might start out with good will and the best of intentions. But—as one of our clients puts it—

what do you do when, faced with your first difficulty, you realize the “honeymoon is over”? 

The positive role of disagreement 

Our data underscores that, if you can’t manage disagreements well, you’re unlikely to be able to 

reap the rewards available from your diverse team and diverse relationships. On the one hand, 

differences of perspective and different “cognitive toolkits” (as the neuroscientists put it) will deliver 

breakthrough thinking and innovation. But these same differences can also contribute to frustration, 

irritation, misunderstanding and, especially, disagreement. In fact, you can pretty much bet on it! 

At the core is a simple but challenging fact: Disagreement is often a critical step on the road to 

eventual agreement. In a well-functioning team, a wide range of ideas should be surfaced and 

different views explored. Most importantly, the underlying thinking behind ideas needs to be 

exposed for shared learning and reflection. When people experience that their point of view is 

given full consideration (even if that view is finally rejected), they are much more willing to 

wholeheartedly support the preferred solution. But different cultures have different disagreement 

styles, making all this more complex! 

Different cultures, different disagreement styles 

An important question that cultures resolve in different ways (reflecting their value systems) is 

“Can we talk and should we talk?” For example, Western English-speaking societies, with their 

egalitarian ethos and long history of using arguments to persuade, tend to have a direct and verbal 

approach to resolving disagreements. In contrast, more indirect and conflict-avoidant preferences 

tend to be found across the Asia-Pacific region. 

But recent UGM research has found there are often more factors at play than a simple direct-

indirect clash. For example, in data collected in Australian-Chinese collaborations, context, 

power, and status variations contributed to the Chinese displaying a range of strategies for 
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managing disagreement. Chinese often employed very direct approaches when they felt they were 

more senior than their Western colleagues, but more face-sensitive and even avoidant styles when 

they saw themselves as more junior. In contrast, the Australians—whatever their rank and whatever 

the context—had a preference for verbal argumentation. Have a look at the following example and 

decide what’s going on. 

An example from the data 

Jack and Lee are executives in an international pharmaceutical company. They’re working together 

on an advertising campaign for a new drug about to be launched in several Asian countries. 

Jack: This design works best. It leans on the visual image here and makes the point we want. 

Lee: The idea is clear…but maybe too much visual. 

Jack: Too much? No, no! I disagree! 

Lee: Too much, no? 

Jack: No, I don’t think so. The market research says this is the way to go. 

Lee: Mmm. Maybe. 

Jack: I reckon it works well. 

When Jack returned to Melbourne, he was surprised to learn the ad had been dropped. He felt 

Lee was hypocritical. He had seemed to support it but then reneged. For his part, Lee felt he had 

communicated his disagreement clearly. Their relationship soured. 

Cultures have their own disagreement “scripts” 

A script tells you what to expect and what to do in a given situation. In Lee’s script, people hint 

and infer. It means they need to be good at decoding implications. But Jack’s script demands an 

assertive, straight-talking approach. Ignorance of each other’s norms and rules prevented them from 

managing their disagreement effectively, resulting in a loss of trust. 

Now here are some suggestions to get you started managing disagreements across cultures.

1. A suggestion for Asians working with Westerners 

 Remember that your Western colleague is likely to be more comfortable than you with 

separating the disagreement from the relationship. In Australia, for instance, you might hear the 

expression, “Play the ball, not the man.” Little by little, develop the ability to put things into 
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 1   Work in groups of four or five. Each group represents a particular group of 
people listed below. Discuss whether debate should be made a compulsory 
course in the university curriculum in China. Then summarize the main ideas 
of your group.

Taking sidesActivity 2

different compartments in this way. Your Western colleague has likely been taught 

that a good professional should be able to explore a disagreement in a calm, 

rational way, and that this approach can benefit the task by allowing the best 

ideas to surface. Openly express your point of view and try to explain the reasons 

behind your thinking. This will help your colleague. 

2. A suggestion for Westerners working with Asians 

 Bear in mind the complexities of face and your colleague’s wish to preserve 

harmony. If you are too direct, you risk causing offence, so that your colleague 

may not be able to engage in collaborative problem solving with you. For 

this reason, it can be helpful to address disagreements early. Don’t put things 

off, hoping the situation will improve. If you can succeed in managing small 

disagreements early, this builds skills and confidence on both sides. Actively 

demonstrate your commitment to and care for the relationship, and your 

willingness to protect face needs. This will help your colleague. 

Scholars who believe critical thinking skills are essential in college education

Experts on university curriculum design 

Teachers in colleges and universities 

Students who have participated in debate contests and enjoy the experience

Students who have never debated and fear confrontation

 2   Regroup, with people from different groups in Step 1. Each person gives a 
3-minute speech. Your speech should at least have a thesis that states your 
position, a preview of the main points, the main body of the speech, and a 
summary of the main points.
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British Parliamentary debate

British Parliamentary (BP) debate, as suggested by its name, is modeled after 

debate in the British Parliament. This format is the most popular form of 

educational debate in the world. Beyond its popularity, it has been chosen as the 

format for this textbook for a variety of reasons. First, BP debate is a format in which 

students can practice a variety of argumentation and public speaking skills including 

argument construction, refutation, organization of ideas, and delivery. Therefore, it is 

a very good way to develop critical thinking and public communication skills. Second, 

unlike traditional classroom debates in which debaters speak for 1–2 minutes, BP 

debate requires each debater to speak for seven minutes. Consequently, it provides 

a good chance for intermediate to advanced students to develop their competence in 

expressing complicated thinking in English. Third, BP debate is a format that involves 

four teams of two people not only giving persuasive speeches, but also interacting 

with each other through refutations and points of information (POIs) throughout the 

debate. So it is not just a way to practice speaking skills but also a terrific platform 

to develop critical listening skills. Fourth, for both educational and practical reasons, 

BP debate provides an excellent format for educative speaking practice because eight 

people have the opportunity to participate actively in each debate. 

The relationship of the four teams in a BP debate is interesting. Two teams are called 

the Government and the other two are called the Opposition. Whatever the motion, 

both Government teams are expected to support the motion even though their reasons 

for doing so may differ. Similarly, the two Opposition teams are expected to argue 

against the motion although their arguments also may be different. This relationship 

of competitive partners between the teams on the same side derives from the fact 

that at the end of the debate, the adjudicators are asked to rank each of the teams 

from first (best) to fourth (worst). So while the Government teams are primarily 

competing with the Opposition teams, each Government and Opposition team is 

subtly competing against the other team on their own side. 

IV. Reading
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The British Parliamentary debate format differs from many other educational debate 

formats because it involves four teams rather than two. They are often called the 

“First (or Opening) Government,” the “Second (or Closing) Government,” the “First 

(or Opening) Opposition,” and the “Second (or Closing) Opposition” teams. There 

are two speakers in each team and each speaker gives a speech of seven minutes. The 

following table presents the roles of the debaters, the order of the speeches, and the 

time limits. 

Table 1  British Parliamentary debate format

Speaker Time

Prime Minister (PM), 1st speaker for the 1st Government 7 minutes

Leader of  the Opposition (LO), 1st speaker for the 1st Opposition 7 minutes

Deputy Prime Minister (DPM), 2nd speaker for the 1st Government 7 minutes

Deputy Leader of  the Opposition (DLO), 2nd speaker for the 1st Opposition 7 minutes

Member of  the Government (MG), 1st speaker for the 2nd Government 7 minutes

Member of  the Opposition (MO), 1st speaker for the 2nd Opposition 7 minutes

Government Whip (GW), 2nd speaker for the 2nd Government 7 minutes

Opposition Whip (OW), 2nd speaker for the 2nd Opposition 7 minutes

As can be seen from the above table, the First Government and the First Opposition 

teams deliver the first four speeches while the Second Government and the Second 

Opposition teams deliver the last four speeches. Therefore, there is a clear division 

between the first half of the debate and the second half of the debate. 

Each debater in a BP debate has specific roles to fulfill so as to guarantee smooth 

advancement of the debate. The following table briefly explains the basic 

responsibilities of each debater. 
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Table 2  Speaker roles for British Parliamentary debate

Speaker Speaker responsibilities

Prime Minister 

• Defines and interprets the motion. 

• Develops the case for the 1st Government team, supporting the 

interpretation of  the motion.

• Previews the points to be made by the Opening Government team 

and the division of  work between PM and DPM.

Leader of  the 
Opposition 

• Establishes a stance that both Opposition teams will defend 

throughout the debate.

• Refutes the case offered by the Prime Minister.

• Constructs arguments against the motion as the Prime Minister 

interpreted it. 

• Previews the points to be made by the Opening Opposition team 

and the division of  work between LO and DLO.

Deputy Prime 
Minister

• Refutes the arguments presented by the Leader of the Opposition.  

• Rebuilds the case presented by the Prime Minister.

• Adds new arguments to the case of  the Prime Minister.

• Summarizes the case presented by the Opening Government team.

Deputy Leader of  
the Opposition

• Refutes any new arguments presented by the Deputy Prime Minister.

• Rebuilds arguments of  the Leader of  the Opposition.

• Adds new arguments to those presented by the Leader of  the 

Opposition.

• Summarizes the case presented by the Opening Opposition team.

Member of  the 
Government

• Defends the general direction and case of  the 1st Government 

team.

• Continues refutation of the 1st Opposition team’s arguments focusing 

on new arguments introduced by the Deputy Leader of the Opposition. 

• Develops a new argument that is different from but consistent with 

the case of  the 1st Government (sometimes called an extension).

Member of  the 
Opposition

• Briefly defends the general direction taken by the 1st Opposition 

team.

• Briefly continues refutation of the case of the 1st Government team.

• Refutes arguments introduced by the Member of  the Government. 

• Presents at least one new oppositional argument (an extension).

Government Whip

• Summarizes the entire debate from the point of  view of  the 

Government, defending the general viewpoint of  both Proposition 

teams, highlighting the case of  the 2nd Government team.

• Does not provide new arguments.

Opposition Whip

• Summarizes the entire debate from the point of view of the Opposition, 

defending the general viewpoint of both Opposition teams, highlighting 

the case of the 2nd Opposition team.

• Does not provide new arguments.
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In addition to giving arguments and rebuttals in their own speech time, debaters in a BP 

debate can also engage with teams on the opposite side through points of information. 

Points of information can be questions to the opposing speaker, a brief rebuttal of the 

speaker’s opinion, or any other kind of statement that the person making the point of 

information wishes to make. Points of information can only be offered after the first 

minute of a speech and prior to the last minute of the opposing speaker’s time. These 

two minutes are “protected” against interruption. The point of information can last no 

more than fifteen seconds and is counted as part of the speaker’s seven minutes. 

An important figure in a BP debate is the Chair, also known as Speaker of the House 

and addressed by the debaters as Mr./Ms./Madam Speaker. It comes from the Speaker 

of the House of Commons, who is the presiding officer of the House of Commons, 

the United Kingdom’s lower chamber of Parliament. The Speaker is responsible for 

maintaining order during debate, and may punish members who break the rules of the 

House. The Speaker does not take part in debate or vote. The Chair of a BP debate 

functions in similar ways and has several other roles to fulfill: stating the topic as the 

audience may not know about it, introducing the teams, and calling on the debaters 

to speak in turns. In a debate contest, the Chair also introduces the competition, the 

adjudicators, and the rules of the competition. Sometimes the Chair has to keep the 

time as well. He/She should signal the first minute, the sixth minute, and the end of 

the seventh minute very clearly for everyone to hear, either by knocking on the desk, 

clapping hands or using bells. 

This is a brief introduction to BP debate. In Units 9 to 14, more detailed guidelines 

will be provided regarding how to fulfill the role of each position, how to carry out 

refutation and rejoinder, and how to raise, accept, and reject POIs. 
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1. Find a friend who understands English but does not know about British 

Parliamentary debate. Introduce what you have learned about the 

importance of debate, the format of British Parliamentary debate, and 

the role of each position.

2. Reflect on what you have learned about British Parliamentary debate 

and list the remaining problems. Put this reflection in your portfolio.

Assignment
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