Learning English through Debating

Learning English through Debating

	
Focus 3: Identifying and Using Underlying Principles

Objectives
By the end of the focus, students will be better able to:

· support either side of a contentious issue with reasons
· analyse arguments and identify their underlying principles
· construct rebuttals / counter-arguments

· conduct an informal debate in the form of an extended group discussion
· write effective paragraphs comprising topic sentences, supporting details and concluding sentences

Time Needed

· 3 hours 30 minutes
Learning / Teaching / Assessment Tasks / Activities

· Students learn vocabulary related to exams through a BINGO game
· They recall their previous experience of exams and discuss whether exams should be abolished
· They identify underlying principles and use them to develop rebuttals / counter-arguments
· They conduct an informal debate in the form of a group interaction

· They practise writing effective paragraphs with topic sentences and supporting details
· They write a one to two-paragraph speech either for or against the motion “Exams should be abolished in schools” 
Materials Required

· Handouts on “Identifying and Using Underlying Principles”
· BINGO cards, sentence cards and a bag

· Prizes (optional)
· Supplementary activity – “Developing a Basic Argument”(Learning Activity 8) (page T107 of the “Supplementary Materials” section)



Identifying and Using Underlying Principles
Teacher’s Notes

Introduction
The activities in this focus are designed to introduce students to basic speech writing. New vocabulary is introduced through games and students will be guided to write proper paragraphs with clear topic sentences, supporting details and concluding sentences. The concepts of underlying principles and counter-arguments are also introduced to sharpen students’ critical thinking skills. Students will be taught how to make use of underlying principles to form effective counter-arguments. They will be given opportunities to apply these skills in an informal debate and write an argumentative speech.
Learning Activity 1: Warm-up

5 minutes

Go through the tongue twisters and ask students to read after you. As they feel more comfortable, ask them to read faster on their own.

Learning Activity 2: Vocabulary

20 minutes
This is a short vocabulary game to be played at the beginning of the focus. It aims to enrich students’ vocabulary bank through introducing synonyms, as well as to develop students’ capacity to guess the meaning of words from context. Small prizes such as candies could be awarded to students to motivate them to participate in the game.

Before the lesson, print out and cut up the sentence cards (pages T28 – T29). In class, form students into groups of three or four and ask each group to choose a BINGO card on which vocabulary items related to exams are written. Before starting the game, explain the rules to students and tell them which pattern you would like them to form for each round. Below are some examples:
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You will prepare sentence cards and put them in a bag. The sentences contain words or phrases which are synonyms of those on the students’ BINGO cards (check to make sure they understand a synonym means a word with the same meaning). Draw a sentence from the bag and read it out loud. Ask students to identify the synonym on their BINGO card. You may repeat the sentence if necessary. Allow students time to cross out a synonym from their BINGO cards before you move on to a second sentence. 
You must not read out the bracketed answers on the cards or let students see them. Put all the drawn cards aside so that you can check the work of the winning group against them. The first group that forms the pattern you specify wins the round. 
Answers and sample sentences:

	ANSWER
	SAMPLE SENTENCE

	stop
	We must put an end to our quarrels.

	negative
	Too many tests may have harmful effects on learning. 

	nice
	Yesterday was such a pleasant day.

	long
	This test is very lengthy. It took four hours to finish. 

	big
	We stayed in a large hotel room last summer. 

	easy
	The reading test was so simple that I couldn’t believe it. 

	fast
	John is a quick runner. 

	happy
	She was so glad she got full marks in her test. 

	short
	We had a brief meeting in the school canteen. 

	nervous
	Students are so worried about their exam results.

	difficult
	The test today was so hard. 

	smart
	The girls in our class are intelligent. 

	stressful
	The atmosphere in the examination hall is tense. 

	positive
	Listening to music is said to have beneficial effects on children’s mental development.

	funny
	Jacky Chan’s new movie is hilarious. 

	private tutorials
	Many students in Hong Kong take extra lessons outside school. 

	upset
	My mom was unhappy about my report card. 

	significant
	Our principal plays a key role in our school.

	stupid
	He said he was unwise to sell the house at such a low price.

	quiet
	The class was silent when the exam was in progress.

	sensible
	Twelve hundred dollars is a reasonable price for an iPod.

	pain
	The story reminds him of the suffering he went through as a child.

	unimportant
	We should not worry about minor problems.

	useful
	In case of emergencies, a mobile phone is very practical.




	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
	  

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Learning Activity 3: Free-writing

10 minutes

This activity seeks to encourage students to draw on their personal experience and elicit their ideas on the topic – exams. This will prepare them for the motion “Exams should be abolished in schools” that they will work on later in the focus. Have students write individually for 10 minutes about their past experience of taking tests or exams. Encourage students to make use of some of the words they have learnt from the BINGO game.
Ask students to share their experience with a partner or have some volunteers write their answers on the board.
Learning Activity 4: Brainstorming ideas on the motion

10 minutes
The motion to be debated in this focus is: 
Exams should be abolished in schools.
Ask students to individually write down as many ideas as they can think of FOR and AGAINST the motion. Give them about 5 minutes to do this.

Then, get students into groups of four to five to discuss and write their answers in the table.
Then each group will exchange their answer sheet with another group and study the arguments which the other group has made. When they have finished, put all the sheets up on the board.

Possible answers: 

	For

· less work for teachers
· less studying for students

· less stress for parents

· more time for students to focus on other forms of learning (e.g. projects)

· Exams are stressful; and could result in suicide.
· Exams adversely affect the relationships between parents and children.

	Against

· Exams separate the weak from the strong students.
· Exam results are indicators of the quality of education.
· Exams are a fair means of assessing students’ abilities. 

· Exams test students’ understanding of the topics learnt.
· Exams make students attentive in class and motivate them to revise after class.
· Exams prepare students for a higher level of education (e.g. university).


Learning Activity 5: Underlying principles in arguments

20 minutes

A. Identifying the underlying principles

Explain to students that every argument is based on an underlying principle. These underlying principles are ideas within the argument that the speakers believe. Go through the two examples with students. 

B. Forming rebuttals using the underlying principles 

Explain to students that if they can work out the underlying principle of the argument of their opposing team, they can use it to construct a counter-argument to challenge their position. Explain how the underlying principles can be used to form counter-arguments using the two examples in this activity. Then ask students to attempt the practice by identifying the underlying principle and forming a counter-argument.
Possible answer:

	

	Opposition argument
	:
	Exams should not be abolished because they let teachers know whether students understand the topics taught in class.

	
	
	(

	Underlying principle
	:
	It is important for teachers to know whether students learn effectively and exam results can tell.

	
	
	(

	Counter-argument
	:
	Exams are not the only means of knowing whether students learn effectively. Teachers can tell from their daily observation or the assignments done by the students.

	


	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you may give them the underlying principle for the practice question and ask them to think of a counter-argument only. It does not matter if they do not thoroughly understand the concept of underlying principle at this stage. As long as students see the need to respond to an argument made by the opposing side and make an effort to form a counter-argument, the purpose of the activity is served.




Learning Activity 6: Constructing counter-arguments

25 minutes
The aim of this activity is to develop students’ understanding of the concept of counter-argument.

Divide the class into two sides. Assign one to be the Affirmative and the other the Opposition. 

Ask students to pair up with someone with the same stance. They then look at the arguments they put down in Learning Activity 4 and choose at least three strong arguments that support their stance on the motion “Exams should be abolished in schools”.
Have students write their chosen arguments in the table provided. Then ask them to look at the work of another pair from the opposing side and note down the opposing side’s arguments in the left column of the table. Students will then discuss with their partner and complete the right column with suitable counter-arguments.
Allow about 15 minutes for discussion. Go around the class and provide help where necessary.
Possible answers:
Table A (for the Affirmative side)
	Opposition team’s main argument
	Affirmative team’s counter-argument

	e.g. Exams should not be abolished because we need some ways to measure students’ abilities.
	Exams are not an effective means to measure students’ abilities.

	Exams prepare students for a higher level of education (e.g. university).

	Exams are stressful and could result in suicide. Instead of preparing students for a brighter future, exams ruin their future.



	Exams are a form of assessment that informs teachers what students have learnt.


	There are other ways to know whether students learn effectively without harmful or negative effects, e.g. observation in class, course work and assignments.




Table B (for the Opposition side)
	Affirmative team’s main argument
	Opposition team’s counter-argument

	e.g. Exams should be abolished because they put too much pressure on students.

	Studies show that pressure can also motivate students to learn.

	Exams should be abolished because they take away too much of the teaching time.

	Administering exams and marking papers are part of a teacher’s job.

	Exams should be abolished so that students have more time to focus on learning.

	Exams should not be abolished because we need a fair and effective way to assess students’ learning.


Learning Activity 7: Mini-debate

30 minutes

In this activity, students will take part in an informal debate or a group discussion. Ask a pair from the Affirmative side to join another pair from the Opposition side to form a group of four students (A group of five with two students on one side and three on the other side is also acceptable). Ask students to make use of the main arguments and counter-arguments they have prepared to conduct an informal debate / discussion on the motion:
Exams should be abolished in schools.
Ask students to take turns to speak and interact freely. The discussion should be 10 – 15 minutes. They may note down the points made by other group members during the discussion. The notes will help them to respond to others’ ideas when it comes to their turn, as well as provide useful reference for their writing assignment later in the focus.
	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you might shorten the discussion time to 5 – 10 minutes, depending on their ability levels. Alternatively, to provide more ideas for the group interaction, you may ask each student in the group to prepare a one-minute speech and take turns to present it before the discussion.




Learning Activity 8: Writing an effective paragraph

50 minutes
The purpose of Learning Activity 8 is to help students to write a coherent paragraph comprising a topic sentence, supporting details and a concluding sentence. This will enhance students’ ability to present arguments clearly and prepare them for writing effective debate speeches.
	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you may use the matching activity on page T107 of the “Supplementary Materials” section to introduce a more basic argument structure which comprises an opinion, a reason and some supporting details. Students should be able to present an argument clearly if they follow the three steps. Alternatively, you may use the matching activity as a warm-up before introducing the structure of an effective paragraph. 
Answers to the supplementary activity on page T106:
Part A

2 – C – d

3 – D – a 

4 – B – e 

5 – A – b 

Part B

Students should be given less homework because too much homework can cause fatigue and kill the fun of learning. Many educators have pointed out that repetitive practice and excessive drilling are not effective ways to improve learning.
PE lessons should be made compulsory for all because students need to exercise regularly to keep themselves fit. Students who enjoy good health tend to perform better academically and manage their stress well.  


A. Components of an effective paragraph

You may go through the components of an effective paragraph and explain how a topic sentence controls the ideas in a paragraph. Then, go on to explain the role of supporting details and concluding sentences with the example below:

Different components of the sample paragraph:
	Topic sentence:
	Thailand is a nice place to take a vacation.


	Supporting details:
	It is always sunny and warm. The beaches are beautiful with soft white sand and clear blue water. There are many good restaurants in Thailand, and most of the big hotels offer exciting entertainments.


	Concluding sentence:
	This is why it is one of the most popular tourist destinations in the world.


B. Practice

PRACTICE 1 – Identifying topic sentences
Start by explaining to students what a topic sentence is: A topic sentence is a sentence (usually the opening sentence) that presents the central idea of the paragraph. It provides a focus and a framework for understanding the rest of the paragraph. 
Ask the students to underline the topic sentence in each of the three paragraphs.

Answers:
1. The students in the class come from many different parts of the world.
2. There are many reasons why millions of British move every year.
3. Video games are very popular among secondary school students in Hong Kong.
More topic sentence writing exercises from other resources can be included to provide extended practice for students. 
	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you could first underline the wrong sentence in the paragraph and then ask the students if it is the topic sentence. For example:
1. There are many reasons why millions of British move every year. Some move to find better jobs or to advance their careers. Others want to experience something new. Still others want to move to a place with less crime. Finally, many people want to move to a place with a lower cost of living.

Once students reject the underlined sentences as topic sentences, ask them which sentence they think is the topic sentence. Stress that it is usually placed at the beginning.




PRACTICE 2 – Writing topic sentences
You can ask students to read the paragraphs and discuss in pairs / groups the key message of each paragraph first before they write a topic sentence for each of them. 

Possible answers:

1. Exams are stressful to many students.

2. Exams can be an effective means to measure students’ achievements.
3. The system of assessment should vary according to culture and learning style. 
PRACTICE 3 – Providing supporting details
Once the students have gained an understanding of what a topic sentence is, tell them that a topic sentence alone does not provide supporting evidence or enough details to the reader. Ask them to provide relevant supporting details for the topic sentences.

	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you can illustrate how to provide supporting details by completing one of the questions with them. For example:

1. Many students in Hong Kong are stressed because of exams and tests.
Prompt students to concretise the idea and add details by asking them “wh” questions (e.g. “What are some signs of stress / anxiety before exams?”, “How does stress affect the students?”, “Which group of students suffers the most?”). Summarise students’ ideas on the board and present them in the form of a mind map. Students will see a topic sentence can be developed into a well-founded argument.




Possible answers:
	1. Many students in Hong Kong are stressed because of exams and tests.

Hong Kong students have to sit through many exams that determine whether they can further their studies or enter a university of their choice. Parents have high expectations of their children and they send them to tutorial centres for extra lessons to prepare them for exams. Many students suffer insomnia because of pre-exam anxiety.




	2. Tutorial centres in Hong Kong only focus on helping students to cope with exams.
These centres make big money from offering pre-exam intensive courses because the classes are always full. Some tutorial schools attract students by claiming that they are the best and students attending their centres get good results in exams. Some tutorial schools just focus on exam drills and paper practice without teaching students much subject knowledge.




	3. The library is the best place to study for exams and tests. 
There are many public libraries in Hong Kong and many students like to study there. The reasons are that they are quiet and bright, with lots of big desks and all the reference books are at their finger tips. Public libraries are usually conveniently located and students can therefore go for meals with their friends after studying.



Learning Activity 9: Portfolio Assignment 2
40 minutes or as homework
Students will now synthesise all the skills learnt in this focus by writing a short speech. Using the ideas from Learning Activities 4 – 7, students work individually to write two to three paragraphs to argue FOR or AGAINST the motion “Exams should be abolished in schools”. Remind students to use clear topic sentences and include relevant supporting details. Since this is a short writing task that provides opportunities for students to apply what they have learnt, there should be no rigid word limit but about 200 words would be a suitable length.
The suggested assessment criteria for this portfolio assignment have been provided on page T122 of the “Supplementary Materials” section for your reference when assessing students’ work and giving constructive feedback. After you return the assignments, ask students to reflect on their work and complete the “Assignment Checklist” (page S138) and “Reflection Log – Portfolio Assignment 2” (page S140). 
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