Learning English through Debating


	
Focus 8: Using Questions in Debating

Objectives

By the end of the focus, students will be better able to:
· identify poor reasoning and logical fallacies
· ask questions to attack illogic
· respond clearly and concisely to another team’s questions
Time Needed

· 2 hours 15 minutes
Learning / Teaching / Assessment Tasks / Activities

· Students practise formulating questions and understand the role of questioning in a debate
· They identify logical fallacies and question their opponents’ illogical arguments

· They make counter-arguments and formulate answers to the questions raised by the opposing team

Materials Required

· Handouts on “Using Questions in Debating”
· DVD Track 4: Video of the debate on wild animals – speeches
· Supplementary activity – “Revision of Question Forms” (Learning Activity 1) (pages T114 – T115 of the “Supplementary Materials” section)
· Supplementary activity – “Formulating Questions”(Learning Activity 4B) (pages T116 – T117 of the “Supplementary Materials” section)
· Supplementary activity – “Interrogative Debating Session” (Learning Activity 5) (page T118 of the “Supplementary Materials” section)




Using Questions in Debating
Teacher’s Notes

Introduction
In a debate, asking questions is a means of pointing out the problems in the reasoning of the opposing side. In this focus, students are given a set time to think of questions to ask their opponents and their opponents will also be given time to prepare for their answers. However, students should note that improvised questions and answers may be required in other forms of debates. 
Decide how much improvisation your class is capable of and adjust your teaching pace accordingly.
Learning Activity 1: Lead-in – “20 Questions” game

15 minutes

“20 Questions” is a logical game popular among native speakers for long trips. As required by the instructions on the student’s handouts, think of an object and answer the questions raised by students. The teacher can begin the game by giving students the category of the object he / she has in mind (e.g. person, place, thing). Then, students can narrow down the scope by asking more specific questions that can guide them to the answer.
	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you can have a quick revision on question forms with the students and ask them to complete the exercise on pages T114 – T115 of the “Supplementary Materials” section before doing this lead-in activity.
Possible answers to the supplementary activity on pages T114  – T115:
1. Are wild animals dangerous?

2. How do dogs learn to live with people?
3. Are horses pets?
4. When did dogs become the companions of human beings?
5. How did dogs learn to understand human intentions?
6. Why don’t cats do tricks?
7. Did a man in New York keep a tiger in his apartment?
8. How did they tame a lion?
For more advanced students, you can ask one student to be the host each time and take up the role to answer the questions raised by the other students. You might even divide the class and have more than one game going on in the room.



Learning Activity 2: Using questions to attack illogic

15 minutes
Before students work on the activity, you might like to explain the use of questions in a debate. You might also like to explain when questions are normally asked with reference to the supplementary notes below, which provide information on the different roles of questions in debating:
	Students can raise questions at different stages in a debate, for example, in the question and answer session (also called “Interrogative Debating Session”) and in the middle of a speech.

1. Question and answer session – After all debaters have presented their speeches, the floor speakers / members from each team will take turns to ask their opposing team questions. The team would be given time to prepare the answers. The question and answer session would be followed by the summary speeches made by the two captains.

2. Middle of a speech – In more advanced forms of debating, a debater from a team may be giving a speech while a debater from the opposing team stands up and says, “Point of information!” to raise a question. The debater presenting his / her speech may choose to take the question or reject it.

The question raised in the middle of a speech is more spontaneous and challenging, requiring swift responses from students whereas the first kind gives debaters more time to prepare the questions and answers. We will only focus on the first type in this module.


This learning activity focusses on using questions to challenge the opposing side. Refer students to the handouts and guide them through the suggested approach to formulating questions (i.e. pointing out the false assumption of their opponents and then asking a question to challenge it). They should be encouraged to question the logic of their opponents’ arguments using this approach.

Appropriate use of intonation and stress can greatly enhance the effectiveness of an attack. You may ask students to read aloud the two examples in the student’s handouts and demonstrate the right way to deliver the questions.
Possible answers:

1. How can you say that all wild animals cannot be tamed based on one example?
2. Are you saying that parrots are close to humans just because they talk?
3. Are you saying that kangaroos are easily tamed because they live in Australia?
4. Do all pets have to live inside a house?
5. Do you mean if a particular dog bites people, all dogs are aggressive?

Learning Activity 3: Logical fallacies
40 minutes
A. Identifying and understanding logical fallacies

Explain to students fallacies are common mistakes in logic. Spotting the logical fallacies in their opponents’ arguments and attacking them with questions is a useful technique in debating. Then, go through the notes with students, which will give them a general idea of how to question illogic.

PRACTICE 1 – This is a straight-forward matching exercise aimed to show students how to point out the errors in reasoning.
Answers:

	1. B
	2. E
	3. A
	4. G
	5. D
	6. C
	7. F


PRACTICE 2 – This practice focusses on general terminology, which will help students to see what the problem is and how to tackle it. It is not necessary for students to master the terms.
Answers:

	A. 7
	B. 2
	C. 6
	D. 1
	E. 3
	F. 4
	G. 5


B. Questioning fallacies
This learning activity aims to teach students how to identify fallacies and formulate questions to attack them. There is no formula for asking questions, but it may be helpful to simplify the task initially by providing a sentence pattern for students to follow. That is why most examples in this section begin with “You have said …, why / how …”. Stress to students, however, that this is only a beginning and they should feel free to adopt other means of asking questions when they become more confident.
After taking students through the preparation process, have them complete the activity by forming questions to point out the weak logic in the arguments.

Possible answers:

1. You have said that you have been robbed by a man and all men are bad. How do you know that all men are as bad as the robber?
2. You have argued that your doctor says that all Mercedes-Benz cars are good. Why do you rely on a doctor as an expert on cars?
3. You have said that Mr. Chan died after buying an apartment on the fourth floor. Therefore the number “4” brings bad luck. How can you prove that the number “4” causes Mr. Chan’s death?
4. You have said that there are only two kinds of people: those who destroy the planet and those who protect it. How can you say that there are only two kinds of people?
5. You have said that you heard from someone that we could die immediately after breathing in cigarette smoke. How can I believe a statement that is based only on hearsay?
6. You have suggested that wild animals are dangerous because they are wild animals. How can you say all wild animals are dangerous when there is no evidence to justify this? 
7. You have said that I am too young to understand the issue. Why are you attacking my age, which is irrelevant to this debate?

	Catering for Learning Diversity
For less advanced students, you may reduce the number of logical fallacies introduced to students and cover only the more common ones (e.g. “false appeal to authority”, “hasty generalisation”, “after this, therefore because of this” and “hearsay”).

You may also provide the following structures for them to challenge the errors in their opponents’ reasoning:
· How do you know that …?
· Why do you think that …?

· How can you be so sure that …?
· How can you say that …?



Learning Activity 4: Identifying main arguments and forming 
questions
35 minutes

A. Identifying the main arguments in a debate

Students watch a video of a debate on the motion “It should be illegal to tame wild animals as pets” (DVD Track 4) in three segments. As they watch, they need to underline or highlight the main arguments made by different sets of speakers on the transcript they have been given.
You might like to teach students how to locate the main arguments. You may need to explain to them that a paragraph usually contains one main argument which is often found at the beginning or towards the end. The rest of the paragraph would contain supporting details for the main argument. Students should be able to tell the difference between the main argument and the supporting sentences after completing the activity.
Suggested answers:
	Segment 1

	Arguments of Affirmative captain:
· When we say “wild animals”, we mean animals that normally live in nature, not tamed nor domesticated.
· First, wild animals are always dangerous and they remain so for the rest of their lives.

· Second, the capture of wild animals is a major problem for the preservation of wildlife.

· Third, it is the nature of wild animals to desire freedom.

	Arguments of Opposition captain:
· The case (of a New York man being attacked by a tiger he kept) does not show that no wild animals should ever be tamed.

· Where animals are genuinely threatened with extinction, the trade in these animals should be banned.

· Finally, my opponent has offered a strangely circular argument that wild animals desire freedom.

	Segment 2

	Arguments of Affirmative 1st speaker:
· We define pets as animals kept in a house or apartment as a person’s companion. Rabbits and mice are not pets because they are normally kept in cages.

· Many animals go extinct in the same pattern as that of exotic pets in rich countries.
· They [animals] love to run; they hate to be kept in cages.

	Arguments of Opposition 1st speaker:
· My opponent has just redefined the word “pet” to suit the argument she wishes to make. In ordinary usage, we would say that a rabbit is a “pet”.

· Some dogs are wild, while some “wild animals” can be domesticated. How can such a complex distinction ever be written into law? / The distinction between “wild” and “tame” is a problem.
· The extinctions may have followed the rise in popularity of exotic pets, but how do we know it was the cause? / Although people may buy wild animals as pets, we do not see that this is a cause of extinction.


	Segment 3

	Arguments of Affirmative 2nd speaker:
· The law can only concern itself with the general case.
· Laws make illegal some behaviour that is acceptable as no law can foresee all human reality.

· It is quite credible that the taming of wild animals contributes greatly to their extinction.

	Arguments of Opposition 2nd speaker:
· Laws can be exact.

· Our opponents suggest that it is impossible to create just laws, but it is not impossible. It just requires thought and precision.

· There are ways of getting a species listed as endangered. / There are millions of scientists and volunteers creating a very complete picture of the animal population of the world.


B. Formulating questions on the sample debate

This learning activity serves to reinforce the language forms students have learnt so that they can quickly form questions to counter the weak logic in their opponents’ arguments.

Students are divided into two groups. One group would be the Affirmative side and the other the Opposition. Explain to students how to form questions using the two examples from the captains’ speeches and then ask them to form questions to challenge the arguments extracted from their opponents’ speeches. The Opposition side will work on Questions 1A and 2A, while the Affirmative will work on Questions 1B and 2B.
Clues have been provided to help students form questions but encourage students to come up with alternative questions. All reasonable answers should be accepted.
Possible answers:
	1A
	Can you deny that rabbits, guinea pigs and mice are kept as pets for many years? /

Can you see that it is common to keep rabbits and mice in cages, just like keeping goldfish in fish bowls?

	1B
	What are the real causes of the extinction of wild animals if the popularity of exotic pets is not the real cause?

	2A
	Are you suggesting that it is impossible to create just laws? If that is the case, how can laws protect people?

	2B
	Can you deny that most people do not know there is such an agreed list of endangered species?



	Catering for Learning Diversity
For less advanced students, remind students to read the speech of the next speaker, which often addresses the points made by the previous speaker and provides ideas on what questions can be asked.
For more advanced students, instead of asking them to do Learning Activity 4B, you might give them the supplementary worksheet (pages T116 – T117 of the “Supplementary Materials” section) which provides less guidance and prompts for them. 
Possible answers to the supplementary activity on pages T116 – T117:

2.

What does a law professor know about animal behaviour?
3.

Are you suggesting that laws cannot be made specific and so are always incomplete and inadequate?
5.

What do you think are the real causes of the extinction of wild animals if the popularity of exotic pets is not the real cause?
6.

You said that we can have laws that are exact and just to protect endangered animals as well as to guard against wild pets.                       Can you explain how issuing licences can effectively serve these two purposes?
You may also turn this activity into an informal Q & A session. Have students direct the questions to a team on the opposing side and ask the opposing team to respond to the questions orally.



Learning Activity 5: Formulating answers

30 minutes
In this learning activity, students will learn how to answer the questions raised by the opposing team. Go through the points to note on the handout and ask students to answer the questions. You may refer students to the handout on the possible approaches to answering questions and discuss the examples with them. 
It should be noted that the answers below are by no means exhaustive and all appropriate answers should be accepted.

Possible answers:

	1A
	It is wrong to assume that wild animals like fish and lizards do not love freedom. If you try to catch a fish or a lizard, it struggles to get away. This shows that they love freedom.
(Strategy used: Challenging the assumption made by the opposing team)


	1B
	One report suggests the importation of exotic animals as pets into the US is worth 10 billion dollars for 650 million animals. These are large numbers in a world where some species are numbered only in thousands. If these figures cannot convince you that the rise in popularity of keeping exotic pets is the reason for the extinction, can you tell us the real reason for the extinction?
(Strategies used: Providing additional information + shifting the burden of proof to the opposing team)


	2A
	You are asking me to be an expert in law, which I am not, and yet I would argue that our law on murder makes appropriate exceptions for self-defence. That law is well-designed.

(Strategy used: Providing an example to strengthen your case)


	2B
	I certainly have as we all know dogs love to run in the wild and cats love to hunt mice. But to say that they “love freedom” as you have done is to believe that they feel what we feel and even have our values, which I do not accept. Animals are different from us, and can’t even understand the idea of freedom.
(Strategy used: Agreeing partially with the opposing team’s argument but pointing to other possibilities)


	Catering for Learner Diversity

For less advanced students, you might like to provide the strategies that they can use to help them to answer the questions. The suggested strategies for the questions are provided in brackets for your reference. Answers as detailed as the “possible answers” should not be expected and short answers would suffice. (e.g. 1. Fish struggle when you try to catch them. They love freedom.) An alternative is to provide options for students to choose from and ask them to justify their answers. 

For more advanced students, you may introduce the “Interrogative Debating Session” adopted in the Sing Tao Debating Competition to them (page T118 of the “Supplementary Materials” section). You may even ask them to follow this format in the final debate at the end of the module.
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