Debating and Discussing

In Britain and in the United States students are introduced to the art of debating and discussing at a relatively early age. Most schools have debating clubs, and state and national competitions are a powerful incentive to excel in this art. Moreover, many American schools offer speech classes in which students are trained in debating and discussing and often in play-acting.

The difference between a discussion and a debate is defined by Webster as

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
discussion
- talk in which pros and cons of a subject are considered

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
debate
- formal contest of skill in reasoned argument with two teams taking 

opposite sides of a specific question.

In a discussion all members of a class get a chance to voice their opinion. In contrast to a debate such a discussion is much less formal, each member of the group may speak as often as he/she wants, and the end of such a discussion is open, i.e. no decision must be reached.

A debate takes place in much more formal setting. A motion is tabled, always in the form of



Resolved: That ...
(chiefly AE)

or



This House is of the opinion that ... (chiefly BE)

indicating that when the vote is taken, the participants must either support or oppose the motion or avoid voting.

The motion is introduced by the chairperson (cf. Speaker in the House of Commons or the Senate or House of Representatives), who then calls upon the proposer. (In a school debate he/she should be allotted between 5 and 10 minutes for the speech.) He is fol​lowed by the opposer who is allotted an equal time and who may pick upon the weak​nesses in the previous speech. In Britain both speakers are then seconded by another speaker (seconder for the proposer and the opposer). They usually get half the time for their speeches.

After they have spoken the chairperson throws the debate open for discussion. All the house, i.e. those sitting "on the floor", may now make their contributions. After the discussion, the opposer and the proposer (in that order) get a chance to sum up the de​bate. They will therefore listen carefully and make use of suggestions that come from the floor or rebut attacks on their arguments.

At the end of the debate the chairperson will take the vote and announce whether the motion was passed or rejected.

In British debating clubs it is customary to keep the minutes of the proceedings, which have to be read and approved at the next meeting. 

Useful phrases and technical terms:

to table/propose/oppose a motion

to rebut, the rebuttal

to take minutes

to take the chair

to call for order

to call to order ("Stick to the motion!", "Time, please!")

to call upon the proposer/ opposer to ...

to propose/withdraw an amendment

vote-taking: to cast a vote, to abstain from voting

to raise your hands

casting vote (in case of a tie the chairperson has the casting vote)

the motion is carried, passed/ defeated, rejected

to adjourn the house (the meeting)

I have the pleasure in calling Mr. X./introducing Mr. Y.

I was flattered by the remarks of Mrs. Z.

I congratulate Miss A.

I suggest that ... 

I feel unable to agree ... 

I am sorry to say... 

I do not share the view of ... 

May I draw your attention to ... 
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