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Although it is not clearly documented, the long-time Japan re-
sidents who have participated extensively in this country’s English
debating tradition say that the five-member-team debate, a format
unique to Japan, was created here in the 19505 (Howell 1978). The
Howell arricle is the only one I have found on the subject. Although
it deals with a very few basic points of case organization, the capha-~
sis is chiefly on debate as speaking and speechmaking practice,
Howell has commented, when we judged together at tournaments
employing this format, that that is probably why the format was
invented: it allowed more people to participate in the debate ex-
perience than did more conventional configurations (such as two-
member teams and the one-on-one Lincoln-Douglas style). Since
then, debate in English in Japan has come to follow more closely
the trends in the United States but, perhaps more so than in the
U.S8., it continues to be rcgarded and treated entirely as a speech
activity.

When I originally prepared to draw up a proposal for the intro-
duction of a debate course into the college curriculum, there was
not an appropriate spoken English course into which the teaching
of debate could be slotted. The subject, however, is treated in the
U.S. as having much broader applications (see, for example, Pat-

terson and Zarefsky 1983). Getting debate into a Japanese col-
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lege’s traditional English language-learning curriculum would, it
seemed, require spotlighting those applications from an EFL per-
spective.

Even basic textbooks for American English speakers (cf. Fryar
and Thomas 1979; Wood and Goodnight 1983) mention critical
thinking and organizational skills as being developed directly through
serious debate study, Other nen-oral skills shown to be connected
to debate are researching, analyzing, and outlining. Thus it can
be inferred that possession of these skills is seen by the culture as
being valuable and also relevant to becoming an eflective user of
the language. This suggested to me that debate techniques would
not only be useful also in the learning of effective writing, but would
help students to integrate development of their reading and writing
skills. T used this reasoning to get a debate class approved as one
of the sections of the college’s advanced English composition course.
While T have taught it strictly as a debate course, I have concur-
rently examined emerging philosophies regarding writing peda-
gogy and considered how debate training might reconcile with them.
This paper suggests how debate techniques might he appiied across

paradigmns.

Ouerview of the Lssues

Until roughly twenty yvears ago, what has been termed the “cur-
rent-traditional paradigm® governed the teaching of composition,
to both native speakers (INSs) and nonnative speakers (NNSs) (Za-
mel 1982). This approach focused on end product, specifically
surface elements—grammar, word order, structural and rhetorical
devices—in other words, what people wrote rather than how they

wrote. Mastery of these elements was the aim of composition cour-
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ses and the thrust of composition textbooks. Assumptions such as
writers knowing exactly what they wanted to say before they actual-
ly said anything governed such assignments as the drawing up of a
meticulous outline and strict adherence to it in putting together the
final product.

A landmark study in 1971 by Emig set up the beginnings of a
challenge to this approach. Zamel (1982) cites this study and others
in detailing the dawning recognition of writing not as the mere re-
sult of discovery, but as the process of discovery—the setting down
of ideas begetting the refinement and rcorganization of those ideas.
“It involves,” she pointed out, “much more than studying a parti-
cular grammar, analyzing and Imitating rhetorical models, or out-
lining what it is one plans to say. The process involves not only
the act of writing itself, but prewriting and rewriting, all of which
are interdependent.” {p. 196)

Practice, however, did not keep pace with research. As late as
1978, scholars were lamenting the lack of application of these research
results to teaching materials; Zamel, in a 1983 report on case studies
of EFL writing sirategies, asserted that “instructional approaches
that view writing as the sequential completion of separate tasks,
beginning with a thesis sentence and outlines and requiring topie
sentences before one has even begun to explore ideas, may be as
inappropriate for ESL students as they are for native speakers of
English.” {p. 81)

The recognition of writing as a process was followed by the iden-
tification of various strategies useful in the process. These include
verbalizing aloud during composing; group brainstorming; dialogue
writing (having a conversation with yourself about a topic); loop-

ing (writing quickly, without correcting, for several minutes; read-
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ing it and sumrnarizing it in cne sentence; and using the sentence
as the basis for another burst of writing); and cubing (taking six
different approaches to a subject: description, comparison, analy-
sis, association with other things, application to other things, pro-
and-con treatment), among other techniques. Theidca is that when
students become familiar with thesc techniques, they can freely
choose whichever of them are suitable in a particular situation.

They constitute not rules for composition but resources for creativity.

This was not to say that attention to form and rhetaric did not
belong in the composition process. It has, however, consistently
received a higher priority than research has suggested appropriafe,
even—or particularly —among composition instructors. Zame]l
(1985) studies ESL teachers’ responses to student writing. In com-
menting on the reason for her study, she says that teachers “have heen
found to pre-empt conirol of important decision-making processes™
from their students, who “arc thus given to understand that what
they wanted to say is not as important as what their teachers want-
ed them to say...When teachers appropriate writing in this way,
they are obviously viewing texts as products to be judged and eval-
nated... That texts are viewed as fixed and final products is [urther
corroborated by the overwhelming evidence that teachers attend
to surface-level features in what should otherwise be considered
first drafts.”” (p. 81) The results of her investigation indicated,
moreover, that teachers misinterpreted or ignored the content of
compositions in their preoccupation with rewording and giving
advice on form. In addition, much of the advice exemplified the
very vagueness which ihe teachers were decrying in their students.

Pleasing a composition instructor may, under these circumstances,

be moot in cases where a student intends to do English writing in a
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practical situation. A predominant application for this activity
would be academic, crossing disciplines. Relevant research in the
1980s has dealt with evaluative criteria and writing requirements
for English for Specific or Academic Purposes (ESP/EAP). Some
of this research as concluded that the “process” approach to writ-
ing is deficient insofar has it does not train student writers to deal
with elements outside of their control, such as the demands and
constraints involved in answering an essay question on an exami-
nation, or in producing a report on an experiment. Horowitz (1986)
concluded, in his investigation of university writing tasks spanning
seventeen departments, that “Generally speaking, the academic
writer’s task is not to create personal meaning, but to find, organize,
and present data according to fairly explicit instructions.” (p. 455)
Santos (1988), after offering to a cross-section of professors some
NINS-generated compositions to comment on, made the following

discoveries:

The language of the essays written by the...students was rated
higher than the content; the rank order of errors in the com-
positions, according to the professors’ ratings was {from highest
to lowest) comprehensibility, irritation, and acceptablity; the
error type considered most serious was the lexical error;
humanities / social science professors tended to be more lenient
in their judgements than did physical science professors; and
two variables—age and native language—were significant in
the professors” ratings of some aspect of the language, but not
of the content. The older professors rated the language less
irritating than did the younger professors, and those who were

themselves NNSs gave lower ratings to the acceptability of the
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language. (pp- 81-84)

She further pointed out that, in the study, all the professors seemed
to distinguish between content and language in thir judgements,
and the humanities | social science professors and the physical science
professors were in agreement more on the content judgement. She
suggested that one pedagogical implication of these results might
be that composition courses should include attention to vocabulary
buiiding and lexical selection.

In the EFL classroom—particularly in cases of a single L1—
conirastive rhetoric, another field of inquiry that has been pursued
since Kaplan’s seminal work in 1966, may have special relevance.
Focusing as it does on rhetorical convention, it has faced predictable
criticism by those who advocate a process approach to writing exper-
tise development. However, the connections that have been deve-
loped with discourse analysis have considerably broadened the base

and applications of this approach. {For an overview, see Leki 1991.}

Debate in the Composition Classorom

Hinds (1987) has talked about Japanese rhetoric as being “reader-
responsible,” drawing a comparison with a ‘“writer-responsible”
English rhetorical tradition. Whether or not one subscribes to the
ideas of contrastive rhetoric, English debate of any persuasion does
require the debater to make clear implications and draw clear logi-
cal connections between data, its interpretation, and proposals based
on it. In this sense debaters must base their work on a con-
sciousness of audience. In a typical contest, the audience is of three
types: the designated judge of the debate, the others listening with-
out participating verbally in the debate, and the opposing team.
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Taking the audience into account when preparing and presenting
a debate case thus involves three different types of considerations.
In formal contests, designated judges have often submitted their
judging philosophies beforehand; in these they indicate the theore-
tical and paradigmatic bases upon which they intend to render deci-
sions, allowing debaters to failor their arguments and presentation
to suit them. Insofar as some judges may be consciously or uncons-
ciously influenced by the reactions of others listening to the debate,
it may behoove debaters to make efforts to affect those people as
well.  And of course, because the element of clash is necessary in
successful debate, each team must adapt its approach to the approach
of its opponent. The cxercise of debate thus parallels the notion
ol writer responsibility, and goes further by taking it out of the ab-
stract and involving participants not only in the cerebral but in those
physical tasks—speaking, gesturing, use of body language—required
to do the job. Moreover, it provides clear and immediate feedback.

To the extent that the above can be considered to correspond to
surface elements, or elements of form, in writing, they are necessary
to a polished final presentation, and need to be dealt with. But
to that extent also, they are dependent upon skill at determining
and manipulating content, practice at which begins from the very
introduction of the notion of debate into the classroom.

Academic debate is focused on one particular topic, called a
froposition or resolution, Tis scope can be wide or narrow; when it
remains the subject of all debates for an entire school year, as is the
case with national high school and university forensics organiza-
tions in the United States (cf. Fryar and Thomas), a relatively wide
topic allows for a greater number of approaches. Requirements

are, howcver, that the debate resolution be controversial, focused
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on one clear aim, couched in noninflammatory language, and stat-
ed affirmatively; thus its formulation must be done carefully {cf.
Freeley).

Allowing students to choose a timely area of controversy that in-
terests them, and then formulating with them an appropriately word-
ed resolution, demonstrates—perhaps introduces—the idea of or-
ganized controversy, the necessity of care in choosing words for their
effect or lack of effect, and possibly the realization that more depth
might be necessary in their conceptions of what debate is and how
social or political problems might be identifted and defined.

Research of the topic area must begin at the carly stages of debate
preparation. When initial student discussion fails to elicit suita-
bly balanced, controversial topics, it is necessary to delve into those
that have been tentatively proposed, in order to make a final deci-
sion. Research has two purposes: to discover the parameters of
an issue and identify main points of contention; and later, to collect
the evidence necessary in the proof of assertions. The value of the
first from the EFL standpoint is its potential for allowing clarifica-
tion of what vocabulary is necessary and relevant, while in the pro-
cess of clarifying the issue. The value of the second is the disco-
very of the relative merits of the different types of support that might
be offered for tenets of argument. Wood and Goodnight (1983)

provide a very good checklist of criteria for evaluating evidence:

A. External criticism (How good is the source?)
1. How competent is the source of the evidence?
a. Isit objective?
b. Is it responsible?

c. Is it relatively free from bias?
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2. What is the form of the evidence?
a. How permanent is the form?
b. Did the source intend permanence and strict interpreta-
tion?
3. Who is the author of the evidence?
a, Is the author an expert in the field?
b. Is the author relatively free from bias?
¢. How was the information obtained?
1) Firsthand observation (primary source)}?
2) Was the data obtained from someone else (secondary
source) ?
d. When did the author get the information?
4. How recent is the evidence?
a. Does it represent the latest available material?
b. Have important events occurred since the evidence was
written?
B. Internal Criticism {How truthful is the evidence?)
I. What does the evidence say?
2. On what level of abstraction is it?
a. Isita factual report?
b. Is it an inferential report?
c. Is it a judgemental report?
3. Is the evidence consistent within itself?

4, Is the evidence consistent with other information?

(pp. 21-22)

Section A pomnts toward an evaluation of material, oral or writ-
ten, in the context of social situation: not only what a statement

tieans (even in good translation), but where it was made, what form
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it took, and the relevant circumstances {political beliefs, role in
society, for example) of the person making the statement. Section
B encourages a gualitative analysis of the statement itself. While
these exercises cannot, in and of themselves, cause students to speak
or write more often or more fluently, the application of these cri-
teria necessitates the consideration of material from a perspective
broader than word- or sentence-level. It also introduces the idea
of prioritization, in a real~world context. Freeley (1981), in sug-
gesting “Questions for Audience Responsibility” to be applied to
evidence, indicates the relativity of standards, and thus the possi-
bility of variation among audiences of the persuasiveness of a parti-
cular picce of evidence.

With the development of discrimination, perspective, and the
ability to prioritize, even at the rudimentary stages, the foundation
is laid for building an affirmative case, a case in support of the chosen
resolution. As analysis leads to an identification of the main issues
and a recommendation for how the resolution can be adopted, the
opportunity arises to introduce basic tenets of reasoning and inference
which bridge the gaps between the interpretations and the alleged
support of them in the research. The advantage of introducing
the logic component at this particular point is that the teacher can
draw for illustration on the material the students have already found
and their perceptions of how it applies to the resolution. This
can obviate the necessity of having to deal too much in the abstract,
and at the same time allow the teacher to present ideas on analyz-
ing the proposition, In the EFL classroom, where students often
have a common Ll and a similar cultural heritage, the teacher fami-
liar with English-speaking cultures may be able to stimulate new

lines of inquiry this way.
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Practicc in outlining, with its superordination, subordination and
ordering of ideas, fits in well and serves a valuable purpose here.
The research and logic aspects of debate preparation can be com-
bined and understanding tested as students attempt ta construct a
reasonable framework for convincing affirmative support of the
resolution.

As the stage for beginning work on an aflirmative case and the
time for connecting issues and evidence with reasoning, this is an
apt time to start students on their writing process. The five tech-
niques mentioned previously can cach piav a role. A class can be
divided up into groups, each of which would constitute a team to
work together throughout the yvear. The groups brainstorm dur-
ing the class period, and then cach student goes home and writes
up a preliminary affirmative analysis, concentrating on content
rather than form.  Omne of the writing techniques can be introduced
and practiced in class following the brainstorming session, so that
they can try it out as a means toward producing their first writing
assignment. Examination of these assignments is for the purpose
of commenting on where they can be improved as affirmative case
presentations; which ideas need more or better evidence, where
reasoning i= inappropriate or lacking. No surface elemenits should
be dealt with at this point; these first writings should not have been
written with concern for such things as spelling, punctuation, or
subject-verb agreement predominaung

Presentation of one’s ideas before a group, and criticizing others’
opinions or work in a classroom, could be considered by some to be
threatening or uncomfortable behaviours. In the context of de-
bate study, however, both fall into the category of teamwork. Par-

ticularly at this point in the coursework, the ideas of dispassionate
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judgement and the relativity of standards have already received con-
siderable treatment through the studv of evidence-gathering.  Vol-
untcers— or people chosen at the time the assignment was made—
can present the affirmative case analysis they have written, to the
class as a whole or to one of the groups, for comment and suggestions
by the other students as well as by the teacher. This is an oppor-
tunity for the students to begin taking devil’s-advocate positions,
which accomplishes three things: 1} aflirmaltive case arguments can
be improved; 2) students discover that there can be within their cir-
cle a wide range of ideas cven regarding a topic they originally basi-
cally agreed upon; and 3) the groundweork is laid for the systematic
development of a philosophy opposing the resolution: the negarive
case,

The groups teams now meet again to brainstorm about view-
points opposing adoption of the resolution.  Another of the process
writing techniques can be introduced and practiced during class
time, and the assignment to write a negative philosophy can be gi-
ven. Again, plans can be made for the presentation of several of
the students” work at the next session.

In the brief (six-month) period during which I have actually be-
gun to combine these composition-writing techniques with debate
training at a coeducalional Japanese university, I have informally
observed several advantages. First of all, the studenis arc more
used to writing English than speaking it, although their experience
has been chiefly at the sentence level, so the idca of debate (or, for
that matter, just speaking in front of a group) is less daunting when
they are allowed to write things down and rcad them out in the early
stages. Second, working on a topic which they have all chosen

together, and with the complexities of a debate to prepare for, seems
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to make them willing to write over and over again on the same to-
pic. Not only are they not bored, but they scem to welcome the
opportunity to improve their writing without having to deal with a
different subject, a different vocabulary, and an entircly different
writing style at cach attempt. At the same time, they do revise and
change their styles to reflect what they feel to be appropriate for
the debate approach they have chozen,

Third, feedback on all of these things is immediate, and comes
not only from the teacher or from another student (cither of whose
cvaluations would be based at least partially on subjective assump-
tions that ihe writer would nat find out about until it was too late—
if at all}, but from most members of the class, acring as a team.
This seems to remove the “personal attack” clement from disagre-
ement, particularly since an understanding of both affirmative and
negative arguments is nccessary to be able to debate well on either
side.

When it comes to the debating 1iself, the writing exercises have
scemed to help the students systemize and orgamize their thoughts,
their vocabulary, and their steps woward mastery of rhetoric, in both
senses of the term  They scem o find that the more they know
about a subject, the casier it is to talk extemporaneously about it.
Of course, some can debate better than others, just as some can
write better than others. But the advantages of the timed and
formalized debate formar for Japanese students of English include
the necessity to repeatedly speak hefore an audience without being
able to spoil the experience with gratuitous worrying. Attempts
to accomplish this and the other things required in debate seem to
lead to the honing of abilitics identified as necessary in academic

writing: to “find, organize, and prescnt data,” and to usc English
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effectively within prescribed time and format constraints,

Research is needed to corroborate these observations and further
test these techniques. It would also be useful to look into how
specific sets of stock issues, or patterns of analysis for resolutions,
can be applied across paradigms.and disciplines toward the develop-

ment and nurturing of effective language users.
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