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EXS5 HETIA—MEE

Debate at Inage: 2021 Update

In the process of preparing for this debate update, we had to review last year’s article on debate
at Inage. The most immediately striking thing about it was the photographs on the first page. There
were two photos of Inage students debating... without masks! It feels like a different world
compared to the one we inhabit today. But it also serves to highlight the continuity of our debate
activites. Currently, as of this writing, the second-year intercultural students have successfully
completed their in-class tournament, the first-year intercultural students are about to start their first
mini-tournament, and the third-year junior high students are about to complete their tournament
grand final. This article will describe the particulars of this years debate activities, with a focus on

how they have been adapted to the limitations of this pandemic school year.

On the beginner end of the spectrum, for junior high, we repeated our debate topic from last
year: Inage High School and Affiliated Junior High School should abolish its school uniform. Even
more than usual, the topic resonated with the students and they made some of the most entertaining
debates we’ve seen at this grade level so far. This year, we used six class periods to introduce debate
basics and prepare constructive, attack, and defense speeches. Then, we had two practice debate
periods followed by a five-period debate tournament. The students in each homeroom were split
into two “leagues” featuring five teams, each of which debated each other team. Finally, we used
two more periods for the semi-final and final rounds of the tournament. We were lucky in that the
preparation rounds and most of the main tournament happened before the most recent emergency
declaration by the government. However, after the declaration, we were able to improvise and split
the debating students into two groups of twenty each. They went to two different large rooms (our

cafeteria and open-plan auditorium) to do a properly socially distanced debate.

Our first year intercultural students are in the process of learning debate basics. For most of this
school year, these students have spent three class hours per week doing presentation and discussion
curriculum with NTEs (native teachers of English). These activities were deliberately planned to
incorporate key skills debaters need: solid delivery skills for public speaking, the ability to describe
and compare statistics, proper speech organization, critical analysis, active listening, summarizing,
and question asking. Built on that foundation, the first years have been able to hit the ground running
and are making confident progress. They were allowed to do a blind vote to choose their topic from
a list of six topics curated by the NTEs. They voted overwhelmingly for the same topic as last year:
all Japanese high school students should be allowed to have part-time jobs. In upcoming classes,
they will be learning how to write the four main speeches in an academic-style debate (constructive,
attack, defense, and summary), and will then do a mini practice tournament with around three
matches for each team of five students. Lessons learned in social distancing our junior high debates

will considered to make these student debaters (and judges) as safe as possible.

On the more advanced end of the spectrum, for second-year intercultural course, we debated



this year’s High School English Debate Association (HEnDA) national topic: the Japanese
government should ban the production and sales of all fossil fueled cars (including hybrid cars) by
2035. As is immediately clear from reading the topic resolution, this was a challenging, niche topic.
Also, many students and teachers were a bit disappointed that it seemed like an irrelevant tangeant
in a year when public health policy, social justice, and social media censorship were clearly front
and center in the news. But, as is often the case, throughout the three months of in-class debates
(and the nine months of the interscholastic HEnDA tournament schedule) we observed ambitious
arguments that connected this topic to climate change, air pollution, access to natural resources,
geopolitics, the urban-rural divide, infrastructure planning, electric power production policy, and
many more. It proved once again that there are (almost) no bad debate topics, only uncreative

debaters.

One important footnote to this year’s activities was how we decided to change the topic for our
high school third year essay contest. In a typical year, we would use the HEnDA topic as our essay
prompt. However, this year we decided it was a little too obscure for our time-deprived third years
(they only have one class period a week to work on the essay contest). Instead, the teachers, using
their considerable experience writing debate resolutions, made an alternative essay prompt: all high
schools in Japan should switch to online-only education. This, we reasoned, was much better suited
to the then-current news of COVID-related school closures and the problems that arose as a result.
As such, the students were able to access a considerable amount of contemporary data and first-
hand accounts of online-only education, particularly it merits and demerits. This resulted in some

very engaging, thoughtful, and timely essays.

Finally, looking forward toward the future of debate at Inage, we’d like to do a wider range of
debate activities, particularly impromptu debate and parliamentary-style debate. These types of
debate tend to be more free-form and therefore intimidating to beginners or lower-level students.
However, when organized well and done in an encouraging environment, they are more satisfying
and intilectually rigourous for students and teachers alike. In HEnDA -style academic policy debate,
students are allowed to use scripts and therefore, they tend to overdepend on prepared material.
However, when a student is debating without a fixed script, which is the norm in parliamentary
debate, they have to rely on their own internalized language skills and background knowledge. It
encourages students to not only actively use the knowledge they already have, but also to keep
expanding that knowledge to get a competitive edge, resulting in better-informed global citizens.
Asking students to do parliamentary debate in class in a public school may be a tall order, but

considering strong debate performances we’ve seen from students this year alone, the sky’s the limit.
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