Tips for debaters
If you are taking part in a debating competition, the judges will usually judge you on three criteria: Content, Strategy and Style or similar categories. It is important to remember the key difference between public speaking and debating - in the latter, you must be flexible and respond to the arguments the other team is making.

Preparing for the debate 

Seven minutes can be a long time if you have nothing to say. Your first task, then, is to research the motion you are given, even those topics on which you are an expert. It is likely that somewhere on the Internet, in an encyclopaedia or in a newspaper you will find a piece of evidence, such as some statistics or little-known fact that could devastate an argument of your opponents.
Try to think how you would argue the other side of the motion, that is, as if you were your own opponents. Once you have listed their arguments, make sure you have answers to them. But be careful of pre-empting them and bringing up arguments for their side before they have used them - as you may just be giving them ideas that they would not otherwise have thought of. It is useful to have a list of opposition arguments and counter-arguments on the table in front of you during the debate. Then, when your opponents do introduce those arguments, you can quickly make a point of information or start working the reply into your speech.

Structuring your speech

A debating speech delivers a great deal of information to the audience and to the adjucators. Sadly, most humans do not have a very long attention span and it is unlikely that they will take in all the information unless you make it easy for them. This means structuring your speech. You should not have more than three or four different arguments in your speech - and even if you have only one argument, you should look at only three or four case-studies or examples to support it.

Divide your speech into sections. Signpost each section. Make sure each has an introduction and a summary all of its own: 

'Next I am going to expand on my second point, which is what we could do with the money raised by a banana tax. Let's consider the figures. We currently import 100 million kilos of bananas a year and sell them for $1 each. If we put a 15% sales tax on, we would raise another $15 million. This, in turn, is the exact cost of setting up an Academy for Non-Organic Insect Development. So, my second point is this: the banana tax would bring clear benefits to insect research. Now, the third aspect …..

In other words, keep drumming your points in by repeating them constantly. Make sure you summarise all your arguments at the end of the speech. Of course, this structure also applies to the team as a whole. The first speaker should mention briefly the points that the second speaker will make, and the second will remind us of arguments used by the first:

'I will be talking about bananas and pears, while my partner, Robin, will go on in his speech to discuss the wider implications of the existence of fruit.'
Timing is very important in the context of structure. If you have three points of roughly equal importance, make sure you spend equal time on them. Be very careful not to spend so much time on your first point that you are forced to cram your other two into your last minute.

Finally, although you may have lots of different points to make, do not forget that they all tie into one guiding principle which you are trying to prove (or disprove): the motion. After every argument or example, remind the audience how this shows that the motion is true (or false).
Thinking on your feet

There are two major areas where you need to think on your feet: POIs and rebuttals.
Points of information

If you want to make a POI and you are accepted, make a simple point of no longer than 15 seconds - do not try to make a mini-speech. You are best advised to offer a fact that disproves what the other speaker is saying, to point out a contradiction in his or her argument, or to ask for further information.

There is a real knack to accepting POIs which comes through practice. Do not take points in mid-sentence, or when you are unsure of what you are saying. Do not take two in quick succession, and do not take too many. It is easy to be distracted and diminish the impact of your own speech. You should aim to take two or three in a seven-minute speech, at natural pauses. But remember: You should reply to them as soon as they are made: interruptions cannot just be ignored!
Rebuttal

You are also required to address the arguments that the other team has come up with. Even if you find yourself agreeing with a point, you must find some way of undermining it so that it is less appealing to the audience or judges. Question its relevance, point out how it is inconsistent with something else they were saying, or simply disprove it.

There are different ways of fitting rebuttal into your speech. One way is to spend the first few minutes addressing the major points of your opponents, before going on to your main constructive material. This is known as scattergun rebuttal.

Another method is to sort the rebuttal into your speech. For example, if you are planning on covering three different areas - perhaps the economic, social and international benefits of a certain plan - then rebut their economic points during your economic section and so on. This will show adjucators that you have identified the key arguments and seen how they all fit together.

Stylistic tips

In competitions, what you say is usually more important than how you say it. But audiences can be swayed by persuasive style, and the ideal speaker will combine all qualities.

Make sure you modulate your speech, varying your tone at important points, even changing your volume and speed. An audience will time out from a speech delivered at the same level throughout its duration. Be prepared to speak more slowly than normal, and to use pauses, especially before important points. And try not to use 'ums' and 'ers' when you hesitate - turn hesitations into pauses, too.

All audiences appreciate humour, although some adjucators will appreciate only a certain type. debating is not stand-up comedy, and jokes should not be made out of context and must certainly not be offensive. Ridicule the arguments, not the people.

Finally, there is nothing worse for your style than a dry mouth. Make sure you have a glass of water available during your speech, and do not be afraid to use it.
