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A Message from the President of the BCU Law Society

“Debating stands as one of the cores foundations of the Law & Debating Society.

It is where knowledge meets persuasion, and where students begin to think, speak, and reason like advocates and engage with friendly, yet competitive and productive discussions about the world we live in. Within the courtroom, precision and preparation define success: every word, pause, and argument matters.

This Handbook and Guide exist to equip members of the BCU Law Society with the standards, discipline, and confidence needed to excel in debating and advocacy going forward. It is written not only for today’s debaters but for those who will follow, reflecting our Society’s long-term commitment to
professionalism and excellence.

Through debating, we learn to be persuasive, argue with factual clarity, engage in discussions, and uphold the values of integrity and respect that define our passion and profession. 

This document serves as both a guide and a reminder that every argument made with intellect and honesty strengthens our Society and the law itself.”



· Armaanpreet S. (President 2026/27)
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Part I ‒ The Debating Handbook

Section 1 – Purpose and Objectives
Debating within the Birmingham City University Law Society is designed to develop the analytical, research and advocacy skills essential to the study and practice of law, or in everyday usage.
It allows students to:
· Apply critical analysis to complex topics and develop reasoning skills;
· Practice courtroom etiquette and persuasive communication; and, 
· Build up confidence in participants to be more outspoken and well-articulated in their speech.
Participation in any debate organised by the Society constitutes agreement to abide by this Handbook and any directions issued by the President or proxy(s).

Section 2 – Debate Structure and Format
1. Participants
Each debate consists of two opposing parties: the debaters arguing for the motion and the debaters arguing against the motion. 
2. Time Limits
Each Counsel shall have 7 minutes to present their whole argument. 
Competitors can divide the time in how they see fit best, but they must be strategic in how they allocate time for their introduction, the number of submissions they present and to make sure there is sufficient time for a conclusion.


3. Order of Proceedings
· Debater arguing for the motion presents their submissions (7 minutes)
· Debater arguing against the motion presents their submission (7 minutes)
· Debater arguing for the motion to present their rebuttal (3 minutes)
· Debater arguing against the motion presents their rebuttal (3 minutes)

· NOTICE: Judge(s) AND Audience members can ask questions to debaters at any point. Debaters must factor the answering time within their provided time limit (7 mins).
· [bookmark: _Int_7ZDqOZuX][bookmark: _Int_bWPPo4Yw]Additional time will be provided at the discretion of the Judge(s). 
4. Questions from the Judges
[bookmark: _Int_aw0GWi37][bookmark: _Int_ASuUUYwT]Judges will present questions at any time to test the advocate’s reasoning or identify weaknesses. Clear, respectful, and thorough responses are encouraged. Participants can ask for a moment to think on their response and do not need to answer straight away.
5. Change of Sides
[bookmark: _Int_KHV15MtT][bookmark: _Int_2nMIql9g][bookmark: _Int_C0y7VDxc]Sides will be allocated by the President. Once assigned, no change of side is allowed. If a participant is uncomfortable with the nature of the debate topic presented or the side they are debating for, they can abstain from taking part in that round and will not have points allocated to them for that round.

Section 3 – Professional Conduct and Standards
1. Decorum
Competitors must display the highest standards of respect, courtesy, and professionalism. Clothing does not need to be formal; participant’s comfort is of importance.
Online participants must appear on camera, if they are presenting online. 

2. Punctuality
Competitors are required to join the Teams meeting at least five minutes before their allotted time. 
Please note that some debates can overrun, so please be patient with the organisers. 
Competitors are required to be on time for in-person debating competitions. 
If participants are running late, they should make the President aware so the Judges can be prepared. 
If participants are sick, they should let the President know so that matchups can be altered or adapted to the new circumstances.
Unexplained lateness will be treated as unacceptable conduct and may endanger Law Society membership.
3. Language and Behaviour
Formal language should be used. Sarcasm, aggression, or dismissive gestures are inappropriate. 
Do not roll your eyes or speak out of turn, as this can deduct your points in etiquette. 
Participants are advised to address the judges as “Your Honour” or “My Lord/My Lady” according to preference indicated. 
Refer to the opposing counsel as either “my learned friend”, “learned colleague”, or in a manner of respect to the opposing counsel.
4. Confidentiality and Recording
There will be times where a camera man is floating around the courtroom to capture moments from the competition.
If the participant is uncomfortable with being recorded/photographed, and or they do not want an audience, they are advised to fill the form correctly to indicate this.  
Section 4 – Use of Materials and Sources
· Participants are expected to and are encouraged to cite the references for their work; for example, when referencing a case study, they are expected to tell the Judge where they found the information and what was said in it. E.G. “Amnesty Internation found in a study in (enter year), that (enter facts being cited)”.
· Competitors may rely on primary legislation, reported case law, and reputable secondary sources (textbooks, academic journals) IF it supports the debate topic - Not all debates will require the need for law applied.
· No formal written argument needs to be submitted - this is just an oral submission. 
· Personal notes and written speech may be used - Please do not rely solely on your notes, as this can deduct points in presentation.
· Electronic devices may be used for notes only and must not display distracting notifications.

Section 5 – Use of Artificial Intelligence
1. Permitted Use
AI tools may be used for:
· Idea generation or brainstorming;
· Language refinement and proofreading;
· Formatting or citation checking.
2. Prohibited Use
· Submitting arguments or oral scripts written entirely by AI;
· Presenting material without personal understanding;
· Using AI during live submissions or while answering questions.
3. Responsibility and Verification
Competitors must be able to explain the reasoning behind any AI-assisted content.
Judges may ask for clarification; inability to demonstrate comprehension will result in a deduction of marks.
Participants are encouraged to utilise their own research and will be awarded points accordingly to the standard of their research. 
4. Consequences of Misuse
Serious or deliberate misuse of AI will be treated as academic dishonesty and referred to the President and can result in participant being banned from competing for the rest of semester, or the academic year.

Section 6 – Scoring and Evaluation
A separate document will be given with the point system. 
An additional 5 bonus points may be awarded for novel, creative or particularly insightful arguments that have not been raised by other competitors.
However, there can be up to 5 points deducted for the usage of logical fallacies. #
To understand logical fallacies, have a look at this resource:  
https://www.logicalfallacies.org/
Example of Weak Advocacy Content
“I think that this fact probably helps my case because I believe that nothing my opponent said was factual. So basically, I should win.”
Example of Strong Advocacy Content
“Your Honour, while my learned friend respectfully submits that these facts may counter my argument, they have neglected the argument that ignores the principle they have cited.”

Judges will consider structure, legal accuracy, clarity, tone, and the ability to handle questions under pressure.

Section 7 – Administrative Rules and Deadlines
1. Applications and Withdrawals
· Entry to debate rounds will open by announcement from the President.
· Withdrawal after allocation must be communicated promptly.
2. Rescheduling and Emergencies
· Requests for new dates will be considered only in exceptional circumstances and at the discretion of the President.
· Participants experiencing illness or family emergencies must provide notice and, where appropriate, supporting evidence.
· In online moots, if connection is lost, competitors should re-join immediately and inform the host. The Judges will allow a brief extension or reschedule if deemed necessary.
3. Solo Debaters
· If a debater is alone (has no given opposition debater), they will be able to carry on as a solo debater. Their rebuttal will need to be them considering what the opposition could bring up as counter arguments, tell the the Judge they think these points would be bought up, and how they would counter these rebuttals. 
Section 8 – Disciplinary Procedures
1. Grounds for Disciplinary Action
· Persistent lateness or non-attendance;
· Breach of AI or originality rules;
· Disrespectful behaviours towards judges or organisers;
· Plagiarism or misrepresentation of work.
· Disrespect or harmful behaviours and attitudes towards participants or other spectators. 
2. Sanctions
· Deduction of points;
· Disqualification from the competition;
· Suspension of attending future Law Society events.


Part II – The Debating Guide
Section 1 – What is a Debate and Why It Matters? 
“Debating is a formal discussion on a particular matter in a public meeting or legislative assembly, in which opposing arguments are put forward...” – Oxford Dictionary.
It is not about memorising facts or debating opinions but about applying facts and principles to a given motion, using structured reasoning and authoritative sources.
The purpose of debating is to:
· Strengthen research, reasoning, and advocacy skills.
· Build confidence in public speaking under pressure.
· Encourages productive discussions, preparation, and intellectual rigour.
A good debater presents arguments clearly, responds calmly to questions, and supports every claim with factual evidence, where possible.
A poor debater overly relies and script or reads solely from a script, is overly descriptive, ignores the judges and talks at them, rather than talking to them, and relies on vague generalisations rather than precise reasoning, and falls into logical fallacies.
Section 2 – Understanding the House’s Motion 
Every debate begins with a motion (a statement) from the House: this is a statement that includes the topic of the debate. 
For example, “This house believes the Death Penalty should be reintroduced to the UK”, argue for or against this motion.
Step 1 – Read the Motion Carefully
Read the motion and understand what it is asking of you. Identify:
· The side you are arguing for (are you agreeing with motion, so arguing for the motion OR are you disagreeing and thus arguing against the motion?)
· The topic of the debate – This will give you the foundation of what you need to research
Step 2 – Distinguish your arguments 
Use information that has a reference to it. Don’t make up facts with no evidence to reference it. Be prepared to have questions that ask for more depth if any case studies are cited. 
Focus on the facts. Apply logical reasoning to the arguments. Do not overly rely on emotions but keep in mind, persuasion is key, so use emotions accordingly. Emotions are a tool, weaponise them in an effective manner.
Have thorough research, not just for your side, but for the opposition’s side as well, so that you are well prepared for any counter arguments and you can strengthen your own argument when you have a thorough understanding of the topic.

Step 3 – Write your argument down 
Have a logical flow of arguments. Your submissions must be relevant to the topic at hand. If the motion is talking about the death penalty, refrain from talking about topics that deviate from the subject matter. 
Have a rough understanding of which submission is going where. Note down all the possible submission topics you could discuss in your argument. 
For example, if you are arguing that the death penalty should not be reintroduced to the UK, some possible submission topics are: Gross Miscarriage of Justice, Human Rights, Morals and Ethics and Rehabilitation over Retribution.
Once you know what your submission topics are, go into depth and research arguments supporting your topics. For example, with Rehabilitation over Retribution, look at statistics for restorative justice and what families and friends of victims plea for. 


Section 3 – Research
Strong research is the foundation of every good debater. A strong debater has strong research skills and well-rounded general knowledge. 
[bookmark: _Int_UGJHZfw5][bookmark: _Int_pMNnnNEU]If a participant believes a definition should be applied, they are recommended to present the definition in their introduction. 
Make sure to reference case studies, facts or experiments that are cited. Do not make up information and Credit the work where appropriate. 
If you are citing a case study, state who it was done by, e.g. Amnesty International, then state what year it was published and then state the findings. 
Do not just describe what happened in the study, apply the findings to your work to strengthen your argument.
Utilise all the resources you have. Using Wikipedia or AI as base point is allowed, but do not rely on these two resources alone. They are resources, not replacements for critical analysis and research. 

Section 4 – Delivering Oral Submissions
Your oral submissions are your chance to persuade. They must be confident, respectful, and structured.
Opening Address
Always begin by introducing yourself and your role:
Example - “May it please the Court, my name is… , appearing on behalf of the Appellant/Defendant. I will be addressing the Court on three Grounds of Appeal.”
Avoid casual openings such as:
Example - “Hi everyone, so today I’ll be arguing that…”


Structure
· Briefly summarise the motion (without re-reading them).
· Introduce each submission in your introduction clearly.
· Present the submissions, and make sure you allocate enough time to each submission,
· Have a strong conclusion.
· Maintain signposting: “Turning now to my second submission…”
Example of an Introduction
“May it please the court, Your Honour, my name is (insert name) and I will be arguing for the Motion that Batman is a vigilante and not a hero. A vigilante is (insert definition) and a hero is (insert definition). I will present my case by discussing three submissions and these are:
1. Hero vs Vigilante 
2. Batman’s methods
3. Batman’s words
If I may, your honour, I will now move into my first submission; hero vs vigilante.”

Section 5 – Rebuttals and Judge’s Questioning 
After both parties have presented their submission (the seven minute submission), and during the questioning process, the judges may highlight perceived weaknesses.
This is your opportunity to rebut against your learned friend, not to just argue back emotionally, but to logically clarify or correct.
With the judge questions, keep you answers short and sweet and try to avoid being trapped by the line of questioning. 
Make sure you reaffirm your motion that you are arguing for and avoid contradicting yourself. 

Effective Rebuttal Example
“Your Honour, while my learned friend referred to “Link Lending v Bustard” to emphasise actual occupation, it is submitted that the factual matrix here lacks continuous presence, rendering that precedent distinguishable.”
Ineffective Rebuttal Example
“I disagree with what they said because my side’s argument is stronger.”
Remember: rebuttals are about casting enough doubt into your opponent’s position/standing. Use it wisely and strategically. 

Section 6 – Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them
	Common Mistake
	Why It’s a Problem
	How to Avoid It

	Reading from a script
	Sounds robotic and disengaged
	Memorise key phrases, not entire speeches

	Ignoring the judge’s questions
	Disrespectful and loses marks
	Pause, listen, and answer calmly

	Quoting cases or facts without relevance
	Shows lack of understanding
	Always explain why the case matters

	Overly casual language
	Reduces professionalism
	Maintain courtroom decorum

	Poor time management
	Leads to rushed final points
	Practice with a timer and prioritise key grounds




Section 7 – Advanced Preparation and Continuing Development

1. Database
For legal based debates or where a topic utilises the law, build a personal case bank where you maintain a list of key cases with short notes for future use. (Especially good for your LLB Law course and your career).
2. Review and Reflect
After each debate, note what went well and what could improve. It is encouraged that you interact with the judge after the debates to discuss better strategies to improve your performance. Take on board any feedback given. Note that practice makes progress and progression is not a one-way steady line! Keep persevering! 
3. Observe Real Advocacy
Attend the debates as spectators, don’t just stick around for your debate and leave. Observe how others interact and engage with the debate and pick up on the techniques and skills good debaters have and reflect what your strengths and weaknesses are accordingly.
4. Practice Plenty
Self-record your debates and analyse what needs to be improved. Practice your submissions with a friend or family member or teacher and see what feedback they have. 
5. Maintain Professional Growth
Debating is not about perfection but progression. Every debate is a step closer to becoming a persuasive, disciplined advocate.

Section 8 – Tips and Tricks
Some tips to help you with your debate!
1. Timing is crucial. You want to make sure you are utilising all of the time you have to go into depth with your argument. Strong debaters finish within 10 seconds of the timer ending for their main argument and in their rebuttals. Remember, you only have 7 minutes to convince the judges that your argument should win over your opponent’s. 
So, make sure you use all the time you have. You also, have 3 minutes to rebut your opponent’s argument, so be precise in picking out a flaw or inconsistency in their argument and have sufficient evidence in your own research to back your counterargument.

2. Be concise and precise in your language. Whilst timing is key, you don’t want to waste your time waffling. Be precise and concise with what you talk about. Stay relevant. 

3. Speak clearly and with good pace; don’t be too fast and don’t be too slow and project your voice well


4. Research the other side and get a well-rounded picture of the topic at hand and iron-out your argument with new knowledge. 
 
5. Body language is critical when persuading the judges. The three main parts of body language are: speech, tone and body language. Maintain a strong amount of eye contact with the judges. 


6. Know your arguments thoroughly. Practice, practice and more practice!

7.  Don’t contradict your argument and stay on topic; even if you disagree with what you are arguing for, have conviction and don’t let it be known that you think otherwise!

8. Stay calm under pressure, you don’t have to answer the question right away, ask for a couple moments and think carefully about what you are asked.
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