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CHAPTER FOUR:

   
Introduction  

The first three parts of this book have covered the essence of good debating technique 
in the style that is used in many debates around the world.  However, we also need to 
examine two further aspects of that style: points of information and reply speeches.  

Points of information and reply speeches tend only to be used at the higher levels of 
debating.  For example, most school debates follow a simple structure of six speeches 
with no points of information.  However, the Australian National Schools Debating 
Championships and the World Schools Debating Championships do use points of 
information and reply speeches.  

Points of information and reply speeches do not substantially change the 
characteristics of good debating technique – they add to what we have already covered, 
not replace it.  However, they do pose specific challenges, because both techniques 
have specific techniques and etiquettes of their own. 
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points 
of information  

All debater have surely sat listening to their opponents and thought, “That is so 
wrong!” – impatient at waiting until their speech, and frustrated by not being able to 
intervene immediately.  Points of information go some way towards easing that 
frustration, by allowing a speaker’s opponents a limited right of interjection.    

If done well, points of information can greatly improve the standard and spectacle of 
debate – they make a debate more dynamic and exciting to watch, they reward 
debaters who can think on their feet, and they generally make speakers more 
accountable.  Many debaters fear doing points of information for the first time, but this 
is misplaced – the vast majority of debaters learn to master points of information 
quickly, by following a few simple techniques.  

What are points of information?  

Points of information are interjections by a speaker’s opponents.  They are allowed in 
the ‘middle part’ of speeches.  For example, in an eight-minute speech with points of 
information, a bell is rung at one minute and at seven minutes – between these bells, 
points of information may be offered.  (Of course, there would also be a double bell at 
eight minutes, to signal the end of the allocated speaking time.)  

Debaters offer points of information by standing in their place and saying, “Point of 
information”.  The speaker may then either accept or decline the point.  If the speaker 
accepts, the offeror asks a question or makes a statement relating to the speaker’s 
argument; if the speaker declines, the offeror simply sits down.  

Offering points of information  

How many points should you offer?  

As a general rule, each speaker of a team should offer two, three or four points of 
information to each speaker of the opposition.  You should keep a tally of the number 
of points that you have offered during each speech in order to keep track of this.  
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The minimum requirement (two points) is a strict one – if you offer one point, or don’t 
offer any points, an adjudicator will be entitled to deduct marks.  You must offer at 
least two points of information, therefore.  This is one reason that many debaters time 
every speech in the debate – by timing their opponents’ speeches, they know how 
much time remains to offer points of information.  Many debaters who do not offer at 
least two points of information see this as a sign of “not having anything to say”.  
Usually, this is far from the truth – every debater has something to say!  Instead, it is 
usually the result of not having the confidence to stand up and have a say.  This can be 
overcome with a little experience and a determination to show the flaws in your 
opponents’ arguments.  

The maximum requirement (four points) is not strict.  You may offer more than four 
points without necessarily having marks deducted.  In this case, the overall context is 
the key.  Specifically, it is important not to use points of information to ‘badger’ your 
opponents.  For example, if your team-mates have offered two points of information 
each, there would hardly be a problem with you offering six points.  However, if 
everybody on your team offers six points, this may be viewed as badgering. 
   
This does not necessarily mean that there is a team maximum for the number of points 
to be offered – whether or not you are ‘badgering’ depends on the context of the 
debate.  If you offer many points politely to a confident speaker, you are less likely to 
be penalised for ‘badgering’.  If your team offers the same number of points in a loud 
and aggressive manner to a timid and struggling speaker, you are more likely to be 
penalised.  This does not mean that you should ‘go easy’ on weak speakers: each 
member of your team is still rightly entitled to offer four points of information.  
However, it does mean that context is important in determining if you should offer any 
more than four.  

When should you offer points of information?  

The general answer to this question is simple: when you have something to say!  Even 
by standing and offering a point, you are showing disagreement with what the speaker 
is saying.  This is important: there are few things more complimentary to a speaker 
than for his or her opposition to sit mute for a significant period of time.  It is vital, 
therefore, to offer points throughout your opponents’ rebuttal and substantive 
arguments.  

That said, you should never give points with the intention of being rejected.  Some 
debaters do this by offering points at times when they are unlikely to be accepted (for 
example, just after the one minute bell, or just before the seven minute bell), or by 
offering in a particularly confident and aggressive manner.  It may be true that these 
techniques reduce your chance of being accepted, but they don’t eliminate it.  
Therefore, offering points throughout your opponents’ rebuttal and substantive 
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arguments means thinking hard to find flaws in your opponents’ rebuttal and 
substantive arguments, then offering points of information with those flaws in mind.  

There are a few times when you definitely should not offer points.  You should not 
offer points during a speaker’s set-up (for example, when a first affirmative is 
presenting the definition, theme and split, or when any speaker is presenting his or her 
outline).  This is because it is generally difficult to disagree with a set-up on its own, 
and if you do disagree (for example, because the opposition’s definition is 
unreasonable), your concern will usually be too detailed and important to be reduced 
to a single point.  You should not offer a point if you or a team-mate has just had a 
point rejected – it is unlikely that the speaker will accept your point, and this is the 
easiest way to give the impression of badgering.  

How should you offer points of information?  

The simplest way of offering points is the best – stand in your place and politely say, 
“point of information”.  There is no need to be aggressive – you are unlikely to have 
your point accepted, or achieve anything, by rising in a flurry of noise while throwing 
your pen onto the desk!  Similarly, some debaters (particularly at intervarsity level) 
offer points by placing one hand on their head and outstretching the other towards the 
speaker.  There is no need to do this – for the uninitiated audience member, this is 
likely to cause confusion, distraction and, occasionally, no end of mirth!  

Some debaters offer points by saying something other than “point of information”.  
For example, some speakers say, “point of contradiction”, “point of misrepresentation” 
or “point of factual inaccuracy”.  This approach is unsporting and wrong – by saying 
this, you have effectively had your point of information.  It is the speaker’s right to 
accept or decline a point, not the offeror’s right to impose an idea on the debate.  
What’s more, it will hardly endear you to your audience and adjudicator, who will 
likely see you as short-cutting the rules of debate for an easy advantage.   

Occasionally, more than one member of your team may offer a point simultaneously.  
In that situation, it is best to quickly and quietly decide who should offer the point and 
leave only that person standing.  For example, one speaker may not have offered 
enough points, or may have a particularly strong point.  This avoids the confusion of 
the speaker saying, “Yes?”, and your team fumbling around as it decides who will 
speak!  
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How should you deliver a point when you are accepted?  

There are a number of important techniques for delivering a point of information.  

• Despite their name, there is no requirement for ‘points of information’ to be 
about giving information at all – you can mention facts, statistics, the logic of 
your opposition’s case, or anything else that is relevant.  

• The point should be relevant to what the speaker is saying at the time that the 
point is offered, or just prior to that.  Some debaters and coaches consider it 
good technique to ask a point relating to something much earlier in the 
speaker’s speech, with the aim of confusing the speaker’s timing and method.  
However, this approach risks confusing the debate unnecessarily and harming 
your credibility – it can give the impression that you haven’t been following!  

• Where possible, phrase your point as a question.  This demands a response 
from the speaker and it can help to clarify your point.  For example, suppose 
that a speaker is discussing the great benefits that the Internet can bring to the 
developing world.   
One point of information might be, “Approximately 80% of the world’s 
population has never used a telephone.”   
However, a more effective point would be, “You say that the Internet is 
bringing significant benefits to the people of the developing world.  How is this 
consistent with the fact that approximately 80% of the world’s population has 
never used a telephone?”.  

• Try not to ask ‘Dorothy Dixer’ questions – questions that allow the speaker to 
expound the virtues of your opposition’s case.  This usually occurs if your 
point is too general.  For example, asking, “How can your prove that 
assertion?” simply invites your opponent to explain exactly how he or she 
plans to prove that assertion!  

• Keep your points as short as possible.  A point of information can be as long as 
fifteen seconds before the chairperson or adjudicator will call the offeror to 
order.  However, it is far more effective to offer a simple and concise five-
second point than an intricate and rambling fifteen-second one.  If your point is 
particularly intricate or subtle, it may be best saved for rebuttal.  

• Delivering a point of information is not the start of a conversation.  You should 
deliver your point and sit down – don’t remain standing while the speaker 
answers, and don’t engage in any further exchange with the speaker.  

• Your point should attack your opposition’s case, not defend your own case.  In 
some circumstances (for example, extreme misrepresentation), you may find it 
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necessary to defend your case by emphatically clarifying your argument.  
However, this is a rare situation – on the whole, points are better used to attack.  

• Don’t offer points of clarification.  This is a wasted opportunity to attack, and 
any clarification provided will only really help your opposition.  

• Many debaters find it helpful to run over the opening words of their point 
during the time between offering the point and being accepted.  This can help 
to deliver the point in a concise and hard-hitting way.  

• Some ideas are too controversial and complex to be raised effectively in a 
point of information.  We have already considered the strategic advantage (in 
some circumstances) of arguing controversial cases.  We also noted that such 
cases need a clear and careful explanation.  Clearly, points of information – 
which must be short, and which give an immediate right of reply – are a very 
weak way of raising such an idea.  

• Be willing to refer back to a point of information later.  For example, in your 
rebuttal, you may find it effective to say something like, “Now, I asked the first 
speaker about this on a point of information, and she said [X].  However, even 
this doesn’t really explain things…”.  

• Use points of information to identify problems with your opposition’s case, not 
reasons that your opposition might lose.  For example, if your opposition has 
forgotten to rebut the main argument of your case, leave it that way – you can 
always remind the audience and adjudicator of this fact in a reply speech or at 
third negative (if you are negative, of course).  For example, it would be a 
massive strategic mistake to offer a point of information saying, “You haven’t 
rebutted our major argument, which is [X]”.  This simply ‘gives the game 
away’ – a wise opposition speaker will address the issue immediately, so that it 
is no longer a problem for your opposition!  

Responding to points of information  

How many points of information should you accept?  

Two.  It’s that simple!  Adjudicators will expect you to accept at least two points, and 
will be entitled to deduct marks if you don’t.  However, strategically, there is no 
reason to take any more than two points – this is simply giving your opposition 
additional opportunity to speak!  

http://www.learndebating.com


Points of Information 

www.learndebating.com

 

159

 
When should you accept points of information?  

The most important principle in accepting and dealing with points of information is 
that you, the speaker, are in control.  Your opposition is trying to interject in your 
speech, so they will do it on your terms.  Merely because your opposition is aggressive 
or frustrated does not mean that you have any greater responsibility to accept a point of 
information – you should accept a point of information if and when it suits you.  

As a general rule, you should aim to accept points of information when you are 
established and clear in what you are saying.  For example, the ‘middle’ or ‘end’ of an 
argument is often an excellent time to accept a point, because you have explained what 
the argument is about.  The ‘set-up’ of an argument, or of your speech as a whole, is 
generally a very poor time to accept a point of information – you should clarify the 
foundations of your case or argument before allowing your opposition to confuse 
matters.  Similarly, you should not accept points of information during rebuttal.  
Rebuttal should be about attacking your opposition’s case – accepting points of 
information can make your rebuttal seem confusing and defensive.  Finally, on the 
small chance that you might be making a weak argument – don’t accept a point!  
Hopefully, you should never find yourself in this position, but if you do, you will only 
compound your problems by giving your opposition a say.  

How should you decline a point of information?  

As with offering points, the simplest approach is the best.  

Always be polite in declining a point of information – just say, “No thank you”.  There 
is no need to be abrupt (“No!”) or rude (“No – this is your fault!”).  It is generally not a 
good idea to decline a point simply by gesturing at the offeror – this can seem 
discourteous, and he or she may not understand the gesture anyway!  

Do not waste time declining points of information.  For example, if you say, “No thank 
you, please sit down” or “No thank you, you’ve had your turn” every time you decline 
a point, you will quickly lose momentum and time in delivering your speech.  The 
simplest approach is the best!  

How should you accept a point of information and respond?  

So you’ve decided to accept the point of information that you’ve just been offered.  
What should you do next?  First, you should finish your sentence!  This is 
unquestionably one of the most underrated debating techniques – it seems trite and 
simple, but is very important.  Debaters who ‘drop everything’ to answer a point give 
the impression of being flustered and of allowing their opponents to dictate terms.  By 
finishing your sentence, you maintain control of your speech – and give the impression 
that you are doing so! 
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You can accept a point simply by turning to the offeror and saying, “Yes?”, or 
something to this effect.  It is generally considered rude and inappropriate to put 
pressure on the offeror, for example by saying, “And what do you think of [one of the 
finer points of the example being presented]?”.  Similarly, it is not acceptable to ask 
the offeror what the point is about before deciding to accept or decline.  

If more than one member of your opposition has offered a point simultaneously, you 
should never choose which opponent you will accept.  This gives the impression 
(whether accurate or not) that you are deliberately picking what you think will be the 
weakest point offered.  

It is important to listen carefully to what the offeror has to say.  Many debaters view 
responding to points of information as a kind of ‘time out’ – they take the opportunity 
to check where they are up to in their palm cards, or to see how much longer they have 
to spend on a given argument.  Other debaters interrupt the point before it is complete, 
saying something like, “Yes, yes, I understand, but the problem is…”.  If this does 
occur, the offeror is obliged to sit down – after all, the speaker on the floor has the 
right to control the speech.  However, unless the offeror is waffling badly, interrupting 
seems very weak.  Rather than appearing as though you know what your opponent is 
saying, you give the impression that you don’t want to know!  

Occasionally, you will not have understood the offeror’s point.  For example, the 
offeror may have explained things in a particularly oblique way or, at an international 
competition, you may have trouble understanding the offeror’s accent.  In that case, it 
is entirely acceptable to politely ask the offeror to repeat the point.  Alternatively, if 
repeating the point is unlikely to help, you may respond with something like, “I 
understand you to be saying [X].  In that case, my response is [Y].”  

Usually, however, this will not occur – the offeror will deliver a perfectly good point 
of information that demands a good response.  It is important to answer the point that 
was delivered.  Many debaters respond to points of information by answering a point 
similar to that which was delivered, or simply by restating their initial argument.  
Although this is better than simply ignoring the point, it is far inferior to listening 
carefully and actually responding to the point that was delivered.  Although it is 
important to give a good answer, this need not be a long answer.  On the contrary, it is 
important not to get carried away when answering a point – you should aim to give an 
effective but concise answer that allows you to return to your prepared material.  

When you do return to your prepared material, it is important to finish whatever you 
were up to.  For example, you may have said something like, “This is true for two 
reasons”, but only presented one reason when you accepted the point.  It is important 
to return to where you were, and to make this clear.  For example, you might continue, 
“I said there were two reasons – the second reason is…”. 
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Sometimes, your opposition will deliver a point of information that relates to an 
argument that you have already presented, or an argument that you or a subsequent 
speaker will present.  Rather than waste time arguing the point twice, the strategic 
approach is to refer to the other argument, then briefly answer the point.  For example, 
you could say, “My second speaker will be dealing with that in depth.  Essentially, he 
will show you that [X]…”.  This is much better than simply saying, “Um…my second 
speaker will deal with that” – this gives the impression that you are ‘running scared’ 
from answering the point!  

Finally, you will occasionally receive points that you simply can’t answer.  Usually, 
this is because the point relates to a very specific example, beyond your general 
knowledge.  For example, an opponent may ask, “How does this relate to the Dabhol 
Power Corporation and its activities in the Indian state of Maharashtra?”.  Obviously, 
the best response is to explain exactly how your point relates (or doesn’t relate) to that 
example.  However, if you cannot answer the point, the best response is to put the onus 
back on your opponents, by saying something like, “I don’t see how the Dabhol Power 
Corporation has any direct relevance.  If our opposition would like to explain what 
elements of that example are so important for us, we will be happy to answer them 
later.” 
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reply  
speeches  

What are reply speeches?  

Reply speeches are speeches that follow the third speeches.  They are significantly 
shorter than the substantive speeches – usually, the substantive speeches are eight 
minutes long, whereas the reply speeches are only four minutes long, with a warning 
bell at three minutes.  Reply speeches are given by either the first or second speaker on 
each team.  

Reply speeches occur in reverse order – the negative reply before the affirmative.  The 
negative team therefore has two consecutive speeches: the third negative speech, 
followed by the negative reply speech.  

Reply speeches are not ‘more of the same’ – they are not merely a continuation of the 
third speeches.  The aim of reply speeches is to give each team a brief opportunity to 
consolidate its ideas and review the debate, in order to present the debate in the most 
favourable light for each side.  

The aim of a good reply speech  

By now, you will have realised that some parts of debating can be very inflexible, even 
painfully technical.  Reply speeches are quite the opposite.  Being a good reply 
speaker is therefore largely about understanding the aim and the role of an effective 
reply speech, rather than learning numerous rules.  

The reply speeches should be different from the other six speeches in the debate.  By 
the time the reply speeches arrive, the debate is essentially concluded.  The goal of the 
reply speech, therefore, is not so much to win the argument as it is to step back and 
explain how your team won the debate.  Of course, saying, “We have won this debate 
because…” is hardly likely to endear you to either your audience or your adjudicator!  
However, this is the essential idea that drives effective reply speaking.  

In many respects, you should view a reply speech as a post-match interview after a 
football game that your team has won.  You can emphasise the reasons that your team 
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won, and your can constructively criticise your opponents’ approach, explaining why 
they lost.  However, you cannot tackle an opposition player who merely happens to be 
walking past at the time!  

The distinction between tackling an opposition player (rebutting an opposition 
argument, in our case) and criticising your opponents’ approach can seem minor.  
However, it is nonetheless important, and can be reinforced by using two techniques: 
1. Use a tone that is less confrontational, and more analytical.  That is, worry less 

about why your side of the topic is true and more about why your side won the 
debate. 

2. Use the past tense wherever possible.  For example, instead of “We say [X]”, try 
“We showed you that [X]”.  

You can show why your side won the debate by critically ‘adjudicating’ their case as 
you recount it.  For example, suppose that your opposition has argued that “[X] is true” 
(whatever that may mean!).  If you were to rebut this in a substantive speech, you 
would aim to (i) criticise the way the argument was presented, and (ii) use this to show 
how “[X] is false”.  In a reply speech, you would find it more effective to focus merely 
on the criticism – to say (for example), “Our opposition asserted that [X] is true.  
However, they made no effort to substantiate this assertion.  In fact, their third speaker 
largely conceded the point when she claimed [Y].”  

The structure of a reply speech  

There is no set structure for a reply speech.  As a reply speaker, you really can 
structure your speech in whatever way you choose.  Of course, this does not mean that 
every structure is equally good – your structure will be marked on its effectiveness, so 
an issue-by-issue analysis will always outdo a random collection of ideas!  Most reply 
speakers, however, like to have a structure to work with, so we examine the two most 
common approaches here.  

Regardless of the structure you choose, the best way to start a reply speech is generally 
to identify the issue of debate.  A reply speech is designed to be a simple and brief 
overview of the entire debate, so there is no need to make this complicated or subtle.  
Usually, the issue that you decided in preparation will have been – at least in the 
broadest terms – the issue of the debate.  It may not be exciting, but it is generally a 
safe way to start a reply!  

The simplest approach is to spend approximately half of your reply speech discussing 
your opposition’s case, and approximately half discussing your own.  Of course, this 
does not mean giving an even-handed appraisal of the cases – naturally, you will 
analytically criticise your opposition’s case as you summarise it, and emphasise the 
strengths of your own case.  Ideally, when you summarise your case, you will show 
how it answered the questions or problems posed by your opponents. 
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Another approach is to recount the debate as it occurred – essentially, give a ‘blow by 
blow’ summary.  This approach is not often used, because it can be confusing.  
However, it can be very effective in a debate where your opposition’s case has 
changed throughout the debate, or where the issues have substantially evolved.  For 
example, this approach might be the best way to explain how your opposition’s case 
changed in response to your rebuttal, how this was inconsistent with your opposition’s 
earlier arguments, and why you therefore won the main issues of contention.  

A more sophisticated approach (although not necessarily more effective) is to show 
how the cases clashed on an issue-by-issue basis.  This is done by spending the first 
three minutes of your reply speech comparing and contrasting the cases, and the last 
minute on a summary of your own case and a conclusion.   

Of course, we still need to know just what ‘compare and contrast’ means.  Under this 
structure, it means identifying a few main issues in the debate.  As the reply speaker, 
you can then move through those issues.  Within each issue, you can set out your 
opposition’s argument(s), and provide some kind of response – either by a ‘critical 
adjudication’, or by showing how your team answered that argument.  At the end of 
each issue, you can briefly highlight any further arguments that your team made on the 
point.  

Having taken the trouble to divide the debate into issues, it is worthwhile outlining 
those issues before presenting them, and summarising them afterwards.  Having 
summarised the issues of debate, you can then summarise your own team’s approach 
before presenting a ‘punchy’ conclusion.  

Choosing the issues  

Choosing the issues or areas upon which to base your reply speech is very similar to 
the process of choosing the issues or areas for a third speech.  Inevitably, there will be 
many issues in the debate.  It is not enough merely to choose some of the more 
important of these – you will miss important ideas.  Instead, you need to group the 
issues and arguments of the debate into larger and more abstract areas, just as a good 
third speaker will group arguments and sub-issues into his or her targets for rebuttal.  

Both the third speaker and you as reply speaker will therefore be undertaking a similar 
task in choosing issues for your structure.  However, ideally, you should not choose 
the same issues – if you do, the reply speech may seem like merely a rehashing of the 
third speech, which is clearly not its aim.  Besides, the reply speech is an additional 
four minutes of material for your team – if you can use it to look at the debate from a 
somewhat different perspective, you will likely have covered the issue in a more 
comprehensive way.  This does not mean that the third speaker and the reply speaker 
should discuss different content (although obviously the reply speech is shorter and 
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presented somewhat differently).  Rather, it means that the third speaker and the reply 
speaker should ideally choose different groupings to examine the same content.    

It is important to remember that a reply speech is your last chance to convince an 
adjudicator that you deserve to win the debate.  For that reason, as with rebuttal 
generally, you should not necessarily focus on your team’s strongest arguments, or on 
those aspects of the debate about which you feel confident.  Rather, you should 
concentrate first on those significant aspects of the debate about which you do not feel 
confident – these will be the most likely reasons for you to lose, so you should pay 
special attention to showing how you prevailed on these issues.  

Finally, look for specific reasons that your opposition may have lost the debate.  For 
example, your opposition may have established criteria that it has failed to meet, or 
promised to support a model that has not been mentioned since the first speaker.  
Similarly, your opposition may have forgotten to rebut one of your arguments – you 
should keep track of this, because it can be a significant point in your favour.    

As we noted earlier, it is not endearing to say, “Our opposition has lost because…”.  
However, short of actually using those words, you should highlight any specific 
problems that your opposition’s approach may have suffered.  As experienced debaters 
know, nothing sways an adjudicator like a broken promise – if your opposition has 
promised something but not delivered, you should remind your audience and 
adjudicator of that in the clearest terms!  

The interaction between reply speeches and third speeches  

We noted earlier that points of information and reply speeches do not substantially 
change the characteristics of good debating technique.  They do, however, have some 
impact on the ideal structure.  Specifically, the presence of reply speeches has an 
impact on the optimal structure for a third speech.  

Without reply speeches, the third speaker is the final speaker of a team.  It is therefore 
a third speaker’s responsibility to provide quite a detailed summary of the team case.  
Specifically, the third speaker would be expected to summarise the theme and perhaps 
the basic case approach, as well as summarising each speaker’s individual arguments.  

However, when reply speeches are used, they are the final speeches of each team.  
Therefore, the bulk of the summary (namely, the summary of the individual 
arguments) should pass to the reply speaker.  The third speaker needs only to 
summarise very briefly the theme and case approach, and perhaps mention the team 
split (that is, the labels for the first and second speakers’ speeches).  More detailed 
summary of arguments can strategically be left to the reply speaker.  
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Manner and reply speeches  

We learned in Part Three that manner must be appropriate to its context.  It is worth 
emphasising the context of a reply speech: a reply speech should be analytical (rather 
than confrontational) and it should be different from the third speech.  This, therefore, 
should govern the manner of your reply speech.  Ideally, you should speak in a calm 
and analytical manner – without speaking too loudly or quickly.  Of course, this does 
not mean lulling your audience to sleep!  Above all, it means you avoid the trap of 
becoming flustered.  A reply speaker often needs to cover a relatively large number of 
points in a relatively short period of time.  The best way to do this is to maintain a 
calm and controlled demeanour.  Becoming flustered may be easy, but it is not helpful!  

Finally, if possible, you should try to provide a contrast to your third speaker’s 
manner.  This is less important, but it can still help: just as variation in the 
identification of issues is welcome, so too is variation in manner.    

http://www.learndebating.com

