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These debate topics are designed for teenagers. They assume a basic knowledge of English grammar and vocabulary so are best suited for intermediate or advanced ESL students, or for native English speakers. 

The main purpose of these lessons is to get students talking about a certain debate topic and can be used for classes of 30 minutes to two hours. There are more than 30 different debating topics and each lesson includes the following:


−  an icebreaker question

−  the big question (debate topic)

−  3 common positions that people might take on the topic

−  vocabulary words with definitions

−  9 discussion questions 


You may also be interested in these other resources. You can easily find them wherever you like to buy books. They're also by Jackie Bolen.


−  Great Debates for ESL/EFL

−  Great Debates for Kids

−  Philosophy Dialogues in Intermediate-Advanced English.
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Icebreaker

What kinds of products are tested on animals?  

The Big Question

Should animal testing be illegal? 

Position 1

Animal testing should be illegal because it's immoral and cruel. Animals live short, terrible lives in small cages and undergo tests that cause pain and suffering. With advances in technology, animal testing isn't necessary these days. Companies can also use materials they already know are safe in their products, especially for cosmetics. 

Position 2

Animal testing shouldn't be illegal because it's necessary for testing things like cosmetics and medicines. Humans are more important than animals like mice, and using them for testing can help us find treatments for things like cancer and other medical conditions. 

Position 3

Animals should be used for testing new medications that can save lives. However, they shouldn't be used for less important things like cosmetics. 

Vocabulary 

immoral: Not ethical or moral. 

cruel: Mean. 

pain and suffering: Physical discomfort and emotional distress. 

cosmetics: Make-up, hair and skin care products, etc.

Let's Talk

	Which position do you support? Why?

	Is there another position that you partly agree with? 

	Are some animals more important than others (gorillas vs. mice, for example)? 

	Scientists have just come up with a new treatment that they think will cure cancer, but they need to test it on animals. Do you think they should do that? 

	A company has come up with a new treatment that helps people who are losing their hair due to aging, but they need to test it on animals to ensure that it's safe for humans. Should they do that? 

	Should medications and cosmetics be tested on people instead of animals?

	Will technology one day eliminate the need for animal testing? 

	Should hurting an animal be a crime? 

	Should governments have laws against animal testing, or is it up to the companies to decide if they want to do it? 
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Icebreaker

Did you have to wear a school uniform when you were growing up? If yes, did you like it? If no, did you wish that you had one? 

The Big Question

Should schools require students to wear uniforms? 

Position 1

Yes, schools should have uniforms. They ensure equality amongst students and prevent things like bullying and theft. It's easier for students because they don't have to think about what to wear to school each day and can focus on more important things.  

Position 2

No, schools shouldn't have uniforms. Students should have the freedom to be themselves and express their personalities. Uniforms can also reinforce gender stereotypes (pants for boys, skirts for girls) and can be harmful to gender non-conforming students. They can also be expensive for low-income families. 

Position 3

Schools shouldn't have uniforms, but there should be dress codes to ensure that everyone looks presentable and ready to learn, for example, no ripped jeans, no tank tops, etc. 

Vocabulary 

equality: Equal in rights, status, opportunities, etc. 

gender stereotypes: Generalized views of men and women. For example, women should wear skirts and men should wear pants and dress shirts with ties. 

gender non-conforming: Describes a person who doesn't fit with the usual gender stereotypes, especially with regard to appearance. For example, a woman who doesn't want to wear a skirt or dress but prefers pants. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? Why?

	Is there another position that you agree with a little bit? 

	If schools have uniforms, what should be done about low-income families who may not be able to afford them? 

	If a school has uniforms, boys should be able to wear skirts, and girls should be able to wear pants if they choose. Do you agree? 

	Are there other pros or cons to school uniforms that haven't been mentioned yet?

	Bullying will happen regardless of school uniforms. Do you agree? 

	School uniforms are helpful for low-income students who may not be able to afford designer clothing. Do you agree? 

	Why do you think children might dislike school uniforms? 

	Do school uniforms help prepare students for work life?


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Art and Music

[image: ]


​Icebreaker

Do you enjoy art and music classes at school?

The Big Question

Should students spend time studying art and music at school?
Position 1

Yes, all students should be required to study art and music. They are important for our society and culture. 

Position 2

No, students shouldn't study things like art and music. Time is better spent studying math and science.

Position 3

Students should be able to choose some subjects that they want to study, besides the basic ones like math, science, history, etc. They should be able to choose from subjects like art, music, cooking, woodworking, graphic design, second languages, etc.
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Vocabulary 

subjects: English, art, and history are examples. 

society: People living together in a community. 

culture: A way of life shared by a group of people. 

graphic design: Combining text and pictures. 

woodworking: Making things with wood. 

Let's Talk 

	Which position do you agree with?

	Is there another position that you partly agree with? 

	How much time do you spend studying "fun" things like art and music?

	Have you learned to play a musical instrument at school? 

	What's your favourite subject at school? What's your least favourite? 

	Knowing math and science well will help me get a good job later in life. Do you agree with this? 

	Do you have any "options" at your school? This means classes that you're able to choose. 

	Most artists and musicians don't make a lot of money. Do you think they should be supported by the government? 

	Would you be interested in studying woodworking or graphic design? 
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Icebreaker

Have you ever cheated on a test? Be honest :) Most people have! 

The Big Question

Is cheating acceptable in order to be successful in school and life? 

Position 1

Yes, I think that cheating is okay, and it's actually necessary in order to be successful in life. It's a “victimless crime” and doesn't hurt anyone. In the Internet age, information is everywhere, and you shouldn't have to memorize facts for a test or spend time writing a paper about something if you can just look it up later. 

Position 2

No, cheating is wrong in all forms and should be punished harshly. You aren't learning what you should be learning in school if you cheat—you're just getting a passing grade on a test or in a class. You can also get in big trouble if you get caught, particularly in university where you might be expelled. 
Position 3

Cheating harms mostly the person who cheats. People should be punished if they get caught, but not too harshly.

Vocabulary 

victimless crime: Breaking the law in some way but where nobody gets harmed. 

harshly: Strongly. 

a passing grade: Usually above 50% on an assignment, exam, or course. The requirement might be higher in some cases (60%, for example).

punish: Inflict a penalty on someone. 

a paper: In high school or college, it usually refers to an academic essay. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? Why?

	Is there another position that you partly agree with?

	Name a few different situations in which people might cheat. 

	Should people who cheat in college be expelled (kicked out)? 

	Everyone cheats. Does this make it okay?

	How would you feel if you knew that a classmate cheated on a test, got an A+, but didn't get caught? 

	How can teachers or professors prevent cheating? 

	How do you feel about people who cheat on their taxes?

	If you had a chance to cheat on taxes to save $5000 USD, would you do it? 
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Icebreaker

Have you seen the famous video of Neil Armstrong walking on the moon? Who is Neil Armstrong? 

The Big Question

Should countries spend money to explore space? 
Position 1

Yes, space exploration is important. Knowing more about our universe can help us solve problems here on Earth. And, we might find another planet that we can eventually live on. 

Position 2

Space exploration is a waste of money. My country should spend money on helping poor people and improving the educational and health care systems. 

Position 3

Countries should spend a small amount of their budget on space exploration. Instead of each country doing this themselves, they should work together with other countries as a cheaper option. 
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Vocabulary 

universe: Everything that exists: planets, galaxies, dark matter, etc. 

planet: Examples are Mercury, Venus, and Earth. 

educational system: Schools. 

health care system: Hospitals, doctors, nurses, clinics, etc. 

budget: The total amount of money that can be spent. 

space tourism: People traveling to space, just for fun. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with?

	Is there another position that you partly agree with? 

	Do you know the names of all the planets in our solar system? 

	What do you think about "space tourism?"

	What motivates people to explore space? 

	Why do some people like exploring new places, while others prefer to stay home and do regular things like watch TV?

	Are there still unexplored places on Earth? For example, the deepest parts of the ocean. 

	Do you think that humans will one day live on another planet? 

	Do you think that aliens are real? If yes, are they friendly or dangerous?
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Icebreaker

Do you remember Covid? Did you have to do school online? 

The Big Question

Should children be able to study online, instead of going to school? 
Position 1

Yes, studying online is a good option for students. Students have more flexibility, they don't have to get up early, and they're more free to study what they want. 

Position 2

Online learning isn't good for children. An important part of going to school is learning how to get along with others and this doesn't happen online. 

Position 3

Studying online is a good option for some students. For example, those who live very far from a school, those who are training for the Olympics, or someone who is an actor or actress. 
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Vocabulary 

flexibility: Ability to be easily changed. 

get along with: Have a friendly relationship with. 

training: Learning a certain skill.

actor (male) / actress (female): Someone who acts in a movie, TV show, play, etc. 

Let's Talk 

	Which position do you agree with?

	Is there another position that you partly agree with? 

	Do you have any experience with learning something online? How did it go? 

	List all of the advantages of studying online. List all of the disadvantages. 

	Do you think that online teaching is difficult for teachers? Why or why not?

	Do you think robots will ever replace teachers? 

	Should schools provide computers and internet access for all students at home, if they don't have them? 

	What are some reasons why a student might want to study online, instead of in-person?

	If you had a choice for the next school year, would you study online, or at school? 
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Icebreaker

How old were you when you had your first job? What was that experience like? 

The Big Question

Do you think that child labour in all forms is wrong? 

Position 1

Children shouldn't be allowed to work in any form until they're 18 years old. They should be required to attend school and focus on their education instead of earning money. Companies often exploit child and teen workers.

Position 2

No, in some cases, it's fine. Young children can do something like a paper route after school. Or, teenagers can get a job when they're in high school to earn a bit of spending money. They can be valuable members of the labour force for low-skilled jobs. It is wrong if children and teens drop out of school or their grades suffer in order to work. 

Position 3

Sometimes children have to work in order to support their families. If the choice is between earning money and eating, or having no food, then the child should work. Ideally, parents would support their children, but this isn't always the case in some countries around the world. 

Vocabulary 

exploit: Take advantage of. 

labour force: All the people who are able to work. 

low-skilled jobs: A job that doesn't require specific education or experience (anyone can do it). 

drop out of: Quit something. 

spending money: Pocket money, usually spent on snacks or unimportant things. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? Why

	Is there another position that you partly agree with? 

	Does child labour exist in your country? What is the earliest age someone can legally work?

	Do you think a lot of child labour happens in family-owned businesses?

	What should happen to companies that use child labour?

	Would you buy cheap clothes or electronics produced by child labour? Or, would you rather pay more for things that are produced by adults?

	Should teenagers be paid less than adults for doing the same job?

	Would there be enough people to do the low-skilled jobs in your country if teenagers weren't allowed to work? 

	Do part-time jobs for teens provide them with some valuable experience in the “real world?” 
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