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These debate topics are designed for middle school/junior high school students. 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 30 different topics and each lesson includes the following:


−  an icebreaker question

−  the big question

−  3 common positions that people might take on the topic

−  vocabulary words with simple definitions

−  discussion questions 

−  a writing prompt


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
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​Mental Health Days
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Icebreaker 

Have you ever felt so stressed or overwhelmed that you didn't want to go to school? What did you do?

The Big Question 

Should students be allowed to take mental health days off school?

Position 1 

Yes, mental health is just as important as physical health. Forcing an emotionally exhausted student to attend school is counterproductive. 

Position 2 

No, students already have weekends and holidays to rest and recharge. Students should just skip school when they feel like it.

Position 3 

Mental health days are a good idea, but need to be managed carefully. Schools should allow a limited number per year, with parental permission.

Vocabulary 

counterproductive: Having the opposite effect to what was intended. precedent: An earlier decision used as an example for future situations. recharge: To rest and recover your energy after a period of exhaustion. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Have you ever taken a day off because you felt overwhelmed? 

	Do schools do enough to support students' mental health? 

	Is there a difference between genuine burnout and just not wanting to go to school? 

	Should students have to explain why they're taking a day off? 

	Do you think student stress is greater today than previously?

	What healthy strategies can help manage stress?

	Do teachers experience the same kind of stress as students? 

	What would you change about how your school handles mental health? 


Writing Prompt Write a proposal to your school principal arguing for or against mental health days. Include specific reasons.
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Icebreaker 

Have you ever taken a standardized test? What test was it?

The Big Question 

Should standardized testing be abolished?

Position 1 

Yes, a single test cannot measure a student's true intelligence or potential. Standardized tests are stressful and expensive.

Position 2 

No, tests provide an objective way to measure student progress and hold schools accountable.

Position 3 

Standardized tests don't need to be abolished, but they need reform. They should be one of many tools used to assess students, rather than the primary measure of ability or success.

Vocabulary 

abolished: Formally put an end to something permanently. 

objective: Based on facts rather than personal feelings or opinions. accountable: Required to take responsibility for your actions and results. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Can a single test accurately measure how smart a person is? 

	Have you ever done poorly on a test despite knowing the material well? 

	Are standardized tests fair to students from different backgrounds? 

	Should teacher performance be judged on their students' test scores? 

	What alternative methods could be used to assess student progress? 

	Would you do well if assessed through projects and presentations? 

	Do you think some subjects are harder to test than others? 

	How do you personally handle test pressure and anxiety? 


Writing Prompt Design an alternative assessment system for your school. What would it look like, how would it work, and why would it be fairer than standardized testing?
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Icebreaker 

Do you have a curfew? If yes, do you think it is fair?

The Big Question 

Should teenagers have a curfew?

Position 1 

Yes, teenagers need a curfew. Young people are more vulnerable at night and a curfew keeps them safe.

Position 2 

No, curfews are unnecessary and disrespectful. Teenagers who are trusted to make good decisions will do so without being given a strict time to be home. 

Position 3 

Curfews make sense for younger teenagers, but should become more flexible as teens get older and prove themselves trustworthy. A curfew should be a guideline, not a strict rule.

Vocabulary vulnerable: At risk of being harmed or taken advantage of. responsibility: The duty to behave in a trustworthy and reliable way. 

trustworthy: Reliable and able to be depended on to do the right thing.

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Do you think curfews are more about safety or control? 

	At what age do you think a curfew is no longer necessary? 

	Should curfews be different on school nights versus weekends? 

	What should happen if a teenager breaks their curfew? 

	Do you think boys and girls are given the same curfew rules? 

	Should teenagers have input in setting their own curfew time? 

	Do you think where you live affects how necessary a curfew is? 

	How much freedom do you think teenagers should have compared to adults? 


Writing Prompt Write a persuasive letter to your parents arguing for a later curfew. Include specific reasons and suggest a compromise that addresses their concerns while giving you more freedom.
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Icebreaker 

Do you follow the news or care about politics? 

The Big Question 

Should the voting age be lowered to 16?

Position 1 

Yes, 16-year-olds are mature enough to vote. They pay taxes, drive, and are affected by government decisions. 

Position 2 

No, 16-year-olds lack the life experience and maturity to make informed political decisions.

Position 3 

The voting age should stay at 18 for national elections, but 16-year-olds should be encouraged to engage in politics in other ways, such as local elections, school councils, and community decision-making.

Vocabulary 

maturity: The quality of behaving in a sensible and responsible way. 

informed: Having enough knowledge to make a good decision. 

contribute: To give something valuable to a group or society. 

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Do you think 16-year-olds are mature enough to vote? 

	Should the voting age be the same in every country? 

	Do you think young people care enough about politics to vote? 

	Are there other rights that should come with turning 16 or 18? 

	Do politicians pay enough attention to the concerns of young people? 

	Would lowering the voting age change election results? 

	What issues would you vote on if you could? 

	How can young people influence politics without being able to vote? 


Writing Prompt Write an opinion piece arguing for or against lowering the voting age to 16. Use specific examples and evidence to support your position.
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Icebreaker 

Do you plan to go to college or university? 

The Big Question 

Should college education be free for everyone?

Position 1 

Yes, college should be free. Education is a basic right, not a privilege. When talented students can't afford college, society loses out.

Position 2 

No, college should not be free. Someone has to pay for it, and that means higher taxes for everyone. 

Position 3 

College doesn't need to be completely free, but it should be much more affordable. Governments should invest more in scholarships and student loans to make sure that cost is never a barrier to education.

Vocabulary 

privilege: A special advantage not available to everyone. 

scholarships: Money awarded to students to help pay for their education. barrier: Something that prevents people from achieving a goal.

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Should where you are born determine your access to education? 

	Should some degrees be free while others are not?

	Do you think free college would encourage more people to study hard?

	Is a college degree necessary to be successful in life? 

	What are some alternatives to college that can lead to a good career? 

	Do you think college education is valued the same way in all countries? 

	Should students who fail their courses have to repay their free education? 

	How would free college change your own plans for the future? 


Writing Prompt Write an opinion piece arguing for or against free college education. Consider the costs, benefits, and who should be responsible for funding it.
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Icebreaker 

Do you know anyone with a tattoo? Do you think you would ever get one?

The Big Question 

Should teenagers be allowed to get tattoos?

Position 1 

Yes, teenagers should be allowed to get tattoos with parental permission. A tattoo is a form of self-expression.

Position 2 

No, teenagers are too young to make a permanent decision like getting a tattoo. What seems like a great idea at 16 may be deeply regretted at 30. 

Position 3 

Teenagers should not be allowed to get tattoos, but the rules should become more flexible as they approach adulthood. At 16 or 17 with parental consent, a small and meaningful tattoo could be acceptable.

Vocabulary 

self-expression: Showing your personality through creative choices. 

permanent: Lasting forever and unable to be easily changed. 

consequences: The results or effects of a decision or action. 

consent: Permission given by someone in authority.

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Do you think tattoos affect how people are treated in society? 

	Should employers discriminate against people with visible tattoos? 

	Do you think attitudes toward tattoos have changed over time? 

	Is there a difference between a small tattoo and a large visible one? 

	Do you think people who get tattoos young usually regret them later? 

	Are there some tattoos that people shouldn't be allowed to get?

	What do you think about face tattoos?

	Would you ever get a tattoo to honor someone?


Writing Prompt If you could get a tattoo, what would it be and why? Alternatively, write about why you would never get one.
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Icebreaker 

Have you ever had an energy drink? How did it make you feel?

The Big Question 

Should energy drinks be banned for teenagers?

Position 1 

Yes, energy drinks should be banned for teenagers. They contain dangerously high levels of caffeine and sugar that can cause problems. 

Position 2 

No, banning energy drinks is an overreaction. Teenagers are capable of making their own choices, and plenty of other drinks contain caffeine too. 

Position 3 

Energy drinks shouldn't be banned, but they should be more strictly regulated. Age limits, clearer warning labels, and restrictions on advertising to young people would be a more balanced approach.

Vocabulary 

consumption: The act of eating or drinking something.

regulated: Controlled by rules and laws to ensure safety. 

restrictions: Rules that limit what people are allowed to do.

Let's Talk

	Which position do you agree with? 

	Is there another position you partly agree with? 

	Do you think teenagers are aware of the health risks of energy drinks? 

	Should energy drink companies advertise to young people? 

	Is there a difference between drinking coffee and an energy drink? 

	Does peer pressure play a role in teenagers consuming energy drinks? 

	Should energy drinks be banned in schools?

	Who is more responsible for teenagers' health — parents, schools, or the government? 

	Do you think sports stars should promote energy drinks? 

	What other products do you think should have stricter age limits? 


Writing Prompt Write a letter to a energy drink company explaining why you think they should stop marketing their products to teenagers. 
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