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Abstract
Debate is becoming increasingly important within Japanese 
education. Events such as the All-Japan High School Debate 
Competition are becoming more prestigious and competitive 
each year. This article deals with the use of numbers in debate 
and provides practical advice for coaching your debate team to 
win matches.

アブストラクト
ディベート(討論)は日本の教育でますます重要な課題になってきています。日
本全国高校ディベート大会などの全国的に開催されるイベントの人気や競争
性が年毎に高まっています。ここではディベートでの数字の効果的な使い方
や優勝するための指導方法が紹介されています。

  

  There are three types of debates. Fact debates like ʻGreen tea 
is good for you.ʼ Value debates such as ʻGreen tea is better than 
black teaʼ; or Policy  debates, for instance ʻThe Japanese 
government should ban black tea.ʼ The All-Japan High School 
Debate Tournament this year, as in all previous years, is a policy 
debate.

  Qualifying rounds are held by prefecture and these qualifying 
rounds, like the Saitama Prefecture competition the Inaho Cup, 
are highly competitive. How can we coach our teams to win 
matches? Any debate requires debaters to attack and defend 
points of view. To do this successfully requires evidence, which 
usually involves numbers. Studentʼs use of numbers is often 
ineffective which weakens both their ability  to attack or defend 
points of view. To address this problem this article attempts to 
show how students can improve both their use of numbers and 
their chances of winning debate matches.

  The problem with small numbers, particularly integers of less 
than 1, is that they lack impact. Even if a point of view is 
supported by evidence, unless it is also compelling, a judge may 
consider it important. Consider the claim: ʻIf we carry out their 
plan the crime rate will rise by 0.2%.ʼ Such a small number can 
seem unimportant. This statistic would have more impact if we 
were told how many crimes this represents, say 290 crimes in a 
small city. If it entailed an increase in crimes of a very serious 
nature then it would have impact a fortiori. The key to using small 
numbers is to make the case that even a small difference in what 
is being discussed is intolerable or particularly desirable.

  When using big numbers, impact is limited by the imagination of 
the judge. This problem is often exacerbated by cultural 
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differences. Yen amounts are an order of magnitude higher than 
the equivalent in a western currency. Consider the claim: 
ʻJapanʼs national debt is forty-four trillion yenʼ. Western judges 
may have little experience in discourse involving money  amounts 
in trillions or even billions. That ʻJapanʼs national debt amounts to 
over 3.6 million yen per personʼ is much easier to imagine. Policy 
debates often involve issues like national debt or tax revenue. 
Judges need debaterʼs help to appreciate what very large 
numbers represent either through example, as above, or 
analogy.

  Giving exact numbers can often be counterproductive. In some 
circumstances exact numbers are called for, particularly in the 
case of scientific data. However, Judges do not need to know 
that the population of Japan is 12,076,183. Rounding off 
numbers makes them easier for judges to hear, understand and 
record. Similarly judges do not need to know that 603,809 
Japanese people are engaged in agriculture. ʻOver six hundred 
thousandʼ is better; as is 5%. Debaters that use imaginative 
ways to present their numbers make it easier for judges to 
absorb the significance of their evidence.

  Our students are often good at mastering facts. They also tend 
to present them as they were discovered during research. 
Debaters should think about how facts can be presented 
persuasively. Consider the following claims: ʻ15% of foreign 
residents in Japan pay unemployment insurance.ʼ ʼ85% of 
foreign residents do not pay unemployment insurance.ʼ The 
same fact can be presented in two ways. Debaters should 
consider which best serves the point they are trying to make. 
Rhetoric is the art of using language to persuade. All facts, not 
just those relying on numbers, only  have value if they persuade 
the judge to choose your team. 

  There are some common barriers to understanding when using 
numbers in debate. Minimal pairs like 15% / 50% cause 
problems for debaters and judges alike. Similarly using too many 
numbers too close together is confusing for the listener. As 
mentioned above giving exact numbers can be a barrier to 
understanding. This can also be tactical. Rounding numbers off 
invites a request for clarification from the opposition. They must 
use their limited question time to do this, leaving them less time 
to challenge other elements of your teamʼs point of view. Unlike 
debaters judges do not have an opportunity to seek clarification; 
their potential misunderstandings need to be anticipated.

  Many debate teams choose to present numbers visually. In 
order to be successful visual aids must be large enough to be 
seen by  the judge. Clear enough to be understood quickly and 
unambiguous in how they support a point of view. Pie charts are 
good for percentages. The number of slices should be as small 
as possible and the most important slice should be immediately 
obvious. Vertical bar charts are the best way to show changes 
over time. To compare amounts use horizontal bar charts. Line 
charts illustrate trends efficiently. However, visual aids are not as 
powerful as an eloquent and reasoned argument.

  In debate matches like the Inaho cup  the goal is to win. It is the 
judge who decides the winner. Teams often lose sight of who 
their audience is—the judge.  Speeches are short and judges 
must listen, understand and record what is said. If a debater 
uses numbers in a way that is unclear or difficult to understand 
then their effort has been wasted. In the use of numbers, as in all 
aspects of an argument, debaters should think about how to help 
judges understand and choose their point of view.
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