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About the DEUS project

Dealing with Euroscepticism (DEUS) represents a pan-European effort to deepen young
people's understanding a appreciation of common European values, and help them spot
and dismantle misinformation about the EU, especially in the run-up to the 2024 European
Parliament election. Our goal is simple but ambitious - to work together to understand the
sources, mechanisms, and impacts of disinformation about the EU and to develop and
implement compelling debate methodology-based strategies to counter it. Through this
project, we hope to make a meaningful contribution to the health of our democracies and
discussion about the EU.

For more information, see: https://idebate.net/dealing-with-euroscepticism-deus~b2646/
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INTRODUCTION

While the nature of debate might seem synonymous with polarisation and conflict, it is
precisely this structured confrontation of opposing ideas that makes it well-suited to
challenge these detrimental societal trends. In the controlled environment of a formal,
academic debate, students are encouraged to rigorously analyze and articulate their
assigned positions and viewpoints. The necessity of constructing coherent arguments
demands an exploration of nuance, evidence, and logical reasoning. Through this
process, students develop a heightened awareness of the complexity inherent in many
issues, fostering a mindset that resists simplistic, polarised views. Moreover, the
structured nature of debate nurtures active listening, patience, and the ability to engage
respectfully with diverse opinions — all of which are essential components of
depolarisation.

This brief guide is meant to provide debate coaches, trainers and instructors with ideas
and activities that can further enhance debate's depolarising potential, equipping
students not only with the skills to navigate complex issues but also with the mindset to
actively challenge and counteract societal polarisation. The Guide is based on and
inspired by “Healthy Conflict and Constructive Dialogue Classroom: Educators’ Guide to
Depolarisation”, a set of exercises produced in the EU-funded project ‘Depolarisation
Activism for Resilient Europe’ (DARE).*

We invite you to approach the suggested exercises with an open mind, and we hope that
they will enrich, challenge, and entertain your students as well as build their critical
thinking and depolarisation skills in the process.

* The guide is available at: https://depolarisation.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/English-DARE-Educators-Guide.pdf
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This exercise, consisting of 3 parts, is designed to get us to re-examine our assumptions
about the meaning of certain concepts that often lie at the heart of polarisation. It is
meant to get everyone to think, get creative if necessary, and at the same time - loosen
their attachment to definitions or understandings of specific terms.

art 1: Definitions Game

OBJECTIVES
To deconstruct and redefine certain core terms
To explore thinking outside of the box of assumed shared meaning
To foster creativity and intellectual emancipation

TIME
15 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
Pieces of paper (one blank sheet per participant)
Markers & Pens

DESCRIPTION

First, the trainer/instructor explains the task: each participant takes a word/concept
(related to polarisation, identity, -isms), and writes 3 different brief/basic definitions of
that concept - a positive (sounding) one, a negative (sounding) one, and a neutral
(sounding) one.

Next, participants complete the task by writing out three definitions of their chosen or
assigned key term - positive definition, negative definition, and neutral one.

On the following page, you can see an example of a filled-out definition sheet, using the
key term 'DEMOCRACY" and defining it in three distinct ways.
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Sample of Participant's Filled Out Definitions Sheet

n Srgstom of gavernmont in whieh the highest
roteedion of minarity rights 1§ assured, due 4
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infleneds

@ pomertesy 1§ & Spstom of gvernment

back page
(the side visible only to the presenter/author)

Part 2: Presentations & 'Voting'

OBJECTIVES
To get participants engaged and entertained
To evoke and get participants attuned to their emotional response
To elicit confusion, surprise, cognitive dissonance

TIME
20 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
Participants' filled out definition sheets

DESCRIPTION

Prior to participants presenting their different definitions of the same concept/word, the
trainer gives the following instructions:
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To the participant/presenter: shuffle the order in which you will read out your definitions
(i.e. do not always follow the positive-negative-neutral sequence in which you wrote the
definitions). Do not announce which type of definition you are reading (conceal whether
you are sharing the positive, negative or neutral definition of your assigned/chosen
concept).

To the group: as you hear the presenter's definition, vote with your hand, whether you think
that was the positive, negative or neutral definition you just heard.

if the definition if the definition if the definition you
you heard you heard heard sounds neutral
sounds positive sounds negative to you, show a circle
to you, show to you, show with thumb and index
thumbs up thumbs down finger

As the presentations proceed from one participant to the next, the instructor/trainer will
need to keep on reminding everyone of the rules, to keep up the focus and the
engagement of the group. Remind everyone to vote whenever they hear a definition.
Remind the presenters not to reveal/disclose the type of definition they are reading.

To keep the exercise dynamic and fun, the instructor should encourage participants to
take quick turns and, where adequate, use humorous remarks.
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Part 3: Reflection

OBJECTIVES
To evoke (self-) reflection
To foster critical thinking
To build (situational) awareness and intentive personal agency

TIME
10 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED N/A
DESCRIPTION

The instructor invites a few participants to volunteer how they felt doing this activity. What
did they notice, when voting on different types of definitions? Why is it that very often, the
group voted differently on definitions they heard? (Why did they sound positive to some,
while negative or neutral to others?)

The instructor finishes the activity by alerting participants to the following: words...have an
emotional charge. We have the tendency to adopt definitions we hear, without questioning
them, and we engage in discussions with people while often having the assumption that
our definition of the topic X that we are talking about - is shared (while in fact, many times
in disagreements, the understanding or the meaning behind a concept is not shared).

Finish the reflection with instructor's advice, or 'call to action': be intentional about defining
concepts at the outset of discussions that may get 'charged'. Bear in mind that 'neutral’
definitions can often get you further in conversation and closer to generating a shared
understanding with your interlocutor, than strongly positive or negative ones.

Notes:

You can adapt the vocabulary or terminology of key terms that you will be using in this
de/construction exercise to the content and context of your own discipline (e.g. Sociology,
Psychology, Political Science). The more familiar the terms are to your participants, the
more engaging they will find the activity.
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Depending on how much direction you wish to exert within the activity, you can either have
the participants choose their own key term, or assign them with the terms you want them
to focus on.

In case you are struggling with which key concepts to choose, here are some for you to
choose from that usually play a role in different polarized discussions, owing to the
complexity or controversy associated with them:

(in alphabetical order)

diversity

Donald Trump (or any other polarizing individual/figure)
Croatia, Serbia, Germany... (or any other country, region)
Croatian, Swedish... (or any other nationality or citizenship)
feminism

gay

gender

human rights

immigrant

inclusion

love

man

marriage

minority (as a concept, or you can use specific minority groups)
nation

nationalism

political party (as a concept, or you can use specific parties by name)
politics

race

racism

refugee

trans

university (as a concept, or you can use a specific university)
woman

Amsterdam, Belgrade, Copenhagen... (or any other town, locality, province)
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This activity simulates a debate about different social dilemmas and controversial or
divisive topics. It is advised that the assignment to prepare the debate is delivered to
students as homework and that the actual debate and post-debate reflection take place
during class time. The class-based activity requires 45 minutes.

Part 1: Assigning the debate motion & the preparation assignment

OBJECTIVES
To select a topic of shared concern that will engage all students
To allow students time to prepare their arguments & position

TIME
N/A (preparatory work preceding the class/session)

MATERIALS NEEDED
debate format instructions (multiple options possible)
online survey (for e.g. google form) to select the debate topic

DESCRIPTION

The educator sends a survey to students, to identify the topic of debate. Ideally, the topic
should be a current or contemporary social dilemma or an issue, so that students'
preparation can be informed not just by research, but also by interviewing and getting the
opinions from their peers, families, and friends.

When phrasing the wording of the debate motion, the educator should take care to frame
the issue in such a way that it is debatable by both sides. In other words, the debate should
be balanced.

The instructor should decide what debate format to use (adapting it to the students'
previous experience with debate, different formats, etc.). You can find the two suggested
formats' descriptions and rules on the next page.

Part 2: Debate

OBJECTIVES
To build participants' argumentation and listening skills
To demonstrate the benefit and the power of seeking 'the third way’,
i.e. an alternative viewpoint to the two divided sides
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TIME
30 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
debaters should have papers and pens for catching notes during the debate, and any
debate case material and research they have carried out prior to the debate
the instructor should have a timer (ideally, it will be displayed in such a way so that
everyone is aware of it at all times)

DEBATE FORMAT A: "Integrated Compromise Debate"

Note: the teams assigned to prepare the debate should decide among themselves who
will be the speakers among them, and who will help with the research and preparation of
their respective cases.

Proposition Presents and defines the debate motion's social issue/problem, from the
S ker 1 perspective of the proposition + presents arguments for what solution to the
peaker problem would be the most beneficial from the Proposition's point of view.
Opposition Presents and defines the debate motion's social issue/problem, from the
speaker 1 perspective of the opposition + presents arguments for what solution to the

problem would be the most beneficial from the Opposition's point of view.

Proposition Accepts and acknowledges the valid points of the Opposition, while refuting the
S ker 2 arguments that Proposition still considers unacceptable. Adds new arguments and
peaker examples to advance the Proposition position and case.

ccepts and acknowledges the valid points of the Proposition, while refuting the

0ppositi°n A d ack led h lid poi f the P iti hil futi h

Speaker 2 arguments that the Opposition still considers unacceptable. Adds new arguments
P and examples to advance the Opposition position and case.

Proposition Responds to the second speaker of the Opposition, in both appreciative
Speaker 3 (emphasizing arguments and examples you liked), and contentious way (still
P pointing out areas of disagreement). Closing the case for Proposition.

Opposition Responds to the third speaker of the Proposition, in both appreciative
Speaker 3 (emphasizing arguments and examples you liked), and contentious way (still
P pointing out areas of disagreement). Closing the case for Opposition.

Each speaker speaks for 5 minutes. Questions from the other side's teams are allowed -
the speaker chooses whether to accept or reject them. The questions should be very brief
- these interventions should not last more than 10 seconds.

@)
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DEBATE FORMAT B: "The Third Way or Alternative Approach Debate"

Note: the teams assigned to prepare the debate should decide among themselves who will
be the speakers among them, and who will help with the research and preparation of their
respective cases. Each speaker speaks for 3 minutes. Questions from the other side's
teams are allowed - the speaker chooses whether to accept or reject them. The questions
should be very brief - these interventions should not last more than 10 seconds.

PROBLEM 1st proposition 1st opposition 1st alternative
DEFINITION speaker speaker approach speaker
2nd proposition 2nd opposition 2nd alternative
SOLUTION sppegker sp%gker approach speaker
3rd proposition 3rd opposition 3rd alternative
REFUTATION speaker spF:aF;ker approach speaker
CONCLUSION 4th g;ggﬁzlrtlon 4thsoppep;cl>(se|;uon a;l;l:oglc'gﬁrgsggfer

The speakers from the three teams should speak in consecutive order, addressing the
different aspects of their cases (problem definition, solution, refutation of other teams'
cases, and conclusion).

The 'Alternative Approach’ team should seek to either reconcile the strongest points from
the Proposition and the Opposition teams and/or come up with a completely different
(nuanced, balanced) perspective on the social problem that is being debated.
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Part 3: Reflection on the debate

OBJECTIVES
To allow students to reflect on their debate experience
To compare adversarial- and alternative way-oriented mindsets

TIME
10 - 15 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
N/A (conversational)

DESCRIPTION
The instructor invites the students (debaters who spoke in the simulation, as well as
students who supported teams with research or observed the debates as audience
members) to share their impressions:
o What did you think about the debate?
o Which team seemed the most convincing?
o (to debaters) Was it difficult to accept and praise points from the other team?
o We don't often see someone in a public debate actively seeking to agree or
appreciate points from the 'other side'. Why do you think that is?
» What is it that motivates and rewards our adversarial, as opposed to our
reconciliatory mindset and attitude?
o How can we nurture the 'alternative approach’ perspective and standpoint in
ourselves? (In other words, in a world that often paints issues as black or white -
how can we learn to perceive things in a more balanced, 'grey' way?)
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This activity is designed as an exercise in persuasion, deep listening, empathy and
consideration of others' viewpoints. The assignment for speech preparation should be
given to students ahead of the class. In a class that lasts 45 minutes, it is advised that a
maximum of 4 students deliver their persuasion speeches, as this will allow sufficient time
for feedback and questions from peers, while not overburdening students' attention
capacity for discussing different topics.

Alternatively, instead of delivering the speech in class in front of the students, the
assignment can also be delivered in writing, following the same structure (while altering the
communication mode from spoken to written form).

Part 1: Speech Preparation Assignment

OBJECTIVES
To improve participants' research and argumentation skills
To create the opportunity for exercising empathy and consideration
of viewpoints contrary to one's own

TIME
N/A (preparatory work preceding the class/session)

MATERIALS NEEDED
persuasive speech format instructions

DESCRIPTION
The text of the assignment that the instructor should share with the students is below (feel
free to adapt to your own class context or circumstances).

PERSUASIVE SPEECH ASSIGNMENT: FOR or AGAINST

1.Choose a topic close to you - something you really care about, a change you would like
to see happen in society, or solution to an existing problem, or an injustice that you
strongly feel needs to be addressed.

2.Get your topic approved by the instructor (submit it for approval prior to starting the
preparation process).

()
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3. After your topic has been approved, research the issue using the school library, or the
internet, by talking to experts and/or teachers, family and friends.

4. The goal of your persuasive speech is to persuade your classmates to agree with your
perspective on the issue.

5. Your speech should last a maximum of 5 minutes.

6. Your speech should have the following elements (you are free to structure and include
them as best you see fit):

o ISSUE DEFINITION, EXPLANATION AND ILLUSTRATION (what are you talking
about? "Did you know that (statistics/data)...?")

o RELEVANCE & RELATABILITY (why should we all care about this?)

o PRE-EMPTIVE CONCILIATORY RESPONSE TO CRITICS (make an appeal to those
who disagree with your view on this topic - what would you tell them to convince
them to change their minds? How would you address their concerns and
acknowledge their point of view, while at the same time advocating for your
proposed solution/idea?)

o CALL TO ACTION (what can or should each of us do to contribute to the solution to
this problem? how can we all play an active role in making our world a better
place?)

Note: whenever you are referring to carried-out research, statistics, or examples, make sure
you mention the source that you are citing (this requirement should be upheld in the
speech-version of the assignment, i.e. oral delivery, as well as in the written persuasive
essay version).

Part 2: Speeches Delivery in the Classroom

OBJECTIVES
To improve students' persuasiveness and public speaking skills
To foster understanding and nuance even when facing opposition to
one's perspective or point of view

TIME
10 minutes (per speech + reflection)

MATERIALS NEEDED
None (conversation-based activity)
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DESCRIPTION
Each student's speech is to last maximum 5 minutes. The audience (i.e. students not
delivering their speeches) are asked to take notes during the speech delivery, and prepare
different types of reflections on the speech (they can choose):
» Question (that you ask the speaker to answer - it could be a clarification question, or
one pointing out a flaw or gap in their argument, etc.)
» Feedback (your opinion on the speech topic - what was your opinion before hearing the
speech, and what is it now? did the speaker change your mind in any way?)
 Praise or Criticism (why you agree or disagree with the speaker's point of view)

After the speaker concludes their speech, the instructor should randomly invite 5-6
students to offer their reflections.

Note: while some of these interventions may incite a debate between the speaker and the
audience member, you should moderate the interaction and make sure that the peers'
reflections on the given speech do not exceed 5 minutes, so as to get the class ready for
the next student's speech.
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Facilitating depolarising reflections after a formal debate session is important for fostering
critical thinking, empathy, and understanding. This section offers several depolarising
reflection exercises in different formats that you can organize with your students, after
concluding a debate session.

Fishbowl Dialogue

OBJECTIVES
Promote active listening and empathy-building

TIME
20 - 30 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
None (conversation-based activity)

DESCRIPTION
Divide the participants into two groups, government and opposition (from the debate
session). One group of participants sits in a circle, and the other group sits in an outer
circle, silently listening. Start a reflective discussion within the inner circle, encouraging
participants to share their thoughts, challenges faced during the debate, and moments of
realization. After a set time, invite the outer circle to share their observations and
reflections. Possible reflection questions to use:
e What was the most difficult thing for you about defending the position that you needed
to defend?
e What was the most challenging element of attacking the position that you needed to
oppose?
e What was the most intimidating or strongest argument you heard from the other team?
e What is something that you learned or would like to emulate from each speaker from
the other teams? (invite compliments, and praise for other speakers)
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OBJECTIVES
Promote empathy and thinking outside of one’s own perspective

TIME
20 - 30 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
None (conversation-based activity)

DESCRIPTION

Ask participants to identify a key argument or perspective presented during the debate that
they personally strongly disagree with. (So, irrelevant from whatever position they were
defending or attacking, during the debate’s assigned roles.)

After identifying this one argument, assign each participant to develop an argument
defending the perspective opposite to their own beliefs. Conduct a short, structured debate
where participants articulate the opposing view.

Afterward, facilitate a reflection session where participants discuss the experience of
arguing for a position they personally disagree with.




ews Headlines from the Future

POST-DEBATE DEPOLARISING REFLECTIONS - page 3/3

OBJECTIVES
Get students to reflect on the broader implications and real-world consequences of
the debated issues

TIME
30 - 40 minutes

MATERIALS NEEDED
None (conversation-based activity)

DESCRIPTION

Have participants imagine that the policies or perspectives discussed in the debate have
been implemented or widely adopted. Ask them to write future news headlines describing
the consequences or outcomes of these developments. Encourage creativity and
specificity.

Afterward, participants share their headlines and engage in a discussion about the long-
term implications of the debated issues. This exercise prompts students to think critically
about the lasting impact of policy decisions beyond the immediate debate context.




