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The 
evolution of  
the program

David Blankenhorn, founder of  Braver Angels, invited by VMI’s 
Center for Leadership and Ethics (CLE) to speak at VMI in 2017. 

The CLE hosted four concurrent Braver Angels debates in the 
Leadership conference in 2021. 

Collaboration between VMI’s Building BRIDGEs Club and CLE 
(starting in 2021); invitation to be a community of  practice for the 
Templeton Project in Fall 2022. 

Since then, 7 Post-wide debates (two of  which intercollegiate), 
lunch debates, introductory training about Braver Angels debates. 



https://www.goacta.org/initiatives/college-debates/



• Our goals
• Create a brave space for meaningful 

and genuine conversations on 
important and sometimes 
challenging topics

• Enhance our students’ listening 
skills

• Good leaders are also good 
listeners

• Teach our students to have empathy 
toward others 

• Teach students to express their 
views and frame convincing 
arguments

• Demonstrate civil discourse 
techniques 



Brave Spaces

Arao, B. & Clemens, K.L. (2013). From safe spaces to brave 
spaces: A new way to frame dialogue around diversity and social 
justice. In Landreman, L. (Ed.), The art of  effective facilitation: 
Stories and reflections from social justice educators (pp. 135-150). 
Sterling, VA: Stylus

“It became increasingly clear to us that our approach to initiate 
social justice dialogue should not be to convince participants 
that we can remove risk from the equation, for this is simply 
impossible. Rather, we propose revisiting our language, shifting 
away from the concept of  safety and emphasizing the 
importance of  bravery instead, to help students understand –
and to rise to – the challenges of  genuine dialogue.”



How to Form 
Debate 

Resolutions?

• Two requirements: 

• Interesting to the intended audience

• Relatively equal split in opinions

• We distribute a Qualtrics survey to all students to 
gauge both interest and split. 

• In the survey, we propose 3-5 topics and also leave 
room for suggestions



Qualtrics Survey





List of  Topics from Recent Collegiate Debates

• Should colleges disallow controversial speech that could be construed as hate speech?

• Without access to abortion, can women achieve equality with men?

• Is healthcare a human right?

• Should the U.S. implement more restrictive gun laws to reduce crime?

• Should monuments that are perceived as symbols of  racism, such as Confederate statues, be removed 
from public view?

• Should the U.S. build the southern border wall?

• Should transgender athletes compete in women’s sports?

• Does AI provide more benefit than harm to humanity?

For more topics, check the Debates and Discourse Alliance website (https://www.goacta.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/05/College-debate-topics.pdf) or the Braver Angels website 
(https://braverangels.org/what-we-do/debates/)

https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/College-debate-topics.pdf
https://www.goacta.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/College-debate-topics.pdf


Structure of  
Braver Angels 

Debates

Parliamentary Style 

• Trained by the College Debates and Discourse 
Alliance 

• Sets the expectations for the event

• Explains the ground rules in advance

• Guides the discussion by enforcing the rules

Chair of  debate 

• Everyone can request to give a speech

• Everyone can raise their hand and ask a question 
of  a speaker

• Everyone is engaged in active listening 

• All discussion is directed to debate chair. 

Everyone in the room is a participant:



Ground Rules

Everyone should speak 
their truth but engage 

with respect and 
thoughtfulness

Each speaker has no 
more than 3-4 minutes to 

give a speech. 

Start with a speech in the 
affirmative; follow with a 

speech in the negative, 
and then continue in that 

fashion. 

Each speech is followed 
by 2-3 questions. 

The questions are asked 
toward the Chair, not the 

speaker

As the debate evolves, 
more nuanced arguments 

start to emerge. 



Building a community of  
practice: 

- Three faculty/staff  fellows

- Four student fellows

- Training 

- Lunch debates

- Classroom debates



Classroom Debates

• Decide on resolution that is reflective of  course content - e.g., 

• “Government intervention in the economy does more harm than good.”

• “Government should regulate the price of  life-saving drugs.” 

• Ask students to do research and prepare arguments for and against the resolution. 

• Evidence, data, examples

• Focus on credible sources

• Lived experiences

• Make clear to students that participation in the debate is expected (either as a speaker or a questioner). 

• Ask 2 or 4 students to be opening speakers and have a brief  conversation with the students ahead of  the debate. 

• Faculty member facilitates the debate and reserves the right to clarify or correct students during the debate. 

You can request the Curricular Toolkit that the College Debates and Discourse Program has put together –
https://www.goacta.org/curricular-toolkit/



Assessing 
Effectiveness: 

Research

Grant Overview

• In 2022 College Debates & 
Discourse Alliance awarded 2-
year John Templeton 
Foundation Grant to study 
effect of  debates 

• 10 participating schools

• VMI

• Arizona State University

• University of  Baltimore

• Biola University

• University of  Delaware

• Denison University

• University of  Denver

• Duke University

• Linn-Benton Community 
College

• Texas A&M

Research Design

• Pre/post surveys of  debate 
participants with gift card 
incentives

• Variables assessed: campus 
climate, political participation, 
intellectual humility, 
perspective taking; self-
efficacy, self  concept, social 
trust, etc. 

Timeline

• Data collected: Spring 2023, 
Fall 2023 & Spring 2024

• Data to be analyzed by Fall 
2024 



“This type of  debate opens them up to the possibility that people who disagree with 
them are not adversaries, they’re just interesting human beings who have a different 
point of  view.”

Doug Sprei, ACTA’s VP of  Campus Partnerships and Director of  the 
College Debates and Discourse Alliance



THANK YOU! 

Please feel free to contact us if  you have any questions or if  you are 
interested in organizing an intercollegiate debate with VMI. 

Our email addresses are:

dimitrova-grajzlvp@vmi.edu

whippless@vmi.edu

connollykv@vmi.edu

mailto:dimitrova-grajzlvp@vmi.edu
mailto:whippless@vmi.edu
mailto:connollykv@vmi.edu


Rules of  
Engagement in 
Today’s Debate

Please respect the privacy of  all participants in today’s 
debate: 

- no recording

- no screenshots of  the zoom room

You are welcome to continue the discussion beyond 
today’s debate but please do not identify participants’ 
names and affiliations in any subsequent 
conversations. 
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