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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the relative effect of training English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners in debates on
their oral and written performance. It also investigated the effect of training on students’ ideal second language (L2)
self and communication apprehension. An intact class of English majors at a Saudi college (N=32) received training on
debating for two months. Tools of data collection included a speaking test, a writing test, and a questionnaire probing
students’ level of ideal L2 self and communication apprehension. Paired samples t-test revealed significant
improvements in oral and written performance from pre- to post-testing. Surprisingly, the training had a significantly
stronger effect on students’ writing than on their speaking. It is surprising because what comes to mind when the word
debate is mentioned is speaking, not writing. Group debating performance also improved from pre- to post-testing.
Finally, training significantly improved students’ ideal L2 self and reduced their communication apprehension. The debate
activity thus apparently enhances EFL learners’ oral and written performance, as well as their ideal L2 self. It also
seemed effective in reducing their communication apprehension. A number of pedagogical implications are offered.

Resumen

Este estudio tuvo como objetivo explorar el efecto relativo de capacitar a los estudiantes de inglés como lengua
extranjera (ILE) para realizar debates sobre su desempefio oral y escrito. También investigo el efecto de la capacitacion
en la aprehensidn de comunicacidon y autoaprendizaje ideal de un segundo idioma (L2) de los estudiantes. Una clase
intacta de estudiantes de inglés en una universidad saudi (N = 32) recibid capacitacion sobre debate durante dos meses.
Las herramientas de recopilacion de datos incluyeron una prueba de expresion oral, una prueba de escritura y un
cuestionario que investigaba el nivel de aprehension de comunicacidon y auto L2 ideal de los estudiantes. La prueba T
de muestras pareadas reveld mejoras significativas en el rendimiento oral y escrito desde antes y después de la prueba.
Sorprendentemente, la formacion tuvo un efecto significativamente mas fuerte en la escritura de los estudiantes que
en su forma de hablar. Es sorprendente porque lo que me viene a la mente cuando se menciona la palabra debate es
hablar, no escribir. El rendimiento de los debates grupales también mejord desde las pruebas previas hasta las
posteriores. Finalmente, la capacitacion mejord significativamente el yo ideal de L2 de los estudiantes y redujo su
aprension a la comunicacion. Por lo tanto, la actividad de debate aparentemente mejora el desempefio oral y escrito de
los estudiantes de inglés como lengua extranjera, asi como su yo ideal de L2. También parecid eficaz para reducir su
aprension a la comunicacion. Se ofrecen una serie de implicaciones pedagdgicas.

Introduction

Using language for communication, both oral and written, is the ultimate aim of learners of other languages
as foreign languages (FL) or second languages (SL). However, speaking and writing that involve creation
are the two most demanding and complex skills for SL and FL learners. Each has its characteristic causes of
difficulty and they intersect in other causes. In speaking, which happens in real time, there is no time to
prepare (Bailey, 2003). Poor linguistic competence (Williams, 2006) and lack of exposure to the language
outside the classroom in the FL setting which is “input poor” (Kouroago, 1993) make learners unwilling to
speak in the FL. What makes speaking more challenging to FL learners is that it receives the least attention
in the classroom (Richards, 2008) which may be the only place in many FL settings where learners can
practice speaking the FL. Speaking is associated with the highest level of language learning anxiety because
it lacks privacy and controllability (Kitano, 2001). This debilitative anxiety is caused by a variety of factors,
the most prominent of which is lack of linguistic resources. Lack of motivation has also been reported as a
reason for the “won’t talk” problem in the FL classroom (Nunan, 1999, p. 231).

Similarly, writing is very difficult even for first language (L1) learners (Negari & Rezaabadi, 2012). It is so
difficult that only few learners can fully master it (Richards, 2008). Reflecting on the challenging nature of
writing, Kroll (2003) asserts that writing is a complex process that entails the mastery of multiple skills. To
create a good piece of writing, learners need to know a great deal of vocabulary and structures as well as
principles of organization (Tangpermpoon, 2008). Writing is also associated with debilitative anxiety in the
FL setting, even though this anxiety is less severe than anxiety associated with speaking (Cheng, 2002). In
an empirical research, Rico (2014) documented unwillingness to use the target language, lack of knowledge
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and negative transfer as sources of difficulties that FL learners face with the productive skills of speaking
and writing.

Debate is a language activity that can be utilized to improve FL learners’ oral and written performance. In
fact, many researchers contend that debates can promote all the four main language skills (Alasmari &
Ahmed, 2013; Krieger, 2005; Rybold 2006). Debaters need to understand what the opposing team is saying
in order to rebut. They need to read many sources when collecting arguments supporting their position.
They also practice speaking within the group and in public, which can improve their oral performance in
terms of aspects such as word choice, fluency, and coherence. Debaters can also develop their writing
performance by learning to organize their language production and focus on such aspects as coherence and
persuasion, which are salient to writing in general and to argumentative writing in particular.

Researchers have reported several benefits of using debates in the FL classroom. To mention a few, debates
can foster critical thinking skills which are important for language learning. They can also improve motivation
which is a condition for successful language learning (Barkley et al., 2005). Debates develop teamwork
skills, as debaters need to cooperate in their teams to triumph over the opposing team (Williams et al.,
2001). They also develop research skills, as debaters need to collect data and arguments supporting their
position. It is the author’s opinion that debates can be used as an integrative activity to develop learners’
oral and written performance.

Being a lively and exciting activity, debating can promote learners’ motivation and rid them of
communication apprehension which is an undeniable phenomenon in FL learning. With sustained
participation in debates, learners can gradually get rid of communication apprehension (Horwitz et al., 1986)
and promote better ideal second language (L2) self (Dérnyei, 2009). This contention is supported by many
researchers (e.g., Field, 2017; Ur, 1996). Nonetheless, it needs to be empirically grounded.

Statement of the Problem

Writing and speaking are the two most difficult language skills for English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learners who have been reported elsewhere to have limited communicative competence. This limited
competence has been attributed to several reasons that apply to most FL settings, e.g., limited linguistic
competence, lack of exposure to the FL outside the classroom, inappropriate teaching methods, and high
levels of anxiety (Al-Ghamari, 2004, Al-Nasser, 2015; Fageeh, 2011). English department students at
Thadiq College of Sciences and Humanities, Shaqgra University, Saudi Arabia are no exception. The author’s
direct contact with these students has revealed their limited speaking and writing proficiency even after
years of study in the English program. They show reluctance to speak in English and when obliged to do so,
they stumble and produce just a few words. Furthermore, when they have to write essays, they cannot
brainstorm sufficient evidence to support their arguments. Even when teachers help them with the ideational
problem, they have the problem of organizing their ideas to produce well-developed compositions.
Throughout direct contact with these students for several years, the author has repeatedly listened to them
noting that they desire but are unable to improve their speaking and writing proficiency.

The English program at Thadiq College of Sciences and Humanities that grants the Bachelor of English
Language and Literature includes three courses that are concerned with speaking: Listening and Speaking
1 (Eng 112) at the first level, Listening and Speaking 2 (Eng 122) at the second level, and Speech Styles
(Eng 412) at the fifth level. In Eng 112 and Eng 122, students answer questions on listening material and
discuss a topic related to it. In Eng 412, they are taught to give speeches. Students are not trained on
debating in any of these courses. Nor is there a course for debates in the program. Regarding writing, the
program includes four courses: Writing 1 (Eng 114) at the second level, Writing 2 (Eng 213) at the third
level, Essay Writing (Eng 312) at the fourth level and Advanced Writing (Eng413) at the seventh level. In
these courses, there is progression from sentence to essay writing. It is observed that students continue to
have difficulty in writing well-developed essays even after completing these courses.

In this action research, the author attempted to train students on debating as an integrative activity that
can be utilized to improve their oral and written performance. Debates have been proved to improve EFL
students’ language skills, especially speaking and writing (Alasmari& Ahmed, 2013; Krieger, 2005; Rybold
2006). They can also foster students’ motivation (Barkley, et al., 2005) and reduce their communication
apprehension (Setiawan, 2006). Hence, the present study aimed to explore the relative effect of training
EFL students on debates on their oral and written performance. Another aim was to explore the effect of
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training on students’ ideal L2 self and communication apprehension. More specifically, the study attempted
the following questions about training EFL students on debating:

e What is the effect of training on group debating performance?

e What is the effect of training on students’ oral performance?

e What is the effect of training on students’ written performance?

e Is there a difference in the effect of training on students’ oral and written performance?
e What is the effect of training on students’ ideal L2 self?

e What is the effect of training on students’ communication apprehension?

Significance of the Study

The significance of the current study stems from a number of considerations. First, as action research, the
study dealt with poor oral and written performance of a group of EFL students by training them on debating.
Second, it aimed to identify the relative effect of training EFL students on debating on their oral and written
performance. It is the first research attempt, to the best of the author’s knowledge, to explore this relative
effect. Third, the study explored the effect of the proposed training on EFL students’ ideal L2 self and
communication comprehension, which are two of the most significant affective variables involved in FL
learning.

Limitations

There are three limitations about this study. First, assessment of written and oral performance is limited to
argumentative speaking and writing, as argumentation is the basic genre that debates address. Second,
communication apprehension is assessed in terms of oral communication which is the most common type
of apprehension among EFL learners. Finally, the study was conducted on an intact group of 32 college EFL
students, which should be considered when generalizing results.

Review of Literature
Debate: Definition, benefits and research results

Ericson et al. (2003) define debate as “systematic presentation of opposing arguments on a selected topic.”
(p. 120) According to Martin et al. (2009), it is an instructional activity that actively engages students in
critical thinking and requires the use of multiple perspectives. Krieger (2005) considers it “an excellent
activity for language learning because it engages students in a variety of cognitive and linguistic ways.”
(p.1) The debate activity fits learning-centered classrooms, as it fosters the role of students as active
learners and the role of teachers as facilitators of learning. Stressing its significance for active learning, Oros
(2007) suggests that “active learning involves greater activity on the part of the student through such
methods as collaborative learning, simulations, structured debates, or other forms of group and individual
work.” (p. 295)

Debates offer vast learning experiences. They can be utilized to promote all language skills, not only listening
and speaking. Debaters practice the four language skills (Alasmari & Ahmed, 2013; Krieger, 2005; Rybold
2006). They read many sources when collecting arguments supporting their position. They discuss with
other members in the team during the mock debate. During the scheduled debate, they practice listening
and speaking in public. They also practice writing when they take notes during debates. Furthermore, they
can be asked to write essays about topics using the arguments offered in debates. What is more important
is that students learn to organize their language production and focus on such aspects as word choice,
coherence, fluency, development of ideas and persuasion, which are all salient to oral and written
communication. It is safe then to describe debating as a multi-task activity (Allison, 2002).

Students’ gains from debates are not limited to linguistic aspects. The activity can help students with high
levels of communication apprehension. The main cause of communication apprehension is fear of self-
revealing or negative evaluation (Horwitz, et al., 1986). With sustained participation in debates, students
can gradually overcome their communication apprehension and gain confidence in their ability to speak in
public. Debates can get students accustomed to public speaking and gradually overcome the fear of public
speaking, which is the most common fear for FL students (Keaten & Kelly, 2000). Furthermore, debates can
boost FL students’ motivation (Barkley, et al., 2005). Dornyei (2001) identified 35 motivational strategies
that teachers are advised to use to boost their students’ motivation. Here are some of these strategies:
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e Create a pleasant and supportive atmosphere.

e Promote the development of group cohesiveness.

e Increase the students’ expectation of success in particular tasks and in learning in general.
e Make learning stimulating and enjoyable by breaking the monotony of classroom events.
e Make learning stimulating and enjoyable by increasing the attractiveness of tasks.

¢ Make learning stimulating and enjoyable by enlisting them as active task participants.

e Present and administer tasks in a motivating way.

e Provide students with regular experiences of success.

e Increase student motivation by promoting cooperation among the learners.

e Increase student motivation by actively promoting learner autonomy.

e Increase learner satisfaction.

The debate activity can meet all the previously mentioned motivation boosting strategies. Debates can
create a pleasant and supportive atmosphere where group work and focus on learning replace individual
work and focus on teaching. They can break the monotony of classroom events and assign students’ active
roles. They can also increase learners’ satisfaction and promote their autonomy. In fact, learner autonomy
is among the most important benefits of training on debates. Students do most of the work from preparation
to delivery of debates in public. Ur (1996) identified characteristics of successful activities that are all met
in the debate activity. First, the activity should urge students to talk a lot. In debates, students do most of
the talking. Second, participation should be even. This is met in debates where all team members are
assigned equal roles. Third, motivation should be high. Several studies explored students’ perceptions of
the debate activity after interventions and students reported positive attitudes towards debating that they
found both motivating and beneficial (Mumtaz & Latif, 2017; Williams et al., 2001).

Cinganotto (2019) asserts that debating promotes an array of skills, e.g., research and documentation of
sources, oral interaction, argumentative skills, critical thinking skills, team work, conflict control, respect for
others’ opinions, persuasion, and controlling emotions. Similarly, Barkley, et al., (2005) state that there are
three benefits of debating for students. It can boost students’ motivation to speak the FL, foster their critical
thinking, and develop their acceptance of friends’ opinions. Hering (2007) describes debate as a challenging
and rewarding activity with a wide range of benefits for students. First, debate is fun as reported by
thousands of students who competed in debate tournaments. Second, the activity allows for building
friendships with teammates. Third, it enhances public speaking skills. Most people are uncomfortable with
public speaking, but debate provides a nonthreatening atmosphere for practicing it. Fourth, it develops
students’ analytical skills as they need to critically analyze the resolution in question. Fifth, it promotes
research skills, as debaters need to refer to outside sources to document their position with arguments.
Osborne (2005) asserts that students learn to think analytically and critically by developing positions in
debates. Debates increase students’ responsibility for their learning and encourage them to tutor one
another. (Firmin et al., 2007).

Debates have different formats and procedures which vary in complexity. Halvorsen (2005) identified a
number of steps that seem easy to apply in the FL classroom. First, debatable topics should be selected and
assigned to teams (critics and supporters). Second, students should be given an opportunity to research
topics and collect supporting arguments. Third, students debate the topics in public where arguments and
rebuttals are shared. Fourth, the teacher should summarize the opinions and views expressed by all sides
and give an assessment of their strengths and weaknesses. Fifth, the teacher and other students may
comment on how the position of a particular side can be presented more convincingly.

Research revealed positive effects of training on debates on several aspects of students’ learning. After an
intervention that female medical sophomores at Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University, Saudi Arabia
received, 69% of the participants agreed that debate was useful for improving their communication ability.
Seventy-eight percent reported that participation in debates promoted their critical thinking. The debate
sessions were also reported to help 61% of the participants to be familiar with argumentative topics.
Furthermore, 71% agreed that debate promoted their ability to generate and interpret ideas. The majority
of the participants reported that debates promoted their logical decision-making and communication skills
(Mumtaz & Latif, 2017). A similar intervention had a strong effect on all aspects of critical thinking and
speaking skills of EFL students (Iman, 2017).
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Yulia and Aprilita (217) trained 12 EFL students at Baturaja University on the British Parliamentary Debate.
Results of paired t-test revealed a significant improvement in the students’ speaking ability in favor of the
posttest. In an action research (Fauzan, 2016) done in two cycles, trainees reached criteria of success in
cycle 2. Trainee’s mean scores on the speaking test increased from 60 in the pretest to 69 and 75 in cycle
1 and cycle 2 respectively. That is, students’ level in speaking changed from ‘fair’ to ‘good’. The classroom
atmosphere also showed positive changes. An experimental group of Nigerian EFL students who received
training on debates outperformed a control group in the speaking ability (Elmiyati, 2019). Students reported
positive perceptions about training.

In the Egyptian context, the debate activity had a positive impact on English vocabulary and decision making
of 30 French department students at Al-Arish faculty of education (Ahmed, 2018). Sabbah (2015) used
debates with English majors at University of Palestine. Significant differences in pronunciation, grammar,
and vocabulary were reported in the posttest. Finally, in a longitudinal study, Combs and Bourne (1994)
trained senior-level students studying marketing on debating. After training, students reported perceived
improvement in their oral communication and their classmates’. Additionally, 88.3% of the students rated
the effectiveness of debates as high or excellent and 77.5% reported that they learned better compared to
lecture-oriented classes.

Aspects of oral and written performance assessed in the present study

Because one of this study’s aims was to identify the relative effect of training in debates on students’ oral
and written performance, the same assessment criteria were used with oral and written performance. A 4-
point scale (from 1 to 4) was developed to rate students’ oral and written performance in terms of
vocabulary, cohesion, fluency, relevance and adequacy of content and adequacy and strength of arguments.
Organization was not included in the assessment criteria because its role is not as evident in speech as it is
in written compositions. Students were not to give extended pieces of speech, but they were to give
extended pieces of writing (essays). Thus, organization would apply to writing and not to speaking. For this
reason, it was not used as a performance criterion, as the same criteria had to be used with the two modes
of communication in order to identify the differential effect of training on both modes. Group debating
performance was also assessed in terms of adequacy of supporting evidence, clarity and persuasiveness of
presentations, speakers’ comprehensibility, and groups’ dynamic and effective delivery. This formative
assessment aimed to rate group’s debating performance at different times of training (at debates 1, 5 and
8) in order to trace changes, if any, in students’ performance with progression in training.

Ideal L2 self

Motivation is a key factor in L2 and FL learning and one of the most influential sources of individual
differences (Do6rnyei, 2010). Gardner's (2001) socio-educational model has dominated research on
motivation for decades. This model classifies motivation into integrative and instrumental, with integration
being regarded as the orientation that leads to better language learning. A learner with integrative
orientation desires to identify with the target language community (Gardner, 2001). However, the notion of
integrativeness as identification with the target language community was later questioned. Gardner'’s view
of integrative motivation as desire to integrate with the target language group was based on studies
conducted in the Canadian environment where the target language community existed in the same
environment and learners had opportunities to communicate with its members. This does not apply to EFL
settings where the FL is taught “without any direct contact” with members of the target language community
(Doérnyei, 2009, p. 24). In such settings, the desire to be valued members of the target language community
seems to be unrealistic. Furthermore, the idea of connecting English to a particular group or people is
changing (Ushioda, 2013; Ushioda & Dérnyei, 2009) with English becoming a global language that cannot
be associated with a particular community (Doérnyei, 2005). Because it has become a lingua franca,
ownership of the English language is no longer restricted to a given community (Ddrnyei, 2010; Ushioda &
Dérnyei, 2009).

The criticism leveled against Gardner’s integrativeness was supported by research. Yashima (2000) found
that Japanese college students desired to learn English as a lingua franca to interact with various
communities other than the members of Anglo-American culture, i.e., learners did not desire to be identified
with the target language groups. In many other studies, Japanese university students showed positive
attitude toward the target language community, but not in terms of assimilating into them (Irie, 2003). In
an attempt to propose a more realistic and viable model of motivation, Ddrnyei (2009) developed his L2
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motivational self-system which is based on Gardner’s (2001) revised model of motivation, Ushioda’s (2001)
model and Deci and Ryan’s (2002) self-determination theory. Dornyei’s model is also rooted in two
psychological theories: The Theory of Possible Selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and the Discrepancy Theory
(Higgins, 1998). The underlying idea of the system is that “the motivationally important identifications are
not with others but with future versions of the self” (Lamb, 2013, p. 1000).

Possible selves pertain to how individuals see themselves in the future (Markus & Nurius, 1986). They
include the selves we wish to become and the selves we wish to avoid. Higgins (1987) presented two similar
possible selves: ideal self and ought-to self. The self we ourselves would like to become is the ideal shelf,
whereas the self we would like to become to meet others’ expectations is ought-to self like parents. Thus,
a learner may be motivated to learn the language to realize the desired self or to avoid the dreaded self.
The desire to move from current self to ideal L2 self is what shapes motivation to learn a language (Dérnyei
& Ryan, 2015; Williams et al., 2016).

Influenced by the previously mentioned visualizations, Dornyei’s L2 motivational self-system shifted the
focus of integration from an external community to the learner’s inner self-concept (Ushioda & Dérnyei,
2009). Dornyei’s motivational self system is based on three main components. These are ideal L2 self,
ought-to L2 self and L2 learning experience. The ideal L2 self, which is one of the present study’s dependent
variables, refers to “the attributes that someone would ideally like to possess” (Dérnyei, 2010, p. 78). In
other words, it refers to a learner’s internal image of a target language user who he or she hopes to become
in the future. The ideal self of imagining oneself as someone who speaks an L2 can be a highly motivating
factor to learn that language (Dérnyei, 2010; Doérnyei & Chan, 2013). An insufficient level of ideal L2 self
can be one of the reasons why a learner does not have high levels of L2 motivation (Dérnyei, 2014). It is
obvious that this self is similar to Gardner’s integrative motivation, but integration is with one’s desired self,
not with an external community (Ibrayeva & Fuller (2014). This closeness was confirmed in a study
conducted on EFL learners in Japan, China, and Iran (Taguchi et al., 2009) where the ideal L2 self and
integrativeness correlated positively in all three samples.

Communication apprehension

McCroskey (1984) defines communication apprehension as “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated
with either real or anticipated oral communication with another person or persons” (p. 13. Maclntyre (1995)
suggests that “anxiety becomes reliably associated with any situation involving the second language”. Once
established, this association leads students to become anxious at the prospect of second language learning
or communication” (p. 92). Researchers assert that communication apprehension can manifest itself as a
permanent personality trait or it may arise in response to particular situations (Pappamihiel, 2002).
Individuals who have what is called trait communication apprehension tend to feel anxious in any and all
contexts. Those suffering from state or situational communication apprehension feel tense only in given
contexts like conversing in a FL. The kind of communication apprehension experienced in the language
classroom is speculated to be state rather than trait anxiety (Ganshow et al., 1994). Daly (1991), for
instance, regards communication apprehension as situational apprehension experienced due to
characteristics of the speaking situation, e.g., evaluation, novelty and ambiguity.

There is a consensus that speaking is the most anxiety provoking language skill (Kitano, 2001; Horwitz, et
al., 1986; Maclntyre & Gardner 1991; Young, 1986) and this why we soon think of anxiety over speaking
whenever we hear the term language anxiety. Young (1992) surveyed the opinion of four renowned
language teaching experts - Krashen, Hadley, Terrell, and Rardin - about the language skill they believed
caused the most anxiety. They all agreed that speaking was the most anxiety provoking language skill. Fear
of self-revelation and fear of negative evaluation, defined as “apprehension about others’ evaluations,
avoidance of evaluative situations, and the expectation that others would evaluate oneself negatively”
(Horwitz, et al., 1986, p. 128), are two main sources of communication apprehension. Horwitz et al. (1986)
attribute these fears to the fact that the teacher, the only fluent speaker in the EFL classroom, is required
to continually evaluate students who may also be sensitive to real or imagined evaluations of their peers.
This explains the deep self-consciousness students feel “when asked to risk revealing themselves by
speaking the foreign language in the presence of other people”.

Related to these fears is a fear of making mistakes. According to Shumin (1997), the fear of making
mistakes, which EFL students consider a public display of ignorance, is the explanation for their inability to
speak English without hesitation. EFL students avoid oral communication because they fear losing face if
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the say something stupid. What can also cause communication apprehension is lack of control of the
communicative situation (McCroskey, 1987). Communication apprehension has affective, cognitive and
behavioral components. The affective component encompasses the feelings of uneasiness and fear. The
cognitive component is manifested in such effects as fear of failure and a reduced ability to process
information. Inhibited actions and unwillingness to communicate are among the behavioral manifestations
of anxiety. MacIntyre (1995) asserts that communication apprehension impairs performance by dividing the
student’s attention, “Language learning is a cognitive activity that relies on encoding, storage and retrieval,
and anxiety can interfere with each of these by creating a divided attention scenario for anxious
students...Anxious students are focused on both the task at hand and their reactions to it” (p. 96).

Persons who are communicatively apprehensive tend to avoid communication because of their negative
experiences from anxiety that affect their performance. They lack willingness to communicate (Heidari et
al., 2017). Symptoms of communication apprehension include freezing in class, going blank when asked to
talk in public, nervousness, trembling, sweating, etc. Witt and Behnke (2006) found that the level of
communication apprehension had a profound impact on learners’ oral communication, social skills, and self-
esteem. Communication apprehension has adverse effects on EFL learners’ speaking proficiency because
apprehensive learners abstain from participating in speaking activities and do whatever possible to avoid
communication (Ahadzadeh et al., 2015; Ilias et al., 2013).

Method
Participants

An intact group of 32 sixth level male EFL students at Thadiq College of Sciences and Humanities, Shagra
University, KSA participated in the study. They were similar in terms of the length of their language
experience and exposure to the language. All participants were males because male and female Saudi
students are taught in separate colleges. The English program that students study comprises skill courses,
literary courses, theoretical and applied linguistics courses and general courses. Prior to the sixth level,
students take three speaking courses (no speaking courses are included in the remaining two levels):
Listening and Speaking 1 (Eng 112) in the first level, Listening and Speaking 2 (Eng 122) in the second level
and Speech Styles (Eng 412) in the fifth level. In Eng 112 and Eng 122, students answer questions on
listening material and discuss a topic related to it. In Eng 412, they are taught to present speeches. Students
are not trained on debating in any of these courses. As to writing, students take three courses: Writing 1
(Eng 114) in the second level, Writing 2 (Eng 213) in the third level, Essay Writing (Eng 312) in the fourth
level. There is one more writing course they will take in the seventh level (Advanced Writing, Eng 413)
where they are trained on argumentative writing. The participants received the proposed training on debates
in the first term of the academic year 2020. For the intervention, they were divided into eight groups, each
having four students.

Instruments

The speaking test

A debatable issue was used for the speaking pretest and posttest (Are you for or against early marriage?).
Individually, students were asked to take one side of the issue and defend it with as many arguments as
they could. They were given three minutes to prepare for answers. A researcher-developed four-point scale
was employed to rate students' responses in terms of vocabulary, cohesion, fluency, relevance and adequacy
of content, and adequacy and strength of arguments (See Appendix). The speaking test with the rating
scale was content validated by three specialists who were asked to comment on whether (1) the questions
could elicit sufficient speech samples that could be used to assess students’ speaking proficiency and (2)
the rating scale was appropriate.

Students’ responses were rated by two assistant professors based on the researcher-developed rating scale.
Raters attended the testing sessions and assessed students independently. Correlations between the two
raters’ scores of students’ responses in the pretest and posttest were as follows: vocabulary (pre-test
r=0.77; post-test r=0.76), cohesion (pre-test r=0.81; post-test r=0.76), fluency (pre-test r=0.71; post-
test r=0.63), relevance and adequacy of content (pre-test r=0.70; post-test r=0.84), and adequacy and
strength of arguments (pre-test r=0.78; post-test r=0.68). All correlations were significant at the 0.01 level.

Furthermore, the two raters assessed group debating performance in the first, fifth, and eighth debates for
every group. The aim of that procedure was to explore changes in students’ group performance with
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progression in training. For this type of assessment, raters were asked to give groups a score from 1 to 5
in terms of four criteria: adequacy of supporting evidence, clarity and persuasiveness of presentations,
speakers’ comprehensibility, and groups’ dynamic and effective delivery. These aspects relate to the
performance of groups, not individuals, which need to be assessed and used to judge the effectiveness of
training on debates (Oros, 2007).

The writing test

A debatable issue was used for the writing pretest and post-test (Are you for or against replacing traditional
education with E-education?). Students were asked to take one side of the issue and defend it with as many
arguments as they could. Students’ written compositions were assessed by the same two assistant
professors based on the same rating scale used to assess their oral productions. Correlations between the
two raters’ scores of students’ responses in the pre-test and post-test were as follows: vocabulary (pre-test
r=0.56; post-test r=0.62), cohesion (pre-test r=0.61; post-test r=0.69), fluency (pre-test r=0.60; post-
test r=0.52), relevance and adequacy of content (pre-test r=0.63; post-test r=0.79), and adequacy and
strength of arguments (pre-test r=0.74; post-test r=0.64). All correlations were significant at the 0.01 level.

The questionnaire

An 18-item questionnaire was used to assess students’ ideal L2 self and communication apprehension. The
ideal L2 self-included ten items taken from the measure developed by Dérnyei and Taguchi (2010). The
communication apprehension part included eight items taken from FLCAS (Horwitz et al., 1986). The
questionnaire was administered to students in their native language, so language would not interfere with
results. For this purpose, the questionnaire was translated into Arabic by the author. Back-translation into
English was then used to validate the Arabic version of the questionnaire. The questionnaire was given to
students before and after the intervention. It yielded good Alpha Cronbach reliability indices in the two
applications. Reliability coefficients of the before-intervention application were 0.91 and 0.97 for ideal L2
self and communication apprehension respectively. The after-intervention application reliability coefficients
were 0.93 and 0.94 for ideal L2 self and communication apprehension respectively. These high values
indicated that the questionnaire was reliable.

The intervention

The intervention was implemented in the first term of the academic year 2020. The 32 students were divided
into eight groups of four students each. One student from each group was appointed as the group’s
coordinator. Four 40-minute debate sessions were held in two separate days per week, i.e., four groups per
day. This way, there were 32 debates throughout the treatment with every group doing eight debates and
writing eight argumentative essays. In sessions where they were no debaters, students attended debates
as audience who participated by judging the strength of the arguments offered by debating groups. In the
first session students were shown videotaped debates to get an idea about the notion and procedure of
debating. The author commented on the videotaped debates and told students about arguments and
counter-arguments. He explained to them how to use the internet to search for arguments to support their
position in debates. He also told them about the importance of holding mock debates to prepare for
scheduled debates. Coordinators were told that they were to assign arguments to peers in mock debates
and organize their contributions during scheduled debates.

Every week four issues were presented and assigned to the eight groups. For each debate, a group was
assigned as the affirmative side and the other the negative side based on their own choice. Groups were
then asked to research the issue to collect data and arguments to support their position. They were also
told to hold mock debates before the scheduled debates to discuss arguments and organize contributions
during debates through the mediation of coordinators. During scheduled debates, the author organized the
activity following these steps:

1. The issue was presented to the debaters and the audience.

2. The affirmative position presented their first argument. One or more than one student presented the first
argument and evidence(s) supporting it.

The negative position rebutted with counter-arguments and supports.

The procedure in (2) and (3) was repeated for all arguments and counter-arguments.

Each group’s coordinator summed up the arguments of his group.

Students from the audience were asked to voice their opinion about which group was more convincing.

o v AW
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7. Based on the feedback given by the audience, a group was nominated as winner.
Debaters were asked to write an essay about the issue and submit it within three days.

9. After announcing the first writing assignment, the author explained to the students how to organize an
argumentative essay using either the block pattern or the point-by-point pattern. The author also gave them a
model essay for each pattern.

10. Students’ essays were edited by the author and given back to students so that they could benefit from the
feedback.

®

Results
The effect of training on group debating performance

Group debating performance was assessed by the averages of the two raters’ scores of the first, fifth, and
eighth debates in order to find out if there was improvement in debating performance with progression in
training. These changes are illustrated in figure 1.

4 4
Groupl Group2
m Debate 1 3 m Debate 1 3
w Debate 3 2 w Debate 3 2
m Debate 6 ! m Debate 6 1
0 -0
Criterion 4  Criterion 3  Criterion 2 Criterion 1 Criterion 4 Criterion 3  Criterion 2 Criterion 1
4 4
Group3 Group4
u Debate 1 3 u Debate 1 3
w Debate 3 -2 w Debate 3 2
L 1
m Debate 6 ! m Debate 6
-0 0
Criterion 4  Criterion 3 Criterion 2 Criterion 1 Criterion 4 Criterion 3 Criterion 2 Criterion 1
4 5
Group5 Group6 4
m Debate 1 m Debate 1 3
= Debate 3 = Debate 3 2
m Debate 6 m Debate 6 1
0
Criterion 4  Criterion 3 Criterion 2 Criterion 1 Criterion 4 Criterion 3  Criterion 2 Criterion 1
4 4
Group?7 Group8
mDebate 1 mDebate 1
mDebate 3 mDebate 3
mDebate 6 mDebate 6
Criterion4  Criterion3  Criterion2  Criterion1 Criterion4 Criterion3 Criterion2 Criterion1

Criterion 1: adequacy of supporting evidence; Criterion 2: clarity and persuasiveness of presentations;
Criterion 3: speakers’ comprehensibility; Criterion 4: groups’ dynamic and effective delivery

Figure 1: Improvement in group debating performance

It is clear from Figure 1 that there was improvement in group debating performance from
the first, fifth to the eighth debates in the four criteria: Adequacy of supporting evidence,
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clarity and persuasiveness of presentations, speakers’ comprehensibility, and groups’
dynamic and effective delivery. Three observations can be made about the achieved
improvement. First, there were variations in the amount of improvement achieved by the
various groups, with all groups achieving progressive improvement in all four criteria.
Second, the highest improvement in all four criteria was in the eighth debate. This
indicates that group performance increased with progression in training. Third, the lowest
improvement was in groups’ dynamic and effective delivery. It seems that this aspect of
debating performance needs more time and familiarity with the activity on the part of
students.

The effect of training on students’ oral performance

The paired samples t-test was used to explore differences between students’ oral performance before and
after intervention. These data are presented in Table 1.

Test M SD SEM t-value Sig. (2-tailed)
Vocabulary 312 .520 .092 3.40 .002
Coherence .406 .615 .109 3.74 .001
Fluency .187 .304 .054 3.48 .002
Relevance & adequacy of content 422 .636 112 3.75 .001
Adequacy & strength of arguments .375 .622 .109 3.41 .002

Table 1: The effect of training on students’ oral performance

It can be observed from Table 1 that students made statistically significant improvement in all five criteria
of oral performance from pretest to posttest. This indicates that training had a positive effect on students’
oral performance.

The effect of training on students’ written performance

To explore differences in students’ written performance from pretest to posttest, the paired samples t-test
was computed; the results are shown in Table 2.

Test M SD SEM t-value Sig. (2-tailed
Vocabulary 437 .488 .086 5.07 .000
Coherence 422 .583 .103 4.09 .000
Fluency .484 .615 .109 4.45 .000
Relevance & adequacy of content .359 612 .108 3.32 .002
Adequacy & strength of arguments .656 .665 .118 5.58 .000

Table 2: The effect of training on students’ written performance

It is clear from Table 2 that students made statistically significant improvement in all five criteria of written
performance from pretest to posttest. This means that training improved students’ written performance.

The relative effect of training on students’ oral and written performance

To identify if there were significant differences in the effect of training on students’ oral and written
performance, the independent samples’ t-test was first computed for students’ oral and written performance
in the pretests. These results are presented in Table 3.

Variable Test M SD t-value Sig.
Vocabulary O.ral 1.98 .701

Written 2.20 .594 1.34 .183
Coherence O.ral 2.11 .800

Written 2.28 .671 0.931 .356
Fluency O.ral 1.94 .657

Written 2.11 .657 1.05 .299
Relevance & adequacy of Oral 2.28 671
content Written 2.45 .627 1.06 .294
Adequacy & strength of Oral 2.16 677
arguments Written 2.19  .619 0.193 848
Total Oral 2.09 .655 .316

Written 2.25 .552 0.011

Table 3: Differences between students’ oral and written performance in the pretests
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Data in Table 3 shows that there were no significant differences between students’ oral and written
performance in the pretests in any of the five criteria of assessment or total performance. That is, students’

oral and written performance in the pretests was homogeneous.

The independent samples t-test was then computed for students’ oral and written performance in the
posttests to explore the differential effect, if any, of training on students’ oral and written performance.

These results are presented in Table 4.

Variable Test M SD t-value Sig.
Vocabulary Oral 2.30 .646

Written 2.64 .542 2.31 .024
Coherence Oral 2.51 713

Written 2.70 .694 1.07 .290
Fluency Oral 2.12 .672

Written 2.59 .628 2.88 .005
Relevance & adequacy of Oral 2.70 .781
content Written 2.81 .738 0.58 567
Adequacy & strength of Oral 2.53 .671
arguments Written 2.84  .588 1.98 048
Total Oral 2.46 472

Written 2.74 .448 2.42 019

Table 4: Differences between students’ oral and written performance in the posttests

Data in Table 4 reveals that there were no significant differences between students’ oral and written
performance in the posttests in terms of coherence, relevance, and adequacy of content. However,
significant differences were found between students’ oral and written performance in the posttests in terms
vocabulary, fluency, adequacy and strength of arguments, and total performance in favour of written
performance. It means that the training affected written performance significantly higher than it did with

oral performance.

The effect of training on students’ ideal L2 self

The effect of training on students’ ideal L2 self was explored by computing the paired samples t-test for
their scores on the before-intervention and after-intervention application of the questionnaire assessing

ideal L2 self. Table 5 lists these results.

Item M SD SEM tvalue 919:(2-
tailed)

I can imagine myself speaking English as if I were a

native speaker of English. -156 -369 -065 2.40 023

I can imagine myself studying in a university where

all my courses are taught in English. 187 -396 -070 2.67 012

I imagine myself writing English e-mails/letters 219 420 074 2.05 006

fluently.

I.can imagine my§elf living abroad and having a 156 369 065 2.40 023

discussion in English.

Whenever I think of my future career, I imagine

myself using English. .187 .396 .070 2.67 .012

I can imagine myself speaking English with

international friends and colleagues. 219 491 -087 2.52 017

I can imagine myself I|\./|ng. abrogd and using E. 250 440 078 3.21 003

effectively for communicating with locals.

I can imagine a situation where I am speaking

English with foreigners. .281 .523 .092 3.04 .005

IIErllrgl?snge myself as someone who is able to speak 312 535 094 3.30 002

The thlngs I want to do in the future require me to 81 523 092 3.04 005

use English.

Total 222 .168 .030 7.47 .000

Table 5: Differences between students’ ideal L2 self before and after the intervention

It is obvious from Table 5 that there was significant improvement in students’ ideal L2 self from pretest to
posttest. Students improved significantly in all items and the total score. This indicates that training students

on debates had a positive reflection on their ideal L2 self.
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The effect of training on students’ communication apprehension

The effect of training on students’ communication apprehension was explored by computing the paired
samples t-test for their scores on the before-intervention and after-treatment application of the
questionnaire assessing communication apprehension. Table 6 lists these results.

Item M SD SEM t-value 519 (2
tailed)

'I never fegl quite sure of myself when I am speaking 250 508 1090 2.78 009
in my foreign language class.
I start to panic when I have to speak without
preparation in language class. -156 -369 -065 2.40 023
I would not be nervous speaking the foreign language
with native speakers. .187 .470 .083 2.2 .032
I feel confident when I speak in foreign language class. .156 .369 .065 2.40 .023
I feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign 219 490 087 252 017
language in front of other students.
I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in my
language class. .125 .336 .059 2.10 .044
I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules I have to
learn to speak a foreign language. 187 -396 070 2.67 012
I get nervous when I don't understand every word the 187 396 070 2.67 012
language teacher says.

.183 .278 .049 3.73 .001

Total
Table 6: Differences between students’ communication apprehension before and after the intervention

From Table 6, it is clear that there was significant reduction in students’ communication apprehension in
terms of individual items and the total score. That is, training on debates significantly reduced students’
communication apprehension.

Discussion

Results of this study revealed that training EFL students on debates enhances their oral performance in
terms of vocabulary, cohesion, fluency, relevance and adequacy of content, and adequacy and strength of
arguments. This finding is in line with all previous studies (e.g., Elmiyati, 2019; Fauzan, 20016; Iman, 2017;
Mumtaz & Latif, 2017; Sabbah, 2015; Yulia & Aprilita, 2017). In fact, speaking is the language skill most
addressed by the debate activity. Students participate in discussions during mock and scheduled debates.
They learn how to defend their positions with arguments. Furthermore, training students on debates has
been reported to promote their critical thinking skills, which are essential to all language skills, especially
speaking. Participation in debates helps students to gradually get rid of their fear about speaking in public.
With perceived feelings of self-efficacy acquired through sustained participation in activities like debates,
students focus only on the task at hand. They do not approach the task with what MacIntyre (1995) calls
“a divided attention scenario” that causes anxious students to focus on both the task and their reactions to
it (p. 96). The debating activity is highly motivating. Students in the present study liked the idea of debating
issues and were very enthusiastic in the debate sessions.

Of course, researching issues to collect data and arguments expands students’ vocabulary. When much of
this vocabulary is used repeatedly, it becomes productive, which helps learners to build up a repository of
vocabulary that they use in subsequent interactions. In this respect, Ahmed (2018) reported a positive
effect of training EFL students in debates on their vocabulary acquisition. Another important reason why
training students in debates improves their oral performance is that students have the opportunity to talk a
lot during mock and scheduled debates. This does not apply to whole-class speaking activities where the
possibility to talk is not that high. Students talk in their groups, trying to negotiate meaning and convince
each other. Training not only improved individual students’ oral performance, but also improved their group
debating performance in terms of adequacy of supporting evidence, clarity and persuasiveness of
presentations, speakers’ comprehensibility, and groups’ dynamic and effective delivery. This seems natural
as groups exhibited better group dynamics with progression in training.

The training that students received also improved their written performance. This finding is consistent with
some researchers’ theoretical claims. Moore and Parker (2004) assert that with enhanced critical thinking
achieved through participation in debates, students learn to organize their thoughts, state their claims
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clearly and avoid ineffective and counterproductive language. Cotton (2002 as cited in Iwamoto, 2010)
contends that the skills that students improve through debating apply to writing as they apply to speaking.
That is, students can employ the skills of stating arguments clearly and providing meaningful support points
in both modes of communication. This topic has not received much research attention, with most emphasis
placed on the effect of debating on speaking. However, this finding is consistent with the few studies that
explored the effect of debating on EFL writing. Kayashima (2009 as cited in Iwamoto, 2010) used debates
in an essay writing class for university freshmen. After training, students were better at stating their theses
clearly and supporting them with well-grounded arguments. Kimura (1998) compared the written
performance of two university writing classes, one of which was control group that had traditional writing
practices such as grammar and translation, and the other was the experimental group that received training
on debates. Comparing the essays written by both groups, Kimura reported that the experimental group
students’ essays were significantly better in argument, organization, and communicative quality.

Surprisingly, training in the present study had significantly stronger effect on students’ writing than on their
speaking. It is surprising because what comes to mind when the word debate is mentioned is speaking, not
writing. An explanation for this is that writing and speaking are the two main modes of communication, but
students seem to be more privileged in writing where they are free from the fear of being exposed to others.
For this reason, they can be more focused on the writing task. In the writing task, they may have a better
chance to use appropriate vocabulary, cohesive devices, and development of ideas. Furthermore, students
wrote essays on debate issues after being taught how to organize an argumentative essay using the block
pattern or the point-by-point pattern. Debates provided them with vocabulary and ideas. In this sense,
debates can be said to serve as a pre-writing activity. Students wrote essays with sufficient ideas in mind
and sense of how to organize essays and develop ideas. Furthermore, students received written and
sometimes oral feedback on their essays. This formative feedback might have contributed to the
improvement of students’ written performance.

Training EFL students on debates in the present study also improved their ideal L2 self. A number of previous
studies reported a positive effect of training students on debates on their intrinsic motivation (Field, 2017;
Mumtaz & Latif, 2017; Ochoa et al., 2016). For instance, Ecuadorian EFL Students and teachers who
participated in the study conducted by Ochoa, et al. (2016) reported communicative activities as highly
motivating because they enhance fluency, pronunciation, and performance in the use of English in a realistic
context. The debate activity includes eleven of the 35 motivational strategies that Dérnyei (2001) proposed
for boosting students’ motivation, e.g., promoting the development of group cohesiveness, making learning
stimulating and enjoyable by breaking the monotony of classroom events, making learning stimulating and
enjoyable by increasing the attractiveness of tasks, making learning stimulating and enjoyable by enlisting
students as active task participants, increasing student motivation by promoting cooperation among the
learners, and increasing motivation by actively promoting learner autonomy. Students’ motivation increases
when they experience success (Dérnyei, 2001). According to Bandura (1997), students’ motivation increases
when they experience success in their own achievements or notice it in others’ achievements. It was obvious
during the intervention that students’ motivation increased with progression in training. During their
interactions with the author, they gave favorable comments about the activity that broke monotony in the
classroom.

Finally, results showed that students reduced their communication apprehension significantly after the
intervention. This finding is consistent with previous studies where communicative activities like debate
reduced students’ communication apprehension or speaking anxiety (Al-Duwaile, 2015; Anthony et al,,
2017; Setiawan, 2006). Tutyandari (2005) attributed FL learners’ communication apprehension and
unwillingness to communicate to their lack of self-confidence or prior knowledge about topics. Thus, she
recommended that teachers brainstorm students’ prior knowledge by questions relevant to discussion topics
and give them tasks in small groups. Anthony et al. (2017) found that students with low critical thinking
ability were more anxious than students whose critical thinking was moderate or high. At the beginning of
the debate-based training they delivered to a group of FL students, students were very anxious about
participation in the activity, but this anxiety decreased with progression with the treatment. Yaseen (2018)
contended that students fear oral communication because they are afraid of committing errors in front of
their peers and asserted that this fear can be dissipated by involving students in interactive tasks like
debates. Yaseen also recommended that teachers adopt group work to help anxious students to gradually
get rid of their anxiety.
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Researchers attribute communication apprehension to a number of factors, e.g., fear of public speaking and
negative evaluation and lack of linguistic competence. Training students in debates can help them to
gradually overcome their fears and gain confidence in speaking ability. Debates can get students accustomed
to public speaking and gradually overcome the fear of public speaking, which is the most common fear for
FL students (Keaten & Kelly, 2000). Furthermore, by researching issues before debating them, students
come to the activity linguistically and psychologically prepared. In fact, the debate activity can help students
overcome linguistic and affective factors causing communication apprehension. Reduction of communication
apprehension, which was found to be negatively connected to oral performance (Park & Lee, 2005), can
result in a higher willingness to communicate. This can partly explain the significant improvement that
participants of this study attained in their oral and written performance.

Conclusion and Implications

Training EFL students on debating in the present study proved to significantly enhance their oral and written
performance, improve their ideal L2 self and reduce their communication apprehension. It was also found
to have stronger effect on writing than on speaking. Teachers are therefore advised to use debates in their
EFL classrooms. Debates should not be used as an extracurricular activity, but should be incorporated in the
curriculum. Incorporation of debates in the curriculum is important, so the use of debates is not left to the
teacher’s preference. In fact, debates can be used as an approach to the integrative teaching of the four
main language skills. With a course designed around debates, students can first listen to and read texts.
Then they can be assigned to debate relevant issues in writing and speech. The use of activities like debates
is crucial in EFL settings where students cannot practice the FL outside the classroom. Not only can debates
be used in skill-based courses, but they can also be used in academic areas like literature. This can enhance
students’ understanding of the academic content and at the same time promote their communicative ability.
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Appendix

The Rating Scale of Oral and Written Performance

A. Vocabulary
Vocabulary inadequate even for the most basic parts of the intended communication.
Frequent inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps frequent lexical inappropriacies and/or repetition.
Some inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps some lexical inappropriacies and/or circumlocution.
Almost no inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Only rare inappropriacies and/or circumlocution.
B. Cohesion
Cohesion almost totally absent. Language so fragmentary that comprehension of the intended communication is
virtually impossible.
Unsatisfactory cohesion may cause difficulty in comprehension of most of the intended communication.
For the most satisfactory cohesion although occasional deficiencies may mean that certain parts of the
communication are not always effective.
Satisfactory use of cohesion resulting in effective communication.
C. Fluency
No clear flow of language and language is difficult to comprehend.
Weak flow of language and language is comprehended with some difficulty.
Language flows reasonably and language is quite comprehensible.
Language flows smoothly and language is easily understood.
D. Relevance and adequacy of content
The answer bears almost no relation to the task set. Totally inadequate answer.
Answer of limited relevance to the task set. Possibly major gaps in the treatment of topic and/or pointless
repetition.
For the most part answers the tasks set, though there may be some gaps or redundant information.
Relevant and adequate answer to the task set.
E. Adequacy and strength of arguments
Few or no relevant arguments given.
Some relevant arguments given.
Sufficient number of arguments given, but some are not convincing.
Sufficient convincing arguments given.
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Ideal L2 Self

I can imagine myself speaking English as if I were a native speaker of English.

I can imagine myself studying in a university where all my courses are taught in English.
I imagine myself writing English e-mails/letters fluently.

I can imagine myself living abroad and having a discussion in English.

Whenever I think of my future career, I imagine myself using English.

I can imagine myself speaking English with international friends and colleagues.

I can imagine myself living abroad and using E. effectively for communicating with locals.
I can imagine a situation where I am speaking English with foreigners.

I imagine myself as someone who is able to speak English.

The things I want to do in the future require me to use English.

Communication Apprehension

I never feel quite sure of myself when I am speaking in my foreign language class.

I start to panic when I have to speak without preparation in language class.

I would not be nervous speaking the foreign language with native speakers.

I feel confident when I speak in foreign language class.

I feel very self-conscious about speaking the foreign language in front of other students.
I get nervous and confused when I am speaking in my language class.

I feel overwhelmed by the number of rules I have to learn to speak a foreign language.
I get nervous when I don't understand every word the language teacher says.
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