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This paper presents a description of the standard debate format which
the authors have adapted for classroom use to suit the needs of tertiary
level students. Practice has shown that in-class debates involve
effective task-based activities which engage tertiary level students in
oral communication and develop basic language skills. The paper
demonstrates how students, while preparing for an in-class debate,
gain not only linguistic, but also, life skills which they can use in their
future careers. The authors describe the phases that lead up to the in-
class debate, the debate process itself, as well as follow-up activities
that can be used by teachers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

While teaching English for Academic Purposes (EAP) to university
students, we were in search of an interesting way to teach the four
principal skills — listening, speaking, reading and writing. The discovery
of the debate format (http//:www.idebate.org) which could be modified
and adjusted for classroom use as an in-class debate activity, was
recognized as an effective task-based activity that would integrate the
four skills. Our primary focus, however, was to engage students in oral
communication since this was one of the most problematic areas in terms
of motivation among our students. In addition to the fact that an in-class
debate would help in the integration of the major skills, other various
skills could also be developed including: research competence, media
literacy, reading comprehension, argument literacy, evidence evaluation,
summarization and outlining, critical thinking, public speaking and floor
management and civility (http//:www.middleschooldebate.com).
According to Brown (1994: 229), while engaging/working on an in-class
debate activity or rather series of tasks, students work toward a
meaningful purpose, shifting their focus from language alone to
functional purposes for which language must be used. Therefore, while
students prepare for an in-class debate and fulfil the required tasks, they
will gain language and life skills which will be needed in their future
careers, as well as skills for so-called real world situations (Johannsen,
2006:VI). The tasks involved in an in-class debate include: pre-debate
tasks (developing arguments and refutation, research, writing and
preparing for oral presentation), the debating process (giving affirmative
and defensive speeches, debate variations) and follow-up activities
(essay/academic writing) (http//:www.middleschooldebate.com). Each
part of the process is related to the students' real needs in terms of
academic education and future career goals (e.g. presentations at
conferences and written papers); moreover there is a focus on the
development of language skills.

2. PRE-DEBATE TASKS

To introduce students to the debating process, they need to
complete several pre-debate tasks to enable them to understand and
successfully perform the activity. Most students have never participated
in a debate and it is therefore important to first explain the main
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principles and aims of the debating process. They need to be informed
that a debate is a forum for presenting various arguments which express
certain points of view, but the final goal is not to convince the opponent
to agree with the opinion during the process of argumentation, as
students usually believe. In order to be successful, one needs to present
strong, coherent and convincing arguments which will be evaluated by a
third party, audience or a judge (http//:www.middleschooldebate.com).

Table 1.: Making an argument (source:
http//:www.middleschooldebate.com)

Making an argument

Example argument on the topic, “Ban
Boxing!”

Assertion:
a statement that you're trying
to prove with argument

Boxing is intended to harm the

participants.

Reasoning:
the “because” part of your
argument

Unlike other sports, in which physical
collision and body damage occurs, the
point of boxing is to do harm to an
opponent. The goal in boxing is the
“knock-out” — unconsciousness that is
the result of brain damage.

Evidence:
support for your reasoning,
using  contemporary  or

historical examples, statistical
or scientific information

And boxers succeed in doing a great deal
of harm. Levander Johnson died from
brain injuries; both Quarry brothers
passed away before the age of 55 from a
lifetime beatings; Michael Watson is
confined to a wheelchair; Gerald
McClellan is in a coma, Muhammad Ali
has Parkinson’s disease from second
impact syndrome. According to the
Journal of Combat Sport, as many as
1,000 boxers may have died in the past
century, with many thousands more
seriously injured.
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The main purpose of a debate is to practice presenting arguments
effectively. Therefore, the starting point should be to teach students how
to develop an argument, which is the essential element of the debating
process. This involves explaining major principles of argumentation
including terms such as assertion, reasoning and evidence (ARE) which
are the building blocks of an argument
(http//:-www.middleschooldebate.com). ~ Within the structure of an
argument, an assertion is the statement one is trying to prove, reasoning
relates to the reason why the assertion is valid and, finally, evidence
provides support or proof for the reasoning. A good argument should
consist of all three elements, even though the most common mistake is to
confuse an argument with an assertion. Once students understand the
terms of assertion, reasoning and evidence they need to practice writing
arguments, consisting of all three elements. A brief example is given in
Table 1, it provides incomplete arguments and it is students' task to
complete them.

Before proceeding to the second stage of the debating process,
which is refutation, students need to be acquainted with the meaning of
the term, the purpose of this part of the debate and the arguments they
will need to use in this part of the process. In the second round of
speeches, students need to refute the viewpoints given by their
opponents by claiming they are either false or invalid. Essentially,
arguments used in both rounds are structured according to the same
rules in the ARE stage. In order to simplify the process, we use basic
guidelines to explain the stages of the refutation process. In addition,
students are told that before they proceed to the stage of refutation, they
need to actively listen and take notes since they need to base their
refutations on arguments presented by their opponents.

At this point they are presented with a simplified method of how
to write a refutation which includes four steps. All four steps basically
correspond to the structure of ARE. The first step in a refutation is to
briefly restate the opponents’ viewpoint. This is followed by a counter-
assertion whereby the goal is to invalidate the opponents’ viewpoint or
the reasoning. The second step includes reasoning. The third step
contains evidence to support the counter-claim or the evidence. Finally,
an effective refutation needs to include a conclusion, or a summary,
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whereby the speaker's points are restated and compared to the
opponent’s. Students need a considerable amount of time to master the
skill of refutation and it was found that the use the example is very
helpful. An example is given in Table 2.

Table 2.: Four-step Refutation (source: http//:-www.speaking.pitt)

4-step Refutation A Sample Refutation

Step 1: “They say...” They say that the death penalty
Briefly restate the point you're | deters crime.
about to answer.

Step 2: “But...” But, the death penalty increased
Make your counter-assertion. crime.
Step 3: “Because...” Because, according to a nationwide

Offer reasoning and evidence to | study conducted by Professor
support your counter-assertion. | Wiggins in 2002, violent crime has
' actually increased in states with the
death penalty while crime has
decreased in states without the death

penalty.
Step 4: Summarize... If this study is true, and the
Explain the importance of your | methodology is certainly sound, then
argument the central justification for the death

penalty has no merit.

The final phase before participating in a debate is to choose a topic
and research it. The basic guideline is to allow students to choose their
own topics which are related to their major subjects. Students are given
the freedom of choice to choose their topics, which is quite important
because if students-are interested in the topic, they are more likely to
actively participate in a debate. An alternative is to provide a list of
suggested topics for the class, again applying the same criteria. In order
to help choose and narrow topics, the technique of brainstorming is
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used. Once students have their topic, they are teamed up and proceed to
research it by gathering as many facts as possible, usually with the use of
the Internet which is one of the fastest and widest sources of
information. Students are advised to research the opposing side of their
viewpoint as it will help them to make refutations. Teamwork and
cooperation are required at this stage since students from the same team
need to agree as to who will present which argument. A good idea is to
give a demonstration with one of the better groups of students. In one
lesson we decided to surprise our students at this point and after they
had chosen their topics and prepared their arguments they were asked to
argue for the opposite side which led to an interesting reaction. For
example, in this argument rotation, a student who has been vegan for
four years had to argue against vegetarianism in favour of meat eating.
The student was utterly disgusted with the theme and at first even
refused to do the task due to “moral beliefs”. However, after being
persuaded by the teacher and colleagues, the student did an excellent job
in both presenting and arguing for the opposite side. This little
experiment has proved, especially to other students that it is possible to
successfully argue for something opposite to what they believe is right
and true.

Having researched and developed their arguments, students need
to prepare for the oral presentation, another novelty for most students
and an important skill to practice. To perform well in public is a difficult
task, even with plenty of preparation and, therefore, practice as well as
following the guidelines play an important role. Students are presented
with basic instructions for oral presentations: select a speech topic,
research your subject and gather information from all available sources;
organize your materials in a logical order, create a speech outline; write
your speech, chose your words and phrases carefully, make notes to use
during speeches; visualize your speech and visualize yourself giving
your speech and deliver your speech with grace and dignity, speak in a
voice slightly louder than normal, do not talk too fast and remember to
make eye contact with your audience.

3. DEBATING PROCESS
The debate is performed in groups of 4 to 6 students, with half the
students presenting arguments for and half presenting arguments
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against the theme/topic chosen. It is advisable to have an even number
on each side, but if it is not possible, 3 students could be put on one side
and 2 on the other, and then the smaller group could be given more time
per person to present arguments. The order of the presentation does not
play a major role. The time limit for each group is 15 minutes in total and
this must not be exceeded as it is important that students learn to express
themselves within the given time limit. Both groups come to the front of
the classroom, and then each group member of the respective groups has
2-3 minutes to present their arguments, followed by the second member
and so on. Presentations that exceed the time limit or are shorter than the
required time are penalized in terms of grading; moreover, presentations
that exceed the time are stopped. In the meantime, the other group
members take notes which are to be used in the refutation stage. The
same procedure is followed by the second group. Refutation lasts for
about 3-5 minutes, depending on time available, and it should be
stopped if the time limit is exceeded. Each member of the group has to
participate in the refutation; otherwise the whole group receives a failing
grade. In order to include the rest of the class in the debate, students are
asked to listen and take notes and then to decide on the winner of the
debate, that is, they need to state which group was more persuasive in
their arguments; however, they also have to give the reasons for their
decision so that peer favouritism is avoided.

4, FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITIES

The debating process, which includes the pre-debate tasks, as well
as the procedure itself, involves numerous exercises that develop various
skills; in addition, follow-up activities could be used to help students
master their writing skills. This is especially important in EAP course
curriculums where students are encouraged to practice real writing
techniques (Brown, 1994:324). The structures involved in the
development and refutation of arguments in in-class debate activities
present a perfect foundation to teach essay writing to students, including
'for and against’ essays. Students could practice other essay forms, such
as opinion essays which can also serve as preparation for oral
presentations. Thus, these follow-up activities can prepare students for
real life situations. Furthermore, practicing writing can also help them to
succeed in their other academic pursuits.
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5. CONLUSION

It has been shown that the in-class debate has many positive
aspects that can help students in language learning. The in-class debate
includes both task-based learning activities, as well as the integration of
the four basic skills. Brown (1994:228) states that there are five
characteristics of a task-based approach in language learning. Three of
these are included in the various stages of an in-class debate: emphasis
on learning to communicate through interaction (debate process),
introduction of authentic texts (research phase), and an attempt to link
classroom language learning with language activation outside classroom
(speeches they will have to deliver in future, research, writing,
summarising, etc.). Furthermore, in-class debate process and related
activities integrate the main target skills with a special emphasis on
speaking. In short, the in-class debate is an effective activity that needs to
be used more readily by teachers in language teaching at the tertiary
level.

REFERENCES:

Brown, H. D. (1994): Teaching by Principles, An Interactive Approach to Language
- Pedagogy. Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice Hall Regents, Prentice-Hall Inc.

Johannsen, K.L. (2006): English for the Humanities. Boston, MA, Thomson ELT.

http//:www.middleschooldebate.com (accessed on 1 October 2009)

hitp//:www.idebate.org (accessed on 1 October 2009)

http//:-www speaking.pitt.edu (accessed on 1 October 2009)

RAZVIJANJE KOMUNIKACIJSKIH VJESTINA KROZ NASTAVNU
DEBATU

Ovaj rad prikazuje prilagodbu formata debate i njegovu primjenu u
nastavnim aktivnostima primjerenim potrebama studenata. Debata se
pokazala uéinkovitom ,task-based” aktivnosti u poticaju razvoja
komunikacijskih vjeStina studenata. Tijekom pripreme nastavne
debate razvijaju se ne samo jeziéne nego i Zivotme vjestine koje
studentima mogu biti korisne u buduéim zanimanjima. Autorice su
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opiéale sve -i:adh}e koje prethdde debati, ﬁjek same debate te p(')sf-”
debatne aktivnosti.

Kljuéne rijeli: nastavna debata, Engleski za akademske surhe, Cetiri temeljne
jezitne vjestine
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