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Abstract. This article explores how debate-based activities can be used within
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) to develop both the speaking skills and
the critical thinking of Bl-level EFL learners. The discussion is organised around
three questions: what to teach, who to teach and how to teach. It first identifies
the speaking and thinking skills that debate develops, such as stating a position,
supporting it with reasons and evidence, responding to opposing views and lis-
tening critically, together with the expressions learners need to do so. It then de-
scribes B1 learners as independent users who can give simple opinions but often
struggle to build and defend an argument. Finally, it shows how a debate cycle of
preparation, structured debate and feedback can be organised in two lessons on
the motion that schools should begin each day with compulsory morning exer-
cises. The article suggests that well-scaffolded debates give learners a real reason
to speak and think carefully, and can help them become more fluent, organised
and confident speakers.
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Introduction

Many EFL learners study English for years and still
find it hard to express and defend an opinion in
speech. Part of the problem lies in the classroom it-
self. Speaking is often given little practice time, and
when language patterns are introduced without a real
context and followed by little interaction between
students, their speaking skills do not develop as they
should [3]. A related problem concerns thinking.
Learners taught mainly through teacher-centred
methods are often reluctant to share their ideas or to
analyse and question what they read and hear [2]. Yet
both skills are needed together: to take part in a dis-
cussion in English, a learner has to decide what to
say, organise it clearly and react to what others say.

Debate offers a way to develop these skills at the
same time. In a debate, two sides present arguments
on a given topic, or motion, and try to answer and
weaken each other's arguments [2]. Studies in EFL set-
tings have reported encouraging results. Senior high
school students in Indonesia who took part in regular
debates made significant gains in both critical think-
ing and speaking compared with a control group [2],
and Dutch secondary school students at around Bl
level produced more speech that was also more flu-
ent, accurate, coherent and lexically rich after a ten-
week debate programme [1]. This article explains how
debate can be used as a communicative activity with
B1 learners. It considers what should be taught, who
the learners are and how the method can be applied,
and then presents a two-lesson sequence built around
a debate on morning exercises at school.

What to teach: speaking skills, critical thinking and the
language of argument

Debate-based teaching has two linked goals. The first
is a set of speaking skills: stating a position clearly,
giving reasons for it, supporting those reasons with
examples or facts, responding to an opponent's
points, and organising a short speech so that listeners
can follow it. Organisation deserves special attention,
because debaters have to signal when they move from
one argument to the next. In el Majidi et al.'s study,
students who debated made clear progress in their
use of such organising markers [1]. Learners also ben-
efit from speaking at a calm, steady pace, which gives
them time to think and makes them easier to under-
stand [3].

The second goal is critical thinking, which can be
understood as the ability to analyse, interpret, evalu-
ate and explain ideas in order to reach well-reasoned
conclusions [2]. In a debate, this means understand-
ing and defining the motion, identifying the main is-
sue, looking at it from different contexts, evaluating
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assumptions and evidence, and considering the con-
sequences of a position [2]. Two practical ideas from
public speaking make these skills easier to teach.
First, an argument is built from premises, which pro-
vide reasons or evidence, and a conclusion that fol-
lows from them, and each premise needs support
such as facts and statistics, definitions, examples,
short narratives, testimony or analogies [4]. Second,
debate depends on critical listening: learners must be
able to tell facts from opinions and notice assump-
tions that a speaker has not supported with evidence
[4].

These skills need clear language. Learners should
be taught expressions for giving an opinion (I believe
that..., In my view...), giving reasons and examples
(This is because..., For example..., According to...), organ-
ising ideas (First..., Moreover..., On the other hand..., To
sum up...), disagreeing politely (I see your point, but...,
I'm afraid I disagree because...), rebutting (My opponent
claimed that..., however...) and asking for clarification
or evidence (What do you mean by...? What evidence is
there for that?). They also need basic debate terms
such as motion, proposition, opposition, argument, rebut-
tal and evidence [2], together with vocabulary for the
debate topic. For the motion used later in this article,
this includes words such as compulsory, physical activ-
ity, concentration, energy, timetable, well-being and per-
sonal choice.

Who to teach: B1-level learners

The target learners are at Bl level, the first stage of in-
dependent use of English. They can talk about famil-
iar topics, describe experiences and give brief reasons
for their opinions. However, their arguments tend to
be short and loosely connected, they rely on a limited
range of vocabulary and linking words, and they of-
ten pause or lose confidence when they have to an-
swer someone who disagrees with them. Debate is a
realistic choice for this level. The Dutch secondary
students in el Majidi et al.'s study were on average at
B1 level, and they still benefited from a full debate
programme [1].

These learners have several specific needs. They
need time and support to prepare, because building
an argument in a foreign language is cognitively de-
manding. They need help in moving beyond personal
opinion: in Iman's study, students often relied on their
own beliefs and presented arguments without evi-
dence, which weakened their critical thinking [2].
They need some knowledge of the topic, since learn-
ers who do not understand the issue cannot argue
about it well [2]. Finally, many need help with confi-
dence. Fear of making mistakes or forgetting what to
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say is common among English learners [3], and anxi-
ety about speaking in front of others is usually high-
est just before speaking begins [4]. Topics should
therefore be familiar and relevant to the learners, ide-
ally chosen with them [1], and the format should be
small and structured before learners face the whole
class.

How to teach: debate within Communicative Language
Teaching

CLT aims to develop learners' ability to use language
for real communication, not only their knowledge of
grammar and vocabulary. Lessons are organised
around meaningful interaction, learners spend much
of the time talking to each other in pairs and groups,
fluency and accuracy are both developed, and the
teacher acts as a facilitator rather than the main
speaker. Debate fits these principles well. It gives
learners a genuine communicative purpose, namely
defending their own position and weakening the
other side's, and this purpose pushes them to use ac-
curate and varied language [1]. The exchange of argu-
ments creates interaction in which learners notice
gaps in their language and try to improve their output
[1]. Debate is also learner-centred: students do most of
the talking and thinking, while the teacher works as a
coach and adviser [1]. Its competitive element keeps
learners engaged, and students tend to describe de-
bates as both enjoyable and useful [1].

Practical Application / Classroom Activities

The following sequence shows how a debate can be
organised with a B1 class of about 16-24 learners over
two 45-minute lessons. The motion is This house be-
lieves that schools should start every day with compulsory
morning exercises. The topic suits Bl learners because
it concerns their daily lives, needs no specialist
knowledge and has strong arguments on both sides.
By the end of the sequence, learners should be able to
present two supported arguments for a position, re-
spond to at least one opposing argument and use ex-
pressions for giving opinions, disagreeing and organ-
ising ideas.

The first lesson prepares learners for the debate. It
begins with a short agree/disagree activity (8 min-
utes). The teacher reads statements such as Exercise in
the morning helps students concentrate or Students are too
tired to exercise before lessons, learners move to the
"agree" or "disagree" side of the room, and two or
three on each side give a reason. This kind of
agree/disagree discussion is a simple way to start
learners talking and to set a clear purpose for the les-
son [3]. Learners then read two short texts on the
topic, one in favour and one against (15 minutes).
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In practice, a debate works best as a cycle of three
stages. In the pre-debate stage, learners read about
the topic, collect arguments and write a short case de-
fending their side, so that reading and writing feed
into speaking [1]. This stage is also where critical
thinking is trained most directly, as learners define
the motion, brainstorm ideas, select the strongest
ones, support them with evidence and predict the
other side's arguments [2]. Careful preparation also
reduces anxiety, since it removes much of the uncer-
tainty that makes speaking stressful [4]. In the debate
itself, each speaker gives a short speech, then a rebut-
tal that answers the opponents' points, followed by an
open exchange of arguments [1]. Formats can be ad-
justed to the class: two students against two, or one
against one, give every learner a turn [1], while larger
formats with three speakers on each side, a chairper-
son and a timekeeper suit later stages [2]. In the post-
debate stage, learners summarise the debate, receive
feedback and revise their written cases [1], [2].
Feedback can come from both the teacher and peers:
in el Majidi et al.'s study, students noted mistakes and
useful words while listening to each other, and teach-
ers discussed common errors after the debates [1].
Repeating this cycle with new topics allows learners
to carry their gains from one debate to the next [1].

Working in pairs, they underline facts and opinions
and look for unsupported assumptions, for example
the idea that every student has time and energy in the
morning [4]. They also discuss what the key words of
the motion mean, such as compulsory and every day,
since a clear definition keeps the debate on track [2].
Next, the class is divided into groups of four, with
two students for the motion and two against it (15
minutes) [1]. Each pair chooses its two strongest argu-
ments and writes them down using a simple frame: a
claim, a reason, and a piece of support such as a fact,
an example or a short personal story [4]. Each pair
also predicts one argument the other side is likely to
use and prepares a short answer to it [2]. The lesson
ends with a brief language focus (7 minutes), in which
the teacher highlights useful expressions for opin-
ions, reasons, disagreement and linking ideas, and
learners add them to their notes. For homework, each
pair finds one more piece of evidence and writes a
short case of about 150 words, so that reading and
writing feed directly into the spoken debate [1].
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The second lesson is the debate itself. Pairs first re-
hearse their speeches quietly for five minutes, which
helps to reduce nervousness before speaking [4]. Each
group of four then holds its debate at the same time as
the others (20 minutes). Each speaker gives a one-
minute opening speech, then each speaker gives a
short rebuttal answering one of the opponents'
points, and the round ends with a three-minute open
exchange [1]. While opponents are speaking, learners
note one point they want to challenge, one mistake
they heard and one useful word or phrase [1]. After
the first round, students change groups and debate
again with new opponents, which lets them reuse and
improve their arguments. Throughout, the teacher
moves around the room as a coach, listens, keeps
time and notes common errors and good language
without interrupting [1].

The post-debate stage (20 minutes) turns attention
to reflection and accuracy. Each group reports which
argument was the strongest and explains why, refer-
ring to the quality of its evidence and reasoning

Conclusion

This article has argued that debate-based activities
are a practical way to develop both speaking skills
and critical thinking within Communicative
Language Teaching. What should be taught is the abil-
ity to state, support and defend a position, to answer
opposing arguments, to organise a short speech and
to listen critically, together with the expressions that
make these actions possible. The target learners, Bl
users of English, can already give simple opinions but
need structure, preparation time, topic knowledge
and confidence to argue effectively. Debate meets
these needs when it is organised as a cycle: careful
preparation in which learners read, think and write; a
short, structured debate in small groups; and feed-
back that turns attention to evidence, reasoning and
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