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Abstract: This primary research focuses on students’
perceptions on the implementation of debate activity in an
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom and their
improvements in their teamwork skills and speaking skills so as
to determine the effectiveness of implementing debate as an
additional activity in the intensive English program. The research
involved 84 participants in two grade-9 Intensive English classes
at one public secondary school in Thu Duc City (Ho Chi Minh
City). The research was conducted using the mixed-method
approach. A survey, class observations and an open-ended
question in the questionnaire were used to collect both
quantitative and qualitative data. The findings of the study
indicated that the majority of participants found the debate
activity enjoyable to take part in and debating skills are
considered useful for their future. In addition, the participants
witnessed a number of improvements in their teamwork skills
and speaking skills. Some of the participants believed that more
teenager-relatable topics should be introduced in the debate
activity. Teachers should provide students with enough input
such as topic-related knowledge, vocabulary and useful
expressions before the actual debate, and encourage them to
reflect on their performance and comment on their peers’
performances.
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1. Introduction

Debating is one of the many communicative activities which have
been designed and held in many classrooms in different contexts and
settings because this activity is widely believed to be a platform in
which learners can both practicetheir language skills and other skills,
from lower-order thinking to higher-order thinking skills (Stewart &
Pleisch, 1998; Bellon, 2000; Goodwin, 2003; Omelicheva, 2007).
Teamwork skill, in addition, is one of the skills that can be greatly
enhanced by the implementation of debating in the English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) classroom (Stewart & Pleisch, 1998).
However, how Vietnamese learners in secondary schools think about
debate as a classroom activity has not yet been explored. Moreover,
Vietnamese secondary learners have a few chances of practicing their
speaking skills and teamwork skills, which can be practiced and
enhanced through their participation in the debate activity. This study,
hence, focuses on exploring the perceptions of learners towards the
implementation of debating in an EFL classroom, as well as their
teamwork skills and oral performance during the debate.

2. Literature review

2.1. The importance of argumentation and debating

Logic is believed to be closely related to the soundness of the
claims made in an argument so as to provide the solidity of the
grounds on which the debater is standing and the firmness of the
backing he provides for those claims. In other words, the merits of a
claim depend on the merits of the argument which could be produced
in its support (Toulmin, 1958). This is the foundation of debating.

According to Freeley (2009), debate is the process of inquiry and
advocacy, a way of arriving at a reasoned judgment on a proposition
to reach a decision in their minds. Regarding the gains debaters can
have from a debate, Johnson (2009) claimed that critical thinking
skills can be greatly achieved through the act of debating. Meanwhile,
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Sanonguthai (2011) stated that the debaters are bound to develop “a
strategy of control” by focusing on determining, designing and
directing what happens in the round, attempting to provide the
soundest and firmest backing for their argument. Moreover, debates
are usually concerned with controversial topics and require
argumentative reasoning, which can contribute to the analytical
process of both the depth and the breadth of the arguments. Therefore,
it is widely agreed that the practice of argumentation and debating can
have a positive impact on the debaters, which poses promising
potential of being introduced and implemented in educational
contexts.

2.2, Debate Activity in EFL Classrooms

Debate is not an unfamiliar term as its emergence in ELT has
been witnessed for a relatively long time, especially along with the
advent of the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach. It
is believed to contribute to the improvement of all four language skills
(reading, listening, writing, speaking). According to Stewart and
Pleisch (1998), although speaking skill is naturally the skill utilized
most, students are essentially competent at listening, note-taking and
writing. Debate’s significant role in assisting the mastery of speaking
skills, as well as listening and reading skills, has been proven and
investigated with a wide scope, applied in many EFL settings
(Othman & Murad, 2015).

Besides language skills, learners’ critical thinking is believed to
be developed thanks to the debate activity. Bellon (2000) described a
debate activity as a tool to not only teach students to adopt multiple
perspectives, which is considered one of the most important problem
solving skills, but also help students develop content mastery, as well
as argumentation and communication skills. In addition to developing
an individual’s critical thinking and problem solving skills, debate is
believed to allow students to actively participate in their learning and
requires the use of skills that are not easily developed in a traditional
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didactic context (Oros, 2007). Learners develop all types of skills in a
debate activity not only through their individual preparation and
performance, but also because of a variety of small group tasks in
which learners benefit from the inputs of their group mates. In a study
conducted by Goodwin (2003), learners took part in different group
tasks and had their views challenged and improved by listening to
others’ points of view. These became the drive that drew more and
more learners’ attention into the subject or the course, enhancing their
learning experience.

With regards to learners’ acquisition of a second language, a
debate activity can be a helpful tool to engage learners cognitively and
linguistically (Krieger, 2005) because learners are involved in a number
of speaking practices and verbal discussions with their classmates,
which is believed to enhance their listening, reading and writing skills.
In a debate activity, learners are required to carry out research on the
topic, take notes of important points for the discussions and write their
arguments in advance. Moreover, they have to use their skimming,
scanning techniques and critical reading skills in order to select the
strongest evidence, making the soundest argument. In a debate, each
debater needs to pay attention to the other team’s arguments by
listening carefully so as to prepare for their rebuttals. Thus, not only is
the debate activity considered to help learners practice thinking more
critically, but it also provides learners with more access to linguistic
input and output, promoting effective language learning (Bellon, 2000;
Kennedy, 2009). In other words, a high level of discourse skills is applied
in a debate activity, making it a complicated type of communicative
interaction (Lubetsky et al., 1999).

2.3. Research questions

Of the scarce publications on debating for ESL/EFL students,
many focus on the format and procedures of the debate event
(Lachowski & Plautz, 1994) or how the debate activity is implemented in
tertiary-levelclassrooms and institutions. Consequently, there is very
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little material available for teaching debate to foreign language
learners (Le, 1995; Lubetsky, 2005), and a total lack of the related
literature in the context of Vietnamese teaching and learning at the
secondary level. Hence, this study was conducted with a view to
exploring the perceptions of ninth graders in a public secondary
school toward a debate activity. The research questions of this study
are as followed:

e What are grade 9 students’ perceptions of the debate activity,
their teamwork skills and oral performance in the debate activity
in the Intensive English Program?

e What do the students think can improve the debate activity in
the future?

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

So as to explore learners’ affection, cognition and behavior
toward the debate activity, mixed-methods design was employed.
Quantitative data were collected for analysis and class observations,
along with an open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire that
was designed in order to collect qualitative data. This design is appropriate
as it can provide more insight into the matter of inquiry (Creswell,
2001). While quantitative data yielded from the questionnairecan be
statistically analyzed, qualitative data coming from class observations and
the open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire can offer a
number of different perspectives on the topic.

In order to investigate the perceptions of learners of an activity,
the researcher decides on the operationalization of the components of
perceptions. According to McLeod (2018), there are three components
together constituting the operationalization of the term “attitude”,
namely, Affection, Cognition and Behavior. In this current study, the
researcher also adopts this operationalization of the term “attitude” for
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the key term “perceptions” because to formulate a complete
perception of something, learners have emotions or feelings towards
the target (Affection), opinions, beliefs and knowledge about the
target (Cognition) and last but not least, a set of reactions and actions
toward the target (Behavior). Specifically, learners’ oral performance
in the debate activity and their teamwork skills were observed and the
main focus of the investigation. So as to observe and investigate
learners’ perceptions of their own oral performance in the activity, a
scoring rubric was created based on IELTS Band Descriptors of the
Speaking skill, issued by the International English Language Testing
System. The Speaking band descriptors are a set of assessment criteria
used by the examiners to assess an EFL candidate’s speaking
performance, including four categories across nine bands, namely,
Fluency and Coherence, Lexical resource, Grammatical range and
Accuracy and Pronunciation. In addition, paralinguistic features such
as appropriate eye-contact, facial expressions, body language and tone
of voice are believed to affect the flow of conversation (Thornbury &
Slade, 2006), and in this specific activity, affect the extent to which an
argument can be delivered convincingly. For this study, the category
Tone and Body language was added into the scoring rubric because of
the aforementioned reason. Regarding the investigation of the
students’ teamwork skills, how they cooperated in the preparation
process and during the official debates were the focus (see Figure 1).

* Pronunciation
L * Tone & Body
language

Behavior
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. Teamwork skills — e Lo
debates
Debate
: . Cognition | =0 + Fluency & Coherence
L - activity * Lexical resource
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Figure 1: The investigation of learners’ perception of the debate activity,
their teamwork skills and oral performance
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3.2. Participants

There were in total 84 students in grade 9 of a public secondary
school in Thu Duc city participating in this study. These students have
been students in the IntensiveEnglish program for four years and their
level of proficiency ranges from lower-intermediate to intermediate.

Before conducting the research, the researcher asked for
permission from the school management board and the Principal
approved that the research was to be conducted, as long as the
treatment would directly provide students with knowledge required for
the end term exams in the Intensive English Program, following
strictly the themes of the chapters in the currently in-use ELT
textbook. Regarding the students, they were informed of the purpose
for which their data were being collected and confidentiality was
ensured. Students’ personal identifiabledata was anonymized so that it
cannot be linked to other data by other people. A coding system was
used in order to assign participants’ responses with numbers. Before
the practice sessions, the researcher informed the students about the
study’s aims, procedures and potential benefits or harms in
Vietnamese. The potential harms were the feeling of anxiety or
pressure because of the competitiveness among groups in the debate
activity.

3.3. Research Tools

Regarding the questionnaire, the researcher wanted to collect
comparable data from a large group of participants using close-ended
questions, the answers to which can be scored and measured for
interpretation. The questionnaire adopted the four-point Likert scale
so as to avoid central tendency when learners may be undecided or
refuse to choose extreme responses. As all the questions aimed to
investigate learners’ opinion towards a statement, the responses are
written as (1) Strongly agree, (2) Agree, (3) Disagree and (4) Strongly
disagree. As the questionnaires aim to investigate learners’ perceptions of
the debate activity and its possible effects on their speaking skills and



VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2022
DIGITAL ELT: APPROACHES AND INNOVATIONS

teamwork skills, they consist of four main parts. The first part collects
data about their perceptions towards the debate activity. The second
part is about the students’ perceptions of their teamwork skills during
the process of preparing and debating, the third part collects data
about their cognitive and behavioral perceptions of their oral
performance and the fourth about their suggestions for future debate
activities (see Appendix A).

In terms of the class observations during the official debates,
videos of participants taking part in the debate activity were recorded
with a camera and a tablet. Before recording the videos of each
debate, the researcher explained the purpose of recording their
debates, which is as a tool for observation for the study only. All of
the students agreed that their debates would be recorded after the
researcher guaranteed that confidentiality would be maintained
throughout the time of the study and all of the videos would not be
accessed to, shared or used by any other people except the researcher
and the participants themselves. Each debate lasted from 20 minutes
to a maximum of 25 minutes. The teacher took notes of the students’
arguments and utterances that need addressing later in another class
session using an observation form.

3.4. Data collection and analysis

Before having official debates, the teacher provided the learners
with a number of preparatory sessions to introduce the nature and
features of a debate and familiarize them with the debate format.
Moreover, two practice sessions were organized so as to give the
participants opportunities to practice in groups.

The questionnaire was distributed in the last week of the activity
and when all the questionnaires were filled out, they were collected
immediately and the mean score of each questionnaire item was
calculated to find out whether learners agree or disagree with each
statement. The standard deviation of each item was also calculated to
determine how dispersed their answers were. Anonymity was
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maintained as the students were not required to provide their names in
the questionnaires. In the student observation form, each student was
given a code starting from S1 for the first student to S84 for the
eighty-fourth student. For the open-ended question, there were 55
students giving the answers, so their answers were coded from S1 to
S55 with the order different from that of the questionnaire.

With regards to the answers to the open-ended question at the end
of the questionnaire, all answers were retyped into a Word file to
extract themes. The researcher adopted the new application of
unfolding matrix in framing qualitative data (Padilla, 1996) introduced
by Nguyen (2018). The technique of unfolding matrix helps the
researcher to avoid missing important data. Moreover, because the
number of answers to the open-ended question was relatively large (55
samples), it is feasible that this set of qualitative data is framed using
this technique.

4, Findings and Discussion

4.1. Students’ affection towards the debate activity

Table 1 illustrates the affection of the participants toward the
debate activity. Overall, the majority of the participants agreed that
they were interested in the debate activity and practice sessions and
they also enjoyed sharing their opinions upon a matter. It is evident
that the standard deviation is relatively low, which means that the
responses are not scattered, but rather clumping up towards a specific
mean and the data were statistically significant. Most of the students
enjoyed taking part in debate practice sessions, and this statement also
had the highest mean of 3.52, followed by the statement about their
affection toward joining the debate activity, at 3.12. This was
consistent with what the researcher observed during the practice
sessions as almost all students paid attention to the instruction,
although very few of them did not maintain full attention. Moreover,



10

VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2022
DIGITAL ELT: APPROACHES AND INNOVATIONS

when the students were divided into groups (first, pairs of two, then
groups of four, six and twenty people) to debate against the other
team, they were all excited and competitive. When observing students
discussing in their pairs (before they were combined into larger
groups), the researcher found out that a large number of students
actively expressed their opinions upon the motion. These results
corroborate the findings from the study conducted by Goodwin
(2003), which indicate that many students felt happy when
participating in debate exercises, although a few had anxiety because
of the competitiveness.

Table 1: Students’ affection towards the debate activity

Students’ affection towards the debate activity
Like Like Like
L . Be open to L
participating in| presenting ooposite participating in
the debate | opinions and opiF:1ions debate practice
activity arguments P sessions
agree 21.4% 9.5% 4.8% 61.9%
60 52 60 25
Agree
71.4% 61.9% 71.4% 29.8%
4 18 16 6
Disagree
4.8% 21.4% 19% 7.1%
Strongly 2 6 4 1
disagree 2.4% 7.1% 4.8% 1.2%
Means 3.12 2.74 2.76 3.52
Std. dev. 0.59 0.73 0.61 0.69

4.2. Students’ cognition toward the debate activity

Regarding what the students thought of the debate activity, the
students were asked to show whether they agreed with the statements
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about their view on the importance of debating and other related
sub-activities in preparation for the debate activity. Table 2, Table 3
and Table 4 illustrate the students’ cognition towards the debate
activity. The majority of the students deemed the debate practice
sessions useful, with the highest mean of 3.48, while the mean of the
statement about commenting on the other teams’ debates viewed useful
only yielded 2.88; however, the dispersion is the lowest, at 0.39.

Table 2: Students’ cognition towards the debate activity

Students’ cognition towards the debate activity
Think the Ideas prepared Watching Commenting
debate for the debate on other
. other teams’ ,
practice useful for other . teams
. . debates is .
sessions are educational debates is
. useful
useful activities useful
agree 48.8% 50% 54.8% 2.4%
42 26 32 70
Agree
50% 31% 38.1% 83.3%
1 15 5 12
Disagree
1.2% 17.9% 6% 14.3%
Strongly 0 1 1 0
disagree 0% 1.2% 1.2% 0%
Means 348 3.30 3.46 2.88
Std. dev. 0.53 0.80 0.67 0.39

Most interestingly, most of the students agreed that what they
learnt while researching information in preparation for the debate
activity can be useful for other academic activities. This is explained
in the study by Goodwin (2003) in which the students claimed that
they were exposed to different perspectives, so it seemed evident that
they could connect to the content of the course more easily and at a
deeper level.

11
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Table 3: Students’ cognition towards the debate activity (cont.)

Students’ cognition towards the debate activity

Can construct

Can express

Know how Can Can
. an argument ] personal
to define i .. refute the | summarize .
using opinion- . . opinion by
key words . opposite | the points .
: explanation- . answering
in the team’s in the
i example- . follow-up
motion . points | argument .
conclusion questions
Strongly 16 15 8 2 16
agree 19% 17.9% 9.5% 2.4% 19%
50 57 60 61 56
Agree
59.5% 67.9% 71.4% 72.6% 66.7%
16 11 14 18 9
Disagree
19% 13.1% 16.7% 21.4% 10.7%
Strongly 2 ! 2 3 3
disagree 2.4% 1.2% 2.4% 3.6% 3.6%
Means 295 3.02 2.88 2.74 3.01
Std. dev. 0.69 0.60 0.59 0.56 0.67

In order to gain a deeper insight into what students thought of
what they were able to do after the debate practice sessions, table 4
demonstrates students’ cognition towards the debate activity regarding
specifically the skills and knowledge they were supposed to have after

three sessions of input.
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Table 4: Students’ cognition towards the debate activity (cont.)

Students’ cognition towards the debate activity
. . Hel Look atan | Model script
Think debate is s . P
. . construct issue from for each
important to their .. . .
. convincing different speaker is
further education .
arguments | perspectives useful
Strongly 78 74 70 4
agree 92.9% 88.1% 83.3% 4.8%
2 6 10 60
Agree
2.4% 7.1% 11.9% 71.4%
4 3 4 12
Disagree
4.8% 3.6% 4.8% 14.3%
Strongly 0 1 0 8
disagree 0% 1.2% 0% 9.5%
Means 3.88 3.82 3.79 2.71
Std. dev. 0.45 0.54 0.52 0.70

It is shown in Table 4 that all statements enjoyed a relatively low
standard deviation. Most of the students agreed that they were able to
construct an argument following opinion—explanation—example—
conclusion and nearly all of them thought that thanks to the debate
activity, they knew how to construct convincing arguments. These
were confirmed by the observation of individual students in their
official debate activity. Because of having sufficient time for
preparation and a number of resources suggested by the teacher, most
of the students managed to deliver a meaningful argument, along with
examples taken from reliable news or online sources. Moreover, the
students were able to counter the argument from the opposite team,
although some students did not succeed in expressing opposite
opinions. These findings corroborate with those in the study carried
out by Davidson (1995), in which learners showed improvement in

13
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their abilities to voice and support their opinions and point out the
weaknesses in others’ arguments.

Table 5: Students’ cognition towards the debate activity (cont.)

Students’ cognition towards the debate activity
Think debate Help Look atan | Model script
is importantto | construct issue from for each
their further | convincing different speaker is
education arguments | perspectives useful
Strongly 78 74 70 4
agree 92.9% 88.1% 83.3% 4.8%
2 6 10 60
Agree
2.4% 7.1% 11.9% 71.4%
. 4 3 4 12
Disagree
4.8% 3.6% 4.8% 14.3%
Strongly 0 1 0 8
disagree 0% 1.2% 0% 9.5%
Means 3.88 3.82 3.79 2.71
Std. dev. 0.45 0.54 0.52 0.70

It can be seen from Table 5 that the statement that had the lowest
mean (2.71) was the one regarding the usefulness of the speaker turn
template that was provided by the teacher before the official debate
activity. The statement about the importance of debating to the
students’ further education had the highest mean of 3.88 because the
students believed that in the future, they would be required to argue
for their opinions and their judgments would be challenged, and
therefore, they must be able to construct a good argument to present
their explanations.

4.3. Students’ behavior toward the debate activity

Table 6 illustrates students’ behavior towardsthe debate activity
including how they prepared for the debate activity or how they
participated in the debate activity of their own and other peers. It is
evident that approximately a quarter and even a third of all
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participantsclaimed that they did not watch debate videos while
preparing the official debate activity. A possible reason can be that
learning about the format and debate techniques from videos without
the teacher’s instructions and explanations seems to be difficult. One
interesting finding here is the highest mean of 3.56 recorded for the
statement about the usefulness of the ideas prepared for the debate
activity than used in a follow-up writing activity. Because there was an
argumentative essay activity following the debate activity and this
writing genre is similar to the way of constructing an argument in
debate, it seems that the students found it easy to complete the writing
task using the ideas and knowledge about constructing a convincing
argument obtained from the debate activity. This finding prompts
further research into the correlational relationship between the debate
activity and argumentative essay writing.

Table 6: Students’ behavior towards the debate activity

Students’ behavior towards the debate activity
Watch debate Watch debate Use ideas in L
. . Enthusiastically
videos to videos to learn the debate . .
. participate
learn about how to construct | for the writing | .
.. in the debate
the format an argument activity
Strongly 11 8 66 14
agree 13.1% 9.5% 78.6% 16.7%
49 50 2 40
Agree
58.3% 59.5% 2.4% 47.6%
) 20 25 13 22
Disagree
23.8% 29.8% 15.5% 26.2%
Strongly 2 1 3 8
disagree 2.4% 1.2% 3.6% 9.5%
Means 2.77 2.77 3.56 2.71
Std. dev. 0.67 0.63 0.88 0.86

4.4. Students’ cognition and behavior towards teamwork skills in the debate activity

Regarding students’ cognition towards teamwork skills, the
majority of the students discussed with teammates about the points for

15
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the argument, holding the higher mean of 3.12. These findings are
similar to those found in the study conducted by Stewart and Pleisch
(1998). The students thought that they learnt to work with classmates
and that increased their self-esteem because cooperation and teamwork
were greatly encouraged during the debate activity. However,
approximately a quarter of the students disagreed that their skills were
improved thanks to the debate activity. Moreover, nearly a third of the
students believed that the debate activity did not make group work a
more pleasant experience. Students’ cognition and behavior towards

teamwork skills in the debate activity are shown in Table 7.

Table 7: Students’ cognition and behavior towards teamwork skills
in the debate activity

Students’ cognition
towards teamwork skills

Students’ behavior towards teamwork
skills in the debate activity

in the debate activity
Discuss with Share with .
Know their
Help teammates teammates
. roles and | Make group
improve | whether each useful
L. . . teammates’ | work more
teamwork point is information . .
. . roles in the | enjoyable
skills convincing about the debate
enough debate topic
Strongly 11 18 8 4 8
agree 13.1% 21.4% 9.5% 4.8% 9.5%
49 60 52 60 50

Agree

58.3% 71.4% 61.9% 71.4% 59.5%

20 4 18 16 25

Disagree

23.8% 4.8% 21.4% 19% 29.8%
Strongly 2 2 6 4 1
disagree 2.4% 2.4% 7.1% 4.8% 1.2%
Means 2.77 3.12 2.74 2.76 2.77
Std. dev. 0.67 0.59 0.73 0.61 0.63
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4.5. Students’ perceptions of their oral performance in the debate activity

With regards to students’ perceptions of their oral performance,
81% of the students use a wide range of vocabulary and connective
devices, and this is confirmed in student observation results.
According to the Student Observation Evaluation Form (see Appendix
B), indicator coded P04 has the highest mean of 3.25, which means
that the majority of students had prepared for all the topics properly
and attempted to utilize a variety of uncommon words effectively. For
example, one student (S3) used words or collocations such as
discrimination, bias and mentally affected in the speech about the use
of technology in education. This corroborates the findings from the
study carried out by Lubetsky, LeBeau and Harrington (1999), in
which students thought high levels of discourse skills were applied in
a debate activity. This is also similar to what Lee (2005) found in an
experimental design study. Students in the experimental group with
six sessions of classroom debate progressed significantly in terms of
public speaking skills, communication skills and many other skills.
The statement that showed contrary findings is the one about the
ability to speak at length in the debate activity. For each turn, each
speaker was required to speak for at least two minutes, and while only
two-thirds of the students think that they can speak at length, the
observation indicates that only approximately 18% of the students did
not manage to speak continuously for two minutes.

4.6. Students’ suggestions for future debate activities

In order to answer the second research question about what
students think can improve the debate activity in the future, the researcher
used one open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire. There
were in total three main themes generated from all the answers of the
students, namely, Debate Format and Topics, Preparation and Supporting
Resources, and Teamwork.

For the first theme Debate Format and Topics, most of the
students believed that the time for each speaker’s turn should be

17
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longer than two minutes because they wished to speak at a slower
pace and add more examples. Moreover, students thought that their
debates should be recorded and posted onto some social media sites so
that other people can view and leave some comments to share their
opinions. About the number of debaters in one team, students thought
that there should be fewer than five people on each team. With regards
to the topics, although the topics were taken from the units in the
in-use textbook so that the learning outcomes related to topic
knowledge would be met, the students believed that the motions could
be more interesting and relevant to teenagers.

“Debate videos can be posted on social media sites such as
Facebook so that other friends from other classes can also watch
and comment.” (S44F08)

“A speaker should have a bit more time to speak. The rules of the
debate should be stricter because the audience can be quite noisy
and that affects the debaters a lot.” (S50F14)

“A team should include three people only. Three people can take
turns to debate and answer the questions”. (S49F13)

“I think we can debate and present our ideas on the board. I wish
we could bring some real aliases into the classroom to illustrate
our points (e.g., clothing, objects ...)"” (S8F04)

“I think there should be more meaningful topics such as “Is
expectation motivation or pressure?” or “Are pageant contests
necessary?”” and more LGBTQ-related topics.” (S48F09)

For the second theme Preparation and Supporting Resources,
some students wished that instead of showing them videos about
debating, the teacher could organize some games or exciting activities
so that they could actively participate in and become familiar with
concepts and techniques of debate. Moreover, there are contrary ideas
about the amount of time allowed for preparation. While some
students thought that a number of their peers would need more time to



Students’ Perceptions of the Debate Activity in Grade 9 Intensive English
Program

prepare for their speech, some others believed that the debate would
become more exciting if the debaters were not given a long period of
time for preparation.

“There should be more games related to debate so we can be
more familiar with the activity and learn more about the concepts
related to debate.” (SIP01)

“The teacher should provide us with more videos and articles
about the topics.” (S15P02)

“We need more time to prepare because it may be hard for some

’

of my friends who do not have adequate abilities to debate.’
(S31P04)

“The preparation time should be limited (as much as possible) so
that our arguments can be more exciting and the debate can be
more heated.” (S48P05)

With regards to the last theme found in the answers of the
students, which is teamwork, most of the students were not pleased
with the groups they were in because of the lack of mixed levels of
proficiency. Students with higher proficiency level had a tendency to
choose each other as teammates, leaving lower-proficiency students in
other groups. This, to some extent, seemed to discourage some
students. Hence, the students thought that they could have been
grouped into groups randomly, or by the teacher. In addition, some
students wished that the teacher could help them with keeping track
with the workload in their team by the use of a work rota so that their
teammates could contribute actively to the group work.

“I don’t like being grouped in a team because we didn’t have a
fair share of work. Better students need to cover for less
proficient ones. I prefer debate activities that divide the class into
two groups only.” (S16702)

“I don’t really enjoy being in my group, so I think the teacher
should put us into groups without letting us choose.” (S307T04)
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“I think the teacher should provide us with a work rota template
to distribute work among all teammates. Sometimes, I have to
cover the work of the other four members and I am the only one
that learns something.” (S37T05)

The data yielded from the questionnaire and the open-ended
question have provided a valuable insight into how ninth graders in
Vietnam think about the debate activity when it is organized in the
classroom. Moreover, how their teamwork skills and speaking skills
before and during the debate are perceived is also shed light on.
Suggestions for improvement in future debates were made by the
learners, which are worth considering.

5. Conclusion & Implications

The questionnaire was distributed in order to investigate the
perceptions of grade-ninth learners enrolling in the Intensive English
Program in a public secondary school in Ho Chi Minh City towards
the debate activity. The results showed that most participants enjoyed
participating in the debate activity and deemed debating crucial for
their further education in the future. In addition, the majority of the
students demonstrated the ability to use a wide range of vocabulary,
cohesive devices and grammatical structures in their arguments, as
well as their perceptions towards teamwork skills were positive, as
previously suggested (Davidson, 1995; Stewart & Pleisch, 1998;
Lubetsky et al., 1999; Goodwin, 2003; Lee, 2005). However, the
debate format could have allowed the students to speak for a longer
time with randomly-assigned groups and with more interesting and
teenager-related topics.

In order to prepare participants properly for the debate activity,
concepts and techniques relevant to debating need to be well
introduced. According to the Input Hypothesis put forward by
Krashen (1983), only with sufficient amount of input can learners be
able to produce the desired products or achieve the objectives and
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outcomes. Regarding the context of an EFL classroom experiencing
debating, there needs to be enough input provided in the practice
sessions and before the official debates. Teachers can consider
organizing a number of discussions about debate techniques and
concepts and requiring students to practice using different grouping
techniques, beginning with pair work and then in larger groups, as
previously suggested, group work can help learners to enrich their
ideas and improve accuracy (Othman & Murad, 2015). Providing
students with a variety of useful sentence structures and appropriate
topical vocabulary is another good idea. Not only should grammatical
structures and lexical items be given to students in advance but
supporting resources such as videos and news articles should also be
introduced so that students can have more reference.

The input provided for students can only become meaningful
when students are fully aware of the objectives of each phase in
preparation for the debate activity. Each task has a number of specific
objectives and each stage of the debate activity has specific goals, and
knowing these clearly can greatly facilitate the learning process. So as
to facilitate students’ performance in the debate activity and their
actual gains after the activity, it is highly recommended that teachers
provide learners with a complete model of a debate activity with three
separate stages, namely, pre-debate, actual debate and post-debate.
The goals of each stage need to be made known to the students so that
they are fully aware of what they can achieve after completing each
stage (Aclan et al., 2016). Furthermore, particularly in the post-debate
stage, it is advisable that teachers comment on each team’s strengths
and weaknesses for further improvement and students can pose
questions related to the topic for further discussions among all
classmates.

The three-stage model of a debate activity should have
appropriate difficulty levels, allowing students to develop their lower-
order-thinking skills then higher-order-thinking skills, based on the

21



22

VIETTESOL INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION 2022
DIGITAL ELT: APPROACHES AND INNOVATIONS

Bloom Taxonomy of Learning. In the pre-debate stage, teachers can
provide students with materials and activities with an increasing level
of difficulty so that lower-proficiency students may not feel
discouraged. Instead, all students can feel motivated to take on new
challenges as different skills are required. First, students can be
required to brainstorm and research for information needed for the
debate. Following this, they practice constructing their arguments by
analyzing their own points, examples and discussing with their
teammates. In the post-debate stage, students are allowed to give
comments on each other’s performance as a way to give evaluation,
and answer follow-up questions to practice synthesizing all the
information they have prepared and obtained from listening to other
teams’ debates.

This study explored the perceptions of ninth-graders towards the
debate activity held in the Intensive English Program. Overall, most
students enjoyed participating in this activity and they also viewed
their experience with teamwork positively. Also, the learners thought
that they managed to fulfill the requirements about their oral abilities.
Moreover, the learners gave some interesting suggestions for the
activity in the future regarding the topics, format and supporting
resources. Debate activity is, hence, a suitable communicative activity
to be held in an EFL classroom. Pedagogical implications for
Vietnamese teachers in secondary grades are provided so that debate
activities in the future can be organized with a clear model consisting
of stages and appropriate sub-activities for each stage. Although the
participants felt excited about the debate activity in the study and
meaningful data were collected and analyzed, this study could have
been conducted within a longer period of time, probably throughout a
term of an academic year, so that learners’ progress and improvement
in their own teamwork and speaking skills can be witnessed and result
in even more meaningful and valuable data. Further research in the
field of debate as a classroom activity can explore the effects of a
debate activity on students’ writing performance in an argumentative
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essay writing task because in an argumentative essay, the students
need to provide reasons, explanations and examples to support their
opinion and the debate activity can act as a preparatory stage in which
learners do research, outline their opinions and supporting ideas, and
see whether their arguments are convincing enough. Practicing
argumentation in a debate activity may give students an idea of how to
structure their argumentative essay and convince the readers by the
use of reasons and relevant instances.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY (DEBATE)
TRONG CHUGONG TRINH TIENG ANH TANG CUONG 9 HOC Ki 2

Nam hoc 2021-2022

PHAN 1 THAI DO DO VG1 HOAT DONG TRANH LUAN

Doi voi cac cdu hoi trong phan 2 va phan 3, hoc sinh danh dau X vao

6 trong hop 1y cho tirng cdu. Luweu ¥, chi ddanh X mét lan cho méi cdu.

STT

Hoan
toan
khéng

déngy

Khoéng
déngy

Péng
y

Hoan

toan

déng
y

Em thich tham gia hoat déng tranh
bién trong I&p hoc.

Em thich trinh bay quan diém va lap
luan trudc khan gia.

Em cdi m& vai cac quan diém doi nghich.

Em thich tham gia hoat déng luyén tap
tranh bién.

Em mudn phat trién ky nang tranh bién
dé thuyét phuc ngudai khac.

Em biét cach dinh nghia tir khoa trong
chu gé.

Em c6 thé xay dung mot bai lap luan
theo c&u truc Y kién — Giai thich - Dan
ching - Két luan.

Em ¢4 thé 1ap luan dé phan bién i 1&
cla bén doi.

Em c6 thé tom tat cac luan diém clia doi.

10

Em cam thdy cac budi luyén tap tranh
bién trong I&p hltu ich.
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Hoan Hoan
STT to?n K’t\onq Do’ng tc:an
khéng (dongy| y |déng
déngy y

11

Em nghi viéc theo doi cac déi tranh
bién khac gitp em cai thién phan tranh
bién cia ban than.

12

Em nghi viéc nhan xét phan tranh bién
cla cac doi khac gitp ich cho phan
tranh bién ctia em.

13

Em nghi viéc tra |&i cac cau héi sau moi
phan tranh bién |a co hoi dé em thé
hién quan diém ca nhan.

14

Tranh bién quan trong d6i véi qua
trinh gido duc nang cao cta em trong
tuong lai (cap 3, dai hoc ...)

15

Tranh bién gitip em biét cach xay dung
lap luan c6 tinh thuyét phuc.

16

Tranh bién gitip em nhin nhan mot van
dé tu nhiéu khia canh.

17

Em nghi cac théng tin em chuén bi cho
hoat déng tranh bién c6 thé hitu dung
cho cac hoat dong hoc tap khac.

18

Em xem cac video vé tranh bién dé hiéu
cau trdc ctia mot hoat dong tranh bién.

19

Em xem céc video vé tranh bién dé biét
cach dua ra quan diém va lap luan.

20

Kich ban tranh bién mau cho tiing
ngudi néi do gido vién cung cap hiu
ich cho viéc chuan bi clia em.

21

Em luyén tap phan tranh bién ctia ban
than trudc hoat dong tranh luan chinh
thuc.
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PHAN 2 - THAI DO D01 VG1 KV NANG LAM VIEC NHOM

Hoan
. Khong| _ . Hoan
toan ~ bong N
STT . dong . toan
khong . y aéna v
déng y y 9y
1 Hoat dong tranh bién gitp em cai
thién ky nang lam viéc nhém.
5 Em thao ludn vaéi ban cuing doi vé
tinh thuyét phuc ctia tiing lap luan.
Em chia sé v&i ban cung ddi nhiing
3 | théng tin hitu ich lién quan dén
cha gé.
Em biét ré vai trd cia ban than va
4 | déng doéitrong hoat dong tranh
bién.
5 Hoat dong tranh bién khién hoat
doéng nhém trd nén tha vi hon.
PHAN 3 - THAI DO DO1 V01 KY NANG NOI
Hoan toan ~ Hoan
Khé b
STT khéng ~ ong! o’ng toan
~ . |dongy| vy .
dongy dong y

Em luyén tap phat am tU vung kho
trong phan tranh bién ctia doi.

Em st dung phéi hgp céc loai
cdu trdc cau trong phan tranh
bién clla minh.

Em c6 gang kiém soat cac quy
tdc nglr phap vé thi (tenses) khi
tranh bién.

Von ti vung em st dung trong
hoat dong tranh bién da dang.

Em st dung nhing ti néi
(cohesive devices) dé tang tinh
mach lac cho phan tranh bién
clia minh.
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Hoan toan Khéna| Bén Hoan
STT khong | 9/FoNg | oan
déng y ayl vy déng y

Em c6 thé néi lién tuc trong hai
phut.

Em c6 géng han ché su ngap
7 | ngling, ngat quang (pauses)
trong khi tranh bién.

Em luyén tdp ngdn ngit co thé va
8 | giao ti€p mat phu hgp véi hoat
dong tranh bién

Em luyén tap diéu chinh am diéu
9 | (intonation) dé bay té thai do
phu hgp.

PHAN 4 - CHIA SE CA NHAN
Doi voi cdc cdu héi trong phan 4, cdc em ghi cdu tra 107 theo
quan diém cd nhan.

Em c6 dong gop ¥ tudng gi dé hoat dong tranh bién trong mén
Tiéng Anh Ting cudng 9 t6t hon cho cic ban trong nim hoc t6i?

APPENDIX B: STUDENT OBSERVATION EVALUATION FORM

Code Description | ST = St dey.
| Poor | Fair | Good | Excettent
THEME 1 - TEAMWORK -
TOL | The speaker discusses the opposite team's argume with the 3 28 32 21 285 084 |
To2 | The speaker knows his'her role and other ! roles well. [i] i6 36 12 27 0.70
T3 | The speaker discusses the foll P with the 9 £ 26 i1 2.46 .86 |
THEME 2 - ORAL PERFORMANCE _]
P01 | The speaker's pronunciation is clear enough o convey his'her speech effectively. [i] 4 68 12 3.10 0.43
P02 | The speaker uses different sentence structures in his/her speech, [i] 2 49 & 277 061
P03 | The speaker tries to control hiz'her use of verb tenses, 1 3 52 10 2.85 063
P4 | The speaker uses a wide range of vocabulary. [} 2 59 23 3.25 049
P05 | The speaker uses cohesive devices to increase cohesion. 2 19 52 11 2.86 0.66
P06 | The speaker can speak at length (maximum 2 minutes). 2 3 59 10 2.92 0.61
P07 | The speaker tries to avoid pauses while debating. 0 1 78 5 3.05 0.26
P08 | The speaker has appropriate body language and eye contact. 0 25 50 9 2.81 0.61
P09 | The speaker has a suitable i 1 28 41 14 2.81 0.72
P10 | The speaker has minimal reliance on notes. 3 47 28 6 2.44 0.68










