
 

Journal of Multilingual and Applied Linguis-
tics 

E-ISSN: XXXX-XXXX 

 

 

 

 
DOI : 10.62411/---- https://openjournalshub.com/index.php/JOGHRM  

Speaking Through Argument: Analyzing EFL Learners’ Oral 
Performance in Classroom Debates 
 

Rachmi rachmi* , Luqman Hakim  

Universitas of Pembangunan Nasional Veteran Jakarta, Indonesia 

STIT Misbahul Ulum Gumawang, rachmi@stitmugu.ac.id-, 2Universitas of Pembangunan Nasional 
Veteran Jakarta, Indonesia Luqman@upnvj.ac.id 
*Corresponding Author : Rachmi  

Abstract: Debate is a process that involves formal discourse, discussion, and oral addresses on a par-
ticular topic or collection of topics, often with a moderator and an audience. with the aim of practicing 
finding arguments based on strong and accurate data. In addition, debates aim to foster speaking skills 
in expressing opinions well against conflicts that are pro and contra. Thus, this article will raise the 
theme of debate in a speaking performance conducted by second semester students of the English study 
program at Universitas Muhammadiyah Tangerang. The purpose of this article is to find out the extent 
of students' speaking development through the author's analysis. There are 4 debate groups that will be 
studied with 4 to 5 students. The method used in this research is descriptive quantitative, things that 
are examined such as students' linguistic intelligence, statements and arguments issued, and debating 
manners. 
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1. Introduction 

Speaking is the second language activity that humans do in language life after listening. 
Students' speaking skills can be expressed in the debate method. Debate is a powerful tool for 
discussing controversial topics as it promotes critical thinking and inspires individuals to con-
sider alternate viewpoints. In particular, debating is ideal for tackling and resolving by evidence 
and consensus, complex issues such as healthcare reform and healthcare economics.1-4 It has 
been suggested that trainees who participate in debate have better academic performance than 
those who only attend lectures (Blumenau, 2021). In the academic world, public speaking skills 
are essential in the learning process. In lectures, students are often asked to present their 
research results or group assignments in front of lecturers and classmates. Good public speak-
ing skills will help students convey their ideas or arguments clearly and persuasively, thereby 
increasing the understanding and acceptance of classmates. 

In addition, public speaking skills are also important in the professional world. In the 
workplace, students who have good public speaking skills will be more easily recognized and 
trusted by superiors and colleagues. They can confidently convey new ideas, lead presenta-
tions or meetings, and overcome nervousness or anxiety when speaking in front of a crowd 
(Bashori et al., 2022). As in most arenas of life, there are many issues today that experts and 
clinicians have polarising opinions on and, hence, scientific arguments and debates are inev-
itable. However, a major difference of debate in science compared to debate in other fields is 
that in the latter you could rightfully chalk the outcome to a difference of opinion. In contrast, 
science is based on a hypothesis or theory that is either supported, in which cases the theory 
is accepted, or is refuted, in which case an alternative theory or hypothesis is proposed to 
better account for the data. In science, data and evidence rather than opinions really matter. 
Thus, debates can never help resolve a scientific controversy as it only reinforces whatever 
bias we have going into them. However, the key value of scientific debates is that it helps to 

focus and identify the issues that need to be clarified in order to determine the answer. Hence, 
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differing opinion can raise scientifically valid debate, but the only solution to settle this is 
bringing the critical evidence to it (Fouad et al., 2021). 

 

2. Preliminaries or Related Work or Literature Review 
Debate 

A debate is a formal or informal discussion of a topic, in which different opinions or 
arguments are presented. Debates can be used for various purposes, such as learning, per-
suading, competing, or entertaining. In its implementation, debates can have different rules 
and formats, depending on the context and the participants. Debate is the development of 
ideas and a discussion conducted by more than one person or group to analyze a case in 
depth. Debate activities tend to ask the speaker to provide an overview of the possibilities of 
a case, not only that, the speaker is also required to strengthen in depth analysis. Moreover, 
because the debate is carried out in groups, cohesiveness in discussing arguments is needed 
to decide the right strategy Pertiwi (2022) . In the student world, debate is a form of argu-
mentation skills by comparing and contrasting opinions face to face. This method emphasizes 
the ability to defend opinions logically or reasonably. In this method, what is shown is clev-
erness in finding reasons and word games so that the opponent does not move. (Amar-Gav-
rilman & Bentwich, 2022). This debate learning will train students in creative thinking. In 
debate, we are required to understand the opinions of others. Then we are also required to 
provide opinions on other people's arguments. According to Musfirah (2017: 213), a debate 
is a debate that develops communication skills by giving opinions, opposing given topics, 
thinking critically about problems, and expressing ideas in English. For this reason, learning 
debate is very beneficial for students. Students will be trained in speaking English. Debate 
learning will make students become better speakers in their daily life. As Widiawati et al. said 
(2020: 268), there are many benefits of using debate in teaching English, especially teaching 
speaking skills. This debate learning can also increase their vocabulary, grammar, and also 
their skills in using English. This is also said by Firmansyah et al. (2019: 891) that the debate 
techniques taught to students will improve their pronunciation, vocabulary, and fluency 
(Pratiwi et al., 2022) . 
 
Speaking skill 

Speaking is the second language activity that humans do in language life after listening. 
Speaking is a language skill that is developed in a child's life. This speaking skill can be ac-
quired through listening. When children listen, they will learn speaking skills at the same time. 
Speaking or speaking ability in English has an important role in communication (Wahyun-
ingsih & Afandi, 2020). Speaking is described as an interactive process of constructing mean-
ing that involves producing and receiving and processing information. Speaking is an im-
portant skill and by mastering it, one can communicate. Speaking skills are defined as the 
skills which allow us to communicate effectively. They give us the ability to convey infor-
mation verbally and in a way that the listener can understand. Children will learn English 
speaking skills as well as speaking skills in other languages, in primary and secondary school. 
Learning how to develop English speaking skills is so important for ESL students and EAL 
students too. It's one of the most important parts of language learning as speaking is how we 
tend to communicate in everyday life. Speaking is an interactive process where information is 
shared, and if necessary, acted upon by the listener. So, it’s important to develop both speak-
ing and listening skills in order to communicate effectively(Riski et al., 2018) . The focus of 
speaking skills is not developing the accuracy of pronunciation but adequacy of fluency and 
communicative effectiveness (Karpovich et al., 2021) As EFL student's speaking ability plays 
an important role in building connections with others and should be mastered by students. 
Mastery of students' speaking skills will positively impact students' outcomes.Students who 
speak English fluently will also affect other English skills such as reading, writing, and listen-
ing. According to Abdullah (2017: 98), a person's success in learning a language can be meas-
ured by their ability to use the language to communicate. Students who often practice speak-
ing skills will find it easier to pronounce English words or sentences correctly. Brown and 
Yule (1983:6) stated that teaching foreign languages to students is to make them able to speak 
English effectively (Pratiwi et al., 2022) . The ability to speak confidently and fluently is 
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something which children will develop during their time at school, and something that will 
help them throughout their life. 
Critical thinking 

Critical thinking is a way to think and criticize something by questioning an idea or prob-
lem. Critical thinking is an assessment with the aim of examining a situation, phenomenon, 
question, or problem to derive a hypothesis or conclusion that integrates all available infor-
mation so that it can be justified with confidence (Sutoyo et al., 2023).  To examine the ar-
gument that the cultures of Asia work against the kind of critical enquiry valued in Western 
education, we first need an idea of what critical thinking entails. While there are many specific 
definitions of the term, they tend to be broadly similar in substance. Critical thinking has also 
been broken down into taxonomies of skills that attempt to define it in a more detailed form. 
For example, lists six broad categories of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, expla-
nation, and self-regulation, which include within them sub-skills such as categorisation, clari-
fying meaning, examining ideas, analysing arguments, assessing claims, drawing conclusions, 
stating results, justifying procedures, presenting arguments, self-examination and self-correc-
tion (Rear, 2017) . Literature on critical thinking spans the disciplines of philosophy, psychol-
ogy, and education. While definitions of critical thinking sometimes overlap across disciplines, 
this review will focus on the field of education. Thinking is limited, consequently, providing 
the rationale for the current review. Nevertheless, some studies propose that children from 
as early as 3 years demonstrate early critical thinking. Additionally, from an Irish context early 
years education concerns children from age 0–6, while some countries include children from 
age 0–8, therein, we limited the review to studies conducted in early childhood settings with 
children aged 0–8. Therein, the first part of this section regards critical thinking as a broad 
concept as we seek to explore the literature to expose what is known about critical thinking 
in early childhood education (O’Reilly et al., 2022) . 
 
Linguistic Skill  

Each human language is a complex of knowledge and abilities enabling speakers of the 
language to communicate with each other, to express ideas, hypotheses, emotions, desires, 
and all the other things that need expressing (Alduais et al., 2022). Linguistics is the study of 
these knowledge systems in all their aspects: how is such a knowledge system structured, how 
is it acquired, how is it used in the production and comprehension of messages, how does it 
change over time? Linguists consequently are concerned with several questions about the 
nature of language. Linguistics is often called "the science of language," the study of the hu-
man capacity to communicate and organize thought using different tools (the vocal tract for 
spoken languages, hands for sign languages, etc.) and involving different abstract and tactile 
components (Van Dijk et al., 2022) . Linguistic skills are attributes that individuals use to 
express themselves and understand others. They include soft and hard skills, which can obtain 
through training and experience. Soft skills often involve transferable interpersonal skills, 
while hard skills are technical attributes, such as translation and foreign language fluency Lin-
guistic competence refers to the unconscious knowledge of grammar that allows a speaker to 
use and understand a language. It is also known as grammatical competence or I-language 
(Quillen et al., 2021) . Linguists typically study multiple languages, including those not native 
to them. They can speak certain languages fluently or translate from one language to another. 
Linguists may also study the histories of certain cultures, regions, and influences to under-
stand the change and evolution of a language. For example, the English language contains 
different words and phrases from various cultures due to British imperialism, conquest, and 
cultural influence (Olmedo & Juan-Garau, 2022) . Linguistics is an extensive career field that 
offers many opportunities to career seekers. Linguists often need to develop specific skill sets 
to excel in the linguistics industry, and it's important to understand what those skills are. 
Understanding what skills you need as a linguist can help you seek the correct programs and 
decide on a specialization for your linguistics career. 

 

3. Proposed Method 
This type of research is descriptive analytical quantitative research. Analytical descriptive 
quantitative is a technique or method used is descriptive analytical quantitative method, 
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analytical descriptive method is a method that functions to obtain in-depth data. The point is 
which data contains meaning and can affect the substance of significant research (Ekonomi 
et al., 2023). Descriptive Analysis is the type of analysis of data that helps describe, show, or 
summarize data points in a constructive way such that patterns might emerge that fulfil every 
condition of the data (Mahendran et al., 2022). The research participants were 2nd semester 
students from the English education study program at Tangerang Muhammadiyah University. 
The focus of this research is the linguistic intelligence of students, statements and arguments 
issued, and debating manners. The researcher will see and give an assessment based on what 
the researcher sees regarding the debate performance of the 4 groups of students. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The definition of debate is the exchange and discussion of opinions related to a matter by 
presenting arguments or reasons with the aim of defending opinions and even winning opin-
ions. In general, debate can be understood as a strategy in debating opinions or arguments 
with the aim that our opinion can break the opponent's opinion, and vice versa, our opinion 
is not broken by the opponent. (Bond et al., n.d.) . In the student world, debate is a forum 
for developing ideas and voicing opinions. The debate method is a learning method that ac-
tivates students' reasoning and speaking skills through an atmosphere of constructive debate. 
Students are faced with issues of controversy and must develop cases to defend their opinions 
in accordance with the instructions and objectives to be achieved. Researchers are trying to 
find the meaning of debate in debate activities. There were 4 debate groups and each group 
consisted of 2-4 members. Group 1 raised the topic of "Al-Zaytun pesantren controversy", 
group 2 discussed "family vs friends", group 3 discussed "reading and watching", and group 
4 also discussed "reading vs watching".  

 

Figure 1. Debate Perfomance of Group 1 

In the performance of group 1, there were 4 people talking about the scandal experienced 
by the Al-Zaytun boarding school opened by the moderator. The statements issued by each 
student are quite good plus good pronunciation as well. The linguistic intelligence of 
students in this group is quite qualified, they can process words to convey ideas and ideas 
clearly and straightforwardly so that their discussion has content. They also know how to 
debate by defending their statements without having to put others down. It can be 
ascertained that they already have the basics of speaking English therefore the debate they 
bring is easy to understand and reach the audience.  
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Figure 2. Debate Perfomance of Group 2 

The second group talked about family and friends, and they started the discussion by throwing 
out statements and refuting each other's statements. However, this group still had many 
shortcomings in many ways, such as too much looking at notes, many wrong pronunciations, 
no eye contact. Rather than debate, their performance was more like reading aloud. They 
ignored the etiquette of debating and were very perfunctory. The video also shows them 
laughing during the debate [1]. These mistakes can be caused by the debater's lack of mastery 
of the material or the influence of other factors. The consequence is that the debater may lose 
points and make the argument seem boring. 

  

Figure 3. Debate Perfomance of Group 3 

In the third group's performance, the theme was reading and watching, where they 
discussed which was better between reading and watching. There was only one student who 
could master the course of this debate while the others only focused on the notes below them. 
There were also many mistakes in the pronunciation.  
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Figure 4. Debate Perfomance of Group 4 

The last group carried the same theme as the third group, reading and watching. They 
started by giving a statement and then explained why their choice was the best. The language 
they used was easy to understand and their pronunciation was quite good. They knew what 
to talk about and kept emphasizing their statements. With the explanation related to their 
performance, it can be concluded that the linguistic intelligence of students is only mastered 
by a few people and not evenly distributed. Those who are intelligent in language are very 
good at debate performance and those who do not understand language are very poor in 
debate performance. Of the 4 groups there are only 2 that have good performances in terms 
of material presented, statements, pronunciation. Some of the students also still do not 
understand the ethics of debating, they often do not make eye contact with their interlocutors 
instead they are busy reading their respective notes on the pieces of paper under them, this 
shows that the ethics and soft skills of students are still lacking and really need to be improved 
again [2]. At this point we know that soft skills are still often ignored by many students, this 
is quite bad because soft skills are an additional value for finding a job later. 

5. Comparison 

This study highlights students' speaking performance in debate assignments, focusing 
on aspects of linguistic intelligence, clarity of articulation, and mastery of debate material 
and etiquette. In this case, the findings showed that only a small number of students 
demonstrated good language skills, while most still struggled with aspects of soft skills, such 
as eye contact and natural delivery [3]. 

This finding is in line with research by Andini et al. (2020)who stated that many stu-
dents did not understand the ethics of debating and relied more on written text, indicating 
weaknesses in spontaneity and interpersonal communication. Andini also emphasized that 
*soft skills* are often overlooked, even though they play an important role in success in the 
world of work. 

When compared to literature from Gardner (1983)on Multiple Intelligences specifically 
linguistic intelligence, this study supports that not all students have the same linguistic intel-
ligence, and this ability greatly affects debate performance. In addition, a previous study by 
Al-Tamimi & Shuib (2009)which examined EFL students' speaking skills, emphasized the 
importance of continuous practice and rhetorical strategies in improving students' confi-
dence and speaking quality. This is also reinforced by [4] who highlighted that speaking 
practice through argumentative activities such as debates can accelerate the improvement of 
speaking competence if coupled with structured feedback. 
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However, different from previous studies that emphasized more on strategies to improve 
speaking skills, this study also raised the dimension of soft skills as a supporting factor, 
which has not been discussed in depth in similar studies. Therefore, the main contribution 
of this study is to highlight the importance of integrating linguistic ability and soft skills in 
formal speaking tasks such as debates, and the need for a more holistic teaching approach 
to facilitate both 

6. Conclusions 

The world of education is very broad and there are many learning activities that can be 
carried out by the learner or student who studies the knowledge. Demanding knowledge is 
carried out from the lowest level to the highest level and from a young age to old age. (Barba-
Sánchez et al., 2022). The highest level of learning something is at the stage of becoming a 
student. Student is a status that a person has because of his relationship with a university 
which is expected to make him an intellectual candidate. Students become the benchmark of 
society in a local neighbourhood group. To be able to find out about what a student is, it will 
be explained as follows. At this stage, students are required to be able to bring about change. 
What this means is that if something happens in the environment and it is the wrong thing 
then students should be able to change it according to what is expected (Islam et al., 2022). 
Students' critical thinking marks a vital role in the dynamic map of modern education, touch-
ing on various aspects relating to its profound contribution to individuals and society more 
broadly. In this context, critical thinking does not only mean the analytical ability to dive into 
academic material, but also encompasses the role of being a major catalyst for change and 
innovation (Fikriyatii et al., 2022). What is done by students of the English education study 
program at Tangerang University is one way to improve and hone skills, namely debating or 
discussing. some students do not debate as they should, they just read and read. however 
there are still students who use this debate opportunity to hone and develop themselves in 
speaking and language skills. 
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