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Abstract— There is a growing need for English language students to practice the essential skills of communication inside 
and outside the EFL classroom, precisely business students who are demanded to master communication skills by the end 
of their university study years. There is a gap in recent research on the topic of the cognitive and affective communication 
benefits of debates in business EFL classes which this paper is trying to fill. For the purpose of examining business EFL 
students’ perspectives on the effectiveness of using debates in developing their communication skills, a survey instrument 

was designed to collect data. The survey was sent by email. 40 students filled in the survey and participation was 
voluntary. The survey was conducted within Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) context. The results showed promising 
advantages of this pedagogical tool and gave insight into the underlying communicative potential that can go unnoticed 
in the day-to-day teaching and learning routine, such as critical thinking skills, negotiation and creativity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
There is a growing need for English language students 
to practice the essential skills of communication inside 
and outside the EFL classroom, precisely business 
students who are demanded to master communication 
skills by the end of their university study years. To 
prepare EFL business students for the competitive 
nature of the business world while maintaining an 
ethical attitude (Iman, 2017), EFL teachers are required 
to be creative in designing learning experiences that not 
only enrich the students’ knowledge but also sharpen 
their linguistic and communicative skills (Alasmarin & 
Ahmed, 2013). 

Mubaraq (2016) states that the main goal of speaking is 
communication. According to the ideas of 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), the ability 
to communicate effectively is called "communicative 
competence." This means that language learners should 
be able to interact with others and understand each other, 
rather than just memorize conversations or do grammar 
tests. CLT emphasizes that language is about sharing 
meaning and that it should involve teamwork in 
understanding each other. It requires skills not just in 
grammar, but also in using language in a practical way. 
This can be greatly accomplished through a highly 
communicative classroom activity which is debates. 

Debates can not only improve the linguistic and 
communicative competence of the students, but also 
build self-confidence along the way (Delemare & 
Lipsham, 2024). In a world suffering from mental health 
problems and emotional turmoil, debates foster growth 

and self-expression by having students take a stance and 
defend it logically and scientifically. It takes them on a 
journey initiated by a struggle to articulate their opinions 
and/or confidently bring forth their arguments to being 
competent and assertive in the end. 

There is a gap in recent research on the topic of the 
cognitive and affective benefits of debates in business 
EFL classes which this paper is trying to fill. A survey 
was distributed to gain perspective on students’ 

perceptions of those benefits. The research questions 
that this paper tries to answer are: 

1. What cognitive communication skills do business 
EFL students believe debates have fostered in 
them? 

2. From their perspective, what affective aspects have 
debates nurtured in those students? 

 II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
A. History 
Debates first took place in ancient Greece and India 
where famous philosophers such as Socrates challenged 
the common assumptions the society held at that time 
(Hilborn, 2022). The debates between Abraham Lincoln 
and Stephen Douglas in 1858 inspired modern political 
debating, which is now practiced in election cycles 
globally. Interestingly, the victory of John Kennedy 
against his opponent was due to his charisma and 
personality which emphasized the power of body 
language and emotional intelligence in influencing the 
audience (Hilborn, 2022). 
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B. Definition 
Debates can be defined as formal tools to problematize 
the educational process where students must get creative 
at defending their stance in the argument following firm 
regulations within a specific time frame (Khidirova & 
Nashirova, 2021).  

This requires the students to be able to organize their 
thoughts and behave in a timely yet respectful manner to 
the counter opinions. Normally, a debate requires to 
form 2 teams of opposing stances, a judge (normally the 
teacher) and a timekeeper (normally the teacher as well). 

C. Debates as a Pedagogical Tool 
Debates are pedagogical tools that can enhance the main 
4 skills of the English language, namely Speaking, 
Listening, Writing and Reading (Khidirova & 
Nashirova, 2021; Cinganotto, 2019).  

These 4 skills are the backbone of any communication 
process students encounter in their lives. Evidence 
suggests that debates boost students’ fluency, 

vocabulary and grammar, i.e. the better the vocabulary 
and grammar, the more fluent the student (Cinganotto, 
2019). 

Add to that, debating has special significance in 
sharpening critical thinking skills which are required to 
analyse the problem at hand, process different 
perspectives on the given subject and evaluate 
arguments while formulating new, strong 
counterarguments backed with scientific evidence (Zare 
& Othman, 2013).  

Add to that, research highlights the fact that 
communication skills, namely verbalizing ideas 
accurately and listening actively, is enhanced while 
creating a lively classroom atmosphere where student 
engagement is increased. 

To make debates a fruitful activity, students need to 
fulfil two important ethical factors in any debate to keep 
it smooth and effective. According to Jagger (2013) & 
Lustigova (2011), control and respect are two important 
moral elements of any debate.  

Controlling what one should say and not say while 
maintaining a respectful tone is crucial to fostering a 
sense of moral responsibility in the students which is 
critical for a world that is craving for tolerance and peace 
(Sakallı et. al., 2021). 

The flipside of debates in EFL classes is that students 
experience anxiety and reluctance while debating due to 
it being a more advanced form of public speaking 
(Alasmari & Ahmed, 2013).  

Fear of making mistakes in pronunciation and 
vocabulary can discourage students from effectively 
participating in debates. Another challenge is students’ 

inadequate research and planning skills performed 
within a limited period of time. 

From a teacher’s perspective, maintaining a positive and 

respectful ambience in the classroom during the debate 
can be difficult and assessing the student performance 
while giving constructive feedback can prove to be 
challenging (Alasmari & Ahmed, 2013; Lan & Lam, 
2020). In addition, teachers often experience challenges 
such as limited class time and students' lack of 
motivation in exhibiting their speaking skills (Lan & 
Lam, 2020). 

III. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
For the purpose of examining business EFL students’ 

perspectives on the effectiveness of using debates in 
developing their cognitive and affective communication 
skills, a survey instrument was designed to collect data.  

The survey consisted of 16 questions using the 5-point 
Likert scale examining the level of agreement (Strongly 
agree, agree, neutral, disagree and strongly disagree). It 
contained 2 main sections, namely students’ 

demographics, and cognitive and affective 
communicative skills developed by debates. 

The survey was sent by email to around 80 students and 
participation was voluntary. The survey was conducted 
within Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) context. 40 
students filled in the survey, 45% of which were female 
students while 55% were males. 50% of the participants 
were freshmen and sophomore students, while 45% of 
them were in their 3rd and 4th year at university.  

Only 5% of the participants were in their senior year. All 
students completed the LANC1070, English for 
Business 1, in the last couple of years.  

They all performed the 3 debates assigned in the course 
about Globalization, Taxes and Social Media. They 
were all informed of the security of the information they 
provided and that it would be anonymously used for 
research purposes only. 
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IV. RESULTS 
A. Cognitive Communication Skills 

Figure 1. Chart of Survey Results (Research Skills) 

The majority of the participants (85%) believed that 
engaging in debates in the classroom improved their 
research skills which is critical in the planning stage 
where students are required to formulate a solid 
argument backed up with scientific evidence, such as 
statistics. 

Almost the same percentage of participants (82.5%) 
agreed that debates increased their knowledge of the 
vocabulary related to the topic at hand and allowed them 
to expand their bank of words which is critical in 
communicating ideas and sharing perspectives on any 
given issue. 

 
Figure 2. Chart of Survey Results (Mastering Course Content) 

When asked if they thought that debates helped them in 
mastering the course content, more than half the 
participants agreed with the statement (60%) while 

26.5% remained neutral. Debates alone can have an 
advantage in understanding the course materials but 
might not help students master it as such. 

B. Affective Communication Skills 

Figure 3. Chart of Survey Results (Problem Solving) 

Moving to the affective communication skills or what 
are called soft skills, participants confirmed that debates 
helped them in improving their problem-solving and 
critical thinking skills, 67.5% and 80% respectively. 

Interestingly, more participants reflected enhancement 
in critical thinking than problem-solving skills as 
debates do not necessarily reflect reaching a solution for 
the discussed problem as much as thinking critically and 
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deeply about it. Most of the participants agreed that 
debates did not only increase their tolerance of each 
other’s different and opposite perspectives but also 

sharpened their skills in relation to collaboration and 
teamwork, 77.5% & 72.5% respectively. It is worth 
mentioning that planning for the debate and performing 
the debate relies heavily on coordinating roles, 
searching for information that is distinct for each 
member in the group and taking turns while debating. 
The rebuttal part requires the oppositive team to listen 
and respond respectfully to their opponents requiring 
them to be tolerant of their different perspectives on the 
issue at hand. 

Another interesting result is that most participants 
agreed that debates allowed them to be creative and 
helped them in negotiation, 80% & 75% respectively. 

Debates are largely a way of convincing the other team 
and the audience of one’s perspective while maintaining 

the flow of ideas in oppositive directions. Additionally, 
the intensity of the debate and the depth at which 
students go in presenting their ideas requires a high level 
of creativity in formulating and presenting ideas. 

The linguistic skill that participants ultimately witnessed 
great improvement in is their speaking skill as 83.5% of 
the participants agreed that their level of confidence 
increased because of performing the debates. This 
ultimately led to the improvement of their presentation 
skills. Interestingly, almost all the participants (90%) 
agreed that debates enhanced their presentation 
performance which is a result that every EFL business 
student aspires to achieve. 

 
C. Overall effectiveness of Debates 

Figure 4. Chart of Survey Results (Overall Perceptions of Debates) 

Overall, 77.5% participants believed that debates are 
enjoyable course activities and that they are useful 
learning experiences (82.5%) and should be kept part of 
the course for years to come. This shows how much 
value debates have added to students’ learning 

experience in English for Business 1. It is worth 
mentioning that 67.5% of the students are reaping the 
benefits of classroom debates even after the course has 
ended which emphasizes how transferable the skills 
enhanced by debates are. 

V.  DISCUSSION 
The results of this study provide insights into the 
effectiveness of using debates as a pedagogical tool in 
EFL business classes, specifically in enhancing both 
cognitive and affective communication skills. The 
findings align with the existing literature that 
emphasizes the importance of debates in developing 
critical thinking, vocabulary acquisition and 
communicative competence among students 
(Cinganotto, 2019; Zare & Othman, 2013). This study, 

however, details the subtle communication skills that 
students acquire through debates that are often neglected 
in research. 

One of the most notable outcomes is the high percentage 
of participants who reported an improvement in their 
research skills which requires a high level of cognitive 
processing of information, information analysis and 
synthesis in a timely manner and formulating 
counterarguments backed with evidence, all of which 
are prerequisites to an effective performance in any 
debate. 

Even though research considers debates as a high-level 
form of communication which is normally accompanied 
with higher levels of anxiety (Alasmari & Ahmed, 
2013), participants in this study showed improved 
confidence as they moved from one debate to another. 
They also showed improved speaking and presentations 
skills due to performing the debates regardless of their 
emotional state. Anxiety only decreases when students 
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are allowed to perform and act out the classroom activity 
rather than shying away from it. It is worth mentioning 
that debates allow all students to take part without 
leaving anyone behind and leaves no one disadvantaged 
in the process. 

Affective communication skills, namely creativity, 
negotiation, collaboration and tolerance, which 
participants improved through debates, are a cornerstone 
of success in the business world. These also feed into the 
21st century skills that educational institutions are 
promoting through their educational programs. Add to 
that, participants found debates to be very engaging 
rather than a boring or monotonous activity as they 
reported enjoyment throughout the process of debating. 
Debating is a full learning cycle of engaging and active 
processes of planning, delivering and reflecting. 

Despite these outcomes, the study highlights some 
limitations. Not many participants found debates helpful 
in mastering the course content which emphasizes the 
importance of supplementing this activity with different 
language activities that enhances comprehension of the 
course materials, such as reading and writing activities. 

Another limitation is that teachers’ perspectives on the 

execution and assessment of debates is lacking. The 
teacher plays a pivotal role in facilitating the whole 
process of classroom debates. Therefore, their role is 
worth investigating and researching to find ways to 
understand it and thus improve it. 

VI. CONCLUSION 
This study aimed at researching the cognitive and 
affective communication skills enhanced by classroom 
debates from university business students’ perspectives. 
The results showed promising advantages of this 
pedagogical tool and gave insight into the underlying 
communicative potential that can go unnoticed in the 
day-to-day teaching and learning routine. Further 
research is needed to investigate the teachers’ different 

approaches to facilitating and assessing debates in EFL 
business classes and how different alterations of this 
process can influence students’ experiences. It is also 

possible to investigate if debates have different 
advantages to students in different fields of study and 
how that can affect them cognitively as well as 
affectively. 
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