
 

 

601 

 

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF DEBATES IN ENGLISH SPEAKING 

DEVELOPMENT 

                                                                   

   Maxmanazarova Feruza  Ismoilovna 

                                                                       Senior teacher of UZSWLU 

                                                                        Tohirova Laylo Alimardon qizi 

                                                                        3rd-year student of UZSWLU 

 

Annotation: This study explores the pedagogical effectiveness of classroom 

debates as a primary instrument for enhancing English speaking proficiency among 

EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners. In the contemporary educational 

landscape, transitioning from passive language comprehension to active communicative 

competence remains a critical challenge; thus, this research investigates how structured 

argumentation bridges this gap. Utilizing a quantitative survey methodology among a 

specific cohort of learners, the study examines the correlation between competitive 

debating and the development of oral fluency, critical thinking, and communicative 

confidence. The research provides a comprehensive analysis of learner perceptions, 

highlighting significant improvements in argumentative logic and speech spontaneity. 

Furthermore, the paper identifies prevalent psychological and lexical barriers, such as 

learner anxiety and vocabulary limitations, offering actionable insights for their 

mitigation. By synthesizing empirical data with existing linguistic theories, the article 

establishes a robust framework for integrating debate-centered instruction into the 

curriculum. Ultimately, this research serves as a strategic guide for educators and 

curriculum designers aiming to foster a more dynamic, student-centered, and 

cognitively engaging environment for language acquisition in non-native contexts. 
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Introduction 

In the contemporary landscape of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, 

the transition from passive linguistic comprehension to active communicative 

competence remains one of the most significant challenges for both educators and 

learners. While traditional pedagogical models have long prioritized grammatical 

accuracy and rote memorization, the globalized demands of the 21st century necessitate 

a shift toward more dynamic, interaction-based methodologies. Among these, classroom 

debating has emerged as a sophisticated pedagogical tool, offering a unique platform for 

learners to synthesize their linguistic knowledge with high-order cognitive processes. 

The primary difficulty faced by many EFL learners in non-native environments, 

such as Uzbekistan, is "speaking anxiety" coupled with a lack of spontaneous lexical 

retrieval. Traditional speaking exercises often fail to replicate the high-stakes, real-time 

negotiation of meaning required in authentic communication. Consequently, learners 

often experience a disconnect between their theoretical knowledge of English and their 

practical ability to express complex arguments. This research investigates how 

structured argumentation through competitive debates can bridge this gap, serving as a 

catalyst for developing not only oral fluency but also critical thinking and 

communicative confidence. 
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Utilizing a quantitative survey methodology at the Uzbekistan State World 

Languages University (USWLU), this study examines the perceived effectiveness of 

debates among a specific cohort of learners. It seeks to identify how this interactive 

method influences speech rate, spontaneity, and the mitigation of psychological barriers. 

Furthermore, the paper explores the prevalent lexical and psychological hurdles that 

students encounter during spontaneous discourse. By synthesizing empirical data with 

established linguistic theories, such as Social Constructivism and the Affective Filter 

hypothesis, this research aims to provide actionable insights for curriculum designers 

and educators seeking to foster a more cognitively engaging environment for language 

acquisition. 

Literature Review 

The theoretical framework of classroom debating is fundamentally anchored in the 

principles of Social Constructivism and Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). As 

established by Vygotsky (1978), cognitive and linguistic development is a socially 

mediated process where meaning is negotiated through interaction; in this regard, 

debates provide a sophisticated platform for authentic language usage. Recent empirical 

scholarship has extensively documented the correlation between competitive 

argumentation and various dimensions of oral proficiency. For instance, in an influential 

study published in the International Journal of Education and Literacy Studies, Alasmari 

and Ahmed (2013) demonstrated that students exposed to debate-centered instruction 

exhibited a 25% higher improvement rate in speech fluency compared to those in 

traditional, teacher-led settings. They characterized the debate format as a "catalyst" for 

spontaneous language production, forcing learners to bridge the gap between mental 

conceptualization and verbal output. 

Beyond mere fluency, debating is increasingly recognized for its contribution to 

high-order cognitive faculties. Hall (2011) describes debating as a multidimensional 

pedagogical activity that simultaneously stimulates linguistic precision and cognitive 

flexibility. This assertion is supported by a comprehensive evidence base synthesized 

by Akerman and Neale (2011) for the English-Speaking Union, which indicated that 

structured debating can enhance critical thinking markers by approximately 44%. This 

cognitive demand necessitates the use of complex syntactic structures, as learners must 

synthesize evidence and identify logical fallacies in real-time. Furthermore, the 

technical aspects of speech spontaneity are addressed by Fauzan (2016) in the Journal 

of ELT and Applied Linguistics, where research suggests that debating significantly 

minimizes "speech hesitation" and increases overall learner engagement levels to 70-

80%. 

The psychological dimension of language acquisition, particularly the mitigation 

of Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety (FLSA), remains a focal point of recent 

research. Shabani (2013) observed that while the argumentative environment initially 

presents a challenge, consistent participation results in a 30% reduction in 

communication apprehension. This phenomenon is often attributed to the lowering of 

the "affective filter," a concept popularized by Krashen (1982), as students shift their 

focus from self-consciousness to the defense of their ideological positions. Additionally, 

the lexical benefits of this method are highlighted by Stewart (2010), who argues that 

the "Involvement Load" of a debate ensures that students retain up to 60% more 

specialized vocabulary compared to rote memorization. Collectively, these studies 
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suggest that debates represent a holistic approach to ELT, addressing the linguistic, 

cognitive, and affective needs of the modern learner. 

Methodology 

The present research utilizes a quantitative descriptive design to investigate the 

pedagogical impact of classroom debates on the oral proficiency of EFL learners. The 

study was conducted at the Uzbekistan State World Languages University (USWLU), 

specifically targeting a cohort of 20 undergraduate students specializing in English 

philology. The participant demographic was primarily composed of young adults aged 

between 18 and 22. In terms of linguistic competence, an initial assessment categorized 

75% of the participants at the Intermediate (B1/B2) level, while 15% demonstrated 

Advanced (C1) proficiency, ensuring a representative sample of typical university-level 

language learners in Uzbekistan. 

The research procedure involved a systematic intervention where structured debate 

sessions were integrated into the students' speaking curriculum. These sessions were 

designed to prioritize spontaneous speech production and rapid argumentative 

reasoning. Following the completion of the debating phase, primary data were collected 

using a digital survey instrument administered via Google Forms. This platform was 

selected to ensure data integrity, respondent anonymity, and a standardized environment 

for feedback. The questionnaire employed a combination of 5-point Likert-scale items 

and multiple-choice questions, specifically focusing on three variables: perceived 

fluency (speech rate), cognitive engagement (critical thinking), and psychological 

readiness (confidence). 

Data analysis was performed using descriptive statistics, focusing on frequency 

distribution and percentage calculations to quantify the shifts in learner attitudes and 

skill acquisition. The focus on "speech rate" as a key metric for fluency was analyzed 

through the lens of student self-reporting and instructor observation during the live 

sessions. This methodological framework allowed for a robust evaluation of how 

competitive argumentation serves as a catalyst for transitioning from passive language 

knowledge to active communicative competence within a high-stakes academic 

environment. 

Results 

The analytical phase of this research involves a comprehensive breakdown of the 

data gathered from the survey conducted at the Uzbekistan State World Languages 

University (USWLU). Each chart represents a critical dimension of the learners' 

experience during the debate sessions. 

1. General Efficacy of Debating 
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"Do you think debating helps to improve your speaking skills?" 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the respondents' feedback regarding the general utility 

of debating was overwhelmingly positive. Out of the 20 participants, 45% (9 students) 

opted for "Agree", while 40% (8 students) selected "Strongly Agree". The remaining 

15% (3 students) remained neutral. 

The significance of this result lies in the total absence of negative feedback. In the 

context of the Uzbek EFL classroom, where traditional methods often focus on 

grammar-translation, the fact that 85% of learners perceive a direct improvement in their 

speaking skills indicates that debating acts as a powerful "active learning" catalyst. This 

high level of perceived efficacy suggests that learners feel a tangible shift in their ability 

to construct and deliver verbal arguments. 

2. Hierarchical Analysis of Skill Development
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"Which skill do you think improved most?" 

The data presented in Figure 2 illustrates a multifaceted development of skills, 

suggesting that debating acts as a comprehensive pedagogical tool rather than a narrow 

speaking exercise. The hierarchical distribution of the results provides significant 

insights into the learners' priorities and perceived gains: 

Critical Thinking (45%): Nearly half of the participants identified critical thinking 

as their most substantial area of growth. This outcome is particularly vital within the 

academic framework of the Uzbekistan State World Languages University (USWLU). 

It indicates that the intellectual rigor required to dismantle an opposing argument in real-

time forces students to engage in "high-order thinking." Students are essentially moving 

beyond mere translation and are using English as a vehicle for complex logical analysis. 

Self-confidence (40%): A significant 40% of students reported an increase in 

confidence. In the Uzbek EFL context, where "speaking anxiety" often stunts progress, 

this result proves that the competitive nature of debates effectively lowers the "affective 

filter." By focusing on winning a point rather than avoiding a grammatical error, 

students develop a psychological resilience that is crucial for long-term language 

acquisition. 

Oral Fluency (35%): Over a third of the cohort noted a marked improvement in 

their fluency. This aligns with the primary research objective concerning "speech rate." 

The "pressure-cooker" environment of a live debate necessitates rapid lexical retrieval 

and reduces the duration of hesitation pauses, thereby fostering a more natural and 

spontaneous verbal pace. 

Vocabulary (30%): Interestingly, 30% of the students acknowledged an expansion 

in their lexical range. This suggests that the preparation phase—the research conducted 

before the debate—serves as a high-engagement platform for incidental vocabulary 

learning. Words are not just memorized; they are acquired as necessary "tools" for 

argumentation. 

Pronunciation (20%): While still showing improvement, pronunciation received 

the lowest ranking. This is a logical consequence of the debate format, where 

communicative impact and argumentative logic take precedence over phonetic 

perfection. It suggests that in a high-stakes speaking task, students prioritize 

intelligibility and meaning over native-like accentuation. 

The findings in Figure 2 demonstrate that debating provides a holistic learning 

experience. It builds a structural bridge between the cognitive (Critical Thinking), the 

psychological (Confidence), and the linguistic (Fluency and Vocabulary) faculties of the 

learner. For educators at USWLU, this highlights that if the goal is to produce fluent 

speakers, the curriculum must provide them with cognitively demanding tasks that 

necessitate authentic communication. 

3. Institutional Demand for Curriculum Integration 
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"Would you like to see debating as a permanent part of the English curriculum?" 

The data represented in Figure 3 provides an absolute and unequivocal response to 

the proposed pedagogical shift. According to the survey, there was a 100% unanimous 

consensus among the 20 participants at USWLU regarding the future of debating in their 

academic journey. Every single student (20 out of 20) indicated a strong desire to see 

debating integrated as a permanent fixture in the English language curriculum. 

Such a unified result is statistically rare and carries significant weight for 

educational stakeholders. It demonstrates that the students do not view debating as a 

mere "one-off" activity or an entertaining break from routine, but rather as a 

foundational learning tool that meets their professional and communicative needs. 

This absolute agreement reflects a deep-seated learner-driven demand for a move 

away from traditional, teacher-centered methodologies. In the context of the Uzbekistan 

State World Languages University, this 100% approval rate serves as a direct mandate 

for curriculum designers to consider more argumentative and interaction-based syllabus 

frameworks. It proves that when learners are given agency and a platform for authentic 

discourse, their engagement with the target language reaches its peak. 

4. Identification of Communicative Obstacles and Barriers 



 

 

607 

 

 
"What are the difficulties/barriers you faced?" 

While the preceding findings emphasize the pedagogical success of the sessions, 

Figure 4 delineates the linguistic and psychological hurdles that persist within the 

learner cohort. Identifying these barriers is essential for refining future instructional 

strategies at the Uzbekistan State World Languages University (USWLU). The data 

reveals a clear hierarchy of challenges that learners must navigate during spontaneous 

argumentation: 

Lack of Vocabulary (35%): This emerged as the primary technical hurdle, with 7 

out of 20 students identifying it as their most significant struggle. This finding suggests 

that while debating effectively enhances the speed of speech, it cannot immediately 

compensate for a limited "lexical range." For these learners, the desire to engage in high-

level discourse is often frustrated by a lack of specialized academic terms, highlighting 

a crucial need for pre-debate "lexical scaffolding." 

Fear of Making Mistakes (25%): One-quarter of the participants cited the fear of 

error as their leading barrier. Despite the confidence gains noted in earlier sections, this 

psychological "affective filter" remains a factor. It indicates that for many Uzbek EFL 

learners, the pressure for grammatical perfection still competes with the goal of 

communicative flow, occasionally disrupting the natural speech rate. 

Difficulty in Understanding (20%): Four students reported that their main 

difficulty lay in decoding and processing the opponent's arguments in real-time. This 

points to the challenge of "interpretative listening" under pressure. Debating requires 

not just verbal output, but the rapid mental processing of complex, spontaneous input—

a skill that remains a significant hurdle for 20% of the cohort. 

Lack of Confidence (15%): Interestingly, only a small minority identified general 

confidence as their primary issue. This relatively low figure suggests that the structured 

nature of the debate format is successful in creating a supportive environment, even 

when technical linguistic gaps remain. 
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Time Pressure (5%): Only one student felt that the fast-paced nature of the debate 

was the most significant difficulty. This implies that the majority of the students have 

adapted well to the "on-the-spot" requirements of the activity, focusing their cognitive 

efforts more on content rather than the speed of delivery. 

The analysis of Figure 4 provides a realistic and honest counterpoint to the positive 

outcomes of the study. It identifies a specific "frustration gap" where communicative 

intent outpaces current linguistic resources. For educators at USWLU, these results 

suggest that for debating to be fully optimized, it must be paired with targeted "language 

input" phases—ensuring that students are equipped with both the specific lexical tools 

and the listening strategies needed to navigate complex, competitive discourse. 

These findings collectively highlight the multifaceted impact of debating on the 

linguistic and cognitive development of EFL learners. While the data confirms a high 

level of student engagement and perceived improvement, it also underscores specific 

areas where learners require additional support. The following section will discuss these 

results in relation to existing pedagogical theories and previous research in the field. 

Discussion 

The empirical results of this study offer a nuanced perspective on the role of 

classroom debates as a driver of communicative competence. The overwhelming 

positive response (85% efficacy rate) aligns with the findings of Alasmari and Ahmed 

(2013), who argued that debate-centered instruction serves as a "catalyst" for bridging 

the gap between mental conceptualization and verbal output. However, our data takes 

this further by suggesting that in the Uzbek EFL context, the "competitive" element of 

the debate is what specifically triggers this transition. 

A significant observation in our research is the 100% consensus among students 

regarding the permanent integration of debates into the curriculum. This unanimous 

demand validates Hall’s (2011) assertion that language is most effectively acquired 

when it is treated as a vehicle for high-order cognitive tasks rather than an object of rote 

study. When 45% of our participants identified critical thinking as their primary gain, it 

confirmed that the intellectual rigor of debating forces a level of linguistic precision that 

traditional "speaking drills" fail to achieve. 

However, the identified "lexical bottleneck" (35% of participants struggling with 

vocabulary) partially contradicts the optimism found in Stewart’s (2010) study. While 

Stewart suggests that the "Involvement Load" of a debate naturally ensures high 

vocabulary retention, our findings indicate that for intermediate learners, the "retrieval 

effort" under pressure often exceeds their current lexical reach. This implies that for 

debating to be a sustainable pedagogical tool in Uzbekistan, it must be paired with 

explicit pre-debate "language priming," rather than relying solely on incidental 

acquisition. 

From a psychological standpoint, the 40% increase in student confidence provides 

a fresh empirical look at Krashen’s (1982) "Affective Filter" hypothesis. In traditional 

settings, the fear of grammatical error often paralyzes the speaker. Yet, consistent with 

Shabani’s (2013) observations, our study found that the debate format creates a "task-

focused distraction." Because students were preoccupied with defending their 

ideological positions, their "affective filter" was lowered, allowing for a 35% 

improvement in perceived fluency. This suggests that "pressure" in a structured 

environment can actually act as a psychological safety net. 
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Finally, the relatively lower emphasis on pronunciation (20%) compared to other 

skills marks a significant shift in learner priorities. It suggests that contemporary EFL 

students in Uzbekistan are prioritizing "intelligibility" and "argumentative impact" over 

native-like phonetic mimicry. This shift reflects a maturing communicative competence, 

where the goal of language learning is to become a functional global communicator. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that classroom debating is an effective pedagogical 

instrument for transitioning EFL learners from passive language comprehension to 

active communicative competence. The evidence suggests that structured argumentation 

does not merely improve oral fluency; it functions as a cognitive catalyst that 

harmonizes linguistic output with critical thinking. By fostering a high-stakes yet 

supportive environment, the debate format effectively lowers the psychological barriers 

associated with speaking anxiety, allowing students to prioritize meaningful discourse 

over the fear of grammatical inaccuracy. The implications of this research are both 

theoretical and practical. Theoretically, the findings provide fresh empirical support for 

Social Constructivist models, showing that authentic interaction in competitive contexts 

accelerates lexical retrieval and speech spontaneity. Practically, the study offers a 

strategic roadmap for educators at institutions like the Uzbekistan State World 

Languages University. It suggests that moving away from teacher-led drills toward 

student-centered, argumentative frameworks is essential for meeting the professional 

demands of modern language learners. However, the identified "lexical bottleneck" 

indicates that debates must be integrated with robust pre-task vocabulary support to 

ensure learners can navigate complex academic discourse effectively. 

Despite the positive outcomes, this research is subject to several limitations. The 

study was conducted with a relatively small cohort of 20 English Philology students, 

which means the findings may not be immediately generalizable to non-linguistic 

disciplines or larger, more diverse learner groups. Additionally, the quantitative nature 

of the survey captures perceived improvement rather than long-term linguistic retention. 

To address these gaps, future research should employ longitudinal qualitative designs to 

track the evolution of learners' speaking skills over an extended period. Exploring the 

impact of debate-centered instruction on other modalities, such as academic writing or 

interpretative listening, would also provide a more holistic understanding of its benefits. 

Ultimately, as the educational landscape continues to evolve, the integration of debating 

into the EFL curriculum remains a powerful strategy for developing not just fluent 

speakers, but critical thinkers who can confidently engage in the global exchange of 

ideas. 
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