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1. Research topic
How to develop students’ public speaking skills, decrease students’ anxiety when speaking in

English, and encourage critical thinking through a debate curriculum.

2. Goals of this research

The main goal of this research is to observe how teachers can develop students’
communication and thinking skills through adopting debate activities in the classroom. The
researcher, in conjunction with the main teacher, designs a debate curriculum and creates
materials to teach students the basics of debate. Our hope is that this research can provide an easy-
to-follow guide for teachers who are interested in incorporating debate into their English classes.

We also have several goals for students. Firstly, through doing debate, it is our hope that
students can also gradually cultivate their public speaking skills in both verbal and nonverbal
communication. Secondly, by providing students with frequent debating opportunities, we hope
they will get used to speaking in English in front of a big group, thereby decreasing their anxiety
when speaking in English. Lastly, using the argument format of debate, we hope this activity
encourages students to think critically and consider both sides of any topic they are given, as well

as try to find the reasons and examples to support both arguments.

3. Research content and progress
Participants

This research spans from May 2018 to February 2019. For this research project, the researcher
is working with a veteran teacher at a high school in Kanagawa Prefecture. The teacher has been

teaching at this school for ten years and has a good reputation with many of the students as
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someone who teaches English communicatively. This year, the teacher is teaching English

Expression to first-year students (once a week) and English Communication to second-year

students (twice a week). As the researcher can only come on Tuesdays or Thursdays, the classes

in which this research will be conducted are:

1) English Expression class, first-year, 16 students (Tuesdays, once a week, 90 minutes)

2) English Expression class, first-year, 32 students (Thursdays, once a week, 90 minutes)

3) English Communication class, second-year, 25 students (Tuesdays and Thursdays, twice

a week, 90 minutes)

At the beginning of the year, the teacher and researcher informed students of this research

project and received full consent from students’ parents for permission to gather questionnaire,

audio and video data from students.

Research Schedule
Table 1
Summary of Debate Research Schedule from May to December 2018.
Month Content
May +  Explanation of research to students, collect consent forms
¢ Introduction to the basics of debate & debating in Japanese
¢ Introduction to debating in English & constructive speech frame
June ¢ Introduction to rebuttal & rebuttal speech frame
+  Effective ways to make a rebuttal
¢  Pretest questionnaire
¢  Pretest on debate skills
July ¢ Distinguishing between good and bad reasons
*

Debate practice

August — September

Summer break

October ¢ Review of debate
¢ How to summarize an argument
¢ Debate practice after class discussions on the same topic
November ¢ Debate practice after class discussions on the same topic
¢ Midterm questionnaire
December ¢ Identifying the warrant for an effective rebuttal

Table 1 shows a summary of what has been done for each month from May to December.

Although the format changes from week to week, here is the common format for how the research

is currently carried out. First, the main teacher does his class for 65 minutes. This includes a range
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of activities such as textbook reading, extra reading, grammar explanations, conversational
activities, and discussion on topics related to either textbook or outside reading. Then, the
researcher uses the last 25 minutes to do lectures and activities related to debate. Students usually
debate in a group of three, with two debaters and one judge who decides the winner of the debate.
Classroom observation data as well as student reflections seem to demonstrate that students are
motivated to speak when there is a judge as this provides them an incentive to make their argument
effectively in order to win the debate.

In the first semester, the researcher gave several lectures to introduce students to the basics of
debate and arguments as well as frames they can use to create constructive and rebuttal speeches.
As for the debate, the topics change each time and are usually related to what students have just
read and discussed with the teacher. In June, the researcher also conducted a pretest questionnaire
and pretest to measure students’ debating skills. It was a debate task in which students had to
present both constructive and rebuttal speeches, then rate their performance as well as those of
their friends on aspects of delivery, structure and content.

The second semester focused mainly on giving students as much practice as possible with
debating. In the first semester, we found that students were able to debate more easily if they had
a discussion beforehand on the same topic. Thus, before debating, we always do a teacher-led pair
and class discussion to get students thinking about one issue from various angles. These topics
are usually chosen in advance, based on the textbook reading, or a reading from an outside source
that the teacher would like to cover, or something the teacher wrote up himself. A midterm

questionnaire on students’ attitudes towards English and debate was also conducted in November.

Midterm Questionnaire Results

We conducted a midterm questionnaire in November to gauge the effectiveness of our
research thus far. Our goals for this research are to help students cultivate their public speaking
skills in both verbal and nonverbal communication, to decrease students’ anxiety when speaking
in English, and to encourage students to think critically and be able to consider both sides of any
argument. Results from the questionnaire shows as follows:

Regarding the first and second goals of cultivating public speaking skills and decreasing
language anxiety, there remains much work to be done as a majority of students still do not feel
they can properly communicate their ideas in English. Table 2 shows students’ answers for

questions related to these two goals.
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Table 2
Questionnaire Results Related to Public Speaking and Language Anxiety

Original Question

English Translation

Results

BRI T AA— b
EEOHITHNYDE
HRFETCRET Z &M T
THEEWET N

Do you think you can
say your opinions in
all

front of your

classmates?

“I think so” or “I really think so”: 32.9%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
$0”: 67.1%

H 727213 AR TR AL
KT eRnTEHL
BwnwEdn»e W|ED

%6

Do you think you can
speak in front of others
in English  without

hesitation?

“I think so” or “I really think so””: 30.3%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
50”: 69.7%

HIRTNIRT R T NV —
7T, HEETTHEBUR <EE
FTLERTEL LAY
E3x /AN

Do you think you can
speak without
hesitation in English in

pairs or groups?

“I think so” or “I really think so”: 53.9%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
$0”: 46.1%

RN BN B AR Y ¢
TRFELELEFET
ENTEDLERVWE
T2

Do you think you can
keep talking in English
without being scared of

making mistakes?

“I think so” or “I really think so””: 36.8%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
$0”: 63.2%

With respect to debate, although students have received much practice in debating, a majority
still feel that they are not able to make an argument and do rebuttals well. However, a majority
also answered that they are able to think about and consider opinions and ideas that are different
from their own. Thus, it seems that students have an easier time thinking about issues and
arguments and are quite able to do so, yet when they have to communicate these thoughts in a
debate, they experience difficulty in communicating their thoughts in a second language and so
judge themselves unable to make arguments. Table 3 shows students’ answers for questions

related to debating.

Table 3
Questionnaire Results Related to Debate and Critical Thinking Skills

Original Question

English Translation

Results

bl X ERICHE Y 7
B R0 B AR 2 IR 2 T
TN TEL LA
WET 2

Do you think you can
give appropriate
reasons and examples

to support your claim?

“I think so” or “I really think so””: 35.6%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
s0”: 64.4%
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ORI EE 2 BV T
iz, TONEESIHL
Tmax 52 LM T
X5 LENET)?

Do you think you can
listen to an argument
and use what was said

own

“I think so” or “I really think so”: 31.6%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
s0”: 68.4%

to make your

argument?

HRTZIFZAZOL LD

WETM?

Do you think you can | “I think so” or “I really think so”: 67.1%

Lo TWbHE X LR | think of ideas and | “I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think
IRHNE D, BR%E% | opinions  that  are | s0”: 32.9%
DI ENTE D LA different from  your

own?

72T MAE O E R
MBI imT 5 2 &0
TEAHRLEEWETM?

Do you think you can | “I think so” or “I really think so”: 38.2%
“I don’t think so” or “I really don’t think

s0”: 61.8%

make an appropriate

rebuttal to  others’

arguments?

Here are several comments from the questionnaire regarding how students feel about debate.

One keyword that appeared numerous times was “difficult” ([# L\ - L X | ), with 27 students

lamenting on the difficulty of doing debate. A word that appeared quite often along with the

keyword “difficult” was “rebuttal” ( [5G + /B ) with 13 students mentioning this word. Here

are several examples of students’ comments:

*

“In the beginning, | thought debate would be hard but as we started doing it, | realized it was
quite fun. Still, being asked to come up with a proper rebuttal right in the moment is quite
difficult forme.” (WANFEHEL W EE 5> TNIFE, RoTHELRE LT, 2. £
DY TGz BEATENES O REDHEHBIGEIDROONDbDITELHE LV LKL
Do)

“I’m glad I was able to practice saying my ideas logically. But if I am on the side that [ don’t
(B4 DE 2 Z i EETHE IC > T X
Mole, BAMESTWDEDERIIDSIGIZND L ) ESGRTETEH LW LKL,
(FHHFOEREEEZ RGN T T<E#L

agree with, it’s hard to do a good rebuttal.”

“It’s really difficult to rebut others’ opinions.”
W, )
(LW -

Another word that also came up several times was “fun” FLro72)) with 13

comments. Here are several examples:

*

“It’s easy for me to say my opinion but I realized it’s hard if | have to give a reason for that.
Before 1 did debate, I didn’t think it would be fun but after we tried it, I found it quite

interesting.” (BRZE 5 Z LIEHHEZTNELZOHEBREEZFT I OB L VAR LR
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DI TARX=FbRDANIB LRI ZI LTI NERSTHDEH LWEEST,)
¢ By doing debate several times, I realized I gradually came to be able to speak more so it’s
funforme. (F 4 X—FDOEHEAEZENQ TN I BIZEAEAMND X OIZR>TNLDNR
Do THLNWTT, )
¢ By having to think of an opinion and reasons even for the side that I don’t agree with, I was
able to expand my perspectives and enjoy debate. (43D E L & 133E 5 L BALE O EiE %
LTHAEZEZLZL T, KVEWVHBLRHTT, AYITELWTT, )

4. Future prospects

At the time of writing, the researcher still has a little over two months left in this research.
Based on the questionnaire results from November, students are still struggling with their
insecurities and language anxiety when speaking in English. Although it may not be possible to
alleviate all of students’ qualms when speaking in a foreign language, the researcher and teacher
hope to lighten students’ attitudes towards their insecurities through further discussions on this
topic. With regards to debate, although students have gotten used to debating, it seems they are
still having a difficult time to come up with good arguments, especially when doing rebuttals.
Thus, the researcher plans to use several classes in the final two months to teach students how to
make an effective rebuttal. Also, in order for students to deepen their arguments, it is also
necessary to teach them how to include clear and concrete examples in their argument. Final data

points of posttest questionnaires and post-test debate tasks will also be conducted in February.
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