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Abstract

Some employers contend that the college graduates they hire should have stronger
communication and critical thinking skills upon arrival from their various college/university
programs in which they majored. As higher education continues its efforts to meet the demands
for employers, the authors contend that the benefits of participation in debate exercises can be
incorporated into various courses as a teaching tool to increase facility with these soft skills. A
practical application of debate in a specific organizational leadership course is presented, along
with highlights of the student participants’ reflections upon the experience, and the initial signs
of positive impact on these skills. Suggestions of future application of debate into curricula are
also shared.

Issue Statement

On April 18, 2017, the United Airlines CEO exhibited the importance of critical thinking
and communication skills as he offered an initial response to the forceful removal of a passenger
on an overbooked flight (Victor & Stevens, 2017). For the public relations debacle that ensued,
the CEOQ later issued both written and video apologies in an attempt to thwart the public’s initial
negative impression of the incident. This scenario brings home the type of critical thinking skills,
now needed by employees at any level in an organization, so as Harter (2009) proclaimed, “No
matter what the world might throw at them, these graduates could cope when the situation turned
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous” (p. 111). Some may argue that this need is even
more critical when a prompt, thoughtful response may be expected during the age of Instagram,
Twitter, and 24-hour news coverage. At issue is the notion that employers need employees and
organizational leaders to possess the needed critical thinking and communications skills, yet
there is often scarce return on these expectations (The Official GMAT Blog, 2014).

According to some employers, some graduates from colleges and universities often leave
without desirable soft skills, or may otherwise be underprepared for successful transition to the
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workplace (Elliot, 2015; Gallup, Inc., 2014; Harris, 2015; Jones, Baldi, Phillips, & Waikar, 2016;
Roska & Arem, 2012; Society for Human Resource Management [SHRM], 2008; Stewart, Wall,
& Marciniec, 2016; Tugend, 2013; Vassal, 2014). In a study commissioned by the Chronicle of
Higher Education and the American Public Media, slightly more than 40% of the 704 employers
responding to the survey indicated that knowledge of content area (42.5%) or technical skills
associated with the job (45.5%) were very important in new hires. However, more than 50% of
those employers identified skills they considered more important: soft skills of written and oral
communication (78.8%) and making decisions and solving problems (59.3%) (Maguire
Associates, Inc., 2013, p. 12).

College graduates also acknowledge problems of inadequate preparation and lack of
confidence, with regards to the soft skills of communication and critical thinking as supported by
their higher education institutions (Craig, 2016; Head, 2016; Pascarella, Blaich, Martin, &
Hanson, 2011). For example, a survey of 1,651 college graduates who recently entered the
workforce revealed that only 30% of the respondents felt that they obtained sufficient critical
thinking skills in college (Head, 2016). Perhaps some juxtapositioning of these research claims
of inadequacy is in order. Two basic positions demand some attention: (a) a call to carefully
consider the research methodology used to report those claims of inadequacy (Lane & Oswald,
2016; Lederman, 2013); and (b) a reminder that undergraduate studies merely represent a
foundation for learning, and that learning must continue—with practice (Posner, 2009).
Considering the latter premise, we would like to suggest that some soft-skill development in the
form of academic debate can support deliberate practice for improving soft skills. Additionally,
debate can help improve confidence as students learn to provide substantive impromptu
responses to challenging questions.

“If students are to ‘get their money’s worth’ from the classroom experience, it is
important that as much valuable classroom time be spent on higher level analysis, integration,
and experiential education rather than the simple mastery of basic course principles” (Navarro,
2008, p. 118). It is incumbent upon professors to “ground their curriculum in real-world
experience so millennials are prepared for life-long learning beyond campus gates” (Larson &
Metzger, 2013, para. 11). This life-long learning requires critical thinking and communication
skills to maneuver in the life—in general, and in the workplace, specifically. Clearly, finding
innovative and creative ways to teach communication and critical thinking skills that can extend
beyond the classroom is an important issue faced by institutions of higher education.

This article suggests we return to the college classrooms to explore a promising,
instructional tool—scholarly debate—to boost the soft skills of college students who will
eventually become employees. We contend that experience debating in various academic
courses in colleges and universities can increase students’ communication and critical thinking
skills. We adopt Bartanen and Frank’s (1994) definition of debate as “a competitive speaking
activity between two or more people arguing about a proposition of policy or judgment under
mutually agreed-upon rules in front of a listener(s) who has responsibility to decide who did a
better job of debating, using whatever criteria the listener deems important” (p. 3). Such an
exercise, we contend, incorporated as part of a course, can help students improve their
communication and critical thinking skills.
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Many colleges and universities have debate teams that operate as co-curricular or
extracurricular activities on campus; however, we contend that adopting or adapting these
practices and skills for use in the classroom will support long-term communication and critical
thinking skills for college students. Those involved in debate societies or student clubs on
campus can create training programs to assist professors—from any discipline—in incorporating
competitive debate into their curriculum. Teaching key argumentation skills, assisting with
curriculum planning to use debate as an instructional tool in the classroom, and facilitating
students in experiencing debate themselves, will support growth in the desired skills, along with
confidence in using them. In the end, faculty will have a greater understanding of how debate
may be applied and how they can facilitate it in their individual disciplines. As a result, students
will improve communication skills, exhibit stronger critical thinking skills, and ultimately be
better prepared for the workplace upon graduation.

Literature Review

A review of the literature brings attention to three major aspects in this article: critical
thinking skills, scholarly debate, and the intersection of the two. In this section, we will briefly
share a definition of critical thinking —from an individual and group perspective—and a
rationale for its importance in the workplace. We will follow with clarity on the role debate can
play in supporting the acquisition, practice, and fine-tuning of critical thinking skills and other
soft skills desired by college graduates who enter the workforce.

“Critical thinking is a process of purposeful, self-regulatory judgment that gives reasoned
consideration to evidence, contexts, conceptualizations, methods, and criteria” (Cone et al., 2016,
p. 1). This definition of critical thinking seems apropos for study in education, management, and
medicine—to merely name a few areas—while supporting the claim that this skill is “cross-
disciplinary...can be achieved in college... [and is] required for success in the workplace, higher
academics, and life in general” (CAE, 2013, p. 2). Critical thinking requires deep knowledge,
and the ability to apply that knowledge to new, novel, or authentic situations. Tiruneh et al.
(2016) considered the work of notable researchers in the late 1980s and late 1990s (i.e., Ennis,
1989, Halpern, 1998) and surmised that “critical thinking involves the ability to clearly and
precisely raise vital questions, gather relevant information and reach well-reasoned conclusions,
make accurate decisions, assess the credibility of sources, identify cause-effect relationships, and
effectively communicate with others in figuring out solutions” (p. 482).

Harter (2009) indicates that critical thinking skills that may be taught in college
classrooms focus on more than just work “in isolation—perceiving, thinking, and drawing
inferences—Dbut rather how to participate in groups of people attempting to reason together” (p.
112). It is this description that offers a seemingly perfect segue to introduce the notion of
academic debate as a tool for fine-tuning two major soft skills needed in leadership education:
critical thinking skills and communication skills. A comprehensive review of the published
literature confirmed support for the use of debate to improve “students’ critical
thinking...engagement in learning...listening skills...arguing skills...content knowledge...self-
esteem...global thinking...and empathy for perspective other than their own” (Tessier, 2009, p.
144). Keeping this group of soft skills in mind, and recognizing that debates may be delivered in
a variety of ways, we will share some basic notions about debate formats.
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Using a preliminary categorization of academic debate by Cirlin (2007) there are at least
six basic formats of debate as acknowledged by the International Public Debate Association
(IPDA): “the British Union Debate..., the National Debate Tournament (NDT)..., the Lincoln-
Douglas (LD)..., the Worlds [sometimes referred to as British or Parliamentary] Format..., the
3/4-Person Format..., and the Public Debate” (pp. 5-12). The majority of these formats typically
use two teams of two members to debate each other. Exceptions are the Lincoln-Douglas and
Public debates, which typically use two teams of one member each; the 3/4-Person format, which
offers a variation on the British Union Debate with three or four people debating; and the Worlds
Format which uses four teams of two debaters each. Other formats of debate, somewhat similar
to these six basic formats identify such formats as team debate, middle school or high school
debate, classroom debate, mock trials, cross-examinations, or policy debate
(https://idebate.org/debate-formats?utm-source-twitterfeed&utm-medium=twitter; Llano, 2012;
Tessier, 2009).

Debate teams typically deliver their view-points, positions, or arguments in the contexts
of affirmative/negative; government/opposition; or constructive/rebuttal stances (Cirlin, 2007).
Three examples will be shared briefly: one from a specific debate format; one from a college
classroom setting; and one from a medical school scenario with resident physicians and interns.
In a British Union Debate format two teams may debate “8 minutes each for [four] constructive
speeches and one 5-minute rebuttal speech by each side” (Cirlin, 2007, p. 5). In an undergraduate
course on environmental issues, four classroom debate formats (i.e., standard, panel, student
questions, and pre-set questions) were explored using combinations of two teams, with or
without non-debating class members participating as a jury or panel with writers (Tessier, 2009,
p. 144). In the student questions format, debaters prepared opening statements to share their
responses to questions that had been given to them in advance by classmates; responded to
rebuttals by the team representing the opposition; and then offering closing statements (Tessier,
2009, p. 145). In our final example, with emergency medicine (EM) residents the “EM Debates”
required two teams each comprised of a senior-level resident and attendants to respond to a case
presented by a moderator (Mamtani, Scott, DeRoos, & Conlon, 2015). Soft skills, content
knowledge, and simulated real-world scenarios were brought to bear in these “evidence-based
discussions.”

Many of these debate types refer to an Affirmative/Negative argument; however, the
terms Government/Opposition may also be used, respectively (Cirlin, 2007). A single topic,
multiple topics, or a group of topics may be offered, with the privilege to strike away undesirable
topics, until a target topic is identified for debate. A specified period of research may follow;
however, “the IPDA format expressly forbids the reading of evidence” (Cirlin, 2007, p. 14). The
debate categories identified by Cirlin (2007) focus more on debate in competition; however,
instructional use of debate allows for another categorization. Healey (2012) broadened the scope
of debate in instructional settings by referring to the following eight forms: “(a) two students
debating; (b) panel debate; (c) instructor debate; (d) role play debate; (e) graded debate; (f)
structured debate; (g) unstructured debate; and (h) online debate” (p. 252). The six categories
identified by Cirlin (2007) may all fit within the structured debate category as shared by Healey
(2012).
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In making the case for the intersection of critical thinking skills and the benefits of
debate, specific subsets of critical thinking skill have been identified by Moon’s 2008 study (as
cited in Healey, 2012): “critical thinking as appraisal, evaluation, reflection, understanding,
analysis, review, appreciation, management, awareness, care; critical thinking as incident
analysis; and critical thinking as problem-solving and decision-making” (p. 242). Considering
those critical thinking skills, the information that follows is provided to support the conclusion
that argumentation skills and participation on debate teams in college and secondary school
levels carry many academic benefits, including typically higher GPAs for debaters than those
who do not debate (Kennedy, 2009; Mezuk, Bondarenko, Smith & Tucker, 2011; Partlow-
Lefevre, 2012; Rogers, 2002). Specifically, of the 20 benefits of debate identified by Rogers
(2002), “academic success...psychological adjustment...and higher rates of critical thinking
activities” (p. 5) than non-debaters were noted.

At the secondary school level, we share two examples: the first on a relatively small scale
with 40 students (Othman, Sahamid, Zulkefli, Hashim, & Mohamad, 2015), and the latter on a
larger scale with 9,000 students (Mezuk et al., 2011). An examination of 16-year olds who
participated in debate over a 3-week period indicated “a significant difference in their critical
thinking skills before and after the debate activity” (Othman et al., 2015, p. 656). Results of a
study comparing debaters and non-debaters in Chicago Public Schools indicated that debaters
“were more likely to graduate from high school, performed better on the ACT, and showed

greater gains in cumulative GPA relative to similar comparison students” (Mezuk et al., 2011, p.
630).

Benefits of the use of debate as a specific instructional tool in university classroom
settings such as accounting, economics, education, marketing, medicine, pharmacy, and social
work also show possible links to critical-thinking skills (Healey, 2012). In Kennedy’s (2009)
research involving a series of five debates with education students self-reports in post-tests
indicated that their knowledge of the issues increased due to their participation in related debates,
and possibly contributed to “between 31% and 58% of the participants chang[ing] their opinion
after each of the five debates” (p. 232). The use of debate in accounting classes was linked to “a
significant increase in awareness and confidence with respect to information gathering and higher
order synthesis of that information...[along with] an opportunity to hone their critical thinking
skills” (Camp & Schnader, 2010, p. 668). The use of debate as a curriculum tool—verbally or in
writing—is not limited to traditional face-to-face learning. Lin and Crawford (2007) applied
debate to an online pharmacy course, and discovered that “the requirement of students to
compose written arguments for the text-based online debates was considered by students as one
of the benefits they gained from the assignment” (p. 6).

In addition to students’ benefits for participation in debate, instructors have also shared
positive reflections on the experience and recommended the use of debate to their teaching
colleagues (Camp & Schnader, 2010). Similarly, Kennedy (2009) found that 85.7% of
prospective teachers who participated in the classroom debates indicated that they “would
consider having their students participate in a debate” (p. 229). Without further delay, we are
pleased to note that the descriptions of critical thinking skills posited thus far seem directly
related to the experiences and the types of knowledge and thinking that should occur to
participate in scholarly debate of the variety described here. Accepting this brief review of the

127

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.conm jole/article-pdf/17/2/123/10068263/v17_i2_a4.pdf by guest on 07 July 2026



Journal of Leadership Education DOI:10.12806/V17/12/A4 APRIL 2018 APPLICATION

literature, in support of the use of debate in the classroom to meet various academic goals,
including increased proficiency in communication and critical thinking skills, leads to a
consideration of the specific application of debate in this study.

Discussion of the Application

A university professor incorporated a public debate activity into the curriculum of a
leadership studies’ policy analysis course during the 2016 summer academic session. The catalog
description for the course—although not specifically designed for debate, might certainly suggest
the potential for debate: “An analysis of public policy at the federal, state, and local levels, with
particular attention to current issues in the political environment with broad, intergovernmental
implications™ (course syllabus). The relevant course outcomes indicated that students will be
able to identify and apply (a) critical elements of policy approaches, and (b) theories of
knowledge relevant to policy analysis. In consultation with the university’s director of debate,
the professor concluded that debate could be a valuable tool for meeting the course outcomes as
students would be called upon to demonstrate their ability to communicate and apply critical
thinking skills to political and economic issues of public policy. In addition to the assigned
required readings, papers, and case studies, the syllabus indicated that “each student [is required]
to form teams, and participate in one debate on a political or economic policy issue ... using the
[Bardach & Patashnik, 2016)] steps of policy analysis to reach your desired result to solving a
public problem” (course syllabus). The three authors of this paper supported distinct roles in
promoting this story, and possibly suggest future alliances for instructors who may seek to apply
the use of debate as an instructional tool in their classes. The first author, the course professor,
proposed the implementation of debate in the policy analysis class after witnessing the debate
competition successes of the university’s debate director, who happened to be a graduate student
enrolled in the course. The second author, the university’s debate director, provided professional
development about debate as an instructional tool for the other authors approximately two weeks
prior to the targeted class, in addition to a debate orientation session for students enrolled in the
targeted course. The third author observed the university’s debate team during a local
competition during preparation and competition, and also served as a debate judge for one
competition.

The four-point debate orientation for the students enrolled in the targeted course focused
on ways to be effective debate team members as they were given debate rules and practices: (a)
instructions on the 38-minute time format (i.e., four alternating 7-minute affirmative-negative
constructive sessions each, followed by two 5-minute rebuttals); (b) explanation of the
parliamentary style of debate (constructive and rebuttal); (c) instructions regarding how to pose
questions during a debate; and (d) instructions on points of order. Information on stock issues
(Bates, 2002) regarding significant harms, inherency, topicality, and solvency as experienced in
policy debates was also provided. In support of the training, four undergraduate students from
the university’s debate team demonstrated a mock debate for the class.

The course professor identified relevant debate topics that matched the course outcomes
and, in alignment with expectations from previous related research, was able to successfully

“[exhibit] the same argumentation processes found in UK [United Kingdom] teachers who had
participated in an extensive professional development program and were effective in improving
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students’ argumentation skills” (Dawson & Venville, 2008, p. 144). Putting debate into action as
an instructional tool for the graduate class, began with the professor forming six debate teams of
three students on each team (n = 18). Each team was given—at random—either an affirmative or
a negative position to posit, based on one of the three debate topics. Each debate topic was based
on one of three federal government policy concerns.

e Team 1 (affirmative) & Team 2 (negative): “The U.S. Federal Government should
pass legislation to mandate free tuition to any public 4-year higher education
institution.”

e Team 3 (affirmative) & Team 4 (negative): “The Federal Government should
complete the XL Pipeline.”

e Team 5 (affirmative) & Team 6 (negative): “The Federal Government should ‘ban
the box’ for those convicted of felony crimes.”

[ ]

All topics were designed to increase communication and critical thinking skills of the
participants, while supporting mastery of the required course outcomes with regards to policy
analysis and development. The professor asked teams, when they were not debating, to observe
other teams, and provide written feedback to them. All teams debated the topics, over two class
sessions (four hours each), using the parliamentary style of debate (American Parliamentary
Debate Association, 2016), with the schedule and time format listed below.

First affirmative constructive (7 minutes)
First negative constructive (7 minutes)
Second affirmative constructive (7 minutes)
Second negative constructive (7 minutes)
Negative rebuttal (5 minutes)

Affirmative rebuttal (5 minutes)

Discussion of the Outcomes

The primary expected outcome for this experience was two-fold: (a) for the course
instructor to have a greater knowledge and understanding of debate and how it may be used
beneficially to support learning in the specific discipline; and (b) for the student participants to
have a greater knowledge and understanding of the course content through a rich, learning
experience designed to also improve their use of such soft skills as critical thinking and effective
communication through the use of debate. The debate director also conducted pre- and post-
semi-structured interviews with the professor, examining his knowledge of argumentation and
debate. The outcome was that the instructor had an increased knowledge of debate as well as
knowledge of a variety of ways that debate might be used to support learning, communication,
and critical thinking in the policy course.

As the second expected outcome focused on debaters’ perceptions that their skills in
communication and critical thinking had improved, a survey was distributed approximately six
months after the debate experience to support the assessment of this outcome. One way to assess
such outcomes follows Kennedy’s (2009) approach in using an open-ended post-test to gain
feedback from students who participated in the debates. In this case, the professor asked the

129

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowpublishers.conm jole/article-pdf/17/2/123/10068263/v17_i2_a4.pdf by guest on 07 July 2026



Journal of Leadership Education DOI:10.12806/V17/12/A4 APRIL 2018 APPLICATION

students about their experiences with a 14-item anonymous survey posted in the classroom
learning management system (i.e., Moodle). The questionnaire included 13 items for which
Likert-type responses (e.g., 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) were provided, and one
open-ended item to share additional feedback about the debate experience. As we considered the
possible advantages of positively-keyed items over a mixture of positive- and negative-keyed
items to address bias there were 13 positively stated Likert-type items (Sauro, 2011). Students
were given five days to respond to the survey. Of the 18 students who participated in the debate
activity, 15 students (approximately 83%) responded to the Likert-type items, and 4
(approximately 22%) provided qualitative comments to the open-ended item. Cronbach’s alpha
for the 13 items was relatively strong (o =.741).

Table 1.
Results of Students Responses to Items 1 and 2 Regarding Increased Communication and
Critical Thinking Skills as a Result of Participating in a Debate Activity (n=15)

Item Number Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree  Strongly Agree
Item 1 6.7% 13.3% 26.7% 40.0% 13.3%
Item 2 0.0% 0.0% 6.7% 80.0% 13.3%

Item 1: My communication skills increased as a result of debate activity.
Item 2: My critical thinking skills increased as a result of debate activity.

The results (as shown in Table 1 above) show that 53.3% and 93.3% of the students
strongly agreed or agreed that their communication skills and critical thinking skills increased,
respectively. The results supported the conclusion that the use of debate in a content course can
help to support students in the development of communication and critical thinking skills that are
important for success in the workplace.

Other questionnaire items that provided insight regarding the debater’s perception that
specific critical thinking skills had improved during the debate experience are reflected in the
responses to Items 7-10 and 12 in Table 2.
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Table 2.
Results of Students Responses to Items 7-13 Regarding Specific Critical Thinking Skills
Accommodated through the Debate Experience (n=15)

Item Number Strongly Disagree Disagree  Neither Agree Strongly Agree

Item 7 0.0% 0.0% 20.0% 60.0% 20.0%
Item 8 6.7% 6.7% 13.3% 60.0% 13.3%
Item 9 0.0% 13.3% 26.7% 60.0% 0.0%
Item 10 0.0% 13.3% 0.0% 66.7% 20.0%
Item 12 0.0% 6.7% 0.0% 60.0% 33.3%

Item 7: The debate activity helped me to think fast.

Item 8: My reasoning skills have improved as a result of participating in policy debate.

Item 9: Participating in the debate increased my ability to solve problems.

Item 10: | was able to take in large chunks of information as a result of participating in
debate.

Item 12: The debate activity helped me to better defend my position.

Additionally, the impact of the debate was investigated as it relates to course content
learning, and Pearson’s RED model of critical thinking (recognize assumptions [R], evaluate
arguments [E], and draw conclusions [D]), to further determine their self-reported perception of
increased critical thinking skills (Pearson, 2009). As indicated below (Table 3), the self-reported
survey results indicate an increase in knowledge of the content of the course as well as
components of critical thinking.

Question 3: My knowledge of policy analysis increased after participating in the debate.

Question 4: | was able to see the positive and negative points of the argument as a result
of participating in the debate.

Question 5: Participating in the debate helped me to increase my skills in formulating and
asking probing questions.

Question 6: The debate helped me be more critical of the assumptions the opponents
made.

Table 3.
Results of Students Responses to Questions 3-6 Regarding Learning about Policy Analysis,
Debate, and Increased Skill in Asking Probing Questions or Critical Thinking (n=15)

Item Number Strongly Disagree Disagree  Neither Agree Strongly Agree

Item 3 0.0% 6.7% 0.0% 66.7% 26.7%

Item 4 6.7% 33.3% 6.7% 46.7% 6.7%

Item 5 0.0% 13.3% 6.7% 66.7% 13.3%

Item 6 0.0% 6.7% 0.0% 53.3% 40.0%
131
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Lastly, the survey results demonstrated qualitative support for positive experiences by the
students. One student noted “loved it; definitely keep the exercise for future cohorts.” Another
said it was a “Great application activity. Allowed me to reflect on how | would possibly act in
stressful situation.” One other student responded that “although I was not fond of the idea at
first, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I truly enjoyed the debate experience.”

Reflections of the Practitioner

The purpose of this exercise was to determine if incorporating debate in the curriculum
would increase students” communication and critical thinking skills. The idea was to provide
debate instruction and curriculum assistance for faculty to use debate as a tool in their individual
classrooms. This instructional approach has probably been used in a variety of subjects, such as
psychology, personality studies, environmental issues, medical schools, and public policy. With
the research that has been published regarding employers’ disappointment with critical thinking
and communication skills of graduates, and the popularity of debate in addressing content and
such skills (Tessier, 2009), this study supports the belief in the potential for the use of debate as
an instructional tool to support students’ attainment or improvement in soft skills and application
of content knowledge. We sought to use debate as an innovative teaching tool to teach policy
analysis, as arguing a position is an important part of the course outcomes. We observed the
initial trepidation of many students in realizing they had to argue their positions in front of the
class, and then be able to respond when challenged by their opponents. We were pleasantly
surprised by the growth in students’ confidence, ability to think fast, challenge assumptions, and
critically think about complex policy issues. It was truly remarkable. In an era where persuasion
IS more important than ever, we believe it was a worthwhile exercise and encourage faculty to
investigate its use in their own classrooms.

Recommendations

The information learned helps justify the debate exercise by highlighting its strengths,
and may help improve it by identifying areas of improvement when debate is used in the future.
The strength of this exercise is that faculty may benefit by enhancing their classroom experience
and students may benefit from perceived increased communication and critical thinking skills as
a result of participating in debate. If so, employers represent a secondary level benefactor as the
initiator of complaints about the current status of college graduates. Presumably, if students leave
universities with stronger communication and critical thinking skills then employers benefit.
Therefore, we encourage the use of debate by professors in their technical courses.

However, while we were able to gather data about the students’ perceptions of their
debate experience and other anecdotal evidence, future research can improve our conclusions by
collecting and analyzing data on the actual (versus perceived) impact of debate on these skills.
For example, pre-tests and post-tests (such as surveys, papers or oral presentations) could be
given to students participating in debates, to determine how successful debate as used in the
classroom improved their communication and critical thinking skills. This could begin by, for
example, evaluating initial skills and then again, after being trained and participating in debate.
This could help establish the increased proficiency levels of communication and critical thinking,
that resulted through participation in debate, beyond the perceived results that we found. Also,
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faculty and students who used debate in the classroom could provide additional detailed and
open-ended feedback. After review of open-ended feedback, follow-up interviews with faculty
and student participants may reveal further information. Many of these ideas are scheduled for
use in upcoming courses at the authors’ institution.

Nonetheless, given that the preliminary data shows that students perceive the benefits of
debate in improving their communication and critical thinking skills, and that literature supports
positive results, the authors contend that further research should be done in this area, in other
courses and in other colleges and universities.
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