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Abstract: Interest in student debate or structured debate in 
upper secondary education is growing in Portugal and other 
countries. While there is broad agreement on the benefits of 
debate for adolescent students, a comprehensive, up-to-date 
literature review on this topic is missing. For this reason, this 
study aims to analyse the extent, nature and results of peer-
reviewed, published research on the benefits of student 
debate in upper secondary education over the past 25 years 
(1999–2023). A scoping review was conducted using Arksey 
and O’Malley’s framework, the PRISMA guidelines, a previ-
ously designed protocol, and 11 research databases. Fifty-six 
studies were selected. The studies revealed an increasing 
trend in both their number and geographical breadth, and 
highlighted the diversity of student debate regarding set-
tings, concepts, and formats. As for the benefits, these studies 
provided evidence of the power of student debate to promote 
adolescents’ competencies, particularly in communication, 
argumentation, and critical thinking. Benefits related to 
adolescent thriving included academic adjustment, positive 
youth development strengths, and civic and political 
engagement. The studies also presented evidence of societal 
benefits, including enhanced educational equality. Overall, 
the review strengthened the case of debate as a powerful and 
versatile educational resource for adolescent learning and 
positive development.

Keywords: student debate; structured debate; adolescents; 
secondary education; outcomes of education

1 Introduction

Student debate is not a novelty in education. Although quite
spread in the Anglo-Saxon world (Graff 2022), interest in stu-
dent debate or structured debate in upper secondary education 
appears to be growing in Portuguese schools. This is visible in
specific educational projects (e.g., Carvalho 2019), new debate
initiatives between schools (e.g., AEEP 2023; EPIS 2024) and
social intervention projects (e.g., Programa Escolhas 2024). This
increasing interest is also visible in Eastern European countries
(e.g., Valkering et al. 2018) and in new international training 
projects and debate initiatives (e.g., CEPCEP 2023; ECNAIS 2023).
This trend follows the momentum in the United States of 
America (McIntosh and Milam 2016) and worldwide (Bartanen
and Littlefield 2014; Tomohiro and Mezuk 2021).

Many reasons may be advanced to explain this phe-
nomenon. One is the present-day scenario of polarization,
erosion of democratic culture (ICFE 2021; Mitchell 1998; 
Valkering et al. 2018) and youth’s increasing political disen-
gagement (Krpanec and Huić 2023) that incentives schools
and teachers to look for ways of enhancing civic and dem-
ocratic values on their students. Another reason is the de-
bate’s contribution to change the traditional school model
centred on the teacher, abstract content and formal assess-
ment, disconnected from real-life experiences and the
development of meaningful knowledge and skills (DiCamillo 
2010; Savitz et al. 2021; Zorwick and Wade 2016). Another
reason is a social justice argument: beyond access to school,
there is growing inequality regarding the quality of educa-
tion and educational opportunities (Carvalho and Veiga
2025; Gorski 2020; ICFE 2021; Patten and Chapman 2021)
including the opportunities to participate in debating activ-
ities (Anderson and Mezuk 2015; Antilla-Garza and Cook-
Gumperz 2015; Jacques et al. 2022; McIntosh and Milam 2016). 

In this context, student debate is gaining space as an 
educational tool for student learning and development
(Kennedy 2007; Zorwick and Wade 2016), as well as for 
enhancing cooperation and deliberation (Speca 2023). Overall,
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there is an agreement in the literature regarding the benefits 
of structured debate for adolescent students (e.g., American 
Debate League 2021, ESU 2023, IDEA 2023; Bell 2020; Newman 
2020; Shuster and Meany 2015). However, despite the testi-
monials, anecdotes and examples from participants, more 
systematic and objective evidence is missing (Allen et al. 1999), 
especially research on student debate in upper secondary 
education that has been peer-reviewed and published (Lit-
tlefield 2001; Nick and Cote 2002).

An exploratory yet comprehensive search for existing 
literature systematisations on structured debate in upper 
secondary education (Appendix 1 in Supplementary Material) 
confirmed this gap in the literature. The search on Scopus, 
without any time limit, produced 1.495 results. From these, 
only 12 studies addressed student debate (0.80 %), only six 
were literature reviews, and none focused on upper second-
ary education or adolescent students. Findings laid bare the 
need for scientific literature systematisation on structured 
debate benefits in upper secondary education for adolescent 
students. Some authors also stressed the need to move beyond 
extracurricular, college settings or intercollegiate debate 
(Savitz et al. 2021), and invest in sound scientific studies of 
student debate benefits for adolescent and upper secondary 
students (e.g., Anderson and Mezuk 2015; Mezuk et al. 2011). 

Another reason for deepening student debate educa-
tional potential is the old controversy regarding the “Evils of 
High School Debating” (Barnard 1937), stressing issues 
related to inadequate training, poor quality and over-
emphasis on winning. A steady answer contends the un-
fairness of the portrait for high-school debate, increasingly 
moving towards real speech and life training (Gregory 1938). 
The controversy continues today, with criticism of student 
debate for eliciting confrontation, polarization, a normative 
white and male voice, weakening of true convictions and 
elite privilege. Like in the first half of the 20th century, au-
thors continue to answer, drawing attention to detrimental 
practices but valuing the educational potential of debating 
opportunities (e.g., De Conti 2013; Harrigan 2008).

In synthesis, a comprehensive and sound literature re-
view may contribute to a better understanding of the ben-
efits of student debate. For that purpose, three clarifications 
are in order: (a) what is the conceptual approach to student 
debate, (b) which benefits to consider, and (c) why focusing 
on upper secondary education. We end by presenting the 
study’s research problem and study questions.

1.1 What is Student Debate

The lack of a clear definition of student debate hinders 
research and promotion efforts (Delgado Reverter 2018).

Some thesaurus presents a vague and polysemic concept of 
“debate”, which does not help (e.g., APA 2023; US Department 
of Education 2023).

This study uses the expression student debate with a 
triple purpose: (a) to direct the concept towards debate be-
tween students in both formal and non-formal educational 
settings; (b) to stress debate as an educational resource 
(Delgado Reverter 2018; Strait and Wallace 2008), that is, 
conveying a specific educational telos or purpose; and (c) to 
make clear that there is more to debate than mere discus-
sions (De Conti 2014; DiCamillo 2010; Jerome and Algarra 
2005), thrilling competitions, amusing games (DiCamillo 
2010; Strait and Wallace 2008), or academic simulations 
(Mitchell 1998).

Based on well known debating manuals (e.g., Atchison 
2017; Bell 2020; Broda-Bahm et al. 2004; Quinn 2009; Shuster 
and Meany 2015), the definition of student debate, should 
include the idea of structured or formal debate, dis-
tinguishing it from more spontaneous and everyday argu-
ments or discussions, and a set of mandatory ingredients. 
Therefore, for the purpose of this study, we suggest the 
following definition of student debate: An educational ac-
tivity of structured or formal debate, with four essential 
features: (a) one common motion or topic that all agree to 
debate; (b) different perspectives using a structure that en-
sures equal and fair opportunities for participation; (c) well-
prepared teams to enter debate (attitude) and argue their 
case (content); and (d) the goal of persuading a third party 
valuing argumentation and presentation.

Other important concepts exist within debating liter-
ature. One is forensics. With a strong tradition in the 
United States of America (USA), forensic stands for 
competitive speech and debate, addressing public 
speaking, research and argumentation (Allen et al. 1999; 
Bartanen and Littlefield 2014). Another concept is oracy, 
describing all forms of verbal communication skills. Within 
oracy, a helpful distinction is suggested between perfor-
mance oracy (Newman 2020), including “reading aloud, 
reciting poetry and learning and performing the lines of a 
play” (p. 5) and (b) critical oracy, which “involves engaging 
with other people, ideas and the outside world and includes 
discussion, debate, advocacy, enquiry and role play” (p. 5). 
A third important field of action within this field is Phi-
losophy for Children or P4C. Based on the work of Matthew 
Lipmann, which allowed different approaches and mate-
rials (Khodagholi et al. 2025), including Philosophy with 
Children (e.g., Kizel 2016). P4C allows children and adoles-
cents to engage in rich opportunities for questioning, 
reasoning, building arguments and collaborating in the 
search for answers, building on each other’s ideas (Trickey 
and Topping 2004).
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1.2 Which Benefits for Student Debate

Following ERIC’s thesaurus, which considers educational 
benefits as “outcomes of education” (US Department of Ed-
ucation 2023), this study focuses on the positive educational 
outcomes that derive from students’ engagement in struc-
tured debate activities. More specifically, the study considers 
three groups of benefits.

The first group, focuses on more personal benefits and 
addresses students’ transversal competencies (Carvalho 2019). 
These competencies comprise students’ knowledge (what I 
know), skills (what I can do), and attitudes (what I am and my 
dispositions), which singularly or combined allow adolescents 
to perform effectively or successfully (Teodorescu 2006; 
Wong 2020). The second group suggests benefits related to 
students’ thriving, pointing to integral growth, developing one’s 
potential, and living healthy, productive, fulfilling and 
rewarding lives (Cantor 2021). These benefits, studied within 
the Positive Youth Development approach, are resources or 
strengths that result from the adolescent4context bidirec-
tional interaction (Benson and C. Scales 2009) or, in other 
words, by the alignment “of an active, engaged, and competent 
person with receptive, supportive, and nurturing ecologies” 
(Benson 2007, 38). Thriving and flourishing are promising av-
enues for the right to quality education today (Carvalho and 
Veiga 2025; Yacek and Jonas 2025). Within this group, we may 
find benefits such as students’ relationship with learning and 
with their school, positive relationships with adults or peers, 
developmental psychosocial resources (e.g., identity), and car-
ing and contribution behaviours towards the community. The 
third group includes the societal benefits, i.e., the benefits of 
student debate that surpass the individual and are valuable for 
communities and broader society.

1.3 Why Focusing on Upper Secondary 
Students

Adolescence plays a pivotal role in human development 
(Carvalho and Veiga 2025). It is a second opportunity to foster 
students’ thriving and well-being with a triple dividend: 
present, future and next generation (Anderson and Mezuk 
2015; Bonnie and Backes 2019; Patton et al. 2016; UNICEF 2018; 
WHO 2023). Furthermore, the present generation of adoles-
cents is the largest ever (Alfvén et al. 2019; Patton et al. 2016). 

For these reasons, the last report from UNESCO, pre-
sented by the Commission “Futures of Education” (ICFE 
2021), mentions the mission of “propelling the potential of 
adolescents and youth” (p. 58–59) and highlights the value of 
formal and non-formal education. However, as adolescents

grow older, satisfaction with school decreases (Inchley et al.
2020), as does school adjustment indicators such as
achievement (e.g., Cadime et al. 2016; Widlund et al. 2021) and
school engagement (Carvalho and Veiga 2023). The UNESCO
report recognises this reality: “When seen from a perspec-
tive of possibility, it is clear that precious few secondary
educational models are sufficiently releasing the incredible
potential of young people.” (p. 59). While oracy is important
throughout schooling (Newman 2020), this study aims to
deepen the contribution of student debate opportunities for
adolescents’ right to full personality and potential develop-
ment (UN 1948, 1989).

1.4 Current Study

The conceptual fuzziness regarding student debate and the
scarcity of earlier literature reviews on upper secondary
education require a comprehensive, rigorous, and up-
to-date systematisation of peer-reviewed studies. Due to the
exploratory nature of the research, the option was to
conduct a scoping review. With an increasing presence in 
education research (Carvalho and Veiga 2022), scoping re-
views aim for a thorough and systematic mapping of existing
research (Carvalho and Veiga 2022; Colquhoun et al. 2014;
Pham et al. 2014).

The problem that guided the study is: What benefits of 
student debate in upper secondary education are portrayed
in peer-reviewed research in the last 25 years (1999–2023)?
Five study questions are advanced to answer this question:
(Q1) What is the extent of research on the theme? (Q2) What 
are the main settings, concepts and formats of debate? (Q3)
What designs are used by research? (Q4) What are the main
benefits of student debate? (Q5) What implications for
research and intervention are suggested?

2 Methods

The design of the research followed two sound scientific
guidelines. The first is Arksey and O’Malley’s framework
(2005; Levac et al. 2010). The second is PRISMA Extension for 
Scoping Reviews (Tricco et al. 2018). In addition, an earlier
protocol (Appendix 1 in the Supplementary Material) was
produced and registered publicly.

2.1 Identifying Relevant Studies

The search included 11 bibliographic databases: (1) Scopus,
(2) Web of Science (WoS), and, using EBSCO search engine, (3)
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Academic Search Ultimate, (4) APA PsycArticles, (5) APA 
PsycInfo, (6) Business Source Ultimate, (7) Education Source 
Ultimate, (8) ERIC, (9) Humanities Source Ultimate, (10) 
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, and (11) So-
ciology Source Ultimate.

The search strategy, presented in Table 1, used a com-
bination of 38 expressions. Each expression was tested 
individually for meaningful results and again within the 
search string. The suitability of the final selection was 
assessed by confirming the inclusion in the results of a set of 
meaningful articles selected beforehand.

2.2 Study Selection

The selection of the studies was conducted following three 
steps: 1st Organisation – creation of an Excel file with all the 
results (studies) and exclusion of duplicates; 2nd 
Screening – analysis of the title, abstract and keywords of 
each study to exclude studies clearly outside the scope; 3rd 
Selection – analysis of each study to determine its inclusion 
or exclusion.

A set of criteria, presented in Table 2, guided the selec-
tion of the studies.

Initially, no time frame was introduced. Soon, we un-
derstood that earlier studies, many from the 19th Century 
and heavily centred on US reality, were not useful for 
addressing our research questions. From this assessment of 
the studies, we identify the late 90s as the best cutoff period. 
Therefore, the sample only considered studies from the last 
25 years (1999–2023).

2.3 Charting the Data

The study used a specific tool (Appendix 1) for data 
extraction. The tool was filled in directly in the Excel sheet 
to support retrieving, organising, and preparing the rele-
vant information for each study. The study organised the 
information according to a set of categories. Categories 
such as year, country and research design are easy to 
define. However, other categories were redefined pro-
gressively in an iterative process for the 2nd, 4th and 5th 
study questions.

Table : Final search strategy.

Search fields Scopus: Article title, abstract, keywords; WoS: All fields; EBSCO: Without expanders (full text of articles or equivalent subjects) 
Search string ((“formal debat*” OR “structured debat*” OR “student debat*” OR “students debat*” OR “educational debate” OR “debate club*” OR 

“debate league*” OR “competit* debat*” OR “debat* curriculum” OR “debat* program*” OR “debat* activity” OR “debate and argu-
mentation” OR “school debaters” OR “school debate team*” OR “debate model*” OR “debat* format*” OR “world school* debat*” OR 
“school policy debat*” OR “debate participation” OR “middle school debat*” OR “high school debat*” OR “secondary school debat*” OR 
“debating in school*” OR “debate in school*” OR “school debating” OR “debate education” OR “extracurricular debat*” OR “public 
speaking and debate” OR “public speaking debate” OR “speech and debate” OR “forensic debate” OR “competit* forensic*” OR 
“academic oracy” OR “critical oracy”) OR (“academic debat*” AND learning) OR (“public speaking” AND debate) OR (debate-based AND 
learning) OR (debate-based AND pedagogy) OR (“model united nations” AND education) OR (“model united nations” AND school) OR 
(oracy AND debate))

Refinement The results were not refined by language, timespan or research areas
Search
calendar

//  (h – h)

Table : Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Exclusion

+ Last  years (–)
+ Structured debate
+ Published, scientific, peer-reviewed journals
+ Research article (theoretical, literature, quantitative, or qualitative 
research)
+ English, Spanish, or Portuguese
+ Upper secondary school students or late adolescent students (– 
 years old)
+ School, community or extracurricular settings debates
+ Spoken, face-to-face or online, real-time debates
+ Assessing debate benefits

− Before 
− Class discussion or brainstorming, oracy
− Unpublished or not scientific journals
− Non-research (opinion, essay, editorial, report, book reviews, proceedings, …)
− Other languages
− Education years up to upper secondary education, higher education, and adult 
education
− Clinical settings, English learning (e.g., EAP or EFL)
− Written, interrupted, or delayed forms of debate
− Legislation, activities suggestion, or others
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2.4 Collating, Summarising, and Reporting 
Results

The results section opens with one Figure and one Table. The 
first, presents an overview of the studies’ selection process 
using the PRISMA’s flow diagram (Tricco et al. 2018). The 
second, presents an index of the selected studies numbered 
from 01 to 56. Due to the large number of studies, two de-
cisions followed earlier studies (Carvalho and Veiga 2022, 
2023): (a) to use the reference number of the study between 
parentheses (e.g. 34) to identify the study in the results sec-
tion; and (b) to present the detailed information of each 
study as supplementary information (Appendix 2), available 
in the online version of the article.

2.5 Research Corpus

The initial search of the literature rendered 5.522 results. 
After removing duplicates, screening, and selecting the 
studies, 56 entered the study’s corpus or the final selection of 
studies. Figure 1 presents the process in detail, and Table 3 
presents the 56 studies, ordered and numbered from 01 to 56.

3 Results

The results are presented following the study questions (SQ)
order, analysing the extent of the research (SQ1), the main 
debate settings, concepts and formats (SQ2), the design op-
tions used by the studies (SQ3), the benefits of student debate
found by the different studies (SQ4), and the main sugges-
tions for research and intervention regarding student
debate (SQ5).

3.1 Extent of Research

The first study question (Q1) addresses the extension of
research. The final selection of studies is relatively small
(n=56), especially when compared with the studies from our 
search focusing on student debate in higher education
(n=131). However, Table 4 shows an increase from the first 
13 years (n=20; 36 %) to the last 12 years (n=36; 64 %), with the
majority of studies originating from the USA (n=35; 62 %),
followed by Europe (n=14; 25 %) and Asia (n=4; 7 %). Com-
plementing these findings, the evolution of the studies pre-
sented in Figure 2 confirmed the growing trend regarding

Sc
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in
g

Records after duplicates removed (n = 3.462)

Records excluded (n = 2.879)
- Debates about other topics (1.631)
- Debates on education or pedagogy (940)
- News, info or reports on debate events or motions (162)
- Other language (99)
- Not found or available (49)

El
ig
ib
ili
ty

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 583)

Full-text articles excluded, with reasons (n = 527) 
- Not structured debate (37)
- Not an article (91)
- Not scientific (90)
- Not upper secondary students (286)
- Not school related settings (10)
- Not benefits (13)

In
cl
ud
ed

Studies included (n = 56)

Id
en
ti
ic
at
io
n

Records identified through database searching (n = 5.437) 

EBSCO (n=3.494); Scopus (n=1.216), WoS (n=727)

Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart of study selection 
process (1999–2023).
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the number of studies and also their geographical breadth, 
with more studies from Europe and Asia in the last years. An 
expressive example of this growing interest in Europe is the 
study of debate activities and their benefits in seven Euro-
pean “new democracies” - Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Macedonia, Romania and Slovakia (52).

3.2 Student Debate Settings, Concepts and 
Formats

The second study question (Q2) analyses the settings, con-
cepts, and formats of student debate portrayed in the se-
lection of studies. Table 5 presents the number of studies for

settings, concepts and formats. The common result is 
diversity.

Regarding Settings, where and when debate happens, 
the selection offers a rich and well-balanced distribution of 
studies. We may consider three big groups. The first is stu-
dent debates focused on curricular settings (n=20; 36 %), 
valuing student debate as an educational activity that fosters 
active learning. Four of these studies address socioscientific 
issues or socially acute questions debate (2, 28, 38, 46), which 
aim to promote students’ active, critical and responsible 
scientific literacy and citizenship (Molinatti et al. 2010). The 
second group of studies was focused on “Debate Leagues” 
and “Extracurricular activities” settings (n=19; 34 %). 
Although not strictly related to school school curriculum and 
formal learning, these leagues and activities value student 
debate as a complementary activity to school action. Gath-
ering all these studies under “Debate Leagues” would make 
sense. Intentionally, the category extracurricular activities 
highlights, with two exceptions (27, 40), studies addressing 
the Urban Debate League or Movement (4, 5, 10, 11, 36, 37, 41, 
51, 53, 56), which offers vulnerable youth from inner cities of 
the USA extracurricular and transformative opportunities to 
engage in debate activities. Finally, the third group of studies 
focused on “Debate clubs or programs” and “Tournaments” 
(n=17; 30 %), presenting a huge diversity of concepts and 
formats, with studies in competition settings including both 
competitive debate (06, 07, 12, 21) and conference-based 
simulations (08, 09, 43).

Regarding Concepts, the diversity of student debate ap-
proaches is organised and presented in four main groups. 
The first group gather studies with an academic scope (n=11; 
20 %), with studies addressing the “Academic debate” (13, 49) 
and “In-class debate” (14, 15, 26, 28, 38, 44, 45, 46, 48). These 
studies approached debate from an educational or peda-
gogical perspective, valuing debate as an opportunity for 
active and deep learning (Delgado Reverter 2018, p. 116) or as 
a safe laboratory in which one experiments, learns, and 
improves critical thinking and advocacy skills (Mitchell

Table : Index of studies included with the respective numerical 
reference.

Ref Authors and date Ref Authors and date

 Abdullah et al. ()  Krpanec and Huić () 
 Albe and Gombert ()  Lavelle and Hamburger 

()
 Allen et al. ()  Levy ()
 Anderson and Mezuk ()  Levy ()
 Anderson and Mezuk ()  Littlefield and Venette 

()
 Antilla-Garza and Cook-Gumperz 

()
 Littlefield ()

 Chankova and Spasov ()  McIntosh and Milam () 
 Coticchia et al. ()  Mezuk et al. ()
 Coughlin ()  Mezuk ()
 Cridland-Hughes ()  Molinatti et al. ()
 Cridland-Hughes ()  Nick and Cote () 
 De Conti ()  Osborne and Wagner 

()
 Delgado Reverter ()  Patten and Chapman 

()
 Demi ̇ r and Isleyen ()  Robertson et al. () 
 DiCamillo ()  Rosenthal et al. () 
 Fine ()  Sanonguthai ()
 Fine ()  Savitz et al. () 
 Genevieve ()  Simonneaux et al. () 
 Gorski ()  Speca ()
 Graff ()  Stockdale ()
 Harrigan ()  Strait and Wallace () 
 Jacques et al. ()  Sumarmi ()
 Jerome and Algarra ()  Tomohiro and Mezuk 

()
 Johnson & Johnson ()  Valkering et al. () 
 Kalpakian ()  Winkler et al. () 
 Kennedy ()  Yuyun ()
 Kensicki et al. ()  Zorwick and Wade () 
 Keselman et al. ()  Zorwick et al. ()

The complete presentation of each study can be found in Appendix  on the 
online version of the article.

Table : Studies by year and country.

No

Years – 

– 

Countries Africa – Morocco () 

Asia–Thailand (), Indonesia () 

Australia/ Oceania () 

Europe – Bulgaria (), Croatia (), France (), Italy (),
Netherlands (), Spain (), Türkiye (), UK () 



North America – Canada (), USA () 

n=.
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1998). The second group freely gather studies focusing on 
competitive debate (n=8; 14 % – 3, 7, 12, 21, 29, 35, 52, 54), 
together with studies on conference simulations (n=11; 
20 % – 2, 8, 9, 18, 25, 27, 31, 32, 43, 47, 50) and studies on debate 
with deliberative purposes (n=2; 4 % – 20, 24). The third 
group is composed of studies on the Urban Debate Move-
ment (n=11; 20 % – 4, 5, 10, 11, 19, 36, 37, 41, 51, 53, 56). Reacting 
to the competition drive of the American debate community 
and the white and middle-class predominance, the Urban 
Debate League was born in the 80s (Cridland-Hughes 2012), 
to reach new communities and students (Mitchell 1998), with 
a special focus on low-income, racial/ethnic minority youth 
in under-resourced schools (Gorski 2020) and valuing argu-
mentation and social justice (Cridland-Hughes 2012). The 
fourth group are an important number of studies (n=13; 
23 %), under the category “Debate activities” (01, 22, 23, 40, 55) 
or “High-school debate” (16, 17, 30, 33, 34, 39, 42). These 
studies use looser conceptual approaches or different

concepts regarding student debate. In our selection, only one 
study, focusing on a student debate project directed at
migrant high-school students, consistently brought up the
concept of “Formal debate” (6).

Regarding the debate Formats, sometimes also referred 
to as models or style, results mirror the diversity found for
settings and concepts. In the selection of studies, a group
adopted a “broad perspective” (n=14; 25 %) by not specifying
the format (3, 22, 23, 29, 33, 35, 39, 45, 52, 55) or by introducing
more than one format (16, 26, 30, 34), while for others the
format was “unreported” (n=4; 7 % – 1, 19, 40, 41). Another set
of studies brought forward a two-side approach (n=8; 14 %), 
using pro&con (15, 44), this&that (13), switching sides (21),
socioscientific issues (38, 46), or specific suggestions such as
Palestra di Botta e Risposta (12) or the Migrant Speech and
Debate Tournament (6). Briefly, while Palestra di Botta e
Risposta may be presented as a specific format presented by
Padua University, which includes two teams of seven stu-
dents in a diversed eight-stage process oriented for educa-
tional growth (Palestra di Botta e Risposta 2026), the Migrant
Speech and Debate Tournament aims to bring into debating
activities migrant students allowing them to choose the
language in which they would like to debate (Antilla-Garza
and Cook-Gumperz 2015). Within the two-side approaches,
the most prominent format featured in the study selection is
the policy debate (n=12; 21 % – 4, 5, 10, 11, 17, 36, 37, 42, 49, 51,
53, 56). Policy debate is a very popular debate format in the
USA. It is treated as a co-curricular activity because it com-
plements formal education and addresses educational dis-
parities, by encouraging students to engage in structured,
competitive argumentation on social policies (Anderson and
Mezuk 2012) and political decision-making (Cridland-Hughes
2012). Policy debate suggests one resolution throughout the 
year, one affirmative team and one opposing or negative
team, two speakers and three interventions per team, and
time for cross-examination between interventions (Smelko
and Smelko 2013). It is the format used in the Urban Debate

Figure 2: Distribution of the studies throughout 
the research period (n=56).

Table : Settings, concepts and formats.

Settings No Concepts No Formats No

Curricular activities  Academic debate  Broad 
perspective 



Debate club or 
program

 Competitive
debate

 Deliberative 

Debate league  Conference 
simulations 

 Policy debate 

Extracurricular 
program 

 Debate activities  Simulation 

Tournaments  Deliberative 
debate

 Stakeholders 

Formal debate  Two sides 

High school debate  Unreported 

In-class debate  World school
style



Urban debate 

n=.
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initiatives. Regarding the two-side approaches, two studies 
featured the World School Style (n=2; 3.6 % – 7, 54) as a 
counterpoint to the policy debate. More popular interna-
tionally, this format suggests one motion for each round, one 
proposition team, one opposition team, three speakers, three 
interventions per team and points of information during the 
unprotected time of the speeches (Quinn 2009). 

Complementing the two-side approaches, another set of 
studies addressed debate formats related to conference 
simulations (n=11; 20 %), highlighting the MUN–Model 
United Nations (8, 9, 18, 25, 31, 32, 43, 50), but featuring other 
suggestions such as the Model Arctic Council (47), Model G20 
(27) and a Citizen’s Conference (02). These simulations are 
gaining momentum with a special mention to MUN (Speca 
2023). In the MUN, like in the United Nations, students 
participate as delegates of a specific country. In this format, 
debate and argumentation are complemented by negotia-
tion (Genevieve 2015), engaging students in active, creative 
and collaborative problem-solving experiences (Speca 2023), 
which allows deepening learning on global issues, global 
governance (Kensicki et al. 2022) and, by representing a 
country, developing empathy (Genevieve 2015), overcoming 
ethnocentrism and valuing different perspectives on the 
world issues (Coughlin 2013).

Two groups with fewer studies enriched the selection. 
The first, within the deliberative models of student debate 
(n=3; 5 %), introduces “argumentation-based science 
learning” (14), “constructive controversy” (24) and “contest-
atory deliberation” (20). In these approaches, conflict allows 
deepening perspectives for later investment in common 
reconceptualisations or decision-making (Johnson and 
Johnson 2009). One author wrote: “Whereas the mode of 
communication is contestatory, the purpose is conciliatory” 
(Graff 2022, p. 624). The second group of studies brought to 
the selection the realm of the “Stakeholders debate” (n=2; 
4 % – 28, 48), in which students assume specific roles or 
perspectives, such as interest groups within a community 
regarding a deliberation on water safety (28), or characters 
from a play or a book (48).

In synthesis, although the study’s selection is not 
numerous, it presented a rich diversity that strongly advo-
cates for student debate flexibility, possibilities, and poten-
tial. This diversity supports questioning narrow views and 
hasty judgements on what debate is and its benefits and 
dangers.

3.3 Research Designs

The rich variety of research designs instils hope regarding 
the results. After all, like in a puzzle, these approaches

complement each other to allow a more vivid picture of 
student debate benefits. Table 6 shows that most studies 
opted for qualitative designs (n=22; 39 %). Results also show 
an expressive number of quantitative studies (n=15; 27 %), 
with an important set of longitudinal studies, all related to 
extracurricular urban debate activities and their benefits. A 
fair number of studies used a quasi-experimental approach 
(n=6; 11 %), and fewer studies used a mixed methods 
approach (n=3; 5 %). Research also presented an important 
number of theoretical studies (n=8; 14 %) and two meta-
analyses (n=2; 4 %), one on critical thinking (3) and the other 
on constructive controversy (24).

3.4 Student Debate Benefits

The fourth study question (Q4) analyses the outcomes of 
engaging in student debate activities, projects or initiatives. 
As Table 7 shows, the studies presented an important array 
of benefits related to student debate, reinforcing the rele-
vance of debate activities for adolescent students. The ben-
efits are organized into three main groups: (a) benefits for 
the participant competencies (competencies); (b) benefits 
related to the mutual beneficial relation and alignment 
adolescent4context (thriving); (c) benefits for society (so-
cietal). Benefits references (n=126) are well distributed by 
the three groups, although with more references for com-
petencies (n=56; 44 %), followed closely by references for 
thriving (n=51; 40 %) and by references for societal benefits 
(n=19; 15 %). 

Considering competencies, the largest number of ref-
erences, actually the largest from all categories, is related to 
students’ skills. One study from the selection has the sug-
gestive title “My voice matters” (Gorski 2020). Studies 
confirmed the idea, showing that student debate opportu-
nities develop skills related to “communication, negotiation 
and conflict management” (n=8 – 2, 8, 18, 27, 34, 47, 50). One 
study presented evidence that debating, rather than

Table : Studies designs.

Categories n

Qualitative – Case study (), observation and interviews (), record and 
transcription (), ethnographic study (), interviews or focus group (), 
others ()



Cross-sectional () and longitudinal () 

Theoretical 

Quasi-experimental 

Meta-analysis 

Mixed methods 

n=.
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polarization, may foster integrative communication and 
conflict management (12). Other studies highlighted 
debating contribution to “Argumentation” skills (n=7 – 2, 13, 
16, 28, 45, 54), with one study on socioscientific issues valuing 
the meeting with experts but also with people experiencing 
the issue in debate (38), but also “Critical thinking” skills 
(n=5 – 3, 10, 11, 44, 50), “confidence to speak up” (n=6 – 10, 11, 
23, 24, 27, 34), including among more vulnerable inner-city 
youth (10, 11). Studies also presented evidence regarding 
“Assertiveness” (n=1 – 54) and that a deliberative approach 
to science learning fostered “Creative thinking” (n=1 – 14). 
Regarding “Deliberation and decision-making” skills (n=4), 
studies valued deliberative approaches (20, 24), simulation
(47) and the two sides debate (49). Finally, “Empathy” (n=2) 
was considered related to MUN participation (25) and two 
sides debating (13).

Within competencies but considering knowledge, 
studies brought forward evidence that student debate en-
hances “Formal knowledge” (n=7 – 2, 7, 28, 34, 38, 46, 48),

“Research and writing” (n=5 – 6, 18, 44, 45, 55) and “Human 
rights, sustainability, health and present-day issues” (n=4 – 2,
8, 28, 29 e 47). Fewer references were found regarding atti-
tudes (n=5), possibly due to the difficulties in assessment
(n=5). Nevertheless, one study showed how student debate 
promotion in seven recent democracies in Eastern Europe
(56) promoted “Democratic values” and “Diversity”, and 
other studies showed how student debate promoted
“Pluralism and tolerance” (16, 21, 25).

Regarding the thriving benefits, the three main cate-
gories presented the same number of references (n=17). In
the category “Academic adjustment” (n=17), studies high-
lighted the relation between student debate and “Student
engagement in school and learning” (n=9), valuing student
debate as an active learning strategy (26), that allows moti-
vation for learning in Science (28, 38), History (1), or English
(48), of which the relation between constructive controversy, 
curiosity and involvement is a good example (24). Studies 
confirmed this relation for more vulnerable youth (5, 53), 
with a study highlighting student engagement as a particular
feature of upper secondary students debaters (39). Maybe
student engagement can explain the debate impact on inner-
city, low-income, racial/ethnic minority youth academic 
“Success” (n=6), visible in higher grades, college readiness 
and graduation likelihood (4, 5, 36, 37, 41), even accounting
for the self-selection effect (51). Two studies valued how
participation in debates may offer “Career orientation” (n=2)
regarding college options in general (30) and international
relations (8) in specific.

Another thriving benefits category is “Positive youth 
development strength” (n=17). Studies showed how entering 
debate activities allowed “Positive relations” (n=11), both 
with adults, such as teachers and coaches, who may offer
positive guidance and support (17, 30, 31, 32, 33), but also with
peers (18, 24, 27, 29, 32, 34). Other studies focused on more
scattered but critical strengths, including identity (17), ado-
lescence’s most important development task (Carvalho and 
Veiga 2022; Erikson 1968/1994), agency (31, 45), overall self-
efficacy (27, 31) and, in the context of extracurricular Urban
Debate, cultural capital (31).

Thriving research has a strong focus on adolescents’ 
contribution to the community. At this level, studies pre-
sented evidence of student debate’s impact on adolescents’
prosocial behaviour (n=17) at different levels. At the level of
“Empowerment, social and civic engagement” (n=11), studies 
focused on teachers’ and coaches’ opinions (35, 45, 55), and
on both curricular (18, 46, 23) and extracurricular (5, 10, 11,
53) debate activities. One study in seven new democracies
from Eastern Europe showed that student debate promoted
the democratic competencies of adolescent students (52). At
the level of “Political participation and self-efficacy” (n=5),

Table : Benefits of student debate in upper secondary education.

Categories Benefits Total

Competencies–knowledge Science, social sciences and language 
learning ()
Research and writing ()
Human rights, sustainability, health 
and present-day issues () 



Competencies–skills Communication, negotiation and 
conflict management (), argumenta-
tion (), confidence to speak up (), 
critical thinking (), deliberation and 
decision-making (), empathy (), 
assertiveness () and creative thinking 
(),



Competencies–attitudes Pluralism and tolerance (), demo-
cratic values (), value of diversity () 



Thriving–academic 
adjustment 

Engagement in school (), success (), 
and career orientation ()



Thriving–positive youth 
development strengths

Positive relations with adults and 
peers ()
Agency (), cultural capital (), self-
efficacy (), identity () 



Thriving–prosocial
behaviour

Empowerment, social and civic 
engagement ()
Political participation and political self-
efficacy ()
Ethical and moral thinking () 



Societal–integration Educational equality (), prejudice 
reduction (), gender equality (), 
gender and racial diversity () 



Societal–stereotypes Gender (), education inequalities (), 
adversarial climate ()



Some of the studies have more than one reference. n=.
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studies presented evidence on student debate´s relevant role 
(16, 42, 32), including findings from the seven new de-
mocracies (52), and evidence on the link between longevity 
in debating and higher political knowledge and participation 
(29). However, at the level of “Ethical and moral thinking” 
(n=1), only one study was found which valued how the 
debate with students taking both sides of an issue or topic 
prepares them for real-life social problems (16).

The last group of benefits is societal, with positive and 
negative outcomes. Regarding positive outcomes, most of the 
references focused on integration (n=12). Findings showed 
student debate power to promote “Educational equality” 
(n=8) for students in the class (26), migrant students (42), girls
(6) and inner-city, low-budget schools youth (4, 10, 36, 37, 53). 
Evidence also valued student debate contribution to “Prej-
udice reduction” (n=2), raising the hypothesis that debaters 
may be less prejudiced (40), perhaps because student debate 
values different perspectives and allows meeting others (56). 
On “Gender equality”, one study showed student debate’s 
relevancy for inner-city girls’ academic, personal and social 
well-being (53), and on “Gender and racial diversity” (n=1), 
one study showed that unlike in college debate, gender, 
racial, and ethnic diversity exists in upper secondary debate 
community (39).

Considering the adverse societal outcomes, bringing 
forward some unintended effects of student debate settings 
or activities, the study organized the references around 
“Stereotypes” (n=7). At the “Gender” level (n=4), studies 
brought forward how the implicit norms and expectations 
hinder girls’ participation (9, 43, 46), but also situations 
related to girls’ objectification and ill-treatment (42). At the 
“Educational inequalities” level (n=2), studies focused on the 
disparity of access to student debate opportunities in general
(25) and according to the type of school, highlighting the 
fewer opportunities for student debate in public schools (22). 
One study addressed the issue of “Adversarial climate” (n=1), 
calling attention to the educator’s inappropriate pedagogical 
approach to active methodologies, including debate (15).

3.5 Suggestions for Research and 
Intervention

The fifth study question (Q5) addresses the studies’ main 
suggestions for research and educational practices. The 
main results are presented in Table 8.

Thematic suggestions for Research featured “New 
themes” (n=15), included (a) changing attitudes, skills or 
knowledge like open mind, tolerance, negotiation, commu-
nication, time needed for attitude change and civic learning 
(32), student debate and self-concept (34) or general skills

(29); (b) different approaches, formats and options of student 
debate (n=5 – 12, 23, 29, 39, 46); (c) differences between stu-
dent debate in upper secondary education and higher edu-
cation (n=2 – 34.39); and (d) the role of teachers and coaches 
(34). Studies also suggested “Deepening findings” (n=10), 
including differences across students, regions and cultures 
(32, 40, 46), gender issues (8, 23), debate educational purpose 
(10, 49), public morality (23), participation projects (29) and 
prejudice reduction (56). Exploring specific “Variables” (n=4) 
was also suggested, including demographic and contextual 
features (29, 37), the level of student debate experience (34) 
and opting for addressing debating activities’ impact on 
political action instead of just the intentions (29).

At the methodological level, studies suggested larger 
and more diverse or representative “Samples” (n=9 – 4, 8, 12, 
27, 31, 37, 40, 41, 54) and the need to address “Bias” (n=8), such 
as the heterogeneity of the sample (36, 37) and self-selection 
effect (4, 5, 29, 34, 41, 51). Suggestions on “Designs” (n=6) 
focused on investing in longitudinal (27, 29, 45) studies, with 
higher duration (52), but also in experimental (8) and qual-
itative explanatory studies (41). Regarding “Measures” (n=6), 
the suggestions pointed out the need for improved measures 
(3, 4) and the inclusion of different voices, such as students, 
teachers, and coaches (23, 33, 34, 45).

Regarding Intervention, the largest category was “Pro-
moting debate” (n=23) as an active methodology (18, 27, 45) 
across the curriculum (2, 3, 10, 18, 29, 37, 55), investing in 
student debate’s inclusivity and participants diversity (3, 15, 
18, 23, 25, 29, 29, 32, 42), and pursuing the aim of ethical 
development (16). Regarding “Tips” for action (n=21), sug-
gestions stressed good practices: (a) invest in the educational 
purpose (10, 47); (b) value the preparation work (2, 38);
(c) value the resolutions or motions, considering students’ 
interests (13, 45); (d) ensure students time for preparation 
but also reflection and debrief (27, 28, 37, 47); (e) use 
competition as a pedagogical positive resource (37, 39); and
(f) uphold learning and openness over cynicism, proselytism, 
cleavage or competition (13, 16, 28, 46). In addition, sugges-
tions also focused on ideas for “Support” to students (n=15), 
starting by supporting all students and not just those who are

Table : Suggestions for research and intervention.

Research (n=) No Intervention (n=) No

New themes  Promote debate 

Deepen findings  Tips for using debate 

Sample () & bias issues ()  Directions for students’ support 

Design  Environment for student debate 

Measures  Opportunities 

Variables  Educator’s skills development 

Some of the studies have more than one reference.
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already motivated or skilled (13, 15, 31, 42, 45), by inspiring 
students to excel (15, 37), by helping students to develop their 
research and argumentation skills (28, 28, 47), their 
communication skills (3), by finding the right balance be-
tween support and students’ agency (45), and by providing 
positive role models for students (42).

Other suggestions focused more on the “Environment” 
for student debate (n=7), stressing open classroom and 
horizontal talk students-adults (10, 15), positive student-adult 
relations (37, 45), and the need to ensure a safe, respectful 
and inclusive space for expression (10, 15). A few suggestions 
pointed out “Opportunities” to strengthen student debate 
(n=6), including switching sides instead of entrenchment in 
the first or personal position (49), high-school-college coop-
eration (29, 30), openness to the community (10, 37), and 
learning outside the classroom and school (29). Finally, 
suggestions also considered “Educator’s skills development”, 
highlighting professional training and coaching (25), 
mastering student debate options, approaches and formats
(1) and valuing innovation (37).

4 Discussion

This study aimed to map research addressing the benefits of 
student debate in upper secondary education. The results 
are discussed in three main themes: (a) findings on the 
research extension, (b) debate flexibility and possibilities 
beyond first impressions, and (c) benefits.

4.1 Research on Student Debate

Debate is a wide and polysemic field, and student debate is 
no exception. Therefore, to address student debate, a clear 
conceptual understanding is necessary to distinguish it from 

other types of debate and/or critical and performance oracy 
activities (Newman 2020). For this purpose, this study 
advanced a conceptual definition of student debate up-
holding the educational character, the relation with struc-
tured or formal debating and four characteristics: (a) one 
motion, (b) different perspectives and a well-defined struc-
ture, (c) preparation regarding attitude and content, and 
(d) the goal of persuasion valuing both argumentation and 
delivery. In this study, the definition is validated by both the 
process, which shows that the definition offered criteria for 
studies selection, and by the results, which show that the 
definition allowed a representative selection of studies 
portraying a significant diversity of approaches.

In total, 56 studies entered the selection. The reduced 
number of studies, when considering the 25-year span, is

consistent with the scarcity of research on student debate in 
upper secondary education, as pointed out by other authors
(Allen et al. 1999; Anderson and Mezuk 2012; Littlefield 2001; 
Nick and Cote 2002; Savitz et al. 2021). Results also confirmed
the existence of more research in student debates in higher
education settings (Littlefield 2001; Nick and Cote 2002; Speca
2023). One feature of the research is the number of studies
focusing on USA reality. Probably this is due to the strength
of speech and debate in young people’s education (Fine 2000; 
Zorwick and Wade 2016). However, the selection exhibited a
growing trend of research regarding the number and the
geographical range of studies, with increasing contributions
from European countries, including Eastern European
countries (Valkering et al. 2018), Asia and one study from 

Morocco. Findings confirmed that student debate is gaining
momentum in education (Bartanen and Littlefield 2014;
McIntosh and Milam 2016; Tomohiro and Mezuk 2021).

4.2 More than Meets the Eye

The main feature of the studies selected is diversity
regarding settings, concepts, formats and benefits. This
result, which other authors underline (Zorwick et al. 2009),
shows that there is much more to debate beyond the limited
scope of our knowledge and experience, often focused on
one specific setting and the mastery of concrete approaches 
or formats. In other words, there is much to learn. Within 
this theme, we present three comments.

4.2.1 Unleashing Student Debate Possibilities

The diversity of the studies regarding settings, concepts,
formats, and benefits reinforces the need to understand
student debate as a flexible educational resource with many
rich possibilities for adolescent students’ academic adjust-
ment (e.g., Kennedy 2007; Tomohiro and Mezuk 2021) and
development (e.g., Fine 2004; Kensicki et al. 2022). Despite 
this richness, we find criticisms regarding student debate
born from hasty generalization (De Conti 2013), transferring
to student debate negative features of specific debate expe-
riences or other types of debates (e.g., political debates).
Findings showed that student debate is an educational
resource used in many settings, from classrooms to extra-
curricular activities, clubs and tournaments, with a plethora 
of approaches–academic, competitive or deliberative -, for-
mats and options (Kennedy 2007).

The selected studies show that student debate tran-
scends reified visions and options. And this is good. After all,
debate is the substance of democracy. Can deliberation be 
achieved without debate? What happens to decisions when
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we wave away debate? Pericles says without hesitation: “… 

the worst thing is to rush into action before the conse-
quences have been properly debated.” (Thucydides 1972, 
Book II, Par. 40).

4.2.2 Student Debate and Educational Purpose

Despite the diversity, there is a common feature across the 
selected studies: recognition that there is more to debating than 
discussions (De Conti 2014; DiCamillo 2010; Jerome and Algarra 
2005; Valkering et al. 2018), thrilling competitions, entertain-
ment, amusing games (DiCamillo 2010; Strait and Wallace 2008), 
or academic simulation unrelated to life or spheres of deliber-
ation outside school (Mitchell 1998). One study illustrated this 
idea by showing how a teacher’s fun and competitive strategies, 
although well-intended, sabotaged student debate and blocked 
learning (DiCamillo 2010). Student debate is not just about games 
or fun; neither should it yield under winning pressure (Delgado 
Reverter 2018; Mitchell 1998). One author wrote:

The wins and losses are forgotten with the passage of time. How-
ever, the educational values of debate are so fundamental that they 
eventually become ingrained in the decision-making and thought 
processes of debaters, giving them a uniquely valuable durability 
(Harrigan 2008, p. 36)

Therefore, this research upholds that the educational po-
tential of student debate is related to its educational telos or 
purpose (Strait and Wallace 2008). This idea brings the 
educational purpose, or the why of using debate, to the 
forefront. It is not about choosing and blindly following one 
format but building opportunities for adolescent students’ 
learning and growth. This understanding should guide 
debating options and small changes, which, even if we use 
the same format, will significantly impact students’ experi-
ence and outcomes (De Conti 2014; Johnson and Johnson 
2009). Within this context, competition, conflict, cooperation 
and deliberation gain new, complementary and innovative 
possibilities (Johnson and Johnson 2009; Kennedy 2007). 

Considering the diversity of possibilities, one question is 
irresistible for educators: Which format should I use? Find-
ings from this research point out two directions. The first is to 
choose according to meaningful educational purposes (Del-
gado Reverter 2018). The second is to value different settings 
and approaches, thus enriching students’ opportunities from 

more competitive to more deliberative experiences.

4.2.3 The Specific Reality of Upper Secondary Education

In this study, one study showed that upper secondary and 
college students have different perceptions regarding the 
benefits of debating (Littlefield 2001). Another study on USA

reality showed that, despite the lack of gender and racial 
diversity in the higher education debate community, debate 
in high schools attracted girls and minority students and 
presented a healthy gender and cultural diversity (Nick and 
Cote 2002). These studies highlight upper secondary stu-
dents’ differences and the importance of orienting student 
debate opportunities to adolescents’ distinctive learning and 
developmental challenges (Delgado Reverter 2018). There-
fore, student debate in upper secondary education should be 
valued as a specific field for research and action.

4.3 Ideas Around Benefits

Overall, the selected studies confirmed that debate has 
important benefits for adolescent students, including formal 
learning (Savitz et al. 2021), but also more transversal com-
petencies and resources associated with adolescent optimal 
development (Anderson and Mezuk 2015; Fine 2004; Kensicki 
et al. 2022). Results are discussed in three comments.

4.3.1 Educational Power of Student Debate

The educational power of debating is visible in the wide 
range of benefits for adolescent students. One explanation 
may be that student debate in its nature, is an active learning 
methodology (Kennedy 2007), where the active is less for 
activity and more for engaging the whole person in the 
process of learning – “body, intelligence, sensibility, 
aesthetic sense, personal responsibility, and spirituality” 
(Delors 1996). Studies highlighted how student debate deeply 
connects the cognitive with the more emotional and humane 
dimensions (Delgado Reverter 2018). After all, beyond con-
tent, process matters and teaching methods imprint on stu-
dents (Abdullah et al. 2021; Johnson and Johnson 2009). This 
may explain students’ perception that debate contributes to 
meaningful learning and growth. In other words, it supports 
connecting “the cognitive domain with problem-solving 
skills, innovation and creativity, and also incorporates the 
development of social and emotional learning and learning 
about oneself” (ICFE 2021, p. 66).

A second explanation is that student debate supports 
adolescents’ developmental needs. Considering identity as 
the main task of adolescence (Carvalho and Veiga 2022; 
Erikson 1968/1994), one study from the selection suggests 
that debate may help adolescents reshape childhood iden-
tifications into a sound identity, valuable to enter the adult 
world (Fine 2004). From a different theoretical perspective, 
evidence from studies suggests debate opportunities poten-
tial to nurture Ryan and Deci’s (2001) basic psychological 
needs–autonomy, competence and relatedness–associated
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with intrinsic motivation, school engagement and well-
being. In addition, studies pointed out how student debate 
opportunities foster relationships with peers and meaning-
ful adults, which can provide adolescents with positive role 
models and guidance (Levy 2016).

A third explanation is the voice and lens approach. It 
values how debate empowers adolescents to engage in their 
contexts and the world by providing them with “an indi-
vidual voice considered compelling to people in authority 
but also a lens through which to critique their own society” 
(Cridland-Hughes 2016, p. 55).

4.3.2 Students Engagement in Building the World

The concept of thriving is well represented by one question: 
“How do young people flower into the kinds of persons who 
don’t simply avoid problems and pathologies, but who 
embrace life and make full use of their special gifts in ways 
that benefit themselves and others?” (Benson and C. Scales 
2009, p. 90). It is a perspective that highlights the mutually 
influential relationship between adolescent↔context (Ben-
son and C. Scales 2009; Cantor 2021). Findings stressed the 
impact of debate activities on how students interact with the 
world (Cridland-Hughes 2012), with two meaningful results. 

The first is that student debate, in-class and extracur-
ricular, fosters student engagement in learning and school 
(Abdullah et al. 2021; Keselman et al. 2012; Nick and Cote 
2002; Tomohiro and Mezuk 2021; Winkler et al. 2013). Student 
engagement is a powerful asset related to many critical in-
dicators regarding adolescents’ school adjustment and well-
being (Carvalho and Veiga 2023; Lam et al. 2012). It is possible 
that debating, by actively involving students but also by 
promoting positive relations between students and signifi- 
cant adults (teachers or coaches), which is the most defini-
tive variable regarding student engagement in school (Lam 

et al. 2012; Quin 2017), may enhance students motivation, 
proximity with subjects and school and therefore, adoles-
cent students’ higher engagement in learning and school. 

The second result is the relation between debate op-
portunities and students’ civic, social and political engage-
ment (Anderson and Mezuk 2015; Genevieve 2015; Jerome 
and Algarra 2005; Levy 2016; McIntosh and Milam 2016; 
Valkering et al. 2018; Zorwick and Wade 2016). A group of 
authors wrote: “The fundamental value of debate is related 
to the potential for opening the school environment to a 
dimension that reaches beyond the acquisition of knowl-
edge, supporting students’ development as active members 
of society” (Savitz et al. 2021, p. 11). Some studies’ findings 
support this idea by presenting debate as a pedagogy for 
democracy (Jerome and Algarra 2005), which enhances stu-
dents’ civic, social and political empowerment and

engagement (Levy 2016, 2018), transforms community beliefs
and supports a culture of participation and attention to so-
cial justice issues (Savitz et al. 2021). Student debate offers a
space for adolescents to confidently and critically explore,
consider and challenge ideas and concepts with their peers
(Stockdale 2020). Maybe debate is a gateway that allows 
adolescents to enter with others, peers and adults (Stockdale
2020), the adventure of searching for the truth (Fine 2000)
and building the world (Jerome and Algarra 2005). For this
reason, one manual claims that debate matters because
debate can save the world (Bell 2020, pp. 21–23).

4.3.3 Debate Benefits for All Students

In the face of educational inequalities, “for all” is the leit-
motif of UNESCO’s report (ICFE 2021) and the Science of
Learning and Development (Cantor 2021). This tension also
emerged in the research stressing the need to promote “all
students’ public voice” (Antilla-Garza and Cook-Gumperz
2015; Jerome and Algarra 2005). If student debate offers such
relevant benefits, it should be for all. However, two different
types of difficulties exist.

At one level, we find some students with opportunities 
but lacking motivation, skills or facing impairments. At this
level, some studies from the selection highlight the role of
educators. One study showed how teachers scaffolded in-
class debating activities, progressively fostering autonomy 
as students become more confident regarding the structure
and skills (Savitz et al. 2021).

At another level, students lack opportunities or have 
opportunities for which they feel unqualified. One study 
from the selection found that, in New York, 82 % of inde-
pendent schools offered student debate opportunities, and
only 24.31 % of the public schools did it (Jacques et al. 2022). 
Another study in Morocco confirmed the inequality
regarding accessing participation in MUN simulations (Kal-
pakian 2023). Authors suggest a civic empowerment gap be-
tween families with more and fewer resources (Levy 2018).
In this context, the Urban Debate movement is inspirational.
Studies have shown how student debate addresses educa-
tional inequalities (Anderson and Mezuk 2012) by allowing
(a) rigorous academic opportunities, (b) time engaged with 
relevant educational material, and (c) positive mentorship of
adults and peers references (Mezuk et al. 2011). In addition,
by allowing the encounter of different students and voices,
debate supports the reduction of social, economic and cul-
tural divisions (Zorwick et al. 2009). Another inspirational
project is the Migrant Education Speech and Debate Tour-
nament. This project allows students to select the language of
the debates when they begin, offering support to enhance
bilingual debates (Antilla-Garza and Cook-Gumperz 2015).
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In synthesis, considering that different formats pre-
sented different benefits (Allen et al. 1999; Krpanec and Huić 
2023), one question arises: What formats are more promising 
for adolescent students? It is a question for future studies. 
Nevertheless, from the set of studies, some ideas may further 
the use of debating. Studies presented different suggestions 
for research and action that may improve student debate 
opportunities.

4.4 Suggestions to Make the Change

One transversal suggestion is the challenge of investing in 
more debating opportunities in upper secondary education. 
Studies from the selection offered some tips and directions to 
boost the impact of students’ debating experiences. Among 
different suggestions, one tip is to focus on student partici-
pation, learning and growth versus cynicism, proselytism, 
cleavage or competition (Fine 2000; Simonneaux et al. 2013). 
Another cut-edging tip focused on a key feature of all active 
methodologies if they are to have positive educational out-
comes: to create space and time for debriefing and reflection 
after the debate (Speca 2023). Findings showed that educa-
tors are critical in meaningful and positive student debate 
opportunities. Therefore, educators’ motivation and training 
regarding using debating activities also becomes critical 
(Abdullah et al. 2021; Kalpakian 2023).

4.5 Implications and Limitations

The present study fills a gap in scholarly research and 
literature by presenting a comprehensive, rigorous and 
sound overview of the research from the last 25 years, 
focusing on student debate in upper secondary education. 
Two implications derive from this task. The first is a con-
ceptual approach to student debate, grounded on structured 
debate complemented with four ingredients. The second 
implication is evidence of student debate’s potential to 
enhance adolescent learning, engagement and development. 

At the research level, findings may motivate and support 
new research on student debate deepening: (a) new or 
existing initiatives in different settings; (b) mapping the 
multiple approaches or formats, their features and potential; 
(c) the relation between debating activities and specific ed-
ucation and development outcomes; and (d) educators 
engagement in fostering student debate opportunities. 
Future studies could replicate this research on younger and 
higher education student debate.

At the intervention level, findings may motivate 
decision-makers and educators to value and promote

opportunities for debate in formal and non-formal educa-
tion settings. These findings are also a powerful stimulus for 
teachers to invest in debate activities. Student debate can be 
a great doorway to innovation in learning and teaching 
(Savitz et al. 2021) and, therefore, to renew education. Joint 
efforts of researchers and educators should invest in build-
ing new perspectives to promote debate throughout 
schooling.

Several limitations must be considered. First, despite 
comprehensiveness, the selection is not exhaustive. New 
studies should complement the database search by checking 
the reference lists (Horsley et al. 2011) or including grey 
literature (Paez 2017). A second limitation is the exclusionary 
character of some research options, like the language and 
the database selection, which hindered the inclusion of 
studies and authors from different regions and countries. 
New studies should focus on other, more regional databases, 
such as Scielo (SciELO 2020) or Asia-Studies Full-Text Online 
(International Information Services 2024).

5 Conclusions
Debate pedagogy as practised in this community treats youths as 
agents of change by encouraging critical engagement. (Cridland-
Hughes 2012, p. 202)

Why should we expect someone who was taught to learn 
what others decided, without questioning, to comply quietly, 
to be silent, to expect reward by repeating and behaving 
according to outer expectations, to be engaged in learning, 
school and society? The point is that in education, the pro-
cess matters. The process is a vital dimension of the lesson 
that each student takes home every day. Therefore, research 
in active methodologies in general, and debate in particular, 
is critical regarding adolescent students’ motivation, 
autonomous learning and thinking, positive relations, and 
responsible and active engagement in building our common 
future together.

The present work stirs the waters of student debate. 
Firstly, it bridges the gap in the literature on student debate 
in upper secondary education by offering a broad perspec-
tive of the research. Secondly, it proposes a definition of 
student debate that is both (a) concise, valuing the focus and 
delimitation needed for research, and (b) comprehensive, 
valuing the ability to address different settings, approaches 
and formats. This definition was validated by the study’s 
findings. This definition was validated by the study’s find-
ings. Thirdly, based on this definition, the study presents a 
sound, rigorous and comprehensive literature review map-
ping the features of student debate and its benefits.
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Diversity is, perhaps, the most important feature of the 
selected studies. It suggests that student debate is more than 
meets the eye; it is a flexible educational resource with many 
possibilities across settings, approaches, and formats. For 
this reason, several authors highlighted the need to nurture 
student debate opportunities across the curriculum, 
bridging formal and non-formal settings and valuing the 
experience of debating using different formats and options. 

Evidence presented a wide range of benefits of student 
debate for adolescent upper secondary students’ transversal 
competencies (knowledge, skills and attitudes) and thriving 
resources (engagement in school, society and psychosocial 
strengths). Finally, some studies also presented societal 
benefits. These results underlined student debate power 
towards learning, but also towards adolescent students 
engagement, development and well-being.

Finally, research opened two avenues for research and 
action on adolescent student debate. The first is to invest in a 
specific approach for student debate in upper secondary 
education, distinct from student debate in higher education 
and more focused on adolescent students’ specific develop-
ment, tasks, and challenges. The second avenue, aligned with 
adolescents’ right to quality education, is investing in more 
inclusive student debate opportunities. It is an avenue that 
demands investing in educators’ motivation, confidence, 
training, and resources to promote student debate 
educationally.
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