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Abstract—Many studies emphasize the importance of preparing students
with critical thinking skills, and these skills can be honed through classroom
debate. During Covid-19 pandemic, however, it is impossible to carry out class-
room debate. Therefore, this study focused on online debate through WhatsApp.
Specifically, the present study aimed at finding out students’ voices towards
online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance critical think-
ing skills during Covid-19 pandemic. 17 undergraduate students participated in
online debate for ten sessions throughout one whole semester. At the end of the
research, 17 participants completed the survey questionnaires and 8 students
volunteered to participate in semi-structured interviews. The results from both
quantitative and qualitative data revealed that the participants found critical
thinking skills important. Furthermore, the respondents believed that the online
debate was good learning media to help them improve their critical thinking
skills during this Covid-19 pandemic. The activity provided flexibility in terms
of time and place. Other advantages, as claimed by the participants, included
reducing students’ anxiety, improving teamwork skills, and improving persua-
sion skills. However, some barriers were also found based on the participants’
responses. The participants were concerned with the issue of being distracted,
tendency to copy and paste, unstable network, and limited time.

Keywords—students’ voices, online debate, critical thinking skills, covid-19
pandemic

1 Introduction

There have been an increasing number of studies focusing on improving students’
critical thinking skills. The skills need to be possessed by students in the 215 century
[17 [2] since they play a pivotal role for students both in the classroom and in the
work field. Having critical thinking skills allows students to learn more effectively
because they will be able to actively analyze, discuss, and apply content [3] during the
learning process. Furthermore, it is important for students to gain knowledge and be
able to apply it into real life [4]. This can be gained if the students have critical think-
ing skills.
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However, the problem especially in Indonesia is that teachers pay less attention to
critical thinking skills [5]. As a result, many students have low critical thinking skills
[6] (Kurniawati, Zubaidah, & Mahanal, 2015 as cited in [7]. Hence, they are unable to
analyze and criticize the topics being discussed and tend to be reluctant in sharing
their opinions during the learning (Masdugqi, 2011 as cited in [8].

This situation leads to a bad indication due to the fact that critical thinking skills
will help students succeed in the work field [7] once graduating from the university.
Being encountered with situations that require them to analyze the situation to find a
solution is something inevitable. Therefore, the students will certainly have difficulty
in solving and finding solutions to an issue they are facing without having the ability
to think critically.

As was known that having critical thinking skills is not something the students can
acquire easily [9]. The students need to practice the skills continuously [10]. Hence, it
is of high importance for teachers to teach the skills to the students either individually
or inserted in the lecture [5]. In addition, preparing university graduates to be ready
for global competition makes critical thinking skills imperative [9].

According to the Minister of Education and Culture of Indonesia regulation num-
ber 20 of 2016, it is the responsibility of Indonesian teachers to help improve students'
critical thinking skills [11]. To help enhance students’ critical thinking skills, teachers
can apply various methods, one of which is by facilitating debate where students are
provided with a hot issue. The students then need to analyze the issue from various
viewpoints. After that, they must find a solution to cope with the problem being
discussed.

On the other side, the global spread of Covid-19 has become a serious problem
since it has significantly affected human’s life, including in Indonesia. Data from [12]
reveal that the first case of COVID-19 was detected on 2 March 2020. As of 3 Sep-
tember 2020, the number of confirmed Covid-19 cases based on the data from the
Ministry of Health of the Republic of Indonesia has reached more than 184,000. This
number seems to keep increasing every day, and this situation inevitably influences
all sectors, including education.

In such current situation, both teachers and students cannot go to schools or univer-
sities having face-to-face meetings. This is due to the policy by the government fol-
lowing the suggestion from World Health Organization to shut down schools and
universities in Indonesia [13]. In fact, the closure of schools has been carried out since
the beginning of March 2020 as a way to prevent the spread of Covid-19 in Indonesia
[12]. As a response to class suspensions due to the spread of Covid-19 pandemic,
teachers need to facilitate online learning [14]. Therefore, the Minister of Education
and Culture of the Republic of Indonesia has instructed all educational institutions to
move from face-to-face class into online class due to the increasing spread of Covid-
19 all over Indonesia since 24 March 2020 [15].

Online learning, in this case facilitating online debate, by utilizing various apps
seems to be the best option because classroom debate seems impossible referring to
the government policy to carry out online learning as a replacement of face-to-face
learning at least for the time being. Yemeni EFL learners in India, for example, rely
on YouTube, Zoom, Blogs, Twitter, WhatsApp, Facebook, and so forth for online
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learning [16]. Therefore, this research focused on online debate using WhatsApp.
This app was chosen since most students in Indonesia can get access to the Internet
and use WhatsApp in their daily life.

Regarding the use of debate, previous studies have demonstrated that debates can
help improve students' critical thinking skills [3] [8] [17]. However, most debates
carried out are conventional debates taking place in the classroom. Not much research
has examined the online debate, specifically utilizing WhatsApp. Having seen the
current problem due to Covid-19 pandemic and the importance to keep training stu-
dents about critical thinking skills, the present research contributes by enriching the
knowledge of how teachers can facilitate online debate through WhatsApp in a sud-
den and completely unprepared situation due to the COVID-19 pandemic in order to
enhance students’ critical thinking skills. Furthermore, this research also sheds some
lights on the benefits as well as challenges the students encounter during their practic-
es of carrying out online debate. Therefore, questions leading the present research are:

1. What do students think of online debates through WhatsApp during Covid-19
pandemic?

2. Do they think the online debate helps improve their critical thinking skills during
Covid-19 pandemic?

3. What challenges do the students encounter when participating in online debate
during Covid-19 pandemic?

2 Literature Review

This part presents some theoretical concepts in relation to students’ voices towards
online debate as alternative media to enhance students’ critical thinking skills during
Covid-19 Pandemic in Indonesia. The concepts include critical thinking skills and
debate.

2.1  Critical Thinking Skills

In order to support campus life and in the work field once graduating from
university, students need to have various skills. One very important skill the students
need to have is the ability to think critically [17] and this is a concern of the
Indonesian government. According to the Minister of Education and Culture of Indo-
nesia regulation number 20 of 2016, it is the responsibility of Indonesian teachers to
help improve students' critical thinking skills [11]. There are several definitions of
critical thinking. It is defined as the ability to argue in an organized manner and to
systematically evaluate other people’s arguments [3]. That is why, critical thinking
skills are very important to be enhanced by today’s students.

Those with critical thinking skills will experience six stages when being
encountered with a problem or issue. They will first of all do some research to create
arguments, organize the arguments, analyze all assumptions, collect evidence to
support the arguments, evaluate the evidence, and convey the arguments to others
(Patterson, 2011 as cited in [18].
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A simpler definition by Rybold (2006) as cited by [8] point out that when we argue
and defend our ideas, we include people with critical thinking categories. On another
occasion, we are also said to be people who think critically when we are able to
change the attitude of others with the arguments and evidence that we present [8].
Critical thinking, in fact, is a complex process which encourages people to use
knowledge to solve problems, make decisions, analyze all assumptions, conduct in-
vestigations or research to produce scientific information or conclusions [19].

Developing critical thinking skills is of high importance for today’s students [20]
since these skills are considered as one of the most important skills in this era [21].
The skills deal with various areas such as problem solving [22]. Having the skills
enable students to evaluate and regulate useful and purposeful arguments in the form
of an interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference [7] [21].

2.2 Debate

Through debate, students have the opportunity to practice critical thinking skills
because the students will learn to express opinions and convince listeners. In addition,
students are required to find ways to defend their opinions by finding data and
evidence. Debate also allows student to experience active learning. This kind of learn-
ing can be used to develop critical thinking skills where students actively participate
in the learning activities arguing and defending their position [3].

Debate is believed to be an active learning tool promoting critical thinking (Darby,
2007 as cited in [23]. Halvorsen (2005) in [8] further reveal that the debate activity
requires students to look at an issue that is being discussed from various sides.
Furthermore, students are required to analyze the arguments of opponents, think of
ways to refute these arguments with strong data. These all activities certainly require
critical thinking skills and can be honed through debate. Therefore, debate activity
can significantly improve students’ critical thinking skill [8] [24].

2.3 Previously Relevant Research

Previous research has proven that debate is a very helpful method in improving
students' critical thinking skills. Even the students involved believed that debate
helped improve their critical thinking skills [17]. Other research results show that in
addition to helping students improve their critical thinking skills, debate provides
students with space to practice their work skills in teams and increase self-confidence
[17]. The ability to work in teams and have confidence will be very useful for
students when they are in the work field.

However, almost all research on debate focused on conventional debates where the
teacher facilitated debate in the classroom. Not much research has been done about
facilitating online debate. The present research, on the other hand, employs
WhatsApp to facilitate online debate since the current Covid-19 pandemic prevents
classroom debate.

As was known that today’s teaching and learning process can be facilitated by uti-
lizing technology in order to improve student’s performances [25]. Utilizing technol-
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ogy can help students increase their skills [26]. In addition, using technology to sup-
port teaching and learning provides a more flexible interaction and communication
among students [27]. But successful interaction and collaboration requires the partici-
pants to have IT competency [28].

In recent years, there has been a growing interest among educators to use mobile
phones for teaching and learning process [29]. Learning through mobile devices al-
lows students to get information quickly and be able to learn anywhere anytime [30].
Students can access the learning material easily [28].

Now the question lies in the selection of the best mobile apps to use to facilitate the
learning process. [31] argue that it is quite problematic to select the most appropriate
educational apps for students. One consideration is related to students’ age (Papadakis
et all, 2019 as cited in [32]. In the context of the present study, WhatsApp was chosen
because this app is one of the best options to facilitate online learning. A research by
[25] reveals that students view WhatsApp as a good teaching and learning platform. A
study by [33] confirm that WhatsApp can be an effective media to improve students'
critical thinking skills. Many studies also prove that WhatsApp can be a tool to
increase students’ participation in learning [34] [35]. Activities undertaken can be in
the form of discussions to practice language skills. However, teachers need to re-
member that choosing the most appropriate app to facilitate learning is not everything.
Proper guidance plays a more pivotal role for the learning success (Hwang et al., 2015
as cited in [31].

When facilitating online debate, there are some issues teachers need to take into
account. Data plan has been the main issue faced by most students since the imple-
mentation of online learning in Indonesia [13]. Furthermore, [36] point out that the
sudden shift from face-to-face learning into a total online learning has become a new
challenge for both teachers and students.

One issue found in a research by [33] in relation to the use of WhatsApp in learn-
ing is about time consuming and eyestrain. In another study by [37], it was found that
unsupported phone and overload content become a problem for the students when
being involved in learning on mobile phone. Another issue that needs to be taken into
account is related to internet connection when students participate in online learning
through mobile apps [38].

3 Research Methods

This research employed both quantitative and qualitative methods to find out stu-
dents’ voices towards online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to en-
hance critical thinking skills during Covid-19 pandemic. Specifically, the present
research tried to explore how they viewed the online debate, what benefits the activity
provided, and what challenges the participants encountered during their participation.
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3.1  Participants and Debate Procedure

17 undergraduate students enrolling in English major at Universitas Muhammadi-
yah Riau took part in the online debate. The participants were selected using conven-
ience sampling. All of them have got any experience in classroom debate and use
WhatsApp in daily communication. All of the participants participated in survey
questionnaire at the end of the study, but only eight participants (called as P1-PS8)
volunteered to become the interviewees of semi-structured interviews at the end of the
research.

The online debate through WhatsApp ran for ten sessions for one whole semester.
The debate method used was British Parliamentary where there were four teams in
each round. Two teams were in the Government side to support the motion being
debated, and the other two teams were in Opposition side to disagree with the motion.
In each session, the motion was launched a few minutes before the debate started.
Then the teams were given 15 minutes for case building to prepare the arguments.
After 15 minutes was over, the debate began. How the debate works can be seen in
Figure 1.

Government Side Opposition Side

Prime Minister Leader of
the Opposition

Deputy Deputy Leader of
Prime Minister the Opposition

Member of Member of
the Government — the Opposition
Government / Opposition
Whip — Whip

Fig. 1. Format of British Parliamentary Debate

As seen in Figure 1 above, the first to speak was Prime Minister. After the Prime
Minister finished submitting an argument accompanied by data and evidence, the next
turn would be the Opposition Leader. The task of the Opposition Leader was to refute
the Prime Minister's statements and submit arguments accompanied by strong data
and evidence. The next turn was the Deputy Prime Minister and so on until the
Opposition Whip. Each speaker was given 7 minutes to deliver their arguments.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

The data were collected by employing both quantitative and qualitative approach-
es. A survey questionnaire and interviews were employed to collect the required data
as discussed in the following sections.

Questionnaires. To collect quantitative data, a set of questionnaires was developed
adapting the instruments by [17] and based on the research questions and the litera-
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ture review. The survey aimed at gathering descriptive data regarding how the re-
spondents viewed the online debate and what benefits the activity provided. The ques-
tionnaire consisted of 15 items with a 5-point Likert scale (Strongly Disagree=1 to
Strongly Agree=5) which can be seen in Table 1 of Findings section. The question-
naires were distributed and all research participants completed the survey.

Interviews. The second data of this study was taken qualitatively from semi-
structured interviews with eight volunteered respondents after they took part in online
debate for ten times. The interview served as an opportunity for the respondents to
express their impressions fully and provide a more in-depth view of the topics dis-
cussed regarding students’ voices of online debate through WhatsApp as alternative
media to enhance critical thinking skills during Covid-19 pandemic. More
importantly, the interviews allow the researchers to triangulate the data and make the
results more reliable.

The interview took place for thirty minutes and was audio-recorded. Before the
interviews took place, the researchers explained the purpose of the interview and the
expected duration. Permission to use the recorder was also gained. Furthermore, the
researchers informed the participants that their responses would be kept confidential
and anonymous would be used.

The researchers asked the participants to voice their experiences regarding the use
of online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance critical thinking
skills during Covid-19 pandemic. The respondents were also asked to share opinion
regarding the drawbacks they encountered during the online debate.

The data from recorded interview were first transcribed, and then the transcripts
were coded. Finally, appropriate extracts on the benefits and barriers voiced by the
participants towards online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance
critical thinking skills during Covid-19 pandemic were described in findings and
discussion sections.

4 Findings and Discussion

This part presents the research findings from the survey questionnaire first and
qualitative data from semi-structured interview afterwards.

4.1  Quantitative Results

Table 1 demonstrates the results of the questionnaire consisting of 15 items using
a 5-point Likert scale (Strongly Disagree=1 to Strongly Agree=5).

Table 1. Results of Questionnaire

Questionnaire Items Students’ Responses Mean
Strongly | Disagree | Neutral | Agree | Strongly
Disagree Agree
1. Critical thinking skill is very | N 0 0 0 6 11 465
important for students % 0 0 0 353 64.7 ’
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2. Online debate through N 0 0 2 12 3
WhatsApp is a new way and
good alternative media to en- o 4.06
hance my critical thinking skill % 0 0 11.76 70.6 17.64
during Covid-19 pandemic
3. The online debate I did with | N 0 1 2 9 5
other students during this
. e 4.06
Covid-19 pandemic is enjoya- | o 0 5.9 11.76 | 52.94 | 29.41
ble
4. Iam willing to participate in | N 0 1 5 9 2
another online debate in the 3.71
future % 0 59 29.41 52.94 11.76
5. Iwould like to recommend N 0 0 2 8 7
online debate through . 4.29
WhatsApp to my friends % 0 0 11.76 | 47.05 41.17
6. Online debate stimulates N 0 0 0 7 10
critical thinking on the subject 4.59
matter % 0 0 0 41.17 58.82
7. Online debate trains me to N 0 2 1 8 6
analyze the problem and find . 5.00
possible solution % 0 11.76 59 47.05 353
8. Online debate promotes N 0 0 0 10 7
teamwork and decision making 441
skill % 0 0 0 58.82 41.17
9. Online debate allows the N 3 6 8
participants to see the matter . 4.12
from different perspective % 0 0 0 353 47.05
10. Online debates helps the N 0 1 1 9 6
students to learn to provide . 4.06
arguments with evidence % 0 59 5.9 52.94 353
11. Online debate trains the N 0 1 7 9 447
students to argue convincingly | o 0 5.9 41.17 52.94 ’
12. The students learn to be N 0 1 1 8 7
open-minded by accepting 412
reasonable criticism from op- % 0 5.9 5.9 47.05 41.17 ’
ponents
13. Online debate improves N 0 0 9 8 447
students’ argumentation skills % 0 0 52.94 47.05 ’
14. Online debate encourages N 0 0 9 6
. 4.80
me to do lots of reading % 0 0 11.76 52.94 353
15. Online debate trains students | N 0 0 0 7 10
to always find credible infor- 4.59
mation % 0 0 0 41.17 58.82
Overall 4.36

From table 1 above, it can be seen that some items are in the highest and some
items are in the lowest rank in relation to students’ voices towards online debate
through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance critical thinking skills during
Covid-19 pandemic. Item number 7 got the highest rank with a mean score of (5.00)
which demonstrates that the respondents have good attitude in relation to the use of
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online debate to train them with the ability to analyze the problem and find possible
solution. Six participants strongly agree with the statement, eight participants agree,
one participant is in neutral, and only two are in disagreement. Furthermore, item
number 14 got the second highest rank with a mean score of (4.80) also indicating
that the respondents view the online debate positively which encourages them to do
lots of reading. From seventeen respondents completing the questionnaire, six of them
are in a strong agreement, nine respondents agree, and the other two are in neutral
position.

The questionnaire results, which can be seen from the table above, also reveal that
one item got the lowest rank, and three items got the second lowest rank. Item number
4 got the lowest rank with a mean score of (3.71), and items number 2, 3, and 10 are
in the same rank as the second lowest with a mean score of (4.06). Finally, the overall
mean score is 4.36 which demonstrate good results regarding students’ voices towards
online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance critical thinking
skills during Covid-19 pandemic.

4.2  Qualitative Findings

The results of the semi-structured interview are consistent with the questionnaire
results and reveal more in-depth data. There are three themes discussed by the re-
spondents during the interviews, namely the importance, advantages and barriers of
online debate through WhatsApp as alternative media to enhance critical thinking
skills during Covid-19 pandemic.

The Importance of critical thinking skills. All participants share the same view
that critical thinking skills are important for today’s students, for example as P2 ex-
plains below.

P2: Yes, I think it's really important especially for today's students. Pandemic
has created fears, troubles, economic problems and lots of issues and hoax around us
and all of that stuffs cause unsolicited conflict.

As seen above, P2 is aware of the current situation where she is always exposed to
lots of information in which she needs to filter. In order not to be deceived with hoax-
es or similar issues, the students need to analyze and evaluate the information they
receive. The students experience this kind of learning in the online debate as stated by
P7:

P7:  Yes, critical thinking skills are important to help students improve their abil-
ity to analyze, solve, and even evaluate a problem because critical thinking will make
students think rationally regarding the information they receive. I am really happy to
participate in the online debate because I can practice the skills I mentioned.

Advantages. All of the participants believe that the online debate is a good activity
to enhance their critical thinking skills, especially during this Covid-19 pandemic.
During the interview, they shared their views related to the advantages of the online
debate as described in more details below.

The flexibility in time and place. All participants believe that the online debate al-
lows them to improve their critical thinking skills during Covid-19 pandemic any-
where anytime. Even though the pandemic prevents them from attending formal lec-
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ture, they can spend their time studying especially to improve their critical thinking
skills at home.

P2:  Yes, I believe online debate is a good way to enhance our critical thinking
skills. Now, we are limited by the pandemic. Many places have been closed, and our
activities also change. But it does not mean that we cannot do the activities. We still
can do that, in another ways. We also can improve our knowledge, our abilities or
our critical thinking in different ways, in different platforms. We can do it online, with
technologies. And about the critical thinking during the covid-19, we still can do it
with online, and guess what, it works. So stay smart, stay strong and stay live.

P3: In my opinion, the online debate I did was really a good way to improve my
critical thinking during COVID-19 pandemic. Through the online debate, we can
practice conveying our arguments without going to a place (we can do it at home) so
it becomes easy and comfortable.

P4:  Yes, I think it can help me to improve and build my critical thinking. During
this pandemic, we spend our time at home, so I just can read a book. But after joining
the online debate, I can enhance my critical thinking skills because I can share my
opinion in this forum.

As explained by P2 above, Covid-19 Pandemic does not hinder students to im-
prove their critical thinking skills as they can participate in the online debate without
having to worry about time and place. P3 further states that the online debate becomes
a simple and enjoyable activity to enhance the students’ critical thinking skills. Shar-
ing opinion related to various issues during this pandemic is a good activity as ex-
plained by P4.

Reducing anxiety. 1t is known that conveying opinions in front of many people is
really challenging and even frustrating for most people. As a consequence, many
people are not confident and encounter some problems such as being unable to ex-
press the ideas due to the crowd, sweating, being nervous, and other feelings. Online
debate, on the other hand, gives less pressure to the participants. Therefore, they be-
come less anxious since they do not face the opponents directly.

P2:  Yes, the online debate is less stressful than classroom debate, I think. But, we
still can get the good impacts from the online debate. Even though it is not the same
with the debate I usually do, it is still fun and challenging.

P5: I think online debate can reduce our anxiety of speaking face-to-face. Be-
sides, online debate becomes fun and enjoyable because we can rebut the opponents’
arguments by providing great argument and strong evidence.

P8:  In my opinion, online debate is really helpful and exciting because we are
not possible to meet face-to-face at this time. This is a new thing and new experience
for me. I enjoy this online debate.

The three participants above are in agreement that the online debate is a new and
fun way to improve their critical thinking skills. P5 specifically points out that he can
express his ideas along with strong evidences in a less anxious environment since he
does not face the opponents directly.

Improving teamwork skills. Teamwork is one of the most important skills students
need to master in this era. When asked about what benefits the online debate offer, the
respondents believe that the online debate allows them to experience working in team.
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Pl:  Teamwork, of course. My teammate and I help each other to prepare the ar-
guments, rebuttal ideas and find data.

The response from P1 above demonstrates how she works with her partner in dis-
cussing about the arguments to be delivered, and even preparing some ideas to rebut
the opponents’ arguments. Other participants share the same opinion and explain how
the communication with her teammate occurs even though they are separated by dis-
tance.

P5:  As long as online debate, I have learned a lot of things such as the im-
portance of teamwork even we were not face to face, how important the communica-
tion is and how to analyze problems and get the appropriate solutions.

P6:  Maybe I did not talk to my partner face-to-face, but I still can contact my
partner. Even better, we can communicate from far places without meet each other.

Improving persuasion skills. The online debate provides a great opportunity for the
students to improve their persuasion skills. During the activity, all participants should
provide strong arguments aiming at persuading the audiences or even the opponents
to agree with their stance. The participants share how they practice this skill in the
online debate.

Pl:  To persuade audiences, of course I have to make my arguments reasonable
with data and facts so the opposition team cannot rebut my opinion.

P2:  Usually to convince the audience, I am just trying to give the aspects from
their opinion as well.

P7:  Presenting fact and real evidence that we can find in real life is the strategy
we chose to convince the audience, because the audience will easily agree to our
opinion if it is really happening in real life.

As explained by the three respondents above, they apply some strategies to con-
vince the audiences, namely providing arguments supported with data, facts, and
evidences.

Barriers. Apart from the importance and advantages of online debate through
WhatsApp to enhance critical thinking skills, there are some barriers the participants
encountered. The barriers include distraction, tendency to copy and paste, unstable
network, and limited time.

Being distracted. The first barrier experienced by the participants during their par-
ticipation in the online debate is some distraction since they do the activity at home.
One participant shares what she experienced.

Pl1: When I started to prepare my arguments, I was distracted because my neph-
ew ran back and forth and called me to play with him so that’s make me confused and
I can’t concentrate.

Tendency to copy and paste. The next drawback of online debate, as voiced by the
respondents, is there is no control from the teachers or the so-called adjudicators in
conventional debate. Therefore, some participants might just copy and paste the ar-
guments they get from various sources. Stories from the following participants show
this concern.

P1 I think the students can find the arguments through many platforms. If the
points, let’s say, support the motion, they will just copy without analyzing first. But
for some students who want to enhance their critical thinking skills, they will read the
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sources and write their arguments by their own style. So online debate will be good
for students who have ambition to hone their critical thinking skills but (I'm sorry I
have to say this) it can be useless for students who do not want to improve their criti-
cal thinking

P3:  The challenges that I faced was I have to force myself to not copy the answer
from the internet

Unstable network. The next barrier the participants encounter during the online de-
bate is related to the unstable network.

P2:  Network. Yes, that is the challenge. When I want to communicate with my
partner and the signals is lost I just felt like I have got a heart attack, and then I am
screaming " Oh my goodness why you gone now?".

P3:  The signal is the serious issue due to this debate. We need the stable signal

The stories from two participants above demonstrate how good network plays a
pivotal role in making the online debate run well. The participants, however, encoun-
tered bad network during their participation. As a consequence, it distracts their activ-
ity.

Limited time. The last barrier as shared by the respondents is regarding the time.
Based on the interview results, the participants think that the time to prepare and share
their arguments is limited.

P4: I think challenges that I got during online debate is the limited time to types
my argument and the error internet connection.

P5:  The challenges are signal error or less quota and waiting for the opposition
side to type their arguments.

P6:  The challenge I face is the internet network, because sometimes when we
want to find theories and network problems it makes me anxious. Because time is
limited and also the turn is getting closer, and sometimes incoming messages are
delayed so we don't know to what extent the debate has taken place in groups

4.3 Discussion

Advantages. One very important skill today’s students need to have is the ability
to think critically [17] [21] [20]. The results from both questionnaire and semi-
structured interviews of the present study reveal that all participants share the same
view that critical thinking skills are important for them. They further state that they
enjoy participating in the online debate to enhance their critical thinking skills. The
online debate allows them to practice critical thinking skills which help them solve
some issues during Covid-19 pandemic.

The participants of the present study view online debate beneficial to enhance their
critical thinking skills. This is in line with the research finding by [17] where critical
thinking skills can be honed through debate. During the interview, the participants
discussed about some benefits they got from the activity. First of all, they talked about
the utilization of technology. As known that technology can be utilized to improve
student’s performances [25]. This is due to the fact that students are now accustomed
to using technology such as computers and cellphones to support learning activities
[39].
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With technology, students can get information quickly and be able to learn any-
where anytime [30]. As a result, teaching and learning can be more flexible especially
in terms of interaction and communication among students [27]. All participants in
the present study believe that the online debate through whatsapp allows them to
improve their critical thinking skills anywhere anytime. Even though the covid-19
pandemic prevents them from attending formal lecture, they can spend their time
studying especially to improve their critical thinking skills at home. In other words,
covid-19 Pandemic does not hinder students to improve their critical thinking skills as
they can participate in the online debate without having to worry about time and
place.

The second benefit the participants see from the online debate is to reduce anxiety.
The participants point out the online debate gives less pressure to them. Therefore,
they become less anxious since they do not face the opponents directly. They are in
agreement that the online debate is a fun place to improve their critical thinking skills.

The next advantage of the online debate, as claimed by the participants, is related
to improving teamwork skill. The respondents believe that the online debate allows
them to experience working in team. Furthermore, the online debate is a good
platform to practice students teamwork skills and even increase self-confidence [17].
This is what the participants share in the interview. They further state that during the
debate they have to work in team preparing and delivering their arguments. Not only
that, they provide the arguments with concrete evidence to convince the listener. This
is in line with what [40] found. Moreover, the activities the participants do to express
opinions, make decisions based on reliable data sources [40], argue and defend their
position [3] are certainly required to improve critical thinking skills.

Improving persuasion skill is another benefit of online debate as shared by the par-
ticipants. During the activity, all participants provided strong arguments aiming at
persuading the audiences or even the opponents to agree with their stance. This
activity trains them to be critical thinkers. As known that people are considered to
have critical thinking skill when being able to change the attitude of others with the
arguments and evidence presented [8].

The students in the present study also have to do several things as explained by
Patterson (2011) in [18] and [19]. During the online debate, the participants share how
they should first of all do some research to understand the motion and prepare argu-
ments, find some facts and evidences to support their arguments, evaluate and choose
what arguments to be used, and finally convey the arguments to the audiences.

Barriers. Apart from some advantages offered by online debate to enhance stu-
dents’ critical thinking skills, during the interviews the participants shared some bar-
riers they encountered during the online debate activity. This is understandable as [36]
point out that the sudden shift from face-to-face learning into a total online learning
has become a new challenge for both teachers and students. A research by [30] found
that many students encountered some problems when participating online learning
such as getting distracted. This issue was faced by one of the participants in the pre-
sent study. The participant shared how the place could affect her participation on the
online debate. She further stated that her distraction was due to the noise and unex-
pected problem from the surrounding area.
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Proper guidance plays a pivotal role for the learning success (Hwang et al., 2015 as
cited in [31] when integrating mobile apps, in this case WhatsApp in learning process.
If the teachers do not clearly explain the learning procedures, there will be some prob-
lems occurring during the learning. This is a concern by the participants of the online
debate. In the interview, they stated how the debate participants might be tempted to
just copy and paste from some sources and claimed as their own arguments.

Another issue that needs to be taken into account is related to internet connection
when students participate in online learning through mobile apps [38]. This was men-
tioned by the participants during the interview where they struggled to find sources
and conveyed arguments due to unstable network in their respective area. The stories
from participants in the present study demonstrate how good network plays a pivotal
role in making the online debate run well.

Last but not least, time consuming becomes an issue when using WhatsApp in
learning process [33]. The interviewees shared how they struggled to type the argu-
ments on their mobile phone, and many times they encountered error Internet connec-
tion. As a consequence, they had to wait and did not have enough time to convey
complete arguments during the online debate.

5 Conclusion

The present study has explored the voices of university students regarding their in-
volvement in online debate to enhance their critical thinking skills during Covid-19
pandemic. The results from both quantitative and qualitative data are in consistent that
all of the participants in the present study agree that they need to enhance critical
thinking skill as these skills are important nowadays. The participants discuss about
some benefits they get as well as the drawbacks from the activity.

The respondents believe that the online debate is good learning media to help them
improve their critical thinking skills during this Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the
participants share how they can do the activity without having to worry about time
and place since the activity is carried out online. It is also found that the participants
become less anxious during the online debate. Teamwork and persuasion skills are
other areas that can be developed during the activity, as claimed by the participants.
However, some barriers were also found based on the participants’ responses. The
participants are concerned with the issue of being distracted, tendency to copy and
paste, unstable network, and limited time. Furthermore, the research results contribute
in a way to enrich existing literature regarding the use of debate to enhance critical
thinking skills, especially in online setting which enables the participants to take part
regardless wherever they are.

However, the present study has some limitations. First of all, the participants are
university students residing in a city and with a small number of participants. Involv-
ing more respondents and from different level of study or areas may prompt different
outcomes. Second, this research just focused on figuring out the benefits and barriers
of online debate through WhatsApp to enhance critical thinking skills as voiced by the
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respondents. Therefore, further research needs to be carried out by figuring out the
improvement of students’ critical thinking skills before and after the treatment.
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