Why Different
Perspectives Matter:
Supporting Students'
Argument Writing

To better understand the
cognitive skills needed for
argument, researchers
conducted five studies on
young adolescents and
adults.
Findings showed that young
adolescents are less able
than adults to pay attention
to both positions in an
argument. They can attend
to both positions, but only
when asked.

The Challenge of Coordinating
Perspectives in Argument

Not all individuals see
integrating opposing
perspectives as valuable in
argument > this shapes the
types of arguments people make
(e.g. one-sided arguments)
Individuals need to see the
relevance of opposing positions
in arguments to consider
counterarguments or other
perspectives.

What Types of Arguments do
Individuals Make?

Avoidant arguments:
avoid arguments
altogether.
Single-function
arguments contain only
one or the other.
Dual-function arguments
include both an argument
in support of the favored
option and an argument
countering the opposing
option.

Goals of skilled
argumentation (Walton,
1989):
1) secure commitments
from the opponent that can
be used to support one’s
own argument.
2) undermine the
opponent’s position by
identifying and challenges
weakness in argument.

What are Ideal Arguments?

Key features of
argumentative discourse
skills (Felton & Kuhn,
2001)
1) enhanced
understanding of
discourse goals.
2) application of effective
strategies: those
addressed for
constructing own
argument & for
addressing opponent’s
claims.

How Do Students Develop in
Argumentative Discourse?
Young adolescents frequently
utilize avoidant responses, rather
than addressing an argument.
Attention to other’s position
does increase modestly in the
years from middle childhood to
adulthood
However, the preference for
arguments that address and
weaken an opposing position
(over those that only support a
favored position) does not
increase developmentally between
adolescence and adulthood…
unless they’re in a setting where
this is valued

“The challenge in this case, then, is less one of
executing the skill (of addressing the opposing
position) than it is one of recognizing the need to
do so”

Future research should examine how
coordinating multiple perspectives
challenges different students
Studies should also investigate ways to
increase student’s valuations of dual-function
arguments as they are associated with higher
quality arguments in writing.
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