Supporting Students'
Development of
Counterarguments
Why Counter Arguments Matter?
Counterargument (reasons why one’s
argument might not be true) is a key
component of argumentative writing.
Texts that include counterarguments
are considered more persuasive
(O’Keefe, 1999).
Models of good critical thinking often
include the ability to consider and
evaluate other viewpoints.

Argumentative writing deepens
students' comprehension of a text.
However, many students do not
consider counterarguments when
writing argumentative texts.

What are the Benefits and Limitations in Using Goal
Instructions to Guide Students’ Writing?
Q: What are Goal Instructions?

Students' attitudes might interfere
with specific goal instructions
Setting “persuasion” as students'
writing goal can positively
effect their writing

A: Instructing students specifically on what
they should accomplish when writing
Example: In your writing, generate reasons,
counterarguments, and rebuttals.

Do Specific Goal Instructions Work?
Yes!

General Prompt
Please write an essay expressing your
opinion on the following question.

When college students were given
specific writing prompts (to the
right), they showed improvements in
counterargumentation:

+
Reason
Prompt

Provide as many reasons as
you can to justify your position,
and try to provide evidence
that supports your reasons.

+
Counterargue
Rebut
Prompt

Then discuss two or three
reasons why others might
disagree with you, and why
those reasons are wrong.

*Strong prior attitude (on the topic students were asked to write about) did not
prevent effectiveness of specific goal instruction, although it did reduce number of
counterarguments

Do General Goals work too?
Not Really...
When college students read a text and
then wrote an argumentative essay, giving
general goals ("be persuasive"), had a
negative effect on their counterarguments.

*One reason for this might be because
it strengthens student’s my-side bias.

Reference: Nussbaum, E. M., Kardash, C. M., & Graham, S. E. (2005). The Effects of Goal
Instructions and Text on the Generation of Counterarguments During Writing. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 97(2), 157-169.
Infographic by: Youngsun Moon and Sasha Stone

