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Abstract
Despite the early emergence of oral argumentation, written argumentation is slow 
to develop, insensitive to alternative perspectives, and generally of poor quality. 
These findings are unsettling because high quality argumentative writing is expected 
throughout the curriculum and needed in an increasingly competitive workplace 
that requires advanced communication skills. In this introduction, we provide back-
ground about the theoretical perspectives that inform the papers included in this spe-
cial issue and highlight their contributions to the extant literature about argumenta-
tive writing.
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The argumentative impulse originates with the anticipation of a real or imagined 
difference of opinion about a controversial issue (van Eemeren et al., 2014). Given 
people’s inherently self-interested tendencies, it is likely that the appearance of argu-
mentation as a form of verbal communication was nearly coincident with the emer-
gence of human speech itself. In any case, we know that the systematic study of 
argumentation, its purposes, and the discursive strategies used to argue have a long 
and venerable history in Western thought. In fact, many theoretical and metalinguis-
tic concepts that we now use to understand the varieties of argumentation originate 
in antiquity (van Eemeren et al., 2014).

The fifth century BC is seminal in the development of argumentation and human 
rationality because we see for the first time the construction of a written meta-rep-
resentational system designed to formalize principles of reasonable argumenta-
tion (Harris, 2009). Aristotle (1962) clearly had an inchoate understanding of the 
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importance of meta-representation when he wrote “Spoken words are the symbols of 
mental experience and written words are the symbols of spoken words”. The impor-
tance of this realization cannot be overstated because it suggests “…any full writing 
system is capable of rendering in visual form anything that is spoken (Olson, 2016, 
p. 22),” and by implication, anything that can be mentally represented. Furthermore, 
and perhaps more important in this context, the creation of written meta-represen-
tational concepts and principles focusing on reasonable argumentation resulted in 
a sapient consciousness of the relevance, validity, and evidential basis for reasons 
(Olson, 2016). Simply put, writing enabled people to record, examine, and evaluate 
representations of reasoning as objects of reflection. The consequences of this dis-
covery for the development of Western civilization are incalculable.

Naturalistic studies of argumentative discourse show that very young children 
engage in a variety of discursive tactics to influence other people (Bartsch, Wright, 
& Estes, 2009; Dunn, 1988; Dunn & Munn, 1985). Between 18 and 24 months, tod-
dlers use sentences to argue with parents and siblings (Kuczynski & Kochanska, 
1990; Perlman & Ross, 2005), and at 36 months, they are able to produce negative 
and positive reasons to justify a decision (Stein & Bernas, 1999). Despite this pre-
cocity, children and adults are prone to my-side bias (Kuhn, 1991; Perkins, Farady, 
& Bushey, 1991) and are predisposed to use self-interested standards to evaluate 
their arguments and those of other people (Ferretti & Fan, 2016). The insensitiv-
ity to alternative perspectives and neglect of evaluative standards are also seen in 
students’ written arguments (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2012). The 
NAEP report showed that only about 25% of students’ argumentative essays provide 
strong reasons and supporting examples, but they often fail to consider alternative 
perspectives. Evidence for my-side bias is widely found in the empirical literature 
(see Ferretti and Fan, 2016). These findings have sparked research about argumenta-
tive writing and given impetus to the design of interventions to improve the quality 
of students’ written arguments (Ferretti & Lewis, 2019).

Concern about students’ preparedness for the modern workplace has also height-
ened interest in their argumentative writing (Ferretti & De La Paz, 2011). Opportu-
nities for blue-collar jobs are diminishing, and work increasingly depends upon the 
use of sophisticated technology and the acquisition of specialized reading and writ-
ing skills (Biancrosa & Snow, 2006; Graham & Perin, 2007). Furthermore, reading, 
writing, and content area learning have become inextricably interconnected through-
out the curriculum (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; 2012). As a result, students are 
expected to make and evaluate interpretative claims by using disciplinary strategies 
and evaluative standards when reading and writing (Ferretti & De La Paz, 2011). 
These expectations are reflected in the emphasis in Common Core State Standards 
(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010) on argumentative writing across 
the curriculum.

Current theories of argumentative writing (Ferretti & Fan, 2016) recognize 
its intrinsically social and dialogical nature, and that it involves the presenta-
tion of a constellation of propositions intended to achieve the interlocutors’ dis-
cursive goals (van Eemeren, 2018). There are, however, theoretically-motivated 
differences of perspective about the foci of argumentative writing research, the 
methods used to study written arguments, and the instructional strategies that can 
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be implemented to improve written argumentation. In what follows, we provide 
some background about these matters for the purpose of contextualizing the con-
tributions to this special issue.

Sociocultural perspective

Sociocultural theorists investigate how social mediation shapes meaning-making in 
historical and cultural context (Bazerman, 2016; Beach, Newell, & VanDerHeide, 
2016; Englert, Mariage, & Dunsmore, 2006; Newell, Beach, Smith, & VanDer-
Heide, 2011). In the sociocultural view, writing is a semiotic tool that supports 
communication and social relationships, is learned and practiced in social situa-
tions, and is used to accomplish inherently social goals (Bazerman, 2016; Graham, 
2018; Newell, Bloome, Kim, & Goff, 2018). Given the focus on communication and 
social interaction, writing research in this tradition focuses on the situations within 
which people write and the influence of those situations on the writer’s participa-
tion is social activities. The writing context is never static (Bazerman, 2016). New 
texts become available, new communicative relationships develop, and new social 
practices emerge that influence human communication. Hence, the sociocultural tra-
dition focuses on the interactions that take place among people over time and in dif-
ferent situations, and how writing creates shared meanings and representations that 
have consequences for the participants (Bazerman, 2016; Beach et al., 2016).

Sociocultural theorists also believe that writing development is influenced by 
participating in situations that afford opportunities to appropriate semiotic tools 
and social practices (Bazerman, 2016; Newell et al., 2011). Research in this tradi-
tion tends to use qualitative methods to reveal aspects of the context that affect 
and are affected by participation in social activity. Newell et  al.’s (2018) study 
of a teacher’s shifting argumentative epistemologies during instructional inter-
actions with her students illustrates how ethnographic methods can be used to 
capture the contextual and situational influences on her representation of argu-
mentation, the development of her teaching practices, and the standards she used 
to evaluate her students’ argumentative writing.

In a similar vein, Monte-Sano and Allen (2018) used comparative case study 
methods to investigate the development of novice history teachers’ writing instruc-
tion after completing their pre-service teaching program. This study, which involved 
comparisons across multiple units of analysis, found that the types and sophistica-
tion of students’ written arguments depended on the kind of historical work they 
were assigned, the types of prompts to which they were asked to respond, and the 
degree to which their argumentative writing was supported by their teachers. Both 
studies relied on careful analysis of the contextual factors that influenced teachers’ 
instructional practices and students’ argumentative writing. Newell et al. (2018) and 
Monte-Sano and Allen (2018) also provide information about how the appropriation 
of disciplinary processes and standards in the English Language Arts and History 
influenced the development of teaching practices related to argumentative writing.
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Cognitive perspective

The cognitive perspective (Graham, 2018; Hayes, 1996; Hayes & Flower, 1986; 
MacArthur & Graham, 2016) views argumentative writing as a problem-solving 
process that requires self-regulation to achieve the author’s rhetorical goals (Bere-
iter & Scardamalia, 1987; Graham & Harris, 1997). Problem solving is done in 
a problem space that results from the person’s internal representation of the task 
environment (Newell & Simon, 1972). The internal representation amounts to the 
problem solver’s understanding of the task environment, and the problem space is 
a network of paths for transforming this understanding into the goal. In the cogni-
tive view, problem solving operates within an information processing system that 
is constrained by the writer’s available capacities and resources (Flower & Hayes, 
1980, 1981). Skilled writers manage these constraints by setting goals and then 
planning, writing, and revising their essays. Research shows that the failure to 
strategically allocate limited cognitive resources adversely impacts writing per-
formance (Ferretti & Fan, 2016).

Writers draw on their knowledge of argumentative discourse, the topic, their 
interlocutor, and critical standards of evaluation to write arguments (Ferretti & 
De La Paz, 2011; Ferretti & Lewis, 2019). Expert writers possess fluent linguistic 
skills, genre and topic knowledge (McCutchen, 1986; 2011), and are skilled at 
setting goals to guide the writing process. In contrast, novices are less fluent, pos-
sess less genre and topic knowledge, and have difficulty strategically regulating 
the writing process (Graham, Harris, & McKeown, 2013; Harris, Graham, Mac-
Arthur, Reid, & Mason, 2011; McCutchen, 2011). In contrast to experts, novices 
write down topically relevant information that is used to generate related infor-
mation (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). Difficulties with self-regulation are seen 
in all aspects of the problem solving of unskilled writers (Graham et al., 2013).

Studies in the cognitive tradition often use experimental procedures and quan-
titative analyses to make inferences about the factors that influence argumenta-
tive writing. Ferretti and Lewis’s (2018) studied the effects of writing goals and 
knowledge of the persuasion genre on the quality of elementary and middle-
school students’ argumentative writing. In addition, they examined students’ 
knowledge of persuasive discourse by analyzing the types of ideas they generated 
to help an imaginary student who was having difficulty writing. Their analyses 
showed that genre-specific writing goals and knowledge of persuasion predicted 
writing quality, and furthermore, that the ideas students generated to support an 
imaginary student revealed implicit knowledge about the intentions of other peo-
ple that was not evidenced in their essays.

Graham et al. (2018) provided evidence about Alexander’s (1997, 1998) model 
of domain learning, which posits that knowledge, motivation, and strategic behav-
ior impact students’ writing development. In particular, Graham et al. measured 
whether individual differences in these characteristics predicted growth in the 
argumentative writing of fifth-grade students before and after writing instruction. 
There were some differences in the predictive value of different variables before 
and after instruction, but the most robust predictor of writing quality was topic 
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knowledge. This finding is consistent with Ferretti and Lewis’s findings (2018), 
and provides further evidence for the influence of topic and genre knowledge on 
students’ argumentative writing (Gillespie, Olinghouse, & Graham, 2013; Oling-
house, & Graham, 2009; Olinghouse, Graham, & Gillespie, 2015).

Sociocultural and cognitive perspectives

Many of the papers that appear in this special issue draw on the cognitive and socio-
cultural perspectives to conceptualize, analyze, and interpret their research. Three 
intervention studies (Harris, Ray, Graham, & Houston, 2018; McKeown et al., 2018; 
Ray, Graham, & Liu, 2018) were inspired by the Self-Regulated Strategy Develop-
ment (SRSD) model of writing development (Harris & Graham, 1985, 2009, 2016; 
Harris et al., 2011). The SRSD approach is founded on multiple lines of theoretical 
and empirical inquiry that address the cognitive, social, and motivational dimensions 
of writing (Harris & Graham, 2016). The cognitive components address the afore-
mentioned limits on students’ knowledge and processing capacities by explicitly 
teaching writing strategies that enable them to plan, write, and revise their essays. 
The social components include the dialogic interactions that take place between 
teachers and students to scaffold the student’s self-regulated problem solving. The 
motivational aspects are seen in the use of instructional procedures that are intended 
to improve students’ self-efficacy, increase their expectations for success, and attrib-
ute their success to effort and other controllable aspects of their performance. Col-
lectively, these three papers contribute additional evidence to a well-established lit-
erature about the benefits of SRSD writing instruction.

Harris et al. (2018) investigated the effects of SRSD instruction for close reading 
of informational text to support the persuasive writing of unskilled fourth- and fifth-
grade writers. The instruction focused on how material from the informational text 
could be used to elaborate and support students’ persuasive essays. SRSD instruc-
tion was associated with improvements in genre elements, the complexity of stu-
dents’ plans, and the holistic quality of their essays. These finding highlight the inte-
gration of reading and writing instruction that is increasingly important as students 
make progress through the curriculum (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 
2010; Ferretti & De La Paz, 2011).

Ray et al. (2018) developed a SRSD strategy to teach struggling high school writ-
ers to analyze prompts used on the ACT examination, and then plan and write their 
argumentative essays. Writing is a gateway skill for college success (Applebee & 
Langer, 2006), and high quality writing on admission tests can positively impact 
a student’s future educational prospects. Ray and her colleagues found that SRSD 
instruction for the ACT examination resulted in better plans, a greater number of 
genre elements, and higher ACT essay scores. These findings provide encourage-
ment to students who may have difficulty writing arguments but seek the many ben-
efits of attending a college of their choosing.

SRSD instruction is demonstrably effective in improving writing outcomes for 
novice and more experienced writers (Harris & Graham, 2016; Harris et al., 2011; 
Lewis & Ferretti, 2011; Song & Ferretti, 2013) when it is delivered under conditions 
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that ensure its procedural fidelity. Unfortunately, many classroom teachers are 
poorly prepared to deliver high quality writing instruction with fidelity (Graham, 
in press), so there is a relative dearth of information about the effects of teacher-
led, classroom-based interventions on the quality of students’ argumentative writing. 
McKeown et  al. (2018) addressed this issue by comparing the writing quality of 
students in urban schools whose teachers either did or did not receive professional 
development for SRSD writing instruction. The authors found that the quality of stu-
dents’ argumentative essays was better if their teachers received SRSD professional 
development despite the fact that procedural fidelity was not always observed. The 
authors surmised that the effects on students’ writing quality may have been even 
stronger if the instruction had been delivered with greater fidelity.

Earlier we mentioned that people generally fail to apply critical standards when 
evaluating arguments. Studies of argumentative writing have almost exclusively 
focused on the goal of persuading a real or imagined audience (Ferretti & Lewis, 
2018). Audience considerations reflect a rhetorical judgment (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1992; Santos & Santos, 1999) because they are based a communi-
ty’s prevailing standards of acceptability. However, audience considerations alone 
are insufficient because judgments about an argument’s reasonableness require the 
use of normative standards for evaluating the person’s argumentative strategies (Fer-
retti, Andrews-Weckerly, & Lewis, 2007; Ferretti & Fan, 2016). The reasonableness 
standard is tested when interlocutors answer critical questions about the argumenta-
tive strategies used by them (Walton, Reed, & Macagno, 2008).

Nussbaum et al. (2018) assessed whether dialogic interactions and instructional 
support for the use of critical questions affected college students’ argumenta-
tive writing. Students engaged in debates and wrote arguments about controversial 
issues associated with assigned reading materials. All students were provided with 
argumentation vee diagrams (AVD) that were used to represent the reasons for and 
against a position prior to and during class discussions. However, in contrast to the 
control condition, the AVDs of students in the experimental condition also included 
information about the critical questions that could be used to evaluate the argument 
from consequences strategy. The authors found that over time, students who used 
AVDs with critical questions generated more refutations than those in the control 
condition. Some transfer was also seen when students wrote without the critical 
questions. These findings contribute to a relatively meager literature about the ben-
efits of supporting students’ use of critical questions to evaluate their written argu-
ments (Nussbaum & Edwards, 2011; Song & Ferretti, 2013; Wissinger & De La 
Paz, 2016).

Linguistic, sociocultural, and cognitive perspectives

A number of studies reported in this special issue are informed by constructs and 
methods drawn from sociocultural, cognitive, and linguistic perspectives. Linguis-
tic analyses can be helpful because texts are written in natural language by writers 
who have considerable discretion with respect to their goals, genre, word choice, 
and grammatical structures (Pirnay-Dummer, 2016). Skilled readers bring their 
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knowledge of language, text structures, and world knowledge to bear on the inter-
pretation of text (Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman, 2011). However, even skilled 
readers can draw different interpretations about the simplest of texts. For this reason, 
considerable effort has been invested in conducting detailed analyses of linguistic 
features that are associated with high quality texts (McNamara, Crossley, & McCa-
rthy, 2010).

MacArthur, Jennings, and Philippatkos (2018) analyzed the argumentative essays 
of basic college writers to determine the linguistic features that predicted their writ-
ing development. A corpus of argumentative essays was drawn from an earlier study 
focusing on the effects of strategy instruction on writing quality. Coh-Metrix, a natu-
ral language processing (NLP) tool (McNamara, Graesser, McCarthy, & Cai, 2014), 
was used to develop a model of linguistic constructs to predict writing quality before 
and after instruction, and also to analyze how those constructs changed in response 
to instruction. They found that essay length, referential cohesion, and lexical com-
plexity were positively associated with writing quality. Furthermore, changes in 
writing in response to instruction were linked to improvements in referential cohe-
sion and lexical complexity. These findings suggest that the text’s linguistic features 
are sensitive to instruction, and that NLP tools can be used to detect changes in 
those features. The latter finding is important because formative assessments using 
NLP-based scoring systems should be sensitive to changes in students’ writing in 
response to instruction (Chapelle, Cotos, & Lee, 2015).

Argumentative essays are difficult to score in vivo when the assessment goal is to 
guide timely instructional decisions and support student learning. Concerns about 
the time-sensitivity of writing assessments have led researchers to develop auto-
mated essay scoring (AES) systems (Shermis & Burstein, 2013). AES systems ana-
lyze observable components of text to identify approximations to intrinsic character-
istics of writing (Shermis, Burstein, Higgins, & Zechner, 2010) These systems have 
traditionally been designed to yield a holistic score for on-demand, timed summa-
tive assessments that are correlated with human judgment (Deane, 2013). However, 
serious questions have been raised about the usefulness of AES systems in provid-
ing feedback for instructional purposes, as well as the construct validity of scores 
derived from these systems. Deane (2013) argues that these concerns may be miti-
gated if information derived from AES systems is augmented with data about the 
component reasoning skills related to writing collected from other tasks.

Deane et al. (2018) reported about the use of scenario-based assessments (SBAs) 
to measure the component skills that underlie written argumentation. SBAs provide 
students with a purpose for reading thematically related texts and engaging in tasks 
that are sequenced to assess increasingly complex reasoning skills. The sequence 
of SBAs is guided by an hypothesized learning progression (LP) framework that 
describes skills of increasing sophistication that are thought to contribute to profi-
ciency in argumentative writing (Deane and Song, 2014). Deane and his colleagues 
measured students’ performance on SBAs that tapped the component skills of cre-
ating, evaluating, and summarizing arguments. In addition, linguistic features of 
students’ essays were measured with the AES system E-rater (Attali and Burstein, 
2005). Measures of the linguistic features and component skills were used to predict 
the quality of students’ argumentative writing. Furthermore, the component skills 
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were analyzed to see if they were aligned with the hypothesized LP. They found that 
linguistic features and the component skills contributed unique variance to the pre-
diction of argumentative writing. Furthermore, the component skills were generally 
aligned with the hypothesized LP. These findings provide suggestive evidence for 
the hypothesized LP and for Deane’s (2013) conjecture about the value of measur-
ing genre-related reasoning skills that influence students’ argumentative writing.

Allen, Likens, and McNamara (2018) observed that associations between linguis-
tic features and writing quality can vary across a range of contextual factors, result-
ing in multiple linguistic profiles of high quality writing (Allen, Snow, & McNa-
mara, 2016; Crossley, Roscoe, & McNamara, 2014). This finding has resulted in the 
hypothesis that skilled writing results from the flexible use of linguistic style rather 
than a fixed set of linguistic features (Allen et al., 2016). Allen and her colleagues 
examined this hypothesis by having high school students write and revise their 
argumentative essays in Writing Pal (W-PAL; Roscoe, Allen, Weston, Crossley, & 
McNamara, 2014; Roscoe & McNamara, 2013), a NLP-based intelligent tutoring 
system that can provide formative and summative feedback about writing, support 
practice for mechanics, and deliver strategy instruction. All students in this study 
received formative and summative feedback about their writing, and half of students 
also received feedback about spelling and grammar.

The authors were interested in whether feedback about spelling and grammar 
affected linguistic flexibility, and whether linguistic flexibility was related to writ-
ing quality. In addition, they sought information about the dimensions along which 
linguistic variation was observed. Statistical analyses showed that students’ essays 
varied along a number of linguistic dimensions across prompts and within drafts, 
and that variation in some of these dimensions was related to essay quality. How-
ever, feedback about writing mechanics did not influence the linguistic properties of 
their writing. These findings are consistent with the linguistic flexibility hypothesis 
and with Graham and Perin’s (2007) conclusion that writing quality is unaffected by 
spelling and grammar instruction.

We mentioned earlier that curricula increasingly emphasize the interdependence 
of reading and writing (Biancrosa & Snow, 2006; Graham & Perin, 2007). Stu-
dents are expected to integrate and evaluate information from diverse sources when 
writing, identify arguments and evaluate specific claims in a text, and assess the 
adequacy of the evidence offered in support of those claims (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2010). These are formidable tasks for native language (L1) 
speakers, and even more challenging for second language (L2) students. L2 students 
may have limited reading and writing proficiency, lack L2 fluency for academic 
communication, possess minimal background knowledge in L2, and have difficulty 
making inferences in L2, especially when those inferences rely of genre-specific cul-
tural conventions (Grabe & Zhang, 2013). Confronted with these challenges, Cum-
mins (2016) has argued that L2 students may draw on a shared pool of shared aca-
demic concepts and skills to support transfer across languages, that is, the linguistic 
interdependence hypothesis (LIH).

van Weijen, Rijlaarsdam, and Bergh (2018) tested the LIH by having Dutch 
speaking college students write essays in their native language and in English after 
reading sources that could be used as evidence for their argument. The authors 
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sought information about the degree to which students’ essays were of comparable 
quality in L1 and L2, and whether their use of sources was similar across languages 
and predictive of essay quality. van Weijen and her colleagues found a relatively 
strong positive correlation between essay quality in L1 and L2. In addition, they 
found that students tended to rely more heavily on source material when writing 
in L2, but in general, writers tended to use common source features when writing 
in both languages. Students also tended to incorporate evidence for and against the 
proposition in L1 and L2. Finally, the same two features of source material predicted 
writing quality in L1 and L2, and that these relationships were not language depend-
ent. In sum, these findings provide some support for the LIH, and suggest that stu-
dents draw on a shared pool of concepts and skills when writing from source mate-
rial in L1 and L2.

Final thoughts

The papers in this special issue highlight a range of theoretical perspectives and ana-
lytic methods that have been used to study argumentative writing and understand 
the conditions that influence its development. The sociocultural, cognitive, and lin-
guistic perspectives have each made important contributions to our understanding of 
argumentative writing, but as the studies in this special issue show, unique synergies 
arise when scholarship is not constrained by theoretical, methodological, and ana-
lytic siloes.
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