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Abstract

This study considers how adolescents compose historical arguments, and 
it identifies theoretically grounded predictors of the quality of their essays. 
Using data from a larger study on the effects of a federally funded Teaching 
American History grant on student learning, we analyzed students’ written 
responses to document-based questions at the 8th grade (n = 44) and the 
11th (n = 47). We report how students use evidence (a hallmark of historical 
thinking), how students structure their historical arguments, and what kinds 
of argumentative strategies they use when writing about historical contro-
versies. In general, better writers cite more evidence in their arguments than 
weaker writers, and older students demonstrate how to situate evidence in 
ways that are consistent with the discipline. Both the structure of students’ 
arguments and their use of evidence were predictive of the overall quality 
of their essays. Finally, students’ use of argumentation strategies revealed  
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patterns relevant to the historical topic and sources in question, as well as to 
differences related to writing skill. In our sample, better writers used strate-
gies based on facts and evidence from the documents more so than weaker 
writers and demonstrated the capacity to contextualize and corroborate 
evidence in their arguments.

Keywords

written argumentation, adolescent literacy, history, primary source documents

The ability to generate arguments that make thoughtful contributions to histori-
cal discourse requires evaluation and interpretation of multiple sources of 
information, often with conflicting perspectives, in essence reflecting one’s 
capacity for critical thinking. Despite the widely recognized importance of 
argumentation skills (Kuhn, 1991; van Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Henkemans, 
1996), it is unclear how adolescents interpret different sources or use them to 
write arguments about controversial issues. On the one hand, students appear to 
possess requisite skills to discuss, argue, debate, and form disagreements on 
certain topics (Felton & Herko, 2004), and in fact, they appear capable of pro-
ducing basic components of argumentation in conversation by late childhood 
(Anderson, Chinn, Chang, Waggoner, & Yi, 1997; Eisenberg & Garvey, 1981; 
Stein & Miller, 1993). On the other hand, students’ written argumentation does 
not seem to be as well developed (Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008). When 
asked to write about everyday controversies not grounded in historical con-
texts, only 31% of 12th-grade students’ essays offered a thesis and some sup-
porting reasons and examples (Salahu-Din et al., 2008). Furthermore, students’ 
essays rarely acknowledge opposing positions, consider the merits of different 
views, or attempt to systematically respond to alternative perspectives (Ferretti, 
Lewis, & Andrews-Weckerly, 2009). Perhaps for these reasons, the K–12 Com-
mon Standards (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010) mandate that 
students become proficient in “logical arguments based on substantive claims, 
sound reasoning, and relevant evidence.”

These limitations, which are evident in students’ writing about everyday 
controversies, presage the challenges they experience when writing disciplin-
ary arguments. Clearly, students must differentiate everyday argumentation 
from argumentation in the disciplines to read and write in secondary contexts 
(Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). In contrast to everyday argu-
ments, disciplinary arguments are grounded in strategies and standards that 
are used by members of the disciplinary community (Ferretti & De La Paz, 

 at UNIV OF MICHIGAN on April 18, 2014wcx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wcx.sagepub.com/
http://wcx.sagepub.com/


414  Written Communication 29(4)

2011). As students progress through the curriculum, literacy and content area 
learning become interrelated, making academic progress increasingly depen-
dent on the acquisition of specialized knowledge and skills (Ferretti & De La 
Paz, 2011; Monte-Sano & De La Paz, 2012). In short, students are expected 
to argue and write like disciplinary experts (De La Paz, 2005; Ferretti & 
Okolo, 1996; Monte-Sano, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).

Stevens, Wineburg, Herrenkohl, and Bell (2005) posit that effective argu-
mentation differs across disciplines because the epistemological criteria for 
judging claims are discipline specific. Historical writing shares an argumen-
tation stance with other forms of writing. For example, the goal of science 
argumentation is to coordinate evidence and theory that support or refute an 
explanatory conclusion, model, or prediction (Suppe, 1998). Arguments 
about literature also ground interpretative claims in evidence drawn from the 
text (Lewis & Ferretti, 2011; Newell, Beach, Smith, & VanDerHeide, 2011); 
however, organizational decisions (e.g., use of overarching and subthemes) 
help the writer convey his or her interpretation (Christie & Dreyfus, 2007). 
Moreover, the nature of the data and the warrants—that is, the evidence and 
the connection between evidence and claim—is particular to the discipline 
(Monte-Sano, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). In the case of historical 
argumentation, the relevance of the evidence is established by warrants that 
link the evidence to the artifacts’ sources, the perspectives of the artifacts’ 
creators, and the historical contexts within which the artifacts were created 
(Hexter, 1971; Mink 1987). Given that historians privilege argumentation 
over other writing forms (Bain, 2006; Collingwood, 1943), it is important to 
explore how novices use evidence and construct arguments about controver-
sial issues and how these skills develop in response to instruction.

Prior work suggests that without instruction, students face significant 
challenges when asked to write historical arguments from primary sources. 
Wineburg’s (1991a) seminal work revealed that high school students failed to 
interrogate sources, primarily because they did not see the texts as written by 
individuals with specific purposes and intentions—even trusting textbooks as 
the most reliable source of information. And when writing historical argu-
ments, students draw on source evidence indiscriminately (Britt & Aglinskas, 
2002; Perfetti, Britt, & Georgi, 1995), often responding to requests to create 
arguments by first figuring out what they want to say, then using the docu-
ments to support their standpoint (Monte-Sano, 2008). They tend to have 
difficulty grasping the nature of historical context (Husbands, 1996; Shemilt, 
1983), either because they lack knowledge of specific historical contexts 
(Halldén, 1997; Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008) or because they judge past 
actors and actions by present standards (VanSledright, 2002).
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Coffin’s (2006) work in linguistics highlights other challenges for stu-
dents when they read and write with primary sources: recognizing historical 
perspectives, understanding time, identifying cause-and-effect relationships, 
and developing different ways of writing about the past. Schleppegrell, 
Achugar, and Oteíza (2004) describe how language and content are inte-
grated and that English learners especially need support to analyze the lan-
guage of the texts and the meaning implicit in that language. Fortunately, 
research has demonstrated that with instruction, disciplinary literacy goals 
are attainable for a wide range of students, including students as young as 
fifth grade (VanSledright, 2002), students with disabilities (De La Paz, 2005; 
Ferretti, MacArthur, & Okolo, 2001), and students who are English learners 
(Fránquiz & Salinas, 2011; Zwiers, 2006).

Wineburg’s (1991b) research with historians identifies historical ways of 
thinking evident in experts’ reading, and Monte-Sano’s (2010) exploration of 
high school students’ written historical arguments affirmed how, with disci-
plinary instruction, students used evidence in their writing. Five constructs 
emerged in these analyses: (a) factual and interpretive accuracy, (b) persua-
siveness of evidence, (c) sourcing of evidence, (d) corroboration of evidence, 
and (e) contextualization of evidence factual and interpretive accuracy, per-
suasiveness of evidence, sourcing of evidence, corroboration of evidence, 
and contextualization of evidence. The way that students used evidentiary 
warrants demonstrated the extent of their historical thinking in their argu-
ments. Monte-Sano found that approaching writing from a disciplinary stance 
required students to credibly select and situate evidence in a historical con-
text that clarified its significance and that writing a convincing historical 
argument involved more than knowledge about the writing process. It also 
involved conceptual understanding of the historical topic, procedural under-
standing of historical analysis, and background content knowledge.

Writing assignments and instruction that are consistent with a disciplinary 
approach to history provide means to support students’ historical argumenta-
tion. Young and Leinhardt (1998) found that repeated writing in response to 
document-based questions (DBQs) in a high school Advanced Placement 
U.S. history class helped students progress from listing pieces of knowledge 
without relating them to one another to synthesizing evidence into a unique 
interpretation. Writing arguments, in particular, appears to help students inte-
grate historical content because they must interpret and organize information 
from historical documents in a new way (Newmann, 1990). More recently, 
Nokes, Dole, and Hacker (2007) demonstrated benefits in teaching students 
to apply Wineburg’s (1991a) sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration 
heuristics to reading historical documents as students wrote arguments that 
used documents as evidence, and De La Paz and Felton (2010) found that 
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11th graders who learned historical inquiry and writing strategies improved 
the historical accuracy, persuasiveness, and quality of claims and rebuttals in 
their history essays. Together, these studies indicate that instruction in writing 
historical arguments, when combined with the analysis of historical docu-
ments, is beneficial for novices in secondary contexts.

Leinhardt’s (2000) analysis of a precocious student’s development in writ-
ing historical essays in response to four DBQs is particularly enlightening. 
These analyses focused on the organization of the student’s essays, the stu-
dent’s use of connectors that link statements in his essays, and his use of 
evidence drawn from the documents. In the first essay, the student used a 
variety of discourse markers to link causal statements and illustrations, but he 
did not use the causal statements to link assertions and evidence, and the 
essay lacked a compelling argument. In short, the student understood some of 
the conventions of writing texts but did not integrate this knowledge with the 
substantive history content. On the fourth and final DBQ, the student was 
able to integrate his knowledge of writing with the history content. In com-
parison with his first essay, the final essay was longer, more elaborate, and 
more balanced across his major interpretative claims. In addition, the student 
used more connectors to link statements in his essay, and perhaps most 
important, he cited documentary sources and used them as evidence for inter-
pretative claims. However, while sources were cited and invoked as evidence, 
the student failed to source the document’s authors or conjecture about their 
motivations or relevance.

Without instruction, novices do not employ historians’ standards and strat-
egies when writing historical arguments. Unfortunately, we know little about 
how novices write arguments about historical issues and the strategies they 
use when they write about historical controversies. However, we know that in 
the absence of disciplinary knowledge, students often rely on prior concep-
tions drawn from everyday experience to reason and learn about the domain 
(Donovan & Bransford, 2005; Ferretti et al., 2005). For example, Brophy and 
Alleman (2002, 2003) showed that students often depend on their prior con-
ceptions when reasoning about cultural universals—that is, categories of 
human experience that include activities related to the basic needs. For exam-
ple, children were asked to explain why people might prefer to live in houses 
or apartments, who is paid for these accommodations and why they had to be 
paid for, and what distinguished renting and buying a place to live. The 
authors found that most children had little knowledge about these issues. 
Nevertheless, as in Wineburg’s (1991a; 1991b) work, children reasoned from 
common knowledge about people’s motives and goals. Rather than explain-
ing housing arrangements in economic terms, children invoked personal and 
aesthetic motives to account for housing choices.
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These findings suggest that novices’ written arguments about historical 
issues may be based on their prior experience with everyday arguments. 
Everyday arguments are both pragmatic and dialectical; that is, they have 
practical aims that are achieved with interlocutors that may have different 
viewpoints about a controversy (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992; van 
Eemeren et al., 1996; Walton, 1996; Walton, Reed, & Macagno, 2008). 
Arguments comprise a structured constellation of propositions that is meant to 
achieve its discursive purposes (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992; van 
Eemeren et al., 1996). Writers’ discursive purposes are accomplished by using 
argumentative strategies (Ferretti et al, 2009; Nussbaum & Edwards, 2011; 
Walton et al., 2008), which are conventionalized ways of representing the rela-
tionship between a standpoint and its supporting justificatory structure. The 
cause-to-effect argumentation strategy, which involves making an explicit 
claim that some event caused another outcome, is commonly used by histori-
ans (von Ranke, 2010) and frequently appears in social studies textbooks.

To illustrate, simple argumentation strategies include argument from 
example (i.e., a generalized proposition with illustration; is descriptive of the 
situation, making the case that something has happened), argument from 
commitment (you are committed to a principle or obligation; thus, you should 
follow through or behave in accordance with that commitment), and argu-
ment from cause to effect (explicit claims that some event caused an out-
come). More complex strategies require logical relationships, such as 
argument from fear appeal:

Premise 1: If you do not bring about A, then D will occur.
Premise 2: D is very bad for you.
Premise 3: Therefore, you ought to prevent D if possible.
Premise 4: But the only way for you to prevent D is to bring about A.
Conclusion: Therefore, you ought to bring about A.

To date, Walton et al. (2008) have identified dozens of argument schemes 
that illustrate how a writer achieves his or her purpose. If novices’ arguments 
are rooted in personal experience, then we would expect such writers to 
invoke these common argumentation strategies when asked to write essays in 
response to DBQs about controversial issues.

A recent study by Ferretti and colleagues (2009) evaluated the reasonable-
ness of Walton and colleagues’ (2008) approach, in a detailed analysis of the 
structure of students’ written arguments on a familiar school controversy 
(homework). In that study, the researchers applied this approach in an exami-
nation of the extent to which structural elaboration and subordination, as well 
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as the kinds of strategies that elementary students used, could account for the 
rated quality. They also considered which specific strategies increased the 
reasonableness of their arguments. Structural elaboration and subordination 
relate to the depth of ideas that are linked in forming an argument and so 
provide a more nuanced account of student writing than merely counting 
propositions that can be categorized as claims, data, and warrants. As 
explained above, the latter variable examines the pragmatic function of the 
writer’s ideas. However, while this study provided a statistical account for the 
variation in the quality of students’ essays and qualitatively analyzed stu-
dents’ constellations of argument strategies, it is not possible to forecast 
whether this analytic approach, designed for everyday argumentation, can be 
extended to account for discipline-specific argumentative writing.

We know of no evidence about the efficacy of their approach for the analy-
sis of adolescents’ document-based arguments about historical controversies. 
In fact, there is a dearth of research about the structure of students’ written 
arguments and the kinds of strategies they use to increase the reasonableness 
of their standpoints when writing about historical controversies. Consequently, 
a major goal of this study was to determine if Walton’s argumentation theory 
(as applied by Ferretti and colleagues’ 2009 analytic strategy) could account 
for the quality of students’ document-based arguments about historical con-
troversies. Second, our intent was also to explore the types of argumentation 
strategies that students relied on to craft arguments in response to different 
DBQs. Finally, we were interested in the extent to which students’ use of 
documentary evidence (Monte-Sano, 2008; 2010) was also predictive of their 
essays’ quality.

In sum, our analyses explore the structure of 8th- and 11th-grade students’ 
written arguments, the kinds of argumentative strategies used by them, and 
how they use sources when they write document-based arguments about his-
torical controversies. Participants were given DBQs that explicitly requested 
arguments about historical controversies and were provided documents that 
presented contrasting perspectives about these controversies. We anticipated 
differences that relate to the specific DBQs about which they wrote (i.e., 
specific events described in the sources and varying authors’ perspectives on 
the issues). On the basis of Ferretti and colleagues’ (2009) work, we also 
anticipated that better writers would develop more elaborate arguments that 
evidenced a greater degree of structural subordination. Furthermore, we 
expected that better writers would refer to more documents and show a more 
sophisticated use of these documents than less able writers. Finally, as in 
other studies of writing competence, we anticipated that grade level would 
also be predictive of performance (Graham & Perin, 2007).
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Research Questions

Research Question 1: How do 8th- and 11th-grade novices structure 
their essays when writing in response to DBQs about historical con-
troversies? Do novices use everyday argumentative strategies when 
writing their arguments? If so what argumentative strategies do they 
use?

Research Question 2: What patterns in students’ written responses 
are common between 8th- and 11th-grade students as they attempt 
to use historical evidence from documents in their writing? What 
patterns are common between students who are strong writers in 
comparison to those who are weak writers as they attempt to use 
historical evidence from documents in their writing?

Methods
Participants and Setting

Participants came from a larger study (De La Paz, Malkus, Monte-Sano, & 
Montanaro, 2011), which included 8th- and 11th-grade teachers in northern 
California who participated to varying degrees in a Teaching American 
History professional development program aimed at promoting historical 
thinking and writing skills in students. The present study is a retrospective 
analysis of selected students’ work from that project, and it includes any 
student who met specific criteria (see below), regardless of his or her teach-
er’s degree of involvement in the Teaching American History program. 
Because teachers in the original study participated in a yearlong intervention, 
we decided to restrict our sample to student writing at the beginning of the 
year, to avoid comparing students’ compositions from teachers with unequal 
levels of participation in professional development. In the original study, 
there were five cooperating school districts with varying socioeconomic 
levels, from urban to suburban settings.

Materials and Writing Task
Approaching history as an inquiry into the past that fosters analyzing evi-
dence, developing arguments, and conveying these interpretations in writing 
supports students’ learning in the discipline (Bain, 2005; Holt, 1990). 
Therefore, we asked students to compose essays in response to DBQs, each 
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with four or more document excerpts (“document sets”) about controversies 
in American history. Our format for prompting students to write responses to 
primary sources was similar to the way that the New York State exam is 
framed. As such, we provided students with a brief historical context and 
document excerpts and prompted them to use “specific details from at least 
three documents” in an introduction, supporting paragraphs, and conclusion 
that “responded to the (historical) question.”

Content for the historical questions was based on state and district stan-
dards, and individuals involved in the larger study from which the current 
data come helped develop DBQs that were aligned with the cooperating dis-
trict’s calendar of instructional objectives for the year. Each document set 
provided opposing positions and contrasting information on a single topic. 
The 8th graders responded to a question about the Mexican-American War, 
“Did the U.S. government have a reasonable (or unreasonable) argument for 
going to war with Mexico?” The 11th graders responded to a question about 
the Progressive Era, “Who had the better vision for improving the conditions 
of African-Americans during the early 1900s, Booker T. Washington or 
W.E.B. DuBois?” Students were asked to evaluate the issues and take a posi-
tion in a written argument, using the documents for support.

A university historian, district librarians, and the first author developed the 
primary source content collaboratively, by creating document excerpts appro-
priate for each grade level. Moreover, in keeping with recommendations by 
Wineburg and Martin (2009), we adapted the primary sources by italicizing 
difficult words and presenting synonyms in square brackets (e.g., “orator 
[speaker]”) to help students with unfamiliar vocabulary. Finally, we asked 
teachers to assign the DBQ prompts before students learned the correspond-
ing topic in school because we were unable to standardize teachers’ presenta-
tion of the content.

Screening process for identifying participants. We developed a two-stage process 
for selecting participants based on our overarching purposes for the study. One 
of our goals was to compare students at each grade level, which we did by virtue 
of having 8th- and 11th-grade students. We also were interested in comparing 
how students with different levels of writing proficiency approached the DBQ 
task, but we did not have standardized writing test scores for students in the 
original project. Therefore, we developed a set of criteria to categorize students 
into two different writing ability groups, “good” and “poor” writers, using quali-
tative scores from their performance on the pretest DBQ, because it was given 
before teachers began to participate in our professional development.

Writing ability. We identified good versus poor writers using a 7-point pri-
mary trait rubric adapted for argumentative writing (scores of 0-6; Ferretti, 
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MacArthur, & Dowdy, 2000) and used to assess overall quality. This rubric 
was based on prior work by Ferretti et al. (2000) and was developed to gauge 
the writer’s ability to (a) provide a clear opinion on the topic; (b) support a 
position with accurate facts, examples, and details; (c) weigh the importance, 
reliability, and validity of the evidence; (d) analyze conflicting perspectives 
presented in the documents; and (e) include a strong introduction and conclu-
sion. Undergraduate students majoring in history, as well as a practicing 
social studies teacher earning his master’s degree in education, independently 
scored all essays in the original data set. All papers were read independently 
by two individuals, with subsequent interrater agreement (within 1 point) at 
90% for the 8th-grade level and 95% for the 11th-grade level.

We used pre- and posttest1 DBQ writing samples collected in the larger 
study mentioned above to define groups for the current study but subse-
quently used only the pretest data for the present purpose of exploring aspects 
of argumentative writing. We defined good writers in the 8th and 11th grades 
as performing above the mean (score of 2.5 and 3.0, respectively) on both 
assessments. At the 8th-grade level, poor writers scored at or below 1.0 on 
both assessments, and the 11th-grade poor writers scored at or below 2.0 on 
both assessments. Thus, we required at least a 1-point difference in trait score 
between good and poor writers at each grade level to distinguish between 
good and poor writers. Prior research (cf., Graham & Perin, 2007) has sug-
gested that a single-point difference in quality can meaningfully differentiate 
students’ writing ability.

Reading comprehension. Because we knew very little about students in the 
original study in terms of their background learning characteristics, we took 
additional steps to ensure that we were selecting students who were able to 
read and demonstrate adequate literal comprehension of the primary sources 
in the DBQ assessment before being asked to write a historical argument. 
Therefore, in addition to selecting students on the basis of their qualitative 
writing score, we examined the quality of students’ responses to open-ended 
factual questions written for each document. We did this because poor literal 
comprehension of the documents would severely limit students’ capacity to 
write a coherent historical argument, and we wanted to ensure that students 
who were identified as poor writers were not confused with students who did 
not understand the task materials.

For example, on the 11th-grade question about the Progressive Era, with 
respect to an excerpt from Booker T. Washington’s 1901 book Up From 
Slavery, students were asked to answer the following factual question: “What 
did Booker T. Washington believe African Americans must do in order to 
improve their social position?” Responses to this question and the remaining 
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comprehension questions were open-ended, as students could use any of sev-
eral ideas from the document to support their answer. Moreover, because 
responses ranged in overall quality, we graded all responses on a 5-point scale 
(0 = no understanding, 5 = complete understanding). We limited the selection 
of participants to students whose average comprehension score was 3.0 or bet-
ter (across the full document set), establishing that students essentially needed 
to provide reasonable answers to at least three of the five documents.

While it may be argued that this criterion may not be sufficient for dem-
onstrating full comprehension, we felt it was appropriate for two reasons. 
First, the DBQ task directions prioritized writing a historical argument rather 
than answering questions about each primary source. Perhaps because of 
this, the majority of students wrote brief answers, and many skipped a 
response to the final document, either to save time or because they may not 
have found the need to respond to the last question. Thus, our criterion for 
average comprehension score was reasonable given the DBQ task. Second, 
the DBQ document sets were written with contrasting perspectives (a mini-
mum of two documents for each perspective). Because of this, students 
could have responded to the historical question based on reading some but 
not all primary sources. We believed that it would be unfair, then, to require 
that students demonstrate their comprehension of the full document set to be 
in the current study. When students’ answers were scored for comprehen-
sion, all of the students’ responses were rated independently by two readers, 
with the resulting percentage agreement for adjacent scores (within 1 point) 
being .80 for 8th-grade students and .99 for the 11th-grade students.

Final sample. Based on this two-part screening process, our final sample 
included 44 eighth graders and 47 eleventh graders (see Table 1 for descrip-
tive information). There were 28 good and 16 poor 8th-grade writers as well 
as 33 good and 14 poor 11th-grade writers. More of the good writers were 
girls: 46% of the good 8th-grade writers and 58% of the good 11th-grade 
writers. Very few students received services for special education needs (1 or 
2 poor writers at each grade level). Our sample was ethnically diverse—26% 
White, 22% African American, 24% Asian, 21% Hispanic, 5% Vietnamese, 
and 1% Filipino—and representative of the participating school districts. 
However, our samples of good writers were overrepresented by African 
American students at the 8th grade (57% of the good 8th-grade writers were 
African American) and overrepresented by Asian American students at the 
11th grade (61% of the good 11th-grade writers were Asian American).

We also wished to establish the degree to which students were proficient in 
written English, so we examined two sources of information to determine their 
abilities. The school districts provided information about students’ English 
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proficiency status for about 60% of the good and poor 8th-grade writers, and 
we found that 38% of the good writers and 21% of the poor writers spoke a 
language other than English before beginning their academic careers (the dis-
tricts did not provide information on level of English proficiency, only whether 
students were considered “English only” or “not English only”). With respect 

Table 1. Participant Characteristics, n

Eighth Grade Eleventh Grade

Total  
 Good writers 28 33
 Poor writers 16 14
Female  
 Good writers 13 19
 Poor writers 4 6
Receiving special education  
 Good writers 0 0
 Poor writers 1 2
White  
 Good writers 8 8
 Poor writers 5 3
African American  
 Good writers 16 0
 Poor writers 2 2
Asian  
 Good writers 0 20
 Poor writers 1 1
Hispanic  
 Good writers 1 4
 Poor writers 6 8
Vietnamese  
 Good writers 3 0
 Poor writers 2 0
Filipino  
 Good writers 0 1
 Poor writers 0 0
English language artsa  
 Good writers 435.3 (42.5) 386.9 (44.6)
 Poor writers 343.8 (49.5) 327.9 (42.9)

aMean score (SD).
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to the 11th-grade students, we had information about their English proficiency 
for 80% of the good writers and found that 49% initially spoke a language 
other than English. Fewer than 10% of the poor 11th-grade writers were miss-
ing information regarding English proficiency, and within this subgroup, 32% 
had been identified as speaking a language other than English when beginning 
school. Therefore, while the cooperating districts did not share information 
about students who were not native English speakers’ relative proficiency in 
English, this information shows that individuals who were considered English 
learners were included in our good and poor writer groups, with more English 
learners among the former than the latter.

Our designation for considering students as good and poor writers appears 
to have additional face validity in terms of their performance on the English-
language arts portion of the California Standards Test (Educational Testing 
Service, 2004), which was mandated by the state to measure students’ prog-
ress toward achieving state-adopted content standards for each grade. The 
cooperating school districts provided students’ scaled scores, which revealed 
that the good writers at each grade level met state criteria as being proficient 
in language arts (average scores met or exceeded a benchmark criterion of 
350) whereas poor writers at each grade level were on average considered to 
be functioning at basic levels of language arts proficiency. It is important to 
note that poor writers did not perform at the state’s lowest level, below basic.

A one-way analysis of variance that compared good and poor writers on 
English-language arts scores showed significant differences, F(1, 87) = 
24.08, MSE = 1,988.389, p = .000. Five pairwise comparisons among the 
means for writers of different ability were significant, controlling for Type I 
error across the three tests at the .05 level by using Holm’s sequential 
Bonferroni procedure. These results indicated that English-language arts 
scores were different for all groups with one exception—the poor writers at 
the 8th- and 11th-grade grade levels did not differ from each other. Moreover, 
good 8th-grade writers on average met the California state criterion as 
advanced performers on the English-language arts test, whereas good 11th-
grade writers on average met state criterion as proficient performers. Finally, 
the scores of the poor 8th- and 11th-grade writers ranged from basic to profi-
cient on the English-language arts test (Educational Testing Service 2004).

Dependent Measures
Evidence. Three variables were developed to capture the extent to which 

participants interpreted documentary evidence in their essays: (1) we counted 
the number of document citations—quotes and paraphrases from quotations 
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that were clearly taken from the documents that students read; (2) we noted 
how many different (unique) documents students used in their essays from 
the set of four or more; and (3) we explored one specific student learning goal 
related to disciplinary thinking and literacy—namely, how students were 
using evidence from documents in their written arguments. We further privi-
leged students’ use of quotations and presence of sourcing over their use of 
facts and examples, because these forms of evidence provide an indication of 
the students’ recognition of an author’s perspective and because examining 
evidence in this way allowed us to better understand relationships between 
this analysis and our subsequent analysis related to the ways that students 
crafted their arguments. A 6-point rubric was developed (based on De La Paz 
& Felton, 2010; Monte-Sano, 2010) indicating the relative sophistication of 
document use (henceforth, highest level of document use), from 0 (does not 
refer to documents) to 5 (evaluates the quote or evidence or uses it as a means 
to further his or her argument; see Table 2).

Each element of the rubric was written to capture difference in students’ 
historical thinking. A history educator who was skilled in the analysis of stu-
dents’ historical thinking confirmed the instrument’s content validity. The 
first author scored all essays. Interrater reliability was calculated by the first 
author and an independent reader who was unfamiliar with the design and 
purpose of the study, using a random sample of 25% of each type of writer 
across topics, with 100% agreement for the number of documents and 100% 
agreement for the number of unique documents. Interrater reliability results 
for the highest level of document use was as follows: 86% for good 8th-grade 
writers, 100% for poor 8th-grade writers, 86% for good 11th-grade writers, 
and 100% for poor 11th-grade writers at pre- and posttest.

Argumentative structures. The argumentative structure of each essay was 
depicted through a detailed graphing process. Each essay was graphed sepa-
rately, and the components depicted in the graph were then examined to estab-
lish the overall structure. This approach to analysis, based on pragma-dialectical 
theory of argumentation (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992, 2004; van 
Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Henkemans, 2002), identifies the stance taken by 
the writer, as well as alternative standpoints identified by the writer, along 
with coordinated and subordinated supports for these standpoints. To clarify, 
an important difference between the two types of reasons are that in subordi-
nation, each succeeding reason is a layer in the argument that buttresses the 
preceding reason. Additional argumentative elements identified in the graph-
ing process were rhetorical, counterargument, rebuttal, nonfunctional, and 
conclusive statements. The resulting graphic representation depicted the ele-
ments of the argumentative structure and the superordinate and subordinate 
relationships among these elements in each participant’s written argument.
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Ferretti and colleagues’ (2009) process for identifying essay structure was 
used to graph each essay to determine its structural elements and level of elabora-
tion and subordination in each essay (see Table 3 for criteria used to identify each 

Table 2. Use of Evidence

Evidence Level Example

0.  The writer does not refer to 
documents in the essay.

—

1.  The writer mentions a specific 
document or a specific author or 
quotes from a source—but the 
evidence is misunderstood or 
inaccurate.

I think the US had a good reason to war with 
Mexico for many reasons president Polk said 
and other stuff he did but [couldn’t say].

2.  The writer mentions a specific 
document or a specific author or 
quotes from a source—and the 
evidence is understood or accurate 
or contextually relevant.

“Measured by any standard, white of black, 
Washington must be regarded today as one of 
the great men of this country: and in the future 
he will be so honored.” We can see today that 
this is true.

3.  The writer explains or interprets a 
quote or uses a quote to substantiate 
a claim. (The citation may not be 
substantive, however.)

Abraham Lincoln said that the Americans 
shouldn’t have went (sic) to war with the 
Mexicans. He believed that the Americans were 
moving into hostile territory.

4.  Meets criteria for a 3, as well as the 
following: selection of the evidence is 
balanced (e.g., there are two quotes 
with more than one perspective) 
or significant (others who read the 
document would find the quote 
to represent a substantive idea or 
perspective).

Thirdly, I don’t believe Swain when he says to 
“redeem the Mexican people from . . . tyranny 
and to facilitate the entire removal of those 
rivals from this continent.” By doing that, the 
United States is stealing territory and “violated 
the sovereignty of nations.”

5.  Meets criteria for a 4 as well as the 
following: evaluates a quote or uses 
the quote as a means to further an 
argument.

During the early 1900s, Booker T. Washington 
had a better vision for improving the conditions 
of African Americans. . . . “The whole future of 
the Negro rested largely upon the question 
as to whether or not he should make himself, 
through his skill, intelligence, and character, of 
such . . . value to the community in which he 
lived that the community could not dispense 
[do without] with his presence.” Washington 
is saying that a person’s skill and intelligence 
changed their conditions if he could be of much 
value to the community. Washington’s theory 
was that as long as a person learned to do 
something better than someone else he would 
be respected. Hard work was also something 
that African Americans should do according to 
Washington to improve conditions.
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Table 3. Structural Elements for Sample of Good 11th-Grade Essay

Criteria Description Example

Introduction (96%)a Content that 
foreshadows the 
student’s argument

Work, work, work. Workers were all 
that slaves were looked at as, and 
even then some were punished 
because they didn’t do things right. 
From many years of being racially 
superior to blacks, white people 
were not going to automatically 
be equal with them after the 
Emancipation Proclamation. They 
were still going to be looked at 
as nothing people who should do 
everyone else’s work. Two main 
people who wanted to improve 
conditions for African Americans 
were Booker T. Washington and 
W.E.B. Du Bois. Both had different 
outlooks on how to achieve 
improvements, but I think that Du 
Bois had the best goals and visions.

Standpoint (100%) The premise advanced by 
the student

Du Bois had the best goals and 
visions.

Level 1 reasons 
for the author’s 
standpoint (88%)

Propositions offered as 
direct support for the 
premise

From duBois’ point of view rights 
should be given to African Americans 
first

Level 2 reasons 
for the author’s 
standpoints (88%)

Propositions offered as 
direct support for the 
reasons

e.g.,  should first be able to vote

Level 3 reasons for 
author’s standpoints 
(86%)

Propositions that support 
Level 2 reasons

e.g., basically said that blacks should 
have the same rights as whites

Level 4 reasons 
for the author’s 
standpoints (93%)

Propositions that support 
Level 3 reasons

—

Counterarguments 
(88%)

Potential criticisms of 
either the student’s 
standpoint or reasons 
for the student’s 
standpoint that could 
be used to bolster the 
alternate standpoint

e.g.,  main idea for conditions to 
become better would be for African 
Americans to earn their way into 
society.

Rebuttals of 
the alternative 
standpoint (87%)

Propositions that 
either attack an 
alternate standpoint 
or undermine 
counterarguments

e.g.,  think that this is totally opposite 
in what ex-slaves wanted.

(continued)
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Criteria Description Example

Conclusion (100%) Summary of what the 
student has written

Between Washington and Du Bois, I 
think that Du Bois had the better 
ideas for the people themselves. He 
wanted them to have equal rights 
and to not be discriminated against. 
Washington basically said that they 
weren’t equal and that they would 
have to earn their rights. Although 
it would take awhile for relations to 
become better, everybody should be 
equal from the beginning.

Note: See textbox for essay.
aPercentage of agreement for a random set of 25% of papers for each grade and ability level.

Table 3. (continued)

Work, work, work. Workers were all that slaves were looked at as, and even then 
some were punished because they didn’t do things right. From many years of 
being racially superior to blacks, white people were not going to automatically 
be equal with them after the Emancipation Proclamation. They were still going to 
be looked at as nothing people who should do everyone else’s work. Two main 
people who wanted to improve conditions for African Americans were Booker 
T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois. Both had different outlooks on how to achieve 
improvements, but I think that Du Bois had the best goals and visions.

Washington’s main idea for conditions to become better would be for African 
Americans to earn their way into society. They would have “to make himself, 
through his skill, intelligence, and character . . . value to the community.” This at 
least states that blacks do have character, skill, and intelligence, but it also says how 
they still have to push their way into society. Washington also said that in order 
to earn respect an African American should learn “to produce what other people 
wanted and must have.” I think that this is totally opposite in what ex-slaves 
wanted. They didn’t want to have to work for their respect, they wanted to already 
have it and to fit into society as easily as possible. Since white people weren’t going 
to give them respect as quickly and easily, why should they try hard to earn it?

From du Bois’ point of view, certain rights should be given to African Americans 
first. They should first be able to vote, and then along with that will come. . . . 
“Freedom, manhood, the right to work, and the chance to rise . . .” Du Bois 
also wanted discrimination to stop, laws to be enforced equally among different 
classes and races, and for children to be educated well. He believed that African 
Americans should be freemen “. . . to walk, talk, and he with [those who] with to 
be with us . . .” I go along with everything that Du Bois wanted. He basically said 
that blacks should have the same rights as whites, and with that maybe things 
will improve. I think it’s better to start out with basic equality and work from 
there instead of starting with working to gain basic equality.
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Although I disagree with Washington, he had those who supported him and also 
those who disagreed with him, as well. One who supported him was a journalist 
and an author, Ray Stannard Baker. He said that whenever he saw good things, 
like a thriving business, a good home, or friendly relations between whites and 
blacks, he would think of Washington. But who’s to say that Du Bois didn’t do 
this, or natural occurances made things better on their own? A person who also 
disagreed with Washington was Ida B. Wells, a black social worker and journalist. 
She believed that he steered away as far as he could from antagonism, that he 
didn’t join them because they were too extreme, and that he shouldn’t be there 
advisor if he didn’t have political strength in his own race.

Between Washington and Du Bois, I think that Du Bois had the better ideas for 
the people themselves. He wanted them to have equal rights and to not be 
discriminated against. Washington basically said that they weren’t equal and that 
they would have to earn their rights. Although it would take awhile for relations 
to become better, everybody should be equal from the beginning.

element of the organizational structure, with a description and an example that 
correspond to a sample essay; see textbox for essay). This process facilitated our 
aim in analyzing and evaluating the operative relationships among elements of 
argumentative discourse. The content in Table 3 is from one 11th-grade good 
writer. Moreover, the current example provides evidence of a more sophisticated 
degree of structural subordination because it contains all of the elements in one 
essay. Papers that were less elaborated typically contained fewer levels of subor-
dination or advanced a counterargument without a corresponding rebuttal.

Moreover, the corresponding structure for this essay, shown in Figure 1, 
reveals that the student offered a simple introduction that answered the his-
torical question. She offered one standpoint, which had one supporting Level 
1 reason with counterarguments preceding and following. Each counterargu-
ment and each reason were elaborated by a series of coordinated Level 2 
reasons and had one or two additional levels of subordination. The student 
advanced her argument with three rebuttals and offered one rhetorical state-
ment. She cited three documents (two of them twice). Finally, the writer con-
cluded her essay with a summary of her standpoint.

The third author independently graphed the structure of all essays. He then 
created a scoring guide modeled after Ferretti and colleagues’ (2009) sugges-
tions that explained how to graph the argumentative structure of each essay, 
and he worked with an independent rater unfamiliar with the design and pur-
pose of the study to establish interrater reliability. Four 1-hour sessions were 
used for training, which included reliability checks on 15 sample papers taken 
from the data set. Interrater agreement (exact agreement) was computed for 
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each structural element (see Table 3) on the remaining papers using a ran-
domly selected pool (25% of each type of writer and topic). Interrater agree-
ment (agreement = agreements/agreements + disagreements) was computed 
for each argumentative element on a randomly selected pool (25% of the 
papers for each type of writer) with the following results: authors’ standpoint(s) 
= 100%, Level 1 reasons for authors’ standpoints = 88%, Level 2 reasons for 
authors’ standpoints = 88%, Level 3 reasons for authors’ standpoints = 86%, 
Level 4 and below reasons for authors’ standpoints = 93%, introductions = 
96%, conclusions = 100%, counterarguments = 88%, rebuttals = 87%.

Argumentation strategies. Based on the graphical depictions of participants’ 
arguments, each essay was then analyzed to identify the type of argumentation 
strategy used for each node. The first author identified and categorized sen-
tences and phrases from all students’ essays into each strategy present in a 
given paper, using Walton’s criteria (see Table 4 for elements, criteria, and 
examples). The fourth author then identified and categorized sentences and 
phrases from a randomly selected pool of 25% papers from each type of 
writer and topic. They identified a total of 22 different strategies. Interrater 
reliability for each type of strategy (exact agreement) in each paper for the 
Mexican-American War topic was 82% for good writers and 80% for poor 
writers. Reliability for each type of strategy for the Progressive Era topic was 
93% for good writers and 90% for poor writers.

Length. Total words were counted with a word processing program (Micro-
soft Word 2004). We typed students’ handwritten essays but did not correct 
spelling or grammatical errors.

Results
Our rationale in analyzing students’ written arguments using this approach 
was multifaceted. We focused on students’ use of evidence as a means to 
discern their disciplinary thinking. Moreover, we wished to explore the 
underlying discursive purposes of students’ arguments because the topics 
under investigation involved historical controversies, which are commonly 
considered in secondary social studies curriculum, and have previously not 
been explored. Finally, these analyses were conducted as compared to two 
traditional measures of students’ writing: the length of their papers and the 
depth and range of their elaborations.

Evidence
A series of 2 (ability) × 2 (grade) analyses of variance were used to evaluate the 
relationship between type of writers and each dependent measure: (1) total 
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number of documents used, (2) number of unique documents, and (3) highest 
level of document use. Table 5 presents descriptive information for each 
measure.

Statistical analyses for the total number of documents used showed main 
effects for grade, F(1, 87) = 9.05, p = .003, and ability level, F(3, 87) = 13.59, 
MSE = 4.48, p = .000. The interaction between ability level and grade was not 
significant, F(1, 87) = 3.31, p = .07. These results indicated that older writers 
used more documents than younger writers and that better writers used docu-
ments more than poor writers. In addition, good 8th-grade writers used more 
documents than poor 11th graders.

Statistical analyses for the number of unique documents used showed 
main effects for grade, F(1, 87) = 21.99, p = 000, and ability level, F(3, 87) 
= 13.88, p = .000. The interaction between ability group and grade was also 
significant, F(1, 87) = 6.17, MSE = 0.694, p = .015. An examination of 
group means shows that older, better writers used more unique documents 
in their papers than younger, weaker writers. In addition, good 8th-grade 
writers used essentially the same number of unique documents as poor 
11th-grade writers.

Statistical analyses for the highest level of document use showed main 
effects for grade, F(1, 87) = 20.86, p = .000, and ability level, F(3, 87) = 
44.48, p = .000. The interaction between ability group and grade was also 
significant, F(1, 87) = 6.59, MSE = 2.12, p = .012. These results indicated that 

Table 5. Length, Persuasive Quality, and Document Use

Good Writers Poor Writers

Condition: Grade M SD M SD

Length  
 8th 219.32 61.74 76.50 27.41
 11th 443.18 88.84 158.00 62.32
Total number of citations  
 8th 1.32 1.81 0.44 0.63
 11th 3.61 2.93 1.00 1.30
Number of unique documents  
 8th 0.79 0.79 0.37 0.50
 11th 2.12 0.93 0.79 0.98
Highest level of document use  
 8th 1.68 1.68 0.56 0.82
 11th 4.00 1.46 1.00 1.57
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older, better writers had the most sophisticated level of document use and that 
younger, weaker writers showed the least developed use of documents. 
Moreover, poor 8th graders typically failed to use documents at all, and good 
8th-grade writers typically mentioned a specific document or a specific 
author or quoted from a source; however, they presented evidence fully about 
only half the time (mean score for highest level of document use was 1.68), 
and half the time, their use of evidence was not contextually relevant or was 
inaccurate. Table 2 provides an example: “I think the US had a good reason 
to war with Mexico for many reasons president Polk said and other stuff he 
did but [couldn’t say].” Older poor writers were similar in their use of docu-
ments as the good younger writers. Finally, the good 11th-grade writers 
tended to select evidence that was balanced (e.g., showing quotes with more 
than one perspective):

Thirdly, I don’t believe Swain when he says to “redeem the Mexican 
people from . . . tyranny and to facilitate the entire removal of those 
rivals from this continent.” By doing that, the United States is stealing 
territory and “violated the sovereignty of nations.”
Good 11th-grade writers also tended to select evidence that was signifi-

cant (i.e., representative of a substantive idea):

During the early 1900s, Booker T. Washington had a better vision for 
improving the conditions of African Americans. . . . “The whole future 
of the Negro rested largely upon the question as to whether or not he 
should make himself, through his skill, intelligence, and character, of 
such . . . value to the community in which he lived that the community 
could not dispense [do without] with his presence.” Washington is say-
ing that a person’s skill and intelligence changed their conditions if he 
could be of much value to the community. Washington’s theory was 
that as long as a person learned to do something better than someone 
else he would be respected. Hard work was also something that African 
Americans should do according to Washington to improve conditions.

This example is typical, as older and better writers frequently used evi-
dence to substantiate a claim.

Argumentative Structures
We performed a block-entry hierarchical regression to examine the effect of 
the structural elements and students’ writing ability (good versus poor) on 
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predictions of overall quality for each topic. Theoretical predictions and prior 
research (Ferretti et al. 2009) led us to expect that the structural aspects of 
students’ arguments (i.e., the depth of students’ supporting justifications, con-
sideration of alternative perspectives, and efforts to rebut alternative perspec-
tives) would predict the essays’ primary trait rating. Prior analyses of students’ 
historical writing (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010; Monte-Sano, 
2010) led us to expect that students’ use of documents would contribute to the 
prediction of the overall quality of students’ papers. The presence of addi-
tional elements, such as introductions (which foreshadow the argument) and 
conclusions (which summarize it), were also used to predict the essays’ per-
suasiveness. Finally, we expected that information about students’ overall 
quality score on the DBQ would account for less variance in persuasiveness 
after the structural aspects of students’ written arguments and historical think-
ing were accounted for. The reason is that the elaborateness of their argu-
ments, which is captured in the structural analyses, and their use of historical 
documentation are directly related to the essays’ quality (see Ferretti et al., 
2009). Therefore, blocks were entered in the following order: “my side” 
(author’s standpoints, Level 1 reasons, Level 2 reasons, Level 3 reasons, and 
reasons at or below Level 4), “document use” (number of documents, unique 
documents, and most sophisticated use of documents), “extras” (introduction 
and conclusion), and “writing ability” (good vs. poor writer).

Mexican-American War. Table 6 presents standardized regression coeffi-
cients (β) and semipartial coefficients (sr

i
 ) for independent variables at each 

step of the analysis: after Step 1, with only “my side” elements included in 
the regression equation, R2 = .52, F(4, 39) = 10.51, p = .000; after Step 2, with 
the addition of “document use” elements in the equation, R2 = .74, F(3, 36) = 
9.91, p = .000, indicating that the extent to which students were able to cite 
and think about documents also affected the overall ratings of their essays. 
After Step 3, R2 increased to .80, F(2, 34) = 5.36, p = .010, indicating that the 
students’ introductions and conclusions added to the predictive power of the 
essay rating. Finally, after Step 4, R2 increased to .94, F(3, 33) = 74.87,  
p = .000, indicating that writing ability also contributed significantly to the 
overall prediction among the eighth graders.

Progressive Era. Table 6 presents standardized regression coefficients (β) 
and semipartial coefficients (sr

i
 ) for independent variables at each step of the 

analysis: after Step 1, with only “my side” elements included in the regression 
equation, R2 = .44, F(5, 41) = 6.52, p = .000; after Step 2, with the addition of 
“document use” elements in the equation, R2 = .73, F(3, 38) = 13.26, p = .000, 
indicating that the students’ document use again reliably affected the overall 
persuasiveness of their essays. After Step 3, R2 increased to .77, F(2, 36) = 
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Table 6. Block-Entry Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Prediction of 
Persuasiveness: Mexican-American War

Variable β sr
i

Step 1  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .40 .49
 Level 2 reasons .39 .44
 Level 3 reasons .23 .29
 Level 4 or below reasons .12 .17
Step 2  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .39 .58
 Level 2 reasons .37 .53
 Level 3 reasons .19 .31
 Level 4 or below reasons .18 .32
 Number of documents .08 .10
 Number of unique documents .30 .26
 Highest rating of document use .13 .15
Step 3  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .28 .46
 Level 2 reasons .30 .47
 Level 3 reasons .16 .31
 Level 4 or below reasons .14 .28
 Number of documents .03 .04
 Number of unique documents .23 .23
 Highest rating of document use .16 .21
 Introduction .31 .45
 Conclusion –.01 –.02
Step 4  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .02 .05
 Level 2 reasons .11 .30
 Level 3 reasons .04 .14
 Level 4 or below reasons .13 .43
 Number of documents –.10 –.23
 Number of unique documents .23 .39
 Highest rating of document use .13 .29
 Introduction .09 .25
 Conclusion –.08 –.21
 Type of writer –.73 –.83

(continued)
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Table 6. (continued)

Variable β sr
i

Step 1  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .34 .40
 Level 2 reasons .29 .34
 Level 3 reasons .39 .39
 Level 4 or below reasons .08 .09
 Standpoint .13 .16
Step 2  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .17 .35
 Level 2 reasons .21 .34
 Level 3 reasons .20 .34
 Level 4 or below reasons .07 .12
 Standpoint .04 .08
 Number of documents .08 .13
 Number of unique documents .11 .13
 Highest rating of document use .47 .53
Step 3  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons .11 .19
 Level 2 reasons .16 .29
 Level 3 reasons .17 .29
 Level 4 or below reasons .11 .19
 Standpoint –.00 –.00
 Number of documents .05 .08
 Number of unique documents .15 .18
 Highest rating of document use .38 .45
 Introduction .09 .12
 Conclusion .20 .29
Step 4  
 Intercept  
 Level 1 reasons –.07 –.17
 Level 2 reasons –.02 –.05
 Level 3 reasons .02 .06
 Level 4 or below reasons .00 .01
 Standpoint .08 .22
 Number of documents –.05 –.11
 Number of unique documents .20 .36
 Highest rating of document use .07 .11
 Introduction .00 .00
 Conclusion .15 .32
 Type of writer –.70 –.74
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3.10, p = .057, indicating that the students’ introductions and conclusions were 
not predictive of the persuasiveness. Finally, after Step 4, R2 increased to .89, 
F(3, 35) = 41.64, p = .000, indicating that writing ability again contributed 
significantly to the overall prediction among the 11th graders.

Summary. The results from the multiple regressions indicate that the degree 
to which participants’ reasoning was elaborated was strongly related to scores 
on overall quality and persuasiveness of the DBQ response, accounting for an 
average of 48% of the variance. Second, the frequency and degree to which 
participants used documents and integrated them into the fabric of their 
essays made a statistically significant contribution to their overall quality, 
about 25.5% on average. Third, the presence or absence of introductions and 
conclusions in a students’ paper was important only for the eighth graders and 
was relatively unimportant at about 6%. Last, and not surprising, the type of 
writer (good vs. poor) affected the rating, contributing an additional average 
26%. These findings are generally consistent with Ferretti and colleagues’ 
(2009) results using persuasive prompts with younger students and add new 
information about the degree to which students’ use of evidence contribute to 
the quality of their arguments.

Argumentative Strategies
Table 4 provides information regarding each topic and overall strategy use. In 
addition, close examination of participants’ papers revealed that good writers 
at both grade levels consistently used one or more strategies for a given topic. 
For instance, when writing on the Progressive Era topic, all of the better 11th-
grade writers included mention of values—for example, “Washington called 
for the development of a skillful, intelligence, diligent black community”—
and 82% of the better 8th-grade writers used consequence, as in “If America 
did not stand up to Mexico to defend her territory, there would have been many 
disagreements.” Other strategies were used far less frequently. For example, 
argument from analogy was used only 15% of the time, even among good 
11th-grade writers. The following strategies were used across both topics: rule, 
verbal classification, example, consequence, commitment, inconsistent com-
mitment, expert opinion, and cause to effect. Because we found 22 different 
strategies across DBQ topics, we limit the remainder of our results to similari-
ties and differences in strategy use among good and poor writers.

Mexican-American War. We used chi-square analysis to evaluate whether 
the type of strategies participants used were related to the writer’s ability. 
Each of the following strategies was found to be significantly related:
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Verbal classification: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 7.42, p = .006, Cramer’s 
V = .41; good writers did so 79% of the time, whereas poor writers 
did so 38% of the time.

Example: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 11.12, p = .001, Cramer’s V = .50; 
good writers did so 57% of the time, whereas poor writers did so 
6% of the time.

Consequence: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 5.05, p = .025, Cramer’s V = 
.34; good writers did so 82% of the time, whereas poor writers did 
so 50% of the time.

Expert opinion: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 5.21, p = .023, Cramer’s V = 
.34; good writers did so 61% of the time, whereas poor writers did 
so 25% of the time.

Fear: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 17.34, p = .000, Cramer’s V = .63; good 
writers did so 71% of the time, whereas poor writers did so 6% of 
the time.

Nonfunctional statements: Pearson χ2(1, N = 44) = 12.16, p = .000, Cra-
mer’s V = .53; good writers did so none of the time, whereas poor 
writers did so 38% of the time.

In contrast, 11 argumentation strategies were not used at reliably different 
rates by students who differed in writing ability—in part because several 
were used rarely, by one or two individuals. Participants did not use 6 strate-
gies (sign, authority, distress, precedent, position to know, and agent from a 
past action) when writing about the Mexican-American War. These results 
show that in every case except nonfunctional statements, good writers used 
far more of these strategies than poor writers. The poor writers used more 
nonfunctional statements than the good writers.

Progressive Era. A second chi-square analysis was conducted to evaluate 
whether the type of strategies participants used were related to the writer’s 
ability. Each of the following strategies was found to be significantly related:

Commitment: Pearson χ2(1, N = 47) = 6.80, p = .009, Cramer’s V = .38; 
good writers did so 70% of the time, whereas poor writers did so 
29% of the time.

Expert opinion: Pearson χ2(1, N = 47) = 15.35, p = .000, Cramer’s V = 
.57; good writers did so 97% of the time, whereas poor writers did 
so 50% of the time.

Values: Pearson χ2(1, N = 47) = 10.31, p = .001, Cramer’s V = .47; good 
writers did so all of the time, whereas poor writers did so 71% of 
the time.
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In contrast, 13 strategies were not used at reliably different rates by students 
who were identified as good or poor writers, although additional strategies 
approached significance (e.g., 73% of the better writers included examples, in 
comparison to 43% of the weaker writers). In addition, 11th-grade writers in gen-
eral used the consequence strategy quite often, as well as verbal classification and 
cause to effect, and they used rule, reference to authority, agent from a past action 
with less frequency and almost never included nonfunctional text. Participants 
did not use 7 strategies (slippery slope, fear, danger, distress, perception, moral 
justification, and analogy) when writing on the Progressive Era topic.

Summary. Our analyses of participants’ use of argumentation strategies 
revealed both consistency and variability across writing ability and topics. 
Good writers routinely used more argumentation strategies than poor writers, 
and they used several strategies more consistently. Moreover, good writers 
used three strategies in particular (argument from example, argument from 
consequence, and argument from expert opinion) not only to warrant their 
standpoints about both topics but also to frame their use of evidence:

Washington’s main idea for conditions to become better would be for 
African Americans to earn their way into society. They would have “to 
make himself, through is skill, intelligence, and character . . . [a] value 
to the community.” This at least states that blacks do have character, 
skill, and intelligence, but it also says how they still have to push their 
way into society. Washington also said that in order to earn respect 
African Americans should learn “to produce what other people wanted 
and must have.” I think this is totally opposite in what ex-slaves 
wanted. They didn’t want to have to work for their respect, they 
wanted to already have it and to fit into society as easily as possible. 
Since white people weren’t going to give them respect as quickly and 
easily, why should they try hard to earn it?

Yet the material in the DBQs also influenced the types of argument strate-
gies that participants invoked. When writing about the Mexican-American 
War, both good and poor writers frequently used the cause-to-effect strategy 
(e.g., “I think that the U.S. government should have gone to Mexico. I think 
so because if the U.S. hadn’t than California might have not been part of the 
U.S. government”). When writing on the Progressive Era topic, good and 
poor writers frequently used verbal classification (e.g., “Dubois infuriated the 
white race, rather than persuading them, through his demands of voting 
rights, elimination of discrimination, rights as freemen, enforced laws, and 
higher education”), consequence, and cause to effect (see Table 4 for addi-
tional examples). We did not find a “typical” approach to the constellation of 
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argumentative strategies, even among students who decided to respond to the 
historical question in similar ways (e.g., that DuBois was the better leader for 
African Americans at the time).

Length. A 2 (ability) × 2 (grade) analysis of variance was used to evaluate the 
relationship between type of writers and length of essay. Table 5 presents descrip-
tive information. Statistical analyses showed main effects for grade, F(1, 87) = 
97.25, p = .000, and ability level, F(1, 87) = 191.05, p = .000. The interaction 
between ability group and grade was also significant, F(1, 87) = 21.14, MSE = 
4,795.53, p = .000. Better writers at the 11th grade wrote the longest papers, and 
poor writers at the 8th grade wrote the shortest papers. In addition, good 8th-
grade writers wrote longer papers than poor 11th-grade writers.

Discussion
We addressed two broad questions in this study: (a) How do 8th- and 11th-
grade novices structure their essays when writing in response to DBQs about 
historical controversies? Do novices use everyday argumentative strategies 
when writing their arguments? If so, what argumentative strategies do they 
use? (b) What patterns in students’ written responses are common between 
8th- and 11th-grade students as they attempt to use historical evidence from 
documents in their writing? What patterns are common between students 
who are strong writers in comparison to those who are weak writers as they 
attempt to use historical evidence from documents in their writing? To 
accomplish these aims, we compared students’ written historical arguments 
from two grade levels, which were composed in response to a standards-
based, grade-appropriate DBQ involving a historical controversy from an 
available data set from a larger study (De La Paz et al., 2011). In doing so, 
we attempted to discern differences in the students’ use of evidence, the 
structure of their written arguments, and the kinds of argumentation strate-
gies within grade and due to writing ability. Because these analyses were 
conducted with an existing set of data, we selected writers for the current 
analysis using information about the overall persuasive quality of their 
papers from the larger study, and we took steps to limit our analyses to stu-
dents who demonstrated adequate comprehension of the documents.

Findings Associated With Students’ Grade and Ability Level
In the current study, we analyzed historical arguments from students who 
were asked to read primary source excerpts and write an essay. The topics 
were based on the curriculum but administered prior to instruction. While 
it should not be surprising that older and better writers generally wrote 
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longer arguments, cited documents more often, and integrated more unique 
documents to warrant their standpoints about historical controversies, this 
exploration of students’ responses to DBQ tasks provides new information 
about students’ abilities at more than one grade level. As such, we report 
how older and better writers provided more sophisticated use of evidence 
than younger and less able writers. Good writers chose more (and more 
relevant) evidence and went beyond citing their source of the evidence by 
explaining how their evidence was linked to their claim. Older writers 
demonstrated the greatest proficiency by balancing selected quotes, by 
evaluating the evidence, or by situating their evidence in the context of 
other content to advance their arguments. Finally, on two of three mea-
sures, the use of evidence in arguments written by older but weaker writers 
appeared similar to those written by younger better writers.

Furthermore, analyses showed that older and better students wrote essays 
with more highly elaborated structures. In fact, on average, the way and 
degree to which students elaborated their arguments contributed almost 50% 
of their reported level of quality. These findings replicate those reported by 
Ferretti et al. (2009), who used this approach to analyze the effects of goal 
structures on the argumentative writing of students who wrote about a topic 
related to school. Our results also extend Ferretti and colleagues’ findings to 
disciplinary writing by showing that the structure of their arguments and the 
use of evidence were predictive of the overall quality of their historical argu-
ments. Younger students who were asked a generic persuasive question (and 
who relied only on brainstormed ideas) considered up to 7 argumentative 
strategies on one topic. In contrast, in the current study, students considered 
22 strategies across the two topics (14 were common to both). Finally, stu-
dents’ use of evidence accounted for a substantively significant proportion of 
the variance: an average of 25% of the overall quality of their written argu-
ments, suggesting that the disciplinary nature was evident in their writing.

Importance of Topic
The analyses of argumentation strategies showed that their use was related to 
students’ writing ability and the historical topics about which they wrote. On 
one hand, good writers used many more argumentation strategies than poor 
writers, and they frequently used some of the same strategies for more than 
one topic. We previously mentioned that argument from example and argu-
ment from expert opinion were frequently used by good writers to warrant 
their standpoints. In contrast, some argumentative strategies were invoked for 
specific topics (e.g., argument from values emerged only for the Progressive 
Era topic). So, while good writers clearly used more argumentation strategies 
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than poor ones, the historical topic clearly influenced the students’ use of 
argumentation strategies. What accounts for the effect of topic?

Since Aristotle (1939), it has been theorized that interlocutors use specific 
argumentation strategies to accomplish particular rhetorical purposes (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004; Walton, 1996; Walton et al., 2008). In many 
academic situations and certainly in the case of teacher-guided historical 
inquiry, students’ discursive purposes are shaped by the teacher’s questions and 
the documentary evidence made available to answer these questions. In the 
current study, students were asked to write argumentative essays in response to 
questions about two historical controversies. We illustrate the influence of the 
historical question and documentary evidence available to them by considering 
the Mexican-American War topic: “Did the U.S. government have a reasonable 
(or unreasonable) argument for going to war with Mexico?”

In this controversy, students had to argue about the reasonableness of the U.S. 
government’s argument for going to war with Mexico, after reading four docu-
ments (and using one map to situate the conflict) that recounted the arguments of 
political leaders who either supported or opposed the war. These primary sources 
described the events in the topic and gave different authors’ perspectives about 
the factors that precipitated the war, including the violation of American and 
Mexican borders, illustrations of these violations, the loss of American and 
Mexican life and land as a result of the purported Mexican hostilities, and the 
consequences for Mexicans and Americans of the purported encroachments. Our 
analyses showed that good writers tended to use argument from fear and conse-
quences because many of the documents described appeals to fear and the pur-
ported adverse consequences that resulted from American and Mexican 
transgressions preceding the war. Furthermore, good writers often used argument 
from expert opinion because the source documents described the perspectives of 
four political leaders who presumably possessed special expertise about the con-
ditions that precipitated the war. Finally, much of the political rhetoric used in 
these documents was vague and intended to elicit the audience’s fears and pas-
sions. These features are well illustrated by President Polk’s argument in favor of 
war: “After reiterated menaces, Mexico has passed the boundary of the United 
States, has invaded our territory and shed blood upon the American soil.”

Impact of Writing Ability on Use of Argument Strategies
Our analyses also afforded us an opportunity to recognize similarities between 
good and poor writers, leading to potential implications for instruction. First, 
if one considers whether the students’ argumentative strategies were adequate 
or reasonable with respect to the aim of persuasion, the better writers in our 
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sample used strategies that were based on facts and evidence from the docu-
ments more often than weaker writers. In contrast, weaker writers often relied 
on less precise strategies, such as verbal classification, sign, and conse-
quence, and included nonfunctional content in their papers. Yet within each 
topic, all writers incorporated some strategies, which may be interpreted as a 
sign of emerging competence or a basis to focus initial efforts at instruction 
when designing an intervention for struggling writers. To illustrate, the cause-
to-effect strategy appears to be understood in a nascent form by good and poor 
writers at both grade levels. If that is indeed true, it may be helpful to explic-
itly model and label this strategy for students and then (a) use this example as 
a bridge for teaching other argumentative strategies to students more formally 
in discussions (cf., Felton & Kuhn, 2001; Nussbaum & Edwards, 2011) that 
precede planning or composing activities (Wissinger & De La Paz, 2012) or 
(b) use this form of reasoning as students revise their essays.

Disciplinary Thinking
The hierarchical linear modeling results in our data provide compelling evi-
dence regarding the contribution of disciplinary thinking to the overall quality 
rating when students are asked to compose arguments about historical contro-
versies. In our sample, we noticed a range of ability between 8th and 11th grad-
ers, as younger, poor writers did not routinely cite documents in their essays. 
Yet, better 8th-grade writers regularly engaged in sourcing, and their evidence 
was rated as accurate or contextually relevant. Older, better writers’ routinely 
explained or interpreted quotes and used quotes to substantiate their claims. 
Moreover, on the Progressive Era topic, the evidence that they selected was 
rated as balanced or significant. Interestingly, weaker (but older) writers often 
engaged in sourcing, but their evidence might have been misunderstood or inac-
curate. Our findings corroborate and extend those provided by Young and 
Leinhardt (1998), who also used primary historical documents in an argumenta-
tive writing task, in that many good writers at both grade levels in the current 
study used more than one document to make a claim. We also noted that better 
11th-grade writers used multiple documents (more than three, on average) to 
write their interpretation, something that was not reported in this landmark 
study with talented 10th graders. Finally, we noted several examples of contex-
tualization and corroboration of evidence among students in both grade levels 
that Monte-Sano (2010) found in her sample of 11th-grade students.

To illustrate, consider the following essay by an eighth-grade good writer. 
Although this student did not provide an exceptionally strong example regard-
ing contextualization in her paper (eighth-grade students tended to do well with 
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one aspect of their papers rather than both) and her language is not always fully 
developed, this student clearly understands more than one author’s perspective 
and is able to corroborate their ideas into a clear argument:

The United States and Mexico went to war is 1846. I believe the 
U.S. Government did not have a reasonable argument for going to war 
with Mexico for many reasons. First of all, I agree that it was necessary 
to defend the boundary of the nations, but is it needed to go to war for 
that? Secondly, Abraham Lincoln believed that President Polk is 
wrong and shouldn’t have gone to war. I agree with him. President 
Polk needed to find evidence. Thirdly, I don’t believe Swain when he 
says to “redeem the Mexican people from…tyranny …and to facilitate 
the entire removal of those rivals from this continent.” By doing that, 
the United States is stealing territory and “violated the sovereignty of 
nations.” It also seems like the Mexican people don’t need saving from 
tyranny. I also don’t think the Mexicans will be ruled by monarchy 
from Europe. 

In conclusion, the U.S. government didn’t have a good reason for 
going to war with Mexico. It was not reasonable.

Limitations
We acknowledge that certain limitations inherent in descriptive studies apply 
to the present study. Causal inference is not possible in our conclusions, due 
to our sampling method and lack of a clear intervention. Second, we realize 
some readers might contend that performance differences between 8th and 
11th graders are confounded with topic differences caused by the standards-
based focus of the DBQs administered at different grade levels. We disagree, 
based primarily on the remarkably similar and consistent hierarchical linear 
regression results across topics, and we point to the ecological validity in 
selecting topics that were relevant to students’ curriculum; however, we can-
not conclusively state that the differences that we attribute to grade are not 
potentially attributable to topic or sources. In addition, while we find the 
emerging strengths of the younger good writers to be especially heartening 
(who presumably knew less about writing historical arguments than the high 
school students), we nevertheless saw room for improving the quality of 
many students’ essays. Our results also suggest that younger poor writers 
would benefit from learning more generally how to organize their ideas and 
the importance of including introductions and conclusions in their essays.
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Conclusions

Writing argumentative essays in response to historical controversies is a com-
plex endeavor that does not in itself promote disciplinary thinking (Grant, 
Gradwell, & Cimbricz, 2004). Recent work (cf. Monte-Sano, 2010) provide a 
compelling description of how high school students use evidence in their writ-
ing, and the findings from the current study augment those results by providing 
a detailed account of the ways that students use evidence and organize their 
arguments and the extent to which they use both general and disciplinary strat-
egies in response to historical questions. Our results provide compelling evi-
dence that students’ use of general and disciplinary argumentation strategies 
relate not only to the historical topic and primary sources but also to differences 
in students’ background characteristics (writing ability and grade level). We are 
encouraged by the results of our analyses that indicate that writers at both earlier 
and later secondary grades (and to some extent, good and poor writers within 
each grade) show similar patterns that may be seen as entry levels of perfor-
mance to build on during history instruction. We also find grade-related patterns 
of document use that replicate earlier findings (e.g., Leinhardt, 2000; Young & 
Leinhardt, 1998) that show how older and better writers use multiple documents 
to create an overall interpretation and to corroborate and contextualize evidence 
in their essays. Future intervention research may explore argumentative strate-
gies that are relevant to common historical topics so that teachers can be explicit 
about these strategies and students can become more facile at constructing argu-
ments about the controversies they are attempting to reconcile.
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Note

1. When selecting students, we initially chose those who met target criteria regard-
ing their reading and writing abilities and those who wrote at both the beginning 
and end of the school year. Had we realized the need to restrict our sample to the 
beginning of the year sooner, we would have been able to include other students 
who completed work at the beginning of the year but not the end.
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