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The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of
argument-driven inquiry information literacy instruction on fifth-
graders’ argumentative learning. It was conducted in an elementary
school and lasted for seventeen weeks. The research site was a fifth-
grade classroom and the information literacy instruction was taught
a period of time per week by a teacher librarian, who collaborated
with a classroom teacher. The classroom teacher taught the basics of
argumentive texts in Chinese course. They designed an inquiry project,
titled “Controversial Persons Inquiry” in the information literacy
and the Chinese course to cultivate students’ argument reasoning.
Research data collected included interviews, participant observations,
tests, and document analysis. The results showed that using argument-
driven inquiry in fifth-grade information literacy curriculum was an
effective project for cultivating students’ argument skills. Their overall
argument performance was improved significantly. They understood
the purposes and basics of argument writings. Half of students
performed well in argument writings with insightful claims about the
controversial figures inquired. In the aspect of speaking, among ten
groups, five groups presented their findings logically; three groups
proposed their perspectives clearly, but reasoning was weak. The last
two groups performed poor in providing claims and warrants. Finally
teachers suggested that we should systematically design argument-
driven inquiry projects in information literacy curriculum, so that

students’ argumentative skills can be improved progressively.
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Introduction

Many researchers allege that acquiring argumentative reading and
writing strategies and practices are important for school curricular reform,
because the ability to identify the underlying argument, and its claims,
warrants, and evidence are crucial for academic success (Hillocks, 2011;
Kuhn, 2008; Newell, Beach, Smith, & VanDerHeide, 2011). In fact, the
essence of argumentation contains logical and critical thinking, which are
skills critical to empowered and meaningful participation in a democratic
society.

There are three basic elements in an argumentative text (Hillock, 2010,
2011; Mason & Scirica, 2006). First, a claim is the statement and position
proposed by the author; it is persuasive if it demonstrates an insightful
understanding of topics. Secondly, evidence is the data which supports the
claim; regardless of types of evidence, they should be substantial, correct,
and related to the topic. Third, a warrant provides insightful analysis
of how evidence supports the claim. Owing to the complex structure of
argumentative texts, it is not easy to learn and teach them.
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Many challenges in teaching argument are mentioned in studies
(Hillock, 2010; Kuhn, 2005; Newell, Beach, Smith, & VanDerHeide). For
example, both teachers and students lack clear concepts about structures
of argumentative texts because most textbooks often favor narrative and
explanatory texts over argumentative ones. In fact, compared to narrative
and expository texts, the structure of argumentative texts are nonlinear and
more complex. Hillocks (2010) asserted that teachers may not know the
instructional procedures for learning argumentative reading and writing.
Furthermore, there is agreement that teachers prefer a conflict-free zone in
classrooms during learning (Newell, et al., 2011).

How can we teach students to make a good argument? Kuhn (2008)
alleged that inquiry and argument offer the most promising paths to
resolving conflicts and solving problems. Science educators also promote
argument-driven inquiry approaches in science teaching (Sampson, Grooms,
& Walker, 2006). Information literacy instruction emphasizes abilities of
inquiry, problem-solving and critical thinking. Recently it has became one of
the curricula promoted in different levels by various countries (Fulton, 2010;
Hepworth & Walton, 2009). Many studies have suggested that it should be
integrated across the contexts of regular school curriculum through inquiry
learning (Chen & Hsieh, 2013; Chu, Tse, Loh, & Chow, 2011). Thus, there
is a need to further investigate how to design argument-driven inquiry
in information literacy instruction to cultivate students’ argumentative
skills. Thus, the main purposes of this study were to examine the effects of
argument-driven inquiry information literacy instruction on fifth-graders’
argumentative performance.

Specific research purposes were as follows:

1.1 To examine students’ overall argument performance in information
literacy instruction.

1.2 To investigate students’ argument writing performance in information
literacy instruction.

1.3 To investigate students’ oral presentation performance in information
literacy instruction.
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Methodology

This study employed a case study to investigate the effects of argument-
driven inquiry instruction on fifth graders’ argument skills. The main
research site was a fifth-grade classroom which had a total of 30 students
(15 boys and 15 girls). The elementary school has adopted information
literacy instruction since 2005, which was designed by the researchers
and school teachers, and integrated it into various subject matters via the
framework of inquiry-based learning, including the Super 3 and Big 6
models. A series of inquiry projects have been implemented in information
literacy instruction in each semester since the second semester of grade one.
Therefore, all participants were familiar with inquiry-based learning, but
had little experience with argument writing. Ms. Chang, a teacher/librarian
was responsible for teaching the information literacy instruction, while Ms.
Lin, the homeroom teacher, taught writing. They both were collaborative
teachers in this study. The information literacy instruction was taught once
a week for a forty-minute period over seventeen weeks during a single
semester.

Argumentative text was introduced for the first time in the fifth-
grade Chinese language arts class this semester. Thus, Ms. Chang, Ms.
Lin and the researchers designed an inquiry project, titled “Controversial
Persons Inquiry” in the information literacy course to cultivate students’
understanding of argumentative reasoning and writing. Students worked
in peer-mediated cooperative learning groups of three and were free to
choose any controversial persons based on their interests or select from
among the list Ms. Chang provided. Ten groups of students were asked to
collect and find more relevant information as well as perspectives on the
persons of interest from a number of resources, including books, websites,
newspaper articles, and magazine articles. After reading the materials, each
group cooperatively drew concept maps to define the framework of the
controversial person. At the same time, students recorded useful information
and perspectives in worksheets.

Based on the concept map, each student wrote an essay containing
both pro and con perspectives about the person with supporting evidence,
reasons, and his/her final position. Then each group presented their inquiry
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project to their peer cohorts with PowerPoint, and answered questions asked
by peers. At last, students reviewed the whole inquiry process through
reflecting on whether they have done their best to complete the inquiry
projects.

The Argument Test, designed by the researchers was used for the pretest
and posttest in this study. It was composed of 13 questions which included
seven multiple-choice questions and six open-ended items for measuring
students’ comprehension of argumentative texts. The Cronbach’s o reliability
coefficient of the test was 0.707. Open-ended questions were scored on a
0-5 Likert scale on the basis of their correctness and completeness by the
first author and an independent judge; the inter-rater reliability as indicated
by percentage agreement was 0.719. Students’ essays containing claims,
evidence and warrants were scored using the rubrics. The writing rubrics
included six criteria (claims, evidence, warrants, organization, sentences,
and conventions); each criterion described qualitative differences between
three levels of proficient, basic, and below basic peformance.

Data collected included interviews, participant observations, tests, and
document analyses. The documents collected included the reflective article
Ms. Lin wrote, school mid-term tests, and argumentative articles students
wrote. All of the qualitative data were organized, coded, reviewed and
analyzed multiple times. The quantitative test data were analyzed using a t
test.

Results

3.1 Students’ Overall Argument Performance in the Information Literacy

Instruction

According to the Argument Test results in Table 1, the paired sample
t-test was significant (t=5.855, p=.000<0.05). It showed that fifth graders
acquired overall argument skills after learning argument-driven inquiry
information literacy instruction. Students understood the structural
differences between argument texts and others. Most fifth graders could
find evidence in short argumentative texts. However, some students had
problems in integrating different perspectives from longer argumentative
texts.
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Table 1 Summary of t Test in Argument Test

Numb Pretest Posttest ;
Hmbet M SD M SD P
30 11.77 5.097 15.77 4.360 5.855 .000

a=.05

3.2 Students’ Argument Writing Performance in the Information Literacy

Instruction

Based on the argumentative articles students wrote, half of the students
could write an argumentative article about a controversial person with their
own prespectives. However, the other half of students had problems with
argumentative writing; especially in the warrants. They could not support
their claims with sound reasoning, though they had substantive evidence.
Furthermore, many students were not familiar with the usage of transitional
expressions, such as but, however, therefore, etc. Students also had problems
in paraphrasing the found information in their own words.

3.3 Student Oral Presentation Performance in the Information Literacy

Instruction

Of ten groups, five groups presented their findings logically and
lucidly; three groups proposed their perspectives clearly, but reasoning was
weak. The last two groups performed poor in providing claims and warrants.
Most groups did their oral presentations with concise power point slides.
However, their ability in posing questions to their peers during presention
needs to be improved.

Conclusions

This was the first time fifth-graders experienced controversial issue
and argument texts. Although fifth-graders’ performance still needed to be
improved, what they performed was impressive. Both the teacher/librarian
and classroom teacher suggested that we should systematically design
argument-driven inquiry projects in information literacy curricula from the
lower grades in elementary level, so that students’ argumentative reasoning
can be progressively developed. Through such curriculum we can expect to
effectively empower an inclusive and informed future citizenry capable of
critical thinking, empowered argumentation, and meaningful participation in
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our democratic society.
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