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Arguing to persuade and arguing to explore
in preschoolers’ narrative discourse

The paper focuses on argumentation occurring in the process of co-constructing narrative text 
at the preschool age in the two types of situations: one where disagreement between the dis-
course participants occurs, and another where none of the discourse participants has opposed 
the speaker’s position, in undisputed, non-conflict situations. The data come from a study of 162 
children between ages four and seven. The children participated in the study as co-narrators (two 
children in the role of co-narrators), who constructed a text for a peer listener (a third child in 
the role of a listener). The analyzed material consisted of 93 narrative texts. The findings show 
that the argumentation refers to both dimensions of children’s narration activity: the content 
introduced by discourse participants, i.e., the semantic dimension of the constructed text, and the 
process of constructing the text, i.e., the interactive dimension (who, when and how introduces 
any given information). However, in conflict situations the argumentation more often concerns 
the interactive dimension. On the other hand, in non-conflict situations, the argumentation more 
often concerns the semantic dimension of the discourse. Moreover, when the argumentation 
refers to the rules of interaction in the discourse, it is mostly characterized by a simple structure 
and is constructed individually. When the argumentation refers to the content which is intro-
duced in the discourse, in the non conflict situations it is still mostly characterized by asimple 
and individually created structure, but in comparison to the conflict situations it is more often 
constructed jointly and results in the more compound structures. The analyses of argumentation 
in the two types of situation – conflict and non conflict ones – reveal that convincing, as the 
main goal of argumentation, can be realized in narrative discourse in different ways. 
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Introduction

Argumentation constitutes one of the most common forms of human interac-
tion. Argumentation is associated with an attempt to convince another person (or 
ourselves) and to influence opinions or actions. Relatively rarely, it seems, we make 
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a statement only to provide a recipient with information about reality. More often, 
not only do we inform others about some facts, but also we aim at achieving some-
thing with the act of communication. “A need to change other people’s convictions, 
attitudes and behaviors is one of the strongest human’s inclinations and it almost 
always appears in two person interaction, even though they do not really intent to 
influence each other” (Grzelak, Nowak, 2001, p. 187). Referring to Bruner’s distinction 
between two modes of thought (Bruner, 1986): a narrative and a paradigmatic one, the 
latter, which concerns thinking understood as “logic, scientific, abstract, explanatory 
or descriptive” (McCabe, 2005, p. 323) is expressed in argumentative or expository 
discourse. Argumentation can be treated as the activity of  producing arguments that 
support or refute a position taken on a given matter (in favor or against). It can relate 
to positions on a state of things or facts, but also acts or courses of action. The aim of 
argumentation is to convince somebody (ourselves or another) about the possibility 
of accepting (pro-argumentation) or rejecting (contra-argumentation) the position 
taken on a particular matter. The above definition stresses the processual aspect of 
argumentation and allows for emphasizing its purposive and interactive character. 
Argumentation – by introducing the arguments that support or refute a position 
taken on a given matter – is an attempt to convince somebody to take the same 
position. It aims at achieving the acceptance of the position. Moreover, argumenta-
tion is interactive. It is directed towards the person that we attempt to persuade, 
the acceptance of which we want to achieve. It can be a partner of interaction; it 
can also be the same person, who provides the arguments. Finally, argumentation 
is also an act of providing the arguments. In other words, when we speak of argu-
mentation in its processual aspect, we mean the act of arguing. However, when we 
refer to the outcome of this process – we regard argumentation as the result of the 
process of arguing. 

Even though argumentative discourse appears to be significantly different 
from narration, argumentation may occur in both: in the course of various activi-
ties that children are involved in, as well as in the course of various discourses 
they carry on. Both types of discourse – narrative and argumentative – may 
intertwine (Berman & Katzenberger, 2004; Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007; Brumark, 
2008). The research on the relation between both types of discourse concerns, 
most often, legal argumentation and it concentrates on analyzing the situations 
when the narrative is used to support a claim (Voss & Van Dyke, 2001). Even 
though many empirical results show that argumentation skills develop early in 
life (as early as among 3-4 year old children) few studies address the problem of 
argumentation in the different types of discourse among children. In this article 
we focus on argumentation occurring in the process of co-constructing narrative 
text at the preschool age in the two types of situations: one where disagreement 
between the discourse participants occurs, and the other where none of the 
discourse participants has opposed the speaker’s position, in undisputed, non-
conflict situations. 
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Research questions

We assume that in the two types of situations, conflict and non-conflict, argu-
mentation can concern both the content introduced by discourse participants, i.e., 
the semantic dimension of the constructed text, and the process of constructing 
the text, i.e., the interactive dimension (who, when and how introduces any given 
information). Moreover, in both types of situations, we analyze the structure of the 
argumentation as well as the process of its creation. We do so, seeking the answers 
to the following research questions: 

1.	T o which dimension of the narration activity is children’s argumentation 
more often related in conflict and non-conflict situations? 

2.	 What is the structure of argumentation and how do the discourse participants 
create it in both types of situation? 

Subjects and material

A total of 162 children between 4 and 7 years took part in the research (54 
children at each of three age levels: 4;3 – 4;9, 5;3 – 5;9 and 6;3 – 6;9). Of these, 108 
children (36 at each level) recounted to peer listeners the adventure of film heroes. 
Fifty-four children (18 at each age level) played the role of listeners who could ask 
questions when they did not understand what had been said. 

The children who participated in the study as co-narrators (two children in 
the role of co-narrator) constructed together a text for the other peer listeners (one 
child in role of listener). In all cases the gender of the co-narrators was the same. 
In nearly half of the cases the listeners were of the same gender as the co-narrators 
and in the remaining cases were of the opposite gender.

The film entitled „Pear story” [used by Chafe and his co-workers (see Kurcz, 
1987) in cross-cultural studies on the role of internal schemas in text construction] 
was seen by the narrators (but not by the listeners). The film starts with a scene 
where a man is picking pears from a pear-tree in a garden. A boy on a bicycle passes 
by. He looks all around and takes one basket of the pears. Following that, there is 
a bicycle accident and three other boys help the main character. As a reward they 
get three pears, one for each of them. At the end of the film they pass by in front 
of the gardener and he observes them eating the pears. The film lasts about six 
minutes and there is no speech (dialogues between characters), but only a nonverbal 
soundtrack with sound effects. 

The investigation had two phases: the preparatory phase, when the co-narrators 
planned the narrative discourse, and the narration phase proper, when they produced 
the narrative discourse. According to the research design, the second phase was 
followed by a preparation of a picture book about the narrative heroes’ adventure. 
The narrative discourse in both phases was recorded. The children’s nonverbal 
behaviours were also registered on observational protocols. The material used in 
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our analysis consisted of 93 narrative texts, 39 produced by two co-narrators in the 
preparatory phase and 54 produced in the narration phase proper. A total of 4463 
child utterances in roles of narrators and listeners were analyzed.    

Method of analysis

To answer the research questions, we identify two types of situations, in which 
the participants of the narrative discourse may use argumentation. The first one con-
cerns the cases characterised by disagreement between the discourse participants. We 
consider these cases as a conflict situation, as one discourse participant here opposes 
the thing told or done by the other one (or to the way in which it is done). However, 
argumentation may also occur in situations, when neither of the discourse partners 
raises any objections. We call such cases non-conflict situations. Further, for both types 
of situations we categorize each case of argumentation in relation to its subject. That 
is, we indicate if argumentation concerns the content, introduced by the narration 
participants (i.e., it refers to the semantic dimension); or if argumentation concerns 
the way, in which the narration text is being created (i.e., this  refers to the interactive 
dimension: who, when and how introduces any given information). 

Finally, the structure of argumentation is categorized in relation to the following 
four types of argumentation structures (see: van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984): 

Single argumentation
An argument (A) stands for a necessary, yet sufficient justification 
of the expressed statement (S), e.g.: N2

 (Girl, 5;7): Pan myślał, że 
to oni ukradli (S), bo jedli gruszki (A) - ‘A man thought they had 
stolen them (S), because they were eating the pears (A)’. 

Multiple argumentation
Each argument (A1, A2, A3) is a sufficient justification for the ex-
pressed statement (S), e.g. N2 (Boy, 6;4): I on chyba im dał te trzy 
gruszki (S), bo mieli w ręku (A1) i sobie jedli (A2) - ’And I guess he 
had give them these three pears (S), because they had them in their 
hands (A1) and they ate them right  away (A2)’.

Coordinative compound argumentation 
Each argument (A1, A2, A3) is equivalent and necessary; they jointly 
form the sufficient justification for the expressed statement (S), e.g. 
N1 (Girl, 5;4): N1 (Dz. 5;4): A potem pan zszedł z tego drzewa, jak 
nazbierał i, i chciał  wrzucić do kosza jak tamte gruszki; (włącza 
się kontynuator dyskursu) N2 (Dz. 5;6): I patrzy nie ma kosza (A1); 
(po czym inicjator dyskursu opowiada dalej) N1: I myśli sobie: tu 
szli takie chłopcy i  wtedy, że oni zabrali mu kosz (S) - ‘And then he 

S

A

S

A1  A2  A3

S

A1  A2  A3
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went down, off the tree, when he picked all the pears and wanted 
to put them into the basket, just as before; (the continuator of the 
discourse enters the discourse) N2 (Girl, 5;6): And he sees, there is 
no basket (A1); (the initiator of the discourse continues) N1: And 
he thinks: there were boys walking and he saw that they have one 
pear in each hand (A2), and he thought then that they had taken 
his basket (S)’.

Subordinate compound argumentation 
Argument (A1) that justifies the initial statement (S) becomes the 
next statement (PS1) and it is justified by the subsequent arguments 
(A2, A3), e.g. N1 (Boy, 6;5): Oglądał się za dziewczynką, co jechała 
też (A2) i wtedy się wywalił (S). Bo nie patrzył (A1 = PS1). ‘He 
looked after the girl, she was going to (A1) and then he fell down 
(S). Because he was not looking (A1 = PS1)’.

The first, basic structure of argumentation (statement + argument) we labelled 
as simple argumentation. All the other forms, and any of their modifications, we 
labelled as compound argumentation.

Moreover, we always identify if the statement and argument (or arguments) 
appear in the utterances of one discourse participants, or rather if it is constructed 
jointly by the children. Below, we present examples of various ways in which the 
argumentation is constructed, in relation to the content introduced:

Jointly, by all discourse participants (both narrators and the listener)

N1 (Boy 4;8) N2 (Boy 4;8) L (Girl 4;4)

Przechodzili sobie i on 
zobaczył, że oni jedzą 
sobie gruszki i pomyślał 
sobie: skąd oni wzięli?
‘They were passing by 
and he saw they were 
eating these pears and 
he thought: where did 
they get them from?’

No. A on im przecież 
nie dał
‘Yeah. Cause he didn’t 
give these to them’

S

A1 = PS1

A2 = PS2

A3
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No właśnie, bo oni  tego 
koszyka wzięli, prawda?
‘Yeah right, cause they 
took them from this 
basket, right?’

No

‘Yeah’

Tak. I oni...
‘Yes. And they…’ I on, i on o tym nie 

wiedział, prawda?
‘And he, he didn’t know 
that, right?’

Tak. I myślał sobie, i 
myślał, że oni mu chyba 
ukradli
‘Yes. He thought, and 
he thought they were 
maybe stolen’

	
Or individually, by one narrator

N1 (Boy 6;3) N2 (Boy 6;6)
A ja pamiętam, że ten facet pomyślał, że to 
oni ukradli mu gruszki
‘And I remember, this guy, he thought they 
had stolen these pears from him’ 

No
‘Yeah’

Bo jak on zrywał gruszki, to on nie widział, 
jak ten chłopiec na rowerze zabrał mu cały 
kosz
‘Cause when he was picking up the pears, he 
didn’t see how this boy on the bicycle took 
the whole basket from him’
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Results

In the analyzed material, 168 argumentation structures are identified. In  both 
types of situations, the discourse participants use argumentation with almost equal 
frequency: 79 argumentation structures (47,0%) appear in the conflict situations, 
whereas 89 (53,0%) – in the non-conflict ones. In Table 1, we present the frequen-
cies of the argumentation structures that appear in the conflict situation in each 
age group, divided by the dimension of the narration activity. 

In the conflict situations, argumentation refers to the process of story creation 
more often then to the semantic dimension. Does it refer to the interactive dimen-
sion more often also in the non-conflict situations? The question can be answered 
based on the frequencies of the argumentation structures related to both dimen-
sions that appear in the non-conflict situation in each age group. We present them 
in Table 2 below. 

The frequencies for the non-conflict situations give an inverse ratio. The ar-
gumentation appears more frequently in relation to the semantic dimension. For 
a clearer picture, we summarize the data in Table 3. It presents the frequencies of 
argumentation structures, related to the semantic and interactive dimension, in 
conflict and non-conflict situations, for all children.  

Table 2. The argumentation structures related to the semantic and interactive dimension, 
in non-conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Dimension 
Age of children 

Total 4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds
n % n % n %    n %

Semantic 14 82,4 21 72,4 26 60,5 61 68,5
Interactive   3 17,6  8 27,6 17 39,5 28 31,5
Total 17 100,0 29 100,0 43 100,0 89 100,0

Table 1. The argumentation structures related to the semantic and interactive aspect of 
narration, in conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Dimension
Age of children 

Total 4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds
 n %  n % n % n %

Semantic   3 18,8  7 28,0 15 39,5 25 31,6
Interactive   13 81,2  18 72,0 23 60,5 54 68,4
Total   16 100,0 15 100,0 38 100,0 79 100,0
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Table 3. The argumentation structures related to the semantic and interactive dimension in 
conflict and non-conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Dimension Conflict situations
Non-conflict 

situations
Total

n  % n % n %
Semantic 25  31,6 61   68,5 86  51,2
Interactive 54  68,4 28   31,5 82  48,8
Total 79  100,0 89 100,0 168 100,0

Table 4. Simple and compound argumentation related to the semantic dimension (absolute 
frequencies and relative in %)

Argumentation
Age of children Total 4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds

n % n % n % n %
Simple  9 52,9 20 71,4 22 53,7 51 59,3
Compound  8 47,1   8 28,6 19 46,3 35 40,7
Total   17 100,0 28 100,0 41 100,0 86 100,0

Table 5. Simple and compound argumentation related to the semantic dimension, in conflict 
and non-conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Dimension Conflict situations
Non-conflict 

situations
Total

n  % n % n %
Simple 19  76,0 32  52,5 51  59,3
Compound  6  24,0 29  47,5 35  40,7
Total 25  100,0 61  100,0 86 100,0

Table 6. The argumentation related to the semantic dimension, constructed individually or 
jointly (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Argumentation
Age of children Total 4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds

n % n % n % n %
Individually 11 64,7 21 75,0 37 90,2 69 80,2
Jointly  6 35,3  7 25,0  4 9,8 17 19,8
Total 17 100,0 28 100,0 41 100,0 86 100,0
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In the conflict situations, the argumentation refers to the process of story cre-
ation almost as frequently as it does to the content, which is introduced by the dis-
course participants, in the non-conflict situations. The argumentation related to the 
semantic dimension appears in the conflict situations less often; equally rarely does 
argumentation on the interactive dimension appear in the non-conflict cases. 

When analyzing the prevalence of argumentation structures, related to the story 
content, in both, conflict and non conflict situations (25 versus 61 occurrences), we 
find that the difference between the proportions (respectively 29,1% and 70,9%) is 
significant, indicating more occurrences in the non-conflict cases (z = 7,975; p < 
0,005). The argumentation refers to the semantic dimension over twice more often 
here. Similar results are found for the argumentation structures related to interactive 
dimension, in conflict and non conflict cases (54 versus 28 occurrences). This type 
of argumentation appears more frequently in the conflict cases (65,9%) than in the 
non-conflict ones (34,1%). Again, the result is statistically significant (z = 5,863; p 
< 0,005) and the difference is almost twofold. 

Story content: The structure of the argumentation and the process of  
its constructing in the conflict and non-conflict situations

Among the 168 argumentation structures, 86 (51,2%) refer to the content which 
is introduced by the discourse participants, that is, to the semantic dimension. 
Table 4 depicts how many of these are regarded as simple or compound, for all 
age groups in the study. 

In relation to the semantic dimension, children in all age groups apply the basic 
structure of argumentation – that is, simple argumentation (statement + argument). 
Does the simple structure of argumentation occur more often regardless of the type 
of situation? 

In Table 5, we present the frequencies of simple and compound argumentation 
structures, constructed by the children in conflict and non-conflict situations. 

Even though, in the conflict as well as non-conflict situations simple argumen-
tation is more common, this structure of argumentation occurs more frequently 
in the non-conflict cases, rather than non-conflict ones (32 versus 19 occurrences). 
The test of proportions shows that this difference is statistically significant (62,7% 
versus 37,3%, z = 3,671; p < 0,005). Moreover, the same holds for the compound 
argumentation. The compound structures also occur more often in the non-con-
flict situations: 29 times against 6 times in the conflict situations. The difference is 
statistically significant (82,9 % versus 17,1%, z = 8,498; p < 0,005).

In the majority of cases the statement as well as the argument appear in the 
utterances of one discourse participant: an initiator, a partner continuing discourse, 
or a listener. Less frequently the argumentation structure was constructed by the 
children in a joint manner. In table 6, we present the counts of argumentation 
structures that refer to the semantic dimension, which are constructed jointly by 
the discourse participants or just individually by one of them. 
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Table 7. The argumentation related to the semantic dimension, constructed individually or 
jointly in conflict and non-conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Argumentation Conflict situations
Non-conflict 

situations
Total

n % n % n %
Individually 23  92,0 46  75,4 69  80,2
Jointly  2    8,0 15    24,6 17  19,8
Total 25 100,0 61 100,0 86  100,0

Table 8. The argumentation simple and compound, related to the interactive dimension 
(absolute frequencies and relative in %)

 

Argumentation
Age of children 

Total 4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds
n % n % n % n %

Simple 11 68,8 19 73,1 34 85,0 64 78,0
Compound  5 31,2  7 26,9  6 15,0 18 22,0
Total 16 100,0 26 100,0 40 100,0 82 100,0

Table 9. The simple and compound argumentation related to the interactive dimension, in 
conflict and non-conflict situations (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

 

Dimension Conflict situations
Non conflict 

situations
Total

n  % n % n %
Simple 44   81,5 20  71,4 64  78,0
Compound 10   18,5   8  28,5 18  22,0
Total 54 100,0 28 100,0 82  100,0

Table 10. The argumentation related to the interactive dimension – constructed individually 
or jointly (absolute frequencies and relative in %)

Argumentation
Age of children 

4-year-olds 5-year-olds 6-year-olds Total 
n % n % n % n %

Individually 14 87,5 23 88,5 36  90,0 73  89,0
Jointly   2 12,5  3 11,5  4  10,0   9  11,0
Total 17 100,0 28 100,0 41 100,0 86 100,0
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Subsequently, Table 7 shows the frequencies of argumentation structures which 
are constructed jointly or individually in the conflict and non-conflict situations. 
For both types of situations, the children more often construct argumentation in-
dividually. However, the individual argumentation occurs more frequently in the 
non-conflict situations (46 times) than in the conflict ones (23 times). The difference 
is statistically significant (66,7 % versus 33,3%, z = 5,659; p < 0,005). We find the same 
result for the jointly constructed argumentations. This type of construction takes 
place more often in the non-conflict situation (15 occurrences) than in the conflict 
ones (2 occurrences). Again, the difference is statistically significant (88,2% versus 
11,8%, z = 7,170; p < 0,005).

The story telling process: the structure of argumentation and the process of 
its constructing in the conflict and non-conflict situations

Among the 168 argumentation structures, 82 (48,8,%) refer to the process of the 
story telling, that is, to the interactive dimension. Table 8 shows how many of these 
are simple and how many are compound, for all age groups in the study. 

As to the interactive dimension, the simple argumentation structure is the 
dominant one. Table 9 conveys the frequencies of the single and compound argu-
mentation structures for the conflict and non-conflict situations. For both types of 
situations, the simple argumentation prevails. Comparison, as to in which situation 
the simple argumentation occurs more often shows that it is more frequent in the 
conflict ones (44 cases) than in the non-conflict ones (20 cases). The ratio is statisti-
cally significant (68,8% versus 32,2%, z = = 6,168; p < 0,005). The distribution of the 
compound argumentation appears rather even: 55,6% of the compound argumenta-
tions appears in the conflict situations (10 cases) whereas 44,4% - in the non-conflict 
ones (8 cases). The ratio is not statistically significant (z = 0,950; n.s.).

How was the argumentation, related to the interactive dimension, constructed? 
As we illustrate in table 10, the children in all the age groups more frequently con-
structed it individually. The joint process of construction appears very rarely.

Similarly (see Table 11), regardless of the type of situation (conflict or non-con-
flict) the argumentation was constructed individually in the majority of cases. The 

Table 11. The argumentation related to the interactive dimension, constructed individually 
or jointly in conflict and non-conflict situations

Argumentation Conflict situations
Non conflict 

situations
Total

n % n % n %
Individually 50  92,6 23   82,1 73  89,0
Jointly  4    7,4   5   17,9   9  11,0
Total 54 100,0 28 100,0 82  100,0
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argumentation was created individually more often in the conflict situations (50 
cases) than in the non-conflict ones (23 cases). The difference is statistically signifi-
cant (68,5% versus 31,5%, z = 6,476; p < 0,005). However, as to the jointly constructed 
argumentation, the difference was not significant (5 cases in the conflict situations 
and 4 cases in the non-conflict situations, 55,6% versus 44,4%, z = 0,672; n.s.). 

Discussion

Constructing a narration text, in the course of monolog or dialog, occurs in the 
same manner as constructing any other text. As pointed out by Kurcz (2000/2005), 
it requires following two main rules: a rule of reality and a rule of cooperation. 
The rule of reality refers to the content of the communication, whereas the rule of 
cooperation concerns ways, in which the content is expressed and communicated. 
According to the first rule, the listener interprets the received content as reason-
able and referring to possible realities. Based on that, the listener creates appropri-
ate representations in his or her knowledge system and that allows for avoiding 
incorrect interpretation and solving the ambivalences. The second rule, the one of 
cooperation, regulates the process in which the discourse partners participate in 
constructing the discourse. 

In the presented study, we analyze the narrative discourse, and occurring in 
its course argumentation, in such a form of interaction, in which three partners 
take part: two co-narrators and one listener. The task of the co-narrators required 
telling to the peer listener about the content of the watched movie. As a result they 
could jointly make the picture book illustrating the film. The text constructed in 
the course of the narrative discourse is the effect of co-operation of all interaction 
partners. Each participant creates his or her own representation of the watched 
events and presents it in the narration. Each of the narrators creates also his or her 
own representation of the means to perform the activity which they are involved 
in, namely, how to carry on the narration process itself. The process, in which 
the story is constructed by the peers, is the effect of children’s interacting on two 
levels. They have to negotiate, accept and coordinate their interpretations of the 
film events. They also have to make decisions as to the way in which their activity 
is realized. 

The findings show that the argumentation refers to both dimensions of children’s 
narration activity. However, when there is disagreement between the discourse 
participants – in the conflict situations – it more often concerns the interactive 
dimension. On the other hand, in the non-conflict situations, the argumentation 
more often concerns the semantic dimension of the discourse. Moreover, when 
the argumentation refers to the rules of interaction in the discourse, it is mostly 
characterized by a simple structure and is constructed individually. When the 
argumentation refers to the content, which is introduced in the discourse, in the 
non-conflict situations it is still mostly characterized by a simple and individually 
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created structure, but in comparison to the conflict situations it is more often con-
structed jointly and results in the more compound structures. 

	H ow to explain the above findings?  We shall consider in greater detail 
the subjects of argumentation in both of the cases, as the argumentation process 
depends, at least to some extent, precisely on its subject. It also depends on the 
discourse participants’ perceptions of the problem, which is solved by the means 
of argumentation (see Darnon, Doll, & Butera, 2007). When the child constructs a 
story with a peer partner, both narrators can act as equal agents, as they both share 
similar competences and similar knowledge as to the task they carry out together. 
Such situation activates the child’s experience of being a subject – an independent 
author of the actions (Shugar, 1989; Kofta, 1989). Their way in which a child shares 
the authorship with the partner, the realization of and the control over the task, 
can be all shaped freely in the course of the interaction. If disagreement between 
the discourse partners occurs (and apparently it does occur! see Rytel, 2006; Rytel, 
forthcoming) as to who (which of them) and how to tell the story – the disagreement 
concerns the viewpoints on the task realization and on the narrators’ competences. 
It can be illustrated with the following examples: 

N1 (Boy. 6;5)	 N2 (Boy. 6;5)

Wtedy chłopaki pozbierali mu
i znaleźli mu te gruszki, pamiętasz?
‘Then the boys were gathering and finding 
these pears for him, remember?’

Mhm
‘Uhm’

Ale ja lepiej pamiętam,  to ja będę mówił, 
dobra?
‘But I remember better, so I will tell it, OK.?’

No.
‘Yeah’

In the above example one narrator (the initiator of the discourse – N1), refer-
ring to his (higher) competence as to knowledge about the story content (ale ja 
lepiej pamiętam – ‘but I remember better’), secures the control over the narration 
process for himself (to ja będę mówił, dobra? – ‘so I will say, OK?’). In the next ex-
ample, one narrator (the initiator of the discourse – N1 again) discredits the other 
narrator’s suggestion on the joint story telling (No nie. Nie, będzie bez sensu, bo 
każda będzie co innego mówiła - ‘Well, no. No, it makes no sense, cause each of 
us will tell something different’) and by this she wins the possibility to realize the 
story telling in the way she prefers. 
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N1 (Girl 6;5) N2 (Girl 6;7)

Dobra, powiem, może powiemy 
najpierw, że, ja powiem, że
‘OK., first maybe we tell, first that I 
will tell that’

Może wszystko razem powiemy
‘Maybe we will tell everything 
together’

No nie. Nie, będzie bez sensu, bo 
każda będzie co innego mówiła
‘Well, no. No, it makes no sense, 
cause each of us will tell something 
different’

As the discourse partners jointly construct the narration, the disagreement 
between them is a kind of a “stop sign” for the ongoing interaction. Not that the 
disagreement stops the interaction completely, but it suspends it. This suspension 
lasts until the partners, who express the opposing positions, reach the solution to 
the conflict. Then, the interaction may continue, in a direction indicated by the ac-
cepted settlement. So, when the disagreement as to the task realization appears, it 
requires an efficient and successful solution. The argumentation is used to persuade 
one interaction partner to accept the solution suggested by the other one. 

In the undisputed, non-conflict situation the argued utterances of the discourse 
participants referred more often to the semantic aspects of the constructed text and 
mostly related to, besides the accidental events and the hero’s actions, to the mental 
states or processes attributed to those heroes. Each of the narrators constructed his 
own representation of what happened to the hero, what were the motives of the 
hero’s actions, what emotions he experienced (e.g., a ten pan zauważył ten jeden kosz, 
a były dwa kosze, to pomyślał: jakiś chłopaki zabrały, no to wtedy, to zdenerwował 
się - ‘and this guy noticed this one basket, and there had been two baskets, and he 
thought: some kids had taken it, and so, so he got angry’ /Boy 4;7/) and most of all: 
what the hero thought (e.g., zobaczył, że nie ma jednego koszyka, a przechodzili tedy 
chłopcy, co mieli gruszki i on sobie pomyślał, że to oni właśnie zabrali gruszki - ‘He 
saw there was one basket missing, and they were boys passing by, they had pears 
and he thought they had taken the pears’ /Girl 6;4/) (Rytel, 2005). It is not an easy 
task to create a commonly shared interpretation, because internal states, similarly to 
the motives of heroes’ actions, are unequivocal, nontransparent for perception. The 
narrators, when presenting the events from the perspective of the hero whom they 
describe, relate to states of things which by nature are not certain or necessary, but 
only possible or probable. Sometimes the narrators are not totally certain what has 
happened in the story, as for instance in the following example: 
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N1 (Boy 5;5) N2 (Boy 5;9)

Ten chłopak jechał. I ten, no, ten chłopak 
ukradł gruszki. Nie wiadomo, czy ukradł, 
czy pomagał
‘This boy was cycling. And he, well, this 
boy, he stole the pears. It’s not sure, if he 
stole or if he helped’ 

Mhm
‘Mhm’

No i jeszcze było to, jak ten pan się tak 
fajnie zdziwił, że, że nie miał drugich 
gruszek, tylko miał to, wiesz
‘And it was too, how this man, he was 
surprised so funny, that, that he didn’t 
have these other pears, but he had this, you 
know’

Co?
‘What?’

To puste pudło
‘This empty box’

No. Nie wiadomo
‘Yeah. One doesn’t know’

On ukradł, bo pan nie widział, jak on jechał 
na rowerze i tak się on rozgladał
‘He stole, cause the man didn’t see, how he 
was cycling and looking round’ 

No
‘Yeah’

To może ukradł
‘So maybe he stole’

Tak
‘Yes’

In some situations, the lack of certainty as to the interpretation is attributed to the 
hero (I myślał sobie, i myślał, że oni mu chyba ukradli - ‘He thought, and he thought 
they were maybe stolen’). In such cases, it is not a conflict of interests, in which the 
discourse partners need to find a solution in the situation of various opinions on the 
task realization. Rather, it is a problematic case, the solution to which involves all 
partners’ knowledge and requires them to consult and negotiate a variety of possible 
interpretations. Thus, such a situation generates a need to justify each offered inter-
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pretation. After all, the discourse partner can have a different opinion on what “really” 
has happened in the story. “This need to verify one’s own perspective in coordination 
with other perspectives structures the process of interpersonal negotiations in ways 
that can promote cognitive growth” (Bearison, 1986, p. 136). Many researchers refer to 
this kind of situation as to a “socio-cognitive conflict” (Doise & Mugny, 1984; Mugny, 
De Paolis, & Carugati, 1984). For these authors, socio-cognitive conflict can be a key 
for cognitive growth, elaborated reasoning strategies, epistemic curiosity and the 
quality of reasoning or learning (see for review: Buchs, Butera, Mugny, & Darnon, 
2004). Most of these studies, however, concentrate on the effect the interaction has 
on the subsequent individual performance. The joint construction of knowledge is 
not the main focus in any of them. 

The above studies show that the situation, in which children participate in the 
narrative discourse with a peer, gives them an opportunity to practice and develop 
their skills, in relation to two aspects of their narrative activity. Firstly, as children 
participate in the process of story-telling (interactive dimension of the narration), they 
get engaged in presenting and arguing for the preferred ways of realizing this task. In 
these cases, the discourse is rather disputable, characterized by disagreement and a 
rather individualized decision-making. Secondly, in relation to the content, which is 
introduced by each discourse participant (semantic dimension) from his or her own 
perspective, children get engaged into arguing for their viewpoints, as the viewpoints 
relate to the states and processes that can be only inferred and not directly observed. 
In this case, their discourse resembles the one distinguished along with two other 
types by Mercer (1996), namely, exploratory talk. Mercer, based on the conversation 
analyses of children aged 5-12 working in pairs or small groups on computer-based 
activities, identified three distinctive ways of talking and thinking. The exploratory talk 
is characterized as follows: „Exploratory talk occurs when partners engage critically 
but constructively with each other’s ideas. Statements and suggestions are offered 
for joint consideration. These may be challenged and counter-challenged, but chal-
lenges are justified and alternative hypotheses are offered. Compared with the other 
two types, in exploratory talk knowledge is made more publicity accountable and 
reasoning is more visible in the talk. Progress then emerges from the eventual joint 
agreement reached” (Mercer, 1996, p. 369). In exploratory talk, the goal is to enhance 
understanding of an issue, not to win a debate.  

The analyses of argumentation in the two types of situation – conflict and 
non-conflict ones – reveals that convincing, as the main goal of argumentation, can 
be realized in narrative discourse in different ways. First, when there is a conflict 
situation and the aim is to convince the partner to accept the preferred way of 
proceeding, the argumentation is constructed individually and has a simple struc-
ture. When the opposing position of the partner appears, it clearly signals the lack 
of agreement. The discourse participant, arguing for his or her own opinion, tries 
to convince the partner to accept it and consequently to reconcile the opposing 
viewpoints. In such a situation, the convincing is to a major extent directed toward 
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making the partner take or abandon some actions. 
The narrators referred to the argumentation also in the non-conflict situations. 

The non-conflict type of situations is particularly important as it indicates that the 
nature of argumentation is different here. It rather has the form of considerations 
about various possible accounts of the events; it is open for other discourse par-
ticipants’ argumentation and aims at reaching the most likely interpretation of 
what has happened. In such cases, it is not the interaction between the partners 
that is the source of argumentation, but rather the cognitive nature of the problem. 
The argumentation here is the means to test various, potentially contradictory 
viewpoints of narrators as to the different versions of the events. Consequently, 
the argumentation is constructed jointly more frequently here and its structure is 
more compound. The co-narrator, and sometimes also the listener, participated in 
the argumentation and jointly constructed the interpretation of the events. Con-
vincing, in such cases, is not really the way of making the partner accept any given 
position. It is rather the consideration of the possibility to accept it in the process of 
argumentation. In our opinion, such unequivocal, problematic situations, in which 
a child has an opportunity to act as a researcher, who explores various solutions 
and discusses with others the arguments for or against accepting them, are crucial 
for the development of critical thinking. 
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