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1. Introduction
The title of this paper intrigued me because of my own interests in teaching pre-service teachers
how to enhance students’ thinking. I wanted to see how arguments were used in children’s
argumentation, and how they could be applied to teaching. This is an informative and interesting
paper, however, its relevance to teaching was disappointing to me, especially because the author
reported a case that used a “revised-Piagetian task”, (of conservation of liquids and number), in a
school setting where children “spontaneously start discussions while they are solving a task given
to them by an adult.”
This commentary is based on the author’s paper of an analysis of the reasoning of two fiveyear old children in October 2009; more specifically, the children’s use of argument from
definition. To accomplish this task the Argumentum Model of Topics (AMT; Rigotti & GrecoMorasso 2009) was used.
2. Literature review
A very thorough history of the “locus of definition” is presented. It is perhaps a little too lengthy,
but will be quite informative for those who are unfamiliar with the “locus of definition” literature.
3. Methodology
The analysis used data collected as part of a project involving a larger sample of students that was
conducted for over 30 years by the Institute of Psychology and Education at the University of
Neuchatel in Switzerland. Situations were used where an adult experimenter, in this case a female,
examined children’s responses to conservation tasks developed by Piaget (1928), such as
conservation of liquids.
4. Analysis
Two situations were analyzed where two children made arguments using the locus from definition.
In example/situation one, both children, who will henceforth be named Andrew, who is 5.10 years
old, and Ben, who is 5.7 years old reviewed a proposed issue by the adult, and then “initiate a subdiscussion” on an issue they proposed. In this case, the discussion precedes the conservation task.
The children are introduced to the task via a story that involves a soft toy giraffe and “her” toy
friends.
Bondy, P., & Benacquista, L. (Eds.). Argumentation, Objectivity, and Bias: Proceedings of the 11 th International
Conference of the Ontario Society for the Study of Argumentation (OSSA), 18-21 May 2016. Windsor, ON: OSSA,
pp. 1-3.

In the second situation/example, the female adult experimenter notes that the conservation
of liquids task has been completed and that she is preparing the next task. The next task which was
conservation of number task in which the experimenter sets up sweets of different shapes. In this
situation the discussion is initiated by one of the boys when he asks what the sweets are for. The
author presents an excellent analysis of the discussion between one of the children and the
experimenter of “Can we eat sweets?” The author notes that children may think differently than
an adult about the reality of the situation.
Both examples are analyzed in enough detail to see how the children’s reasoning
progressed. That is, the analysis, using the Argumentum Model of Topics, of the two children’s
reasoning in the two different situations did show that these children could provide responses
indicating their beliefs and support for those beliefs during the respective discussions Their
responses were apparently beyond Piaget’s preoperational stage. Their responses suggest that
young children may actually be capable of deductive reasoning which would, according to Piaget,
be typical for a concrete operational child.
5. Concluding remarks
It has been reported by many scholars (e.g., Wadsworth 1996) that preoperational children’s
thinking is governed by perception, rather than reasoning. This is supposedly demonstrated by
preoperational children’s lack of ability to solve conservation tasks. In contrast, concrete
operational children can solve conservation tasks because they are not dominated by perception,
and thus they can reason more logically, more specifically, they can reason via deductive
reasoning. Flavell (1971) suggested that changes in reasoning ability progress gradually.
Wadsworth (1996) notes that this change begins around age 6.
Piaget’s findings have been questioned since the 1960’s. These findings, however, have
been shown to be robust. For example, Siegler (1991) reported support for Piaget’s findings with
large samples of children in various countries, such as Australian aboriginal children and Chinese
children. Piaget’s conservation tasks have been criticized because they rely on the verbal abilities
of children, and children may not be able to explain themselves well. However, children’s
reasoning abilities on conservation tasks have been demonstrated using nonverbal techniques
(Siegler 1991; Wheldall & Poborca 1980). Research conducted in the 1980s and 1990s indicates
that Piaget underestimated the preoperational child’s reasoning abilities (Siegler 1991). This is
aptly demonstrated in the present paper. It may be suggested, then, that Piaget’s theory of cognitive
development does not adequately, or perhaps accurately, describe children’s reasoning at different
ages—at least with young children.
It would also be interesting to see a comparison of children’s argumentation, as reported in
this paper, using the same conservation tasks, to the reasoning of the youth of today. Given the
experiences that our youth have with the current state of our technological age compared to that of
only six years ago, perhaps their reasoning skills have changed? That is, given that children are
being exposed to modern technology at an earlier age, could we not speculate that providing the
same tasks to present day children might result in different reasoning?
So, where do we go from here? The author does present some very interesting prospects
for follow-up research and I wish her much success in this endeavor because there is a wealth of
information in her proposed agenda that would add to the literature of our current understanding
of children’s argumentation. Being an educator of pre-service teachers, I would suggest that future
research could focus on the applicability of this line of inquiry to teaching.
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In closing, I would like to thank the author for presenting to us the results of this very
interesting and informative, as well as thought provoking study.
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