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Learnin g H o w an d W h e n t o A s k W h y :  Socia l  an d Linguisti c Processe s i n 

Informa l  Reasonin g 

E.  Michae l  Nussbau m 
Schoo l  o f  Educatio n 
Stanford ,  C A 9430 5 

(NUSSBAUM@LELAND.STANFORD.EDU) 

Althoug h ther e ha s bee n growin g attentio n t o th e socia l 
aspec t  o f  informa l  reasonin g an d argumentatio n (e.g. , 
Resnick ,  Salmon ,  Zeitz ,  Wathen ,  &  Holowchak ,  1993) , 
th e processe s whereb y reasonin g structure s ma y b e learne d 
durin g pee r  interactio n i s no t  wel l  understoo d (Pontecorv o 
& Giradet ,  1993) .  Thi s stud y examine d th e processe s 
involve d i n learnin g "ho w an d whe n t o as k why. " 

Method and Findings 

Over the course of one year, two classes of low-income 
5th/6t h grader s wer e aske d t o desig n a  futuristi c cit y b y 
simulatin g a  politica l  urba n plannin g process .  Th e 
participatin g teacher s place d a  heav y emphasi s o n havin g 
student s provid e suppor t  fo r  opinions .  T o asses s progra m 
eflfects ,  eigh t  targe t  student s wer e divide d int o tw o 
discussio n group s o f  fou r  student s each :  fou r  extravert s an d 
fou r  introverts .  Eac h grou p wa s periodicall y aske d t o reaso n 
abou t  variou s socia l  dilemma s relate d t o th e cit y desig n 
project .  Ove r  time ,  th e student s mor e frequently  aske d on e 
anothe r  t o suppor t  thei r  statements .  Th e eflfec t  remaine d 
eve n afte r  controllin g fo r  amoun t  o f  talk . 

Members o f  th e tw o differen t  discussio n group s tende d t o 
reques t  suppor t  i n differen t  ways .  Th e grou p compose d o f 
introvert s use d suppor t  request s t o explor e differen t 
perspectives ;  "why "  question s tende d t o follo w "if-you " 
question s (fo r  example ,  "I f  yo u wer e a  recen t  immigran t  t o 
th e city ,  woul d yo u wan t  the m t o cu t  dow n tree s t o mak e 
houses?") .  I n contrast ,  th e extravert s use d suppor t  request s 
t o challeng e assertion s wit h whic h the y di d no t  agree . 

The tw o group s als o diflfere d i n respec t  t o whe n the y 
showe d growth .  Th e introvert s showe d growt h earl y i n th e 
yea r  whil e th e extravert s showe d sfronge r  bu t  mor e delaye d 
growth .  Th e introverts '  growt h wa s relate d t o intragrou p 
modelin g whil e th e extraverts '  growt h wa s relate d t o mor e 
activ e participatio n i n th e classroo m simulation .  Th e latte r 
conclusio n wa s supporte d b y th e patter n o f  growt h an d b y 
metacognitiv e tal k ("yo u hav e t o hav e reasons" )  appropriate d 
by th e extravert s from  th e classroo m discourse . 

D iscuss io n 

From a linguistic standpoint, the students were learning 
bot h certai n "wor d forms "  fo r  requestin g suppor t  (e.g. , 
"why, "  "wher e doe s i t  sa y that" )  an d pragmati c knowledg e 
concernin g whe n on e shoul d o r  shoul d no t  mak e a  request . 
As suggeste d b y theorie s o f  situationa l  reasonin g (e.g. , 
Greeno ,  1994) ,  suc h pragmati c knowledg e involve s 
becomin g attune d t o conversationa l  consfraint s an d 
affordances .  Fo r  example ,  student s negativel y sanctione d 
one anothe r  fo r  askin g "why "  repetitivel y o r  askin g "ho w 
do yo u know "  question s fo r  statement s th e question-aske r 
had accepted ;  i n thi s way ,  student s ma y hav e becom e 
attune d t o constraint s o n th e appropriat e us e o f  certai n wor d 
forms .  Student s als o appeare d t o becom e mor e attune d t o 
conversationa l  affordances ,  i.e. ,  situation s i n whic h i t  wa s 
appropriat e an d usefu l  t o mak e suppor t  requests . 

Durin g thi s study ,  learnin g abou t  functio n wa s foun d t o 
be a s importan t  a s learnin g abou t  form .  B y allowin g 
argumentatio n t o occu r  naturall y i n th e classroom ,  i n servic e 
of  a  goa l  (buildin g a  futuristi c  city) ,  student s wer e abl e t o 
discove r  constraint s an d affordance s o n th e appropriat e us e o f 
differen t  wor d form s fo r  requestin g support . 
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