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Abstract 
Argumentative writing is a problem-solving cognitive process, which is perceived as a 
challenging activity, especially for students learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). 
Students are required to master argumentative writing in international English proficiency 
tests, and the importance of argumentation skills has been emphasized by most countries. 
Most previous studies mentioned the difficulties of learning English argumentative writing; 
however, few have systematically concluded and classified the cognitive challenges. The 
objective of this scoping review is to clarify the cognitive challenges and understand the 
classification of them in argumentative writing for EFL learners. The selection was conducted 
for downloadable full journal articles from 2019 to 2023, and the limited language is English 
using Arksey and O’Malley’s 5-stage framework, guided by meta-analyses (PRISMA) 
framework. Thirty-one articles were chosen for data extraction, and according to the analysis 
of 31 articles, the cognitive challenges in argumentative writing included the insufficient 
mastery of argument structure, the poor critical thinking in argumentative writing, and 
inadequate feedback from instructors or peers. With adequate understanding of cognitive 
challenges in argumentative writing, the future research is hoped to yield better pedagogy in 
the teaching of argumentative writing. 
Keywords: Cognitive Challenges, English Argumentative Writing, EFL Learners, Scoping 
Review 
 
Introduction 
English writing has been perceived as a pivotal and difficult part in studying English as a 
foreign language (EFL) and English as a second language (ESL) among countries, including 
China, India, Sweden, etc (Hu & Saleen, 2023; Fajaryani et al., 2021). Writing means that the 
writer enters into the conversation with others, while the academic writing not only calls the 
writer to express ideas, but offers the responses to what others have said (Graff & Birkenstein, 
2010). However, after two-year epidemic and online education, the overall writing capacities 
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of students have been declined, and they had less understanding about writing summaries of 
academic reading or comparing reading materials with two orientations to a same issue 
(Alexander et al., 2023).  
 
Argumentative writing is one of genres, gaining considerable momentum in EFL and ESL 
teaching (Qin & Karabacak, 2010; Amini Farsani et al., 2023), and it has been involved into 
IELTS, TOEFL and GRE as international English proficiency tests. Being different from narrative 
and descriptive writing, argumentative writing can express the process of argumentation 
(Yang, 2022), with evidence and reasons to support claims (Jin et al., 2020). The purpose of 
argumentative writing is to persuade readers or listeners to agree with the writer’s opinions 
(Aziz et al., 2023), and it can aim to increase or decrease the acceptability of controversial 
standpoints by illustrating a constellation of reasonable contents (Amini Farsani et al., 2023). 
 
Nguyen et al. (2020) claimed that EFL learners required a high cognitive effort in producing a 
meaningful written discourse. Argumentation is also regarded as a cognitive process, 
justifying or critiquing a claim with the purpose to rise or reduce the tenability of a 
contentious point of view (Liu, Zhong & Nesbit, 2023; Nussbaum, 2011). Moreover, 
argumentation is a reasonable process to stimulate the ability of problem solving and 
knowledge construction, which is essential for students especially in academic institutions 
(Yang, 2022). Argumentative writing is a complicated cognitive task, which includes a greater 
intellectual challenge than other genres (Sehlström et al., 2022). In terms of the process of 
argumentative writing, the effective organization, the appropriate use of language, and the 
process of genre and subject domain knowledge related to the topic are required (Liu, Zhong 
& Nesbit, 2023). Yang (2022) also points out the argumentative writing is a focus not only in 
the first language, but in the study of EFL and ESL writing.  
 
According to the previous research of English argumentative writing, the linguistic challenge 
is a main factor, and EFL learners lack linguistic resources. In argumentative writing, ESL 
students are challenging in the language, spelling as well as the cohesion and coherence 
(Sehlström et al., 2022). Based on the comparison of English proficiency level among eight 
undergraduate ESL students, the low-level proficiency students payed more attention to 
solving language-related difficulties, while students with higher English proficiency level spent 
more time on discourse synthesis process, such as selecting related information, organizing 
the structure, etc (Knouzi, 2023). Knouzi (2023) and Li (2013) discuss the tensions and 
contradictions that students need to overcome when they write texts from sources within the 
framework of activity theory. Therefore, the improvement and quality of argumentative 
writing for EFL learners can not be limited in language level, which is in line with the opinion 
of Yang (2022). The previous studies also proved that the proficiency performance of English 
writing has a close relationship with the various cognitive skills (Peng et al., 2021; Hu & Saleem, 
2023), so it needs the conception and analytical capabilities, logical and synthetic reasoning, 
instead of linguistic capabilities. As a result, it is possible that the weak cognitive ability can 
lead to students’ low writing performance. 
 
Argumentative writing needs the effective coordination of language use, reasoning processes 
and background knowledge about the given topic (Liu et al., 2023). Yang (2022) added that 
EFL learners lack adequate argumentation skill, who are not able to combine convincing 
evidence and reasons effectively.  In view of the cognitive challenges of understanding 
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argument structure, students are weak in organizing solid and deep argumentation, and their 
argumentation lacks strong validation and justification, because of their poor understanding 
and insufficient mastery of crucial skills of argumentation knowledge (Ranjbaran et al., 2023; 
Liu et al., 2023). Besides, argumentative process is perceived as the combination of critical 
and creative thinking by Liu et al. (2023), in which critical thinking is an essential ability in 
presenting arguments, which can prompt argumentation and cognitive thinking skills (Sato, 
2022). Sato (2022) links critical thinking theories with argumentative writing, who also 
stresses the importance of critical thinking skills in ESL pedagogy on promoting argumentation 
and cognitive thinking skills. Students’ ability in argumentative writing depends much on 
critical thinking and their awareness of the topic discussed (Mukminin, 2019), and in their 
study results, giving arguments is difficult due to the unfamiliar topic and critical thinking skills. 
Moreover, students have few chances to write argumentative essays and get high-quality 
feedback on writing assignments (Davies et al., 2022). Instructors are working on correcting 
structural mistakes and analyzing the sentence building, rather than what and how to write 
(Nguyen et al., 2020; Trinh & Nguyen, 2014). Also, providing detailed feedback on both 
language and content issues is thought as a time-consuming task (Su et al, 2023). Even though 
various challenges of argumentative writing for EFL learners have been come up with and a 
preliminary search of was conducted, no current or underway systematic reviews or scoping 
reviews on the current topic were identified.  
 
The most recent research mentioned challenges or difficulties that students have been 
experienced in learning English argumentative writing, but few of them systematically 
conclude the cognitive challenges and classify them into various categories. Thus, in the 
current scoping review, it highlights the cognitive challenges in argumentative writing of EFL 
learners from three dimensions: insufficient mastery of argument structure, poor critical 
thinking, and inadequate feedback. The scoping review aims to clarify the cognitive challenges, 
and understand the three dimensions in argumentative writing for EFL learners.  
 
Materials and Methods 
This scoping review was guided by Arksey & O’Malley’s (2005) framework to clarify the 
cognitive challenges and three dimensions of them in argumentative writing of EFL learners. 
The framework consists of 5 stages: (1) determining the research questions; (2) recognizing 
relevant studies; (3) selecting review studies; (4) visualizing data charts; (5) summarizing and 
providing reports (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010). The scoping review 
synthesized studies and research about the challenges in argumentative writing, and the 
principles of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and MetaAnalyses 
Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) was applied in the review ((Peters et al. 2020; 
Aromataris et al., 2022). This methodology is appropriate to identify the important elements 
related to the review area and collect significant literature for reference. 
 
Scoping Review Research Question (Step 1) 
According to Arksey & O’Malley (2005), the first step is to make sure the review research 
questions, which guides the whole review and sets the foundation for interpretation. The 
review question was as follows: 
What are the cognitive challenges in argumentative writing for EFL learners? 
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This review outlined the challenges that EFL learners have experienced in argumentative 
writing, and all challenges which were elicited from past studies and related to cognition were 
concluded. 
 
Identification of Relevant Studies (Step 2) 
The relevant keyword search for the past research was conducted from the database of Web 
of Science (WoS). The reason why to choose WoS is that it has the unsurpassed quality control 
and impactful assessment tool to offer high-quality articles and determine journals’ 
importance in comparison to others by presenting ‘impact factors’. In this review, the Boolean 
operators ‘AND’ was used in the search that narrowed a search where all keywords listed 
must appear in the article, while ‘OR’ was broaden the search in which either keyword is 
acceptable. The applied searched lexical bundles were as follows: (argumentative writing OR 
argumentative essays OR argumentation OR argument) AND (challenges OR difficulties) AND 
(EFL learners OR ESL learners OR English learners). These keywords reduced the risk of losing 
valuable published articles related to the topic.   
 
Study selection: Inclusion & Exclusion Criteria (Step 3) 
Lexical combination are preferred over Boolean operator due to their efficient, 
comprehensive, reproducible and simple nature. The speedier access to previous relevant 
literature is provided for novice researchers, which makes research methodologies more 
replicable and interpretable compared with Boolean operators that could need more logical 
thinking. The purpose of this scoping review is to better understand the cognitive challenges 
in argumentative writing for EFL learners. The lexical bundles chosen are based on the 
essential concepts, making it easier to match appropriate documents or articles in search 
engines. These bundles are closely related to the study subject, and generate less repetitive 
findings. They also allow for the collection of relevant material within constrained resources 
and time, ensuring the search is complete and feasible. The key search of lexical bundles 
presents 446 results in the WoS database. With the limitation of time span between 2019 to 
2023, document type and language, the number of results was 164, and 77 of them could be 
accessed in full text. As recommended by Moher et al. (2010), the selected articles can use a 
two-stage screening of evidence regarding the scoping review. The first stage is to identify 
and screen the titles and abstracts of the articles to determine the relevance to the current 
research. Then, the second stage is to review the full texts. There is a conclusion of the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, as shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria                      Exclusion criteria 

Studied that were published in the Web of Science; 
Studies that explored argumentative writing for EFL 

learners; 
Studies that investigated the cognitive challenges from 

different dimensions. 

Studies that were not published in the Web of Science; 
Studies that did not include argumentative writing for EFL 

learners; 
Studies that did not include the cognitive challenges from 

different dimensions. 

Time limit 

Studies that were published in English from 2019 to 2023 Studies that were not published in English from 2019 to 
2023 

Reason for chosen time period 

According to the number of published articles in the past ten years, the trend during 2019 to 2023 increased gradually. 

Database 

Indexed database: WoS No-indexed database 
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Charting the Data (Step 4) 
With screening all articles based on the research question, the results were concluded, and 
the cognitive challenges of argumentative writing of EFL learners were classified. As Figure 1 
presents, the overall steps of the process followed the PRISMA 2009 flowchart. It presented 
the exact reasons of inclusion and exclusion, which led to 31 pieces of articles in the current 
scoping review.     
 

 
Figure 1. PRISMA article search and study selection flowchart 
 
Results 
A total of 31 articles were reviewed to investigate the cognitive challenges in EFL learners’ 
argumentative writing according to past studies, which could also be divided into three 
dimensions. Figure 2 as below shows the number of selected articles during 2019 to 2023, 
and the trend of studying cognitive challenges in argumentative writing was increasing during 
the past 5 years, especially in 2023. Table 2, whose detailed information can be seen in 
Appendix A, summarizes the 31 articles reviewed according to the scope, including author 
and year, location, research design, type of instruments, main challenges, and dimensions in 
cognitive challenges. These articles were mainly from China, Japan, Spain and Germany. In 
terms of the research design, 11 studies chose the quantitative research design by applying 
pre-post tests, quasi-experiments, or comparative analysis. By contrast, 13 studies used the 
qualitative research design, and they collected data mainly through content analysis or case 
study. 6 studies applied the mixed study design, by combing tests or experiments for the 
quantitative data, and interviews or observations for the qualitative one.  
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Figure 2. Cognitive challenges in argumentative writing from 2019 to 2023 
 
All reviewed study highlighted the main challenges of argumentative writing for EFL learners, 
and the current scoping review concluded three dimensions about the cognitive challenges in 
argumentative writing in Table 2: insufficient mastery of argument structure, poor critical 
thinking, and inadequate feedback. Regarding the impacts of cognitive challenges in 
argumentative writing for EFL learners, this scoping review identified specific dimensions of 
cognitive challenges. Based on the the analysis of 31 articles, 27 of them regarded the 
insufficient mastery of argument structure as the main cognitive challenge in argumentative 
writing, 6 articles stressed the close relationship between poor critical thinking and 
argumentative writing, and 4 articles focused on inadequate feedback from instructors or 
peers. There were 6 articles mentioned two kinds of the cognitive challenges in one article. 
The three dimensions were regarded as cognitive skills that were challenging in English writing 
performance (Hu & Saleem, 2023), which can be regarded as three themes.    
 
As presented in Table 2, in terms of insufficient mastery of argument structure, Siekmann et 
al. (2022), and Yang & Pan (2023), pointed out that text structures were main challenges in 
organizing argumentative essays. Amini et al. (2023), and Yang (2022), thought EFL learners 
had difficulties in constructing authorial voices and argumentative elements, so they had little 
understanding of argumentation and poor performance in constructing logical, coherent and 
convincing arguments (Liu et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2023; Ranjbaran et al., 
2023; Marttunen & Kill, 2022; Sehlstrom et al., 2022; Arroyo et al., 2020; Yasuda, 2023). EFL 
learners lacked the capabilities of analysis and justifications for claims, and sufficient 
employment of counterarguments and rebuttals (Guo et al., 2023; Hu & Saleem, 2023). 
Additionally, for the critical thinking, researchers found that EFL learners were challenging in 
organizing arguments with strong critical thinking, involving the strategic thinking (Robillos & 
Art-in, 2023; Sato, 2022; Hu and Saleem, 2023; Gebele et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2023; Sehlstrom 
et al., 2022). Besides, EFL learners received few good quality feedback from teachers and 
peers (Davies et al., 2021; Ranjbaran et al., 2023), and providing feedback was thought as a 
time-consuming activity for instructors (Su et al., 2023).  
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Table 2  
Summary of 31 articlesTeachers would choose non-corrective feedback and automated 
feedback by using corrective application, such as Grammarly (Thi et al., 2022) 

 
 
 
 

 Author & 
Year 

Location Research 
design  

Type of instrument Main challenges Dimension 
in cognitive 
challenges  

1 Siekmann 
et al. 
(2022) 

Germany Quantitative Rating scale Text structure 
and coherence 

Insufficient 
mastery of 
argument 
structure 

2 Yang & 
Pan 
(2023) 

China Mixed  Interview/ 
questionnaire/ pre-
post test 

Structure and 
model 

Insufficient 
mastery of 
argument 
structure 

3 Davies et 
al. (2021) 

U.K. Qualitative  Content analysis Few good-
quality feedback 

Inadequate 
feedback 

4 Su et al. 
(2023) 

China  Qualitative  Content analysis Linguistic 
aspects of 
argumentation; 
time-consuming 
feedback for 
instructors 

Inadequate 
feedback 

5 Thi et al. 
(2022) 

Hungary  Quantitative  Pre-post test 
through a rating 
scale/questionnaire 

Non-corrective 
feedback and 
automated 
feedback 

Inadequate 
feedback 

6 Amini et 
al. (2023) 

Iran Mixed  Comparative 
experiment/ 
interview  

Challenges in 
constructing 
authorial voice 

Insufficient 
mastery of 
argument 
structure 

7 Yang 
(2022) 

China  Quantitative  A quasi-experiment Challenges in 
argumentative 
element 

Insufficient 
mastery of 
argument 
structure 

8 Liu et al. 
(2023) 

Canada  Quantitative  A quasi-experiment Little 
understanding 
of 
argumentation, 
poor 
performance on 
argument 
construction, & 
insufficient 
mastery of 
crucial skills 

Insufficient 
mastery of 
argument 
structure 

The rest can be seen Appendix A 
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Discussion 
This section aims to tackle the research question: What are the cognitive challenges in 
argumentative writing for EFL learners? The purpose of the current study is to investigate 
cognitive challenges and classify them in argumentative writing for EFL learners. There are 
three themes concluded from the reviewed study, and they are insufficient mastery of 
argumentative structure, poor critical thinking, and inadequate feedback.  
 
Insufficient Mastery of Argument Structure 
Based on the previous study of argumentative writing for EFL learners (Xie & Lv, 2022), the 
results showed that EFL learners’ cognitive resources had influences on the discourse 
connection of argumentative writing, and the content support and planning instruction could 
enhance EFL writers’ cognitive base. It is admitted that argumentation was a reasonable 
process to promote the ability of process-solving and knowledge, which was the importance 
in the teaching of L2 writing (Yang, 2022). She claims that various intervention pedagogy has 
been applied to argumentative writing based on argument theory, such as argumentative 
writing templates, process-genre pedagogy, and the teaching of argumentative basics. 
Learners were supposed to combine evidence and reasons effectively, but they did not master 
argumentative skills. Liu et al. (2023) claimed that in the study of argumentation skills in 
Chinese mainland, the obvious challenge was learners’ poor understanding and insufficient 
mastery of crucial skills in organizing argumentation. In their summary, argumentative writing 
was a cognitive task to combine processing of the genre, subject domain knowledge and 
effective organization. When facing the complicated information sources, students needed to 
gain the ability to choose and connect them (Granado-Peinado et al., 2023). Therefore, 
content support and planning instruction could enhance EFL writers’ cognitive base (Xie & Lv, 
2022), and in order to achieve it, the cognitive competence should be developed to organize 
reasonable argumentation with rigorous structures and evidence (Chen et al., 2021). Hence, 
one of cognitive challenges in argumentative writing is the insufficient mastery of argument 
structure, which can be the focus in selecting and improving pedagogical methodology.  
 
Poor Critical Thinking 
The reasonable argumentation with evidence can improve the argumentative competence in 
cognitive development (Chen et al., 2021), but in their opinion, it also needed the critical 
thinking. It was agreed by Hu & Saleem (2023) that the cognitive thinking ability could not be 
separated with English academic writing, because the positive critical thinking ability would 
contribute to the high writing proficiency. According to critical thinking theories, and the 
assessment of critical thinking through argumentative essays, the IELTS raters’ assessment of 
students’ critical thinking abilities were connected with the task achievement and lexical 
resource criterion (Sato, 2022). The essay's quality of ideas, logicality, content development, 
and relevance to the issue all influenced their assessments of the writers' critical thinking 
abilities. As a result, writers’ abilities of critical thinking can be assessed from the content of 
argumentation, and they were essential in giving arguments (Fajaryani et al., 2021). Students' 
critical thinking abilities and understanding of the subject matter are key factors in their 
capacity to write a logical and thoughtful argumentative essay. 
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Inadequate Feedback 
According to Davis et al. (2021), the timely high-quality feedback is an effective way to 
improve learners’ writing, and providing feedback for learners’ writing is thought important 
for both learners and instructors (Thi et al., 2022). Ranjbaran et al. (2023) stressed 
argumentative peer feedback that is a learning activity for students to review peers’ work 
critically, provide critical reflections with evidence and justification, as well as improve 
themselves. In their conclusion, argumentative feedback is beneficial to improve the learning 
process, including learning autonomy, self-regulation and critical thinking. In this aspect, the 
dimensions in the current scoping review are related. Besides, the automated writing 
evaluation system could provide correct feedback on language feature and argument 
structure (Shi et al., 2022). However, automated writing evaluation systems failed to be 
involved in the social aspects of argumentative writing, and they has inadequate capacity to 
provide detailed feedback in argumentative writing, such as Grammarly, providing feedback 
about surface-level errors (Su et al., 2023). In addition, for the background of teaching writing, 
learners had few chances to get good-quality feedback on writing assignments, and it may be 
impossible to make formative feedback in large class sizes with limited instructor backgrounds 
(Davis et al., 2022). Instructors also thought that the detailed feedback on both language and 
contents aspects was time-consuming (Guo et al., 2022; Su et al., 2023). Therefore, Thi et al. 
(2022) summarized that many researchers emphasized the importance of the effectiveness 
of written feedback in writing tasks, which was a booming field of inquiry. Written feedback 
was divided into corrective feedback and non-corrective feedback (Luo & Liu, 2017). 
Corrective feedback can motivate the learning of a target language by offering poor evidence, 
while non-corrective feedback guides English writing in content, organization, linguistic 
performance and format. There were much work aiming to examine the efficiency of 
corrective feedback in EFL and ESL learners’ accuracy, but studies about non-corrective 
feedback were limited. 
 
Conclusion 
This article provides a scoping review of cognitive challenges in argumentative writing for EFL 
learners. It shows that cognitive challenges that have been experienced by EFL learners, even 
though linguistic challenges were also thought as a main factor. However, through screening 
the previous studies, the improvement of argumentative writing cannot focus on linguistic 
level, and it requires more cognitive skills for better writing performance (Hu & Saleem, 2023; 
Yang, 2022). This review demonstrated that the cognitive challenges can be categorized into 
three dimensions, including insufficient mastery of argument structure, poor critical thinking, 
and inadequate feedback, which achieved the objective of the current scoping review. It is 
highly hoped that the cognitive challenges of argumentative writing in this review can be 
helpful for instructors to be aware of challenges that should be overcome, and design more 
appropriate teaching methods.   
 
The current review contributes to both theoretical and practical aspects. For the theoretical 
perspective, this study integrates the argument theory, critical thinking theory, and activity 
theory. Based on the theory frameworks according to previous study, various challenges of 
argumentative writing for EFL learners were found and clarifies. In terms of practical side, it 
is highly advisable to understand different cognitive challenges when teaching and learning 
argumentative writing. Although the scoping review did not provide straightforward solutions 
for argumentative writing, making sense of related cognitive challenges in argumentative 
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writing of EFL learners is crucial for researchers and instructors to design appropriate 
pedagogy in the future research. It is believed that the scoping review can inspire other 
researchers and scholars who are interested in English argumentative writing and managing 
to satisfy EFL learners’ needs. 
 
There is no doubt that every study has its limitations, and the present scoping review only 
chose one database-WoS during 2019 to 2023. Therefore, the omission of other potential 
relevant articles from other databases is considered as one of the limitations. Another 
limitation is that all reviewed articles were in English, so the articles in other languages have 
been ignored. Despite these limitations, the scoping review is trying to represent an accurate 
and meaningful trend of cognitive challenges in argumentative writing for EFL learners. 
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