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Abstract
The importance of developing students’ argumentation skills is well established across the 
curriculum: students should grasp how claims are made and supported in different disci-
plines. One challenge is to follow and thereby agree with or critique the arguments of oth-
ers, which requires perspective-taking, in tracing these other reasons and reasoning. This 
challenge is increased when disciplines construct argumentation and perspective-taking 
differently. Here, we consider the role of perspective-taking in argumentation within and 
between science education and pluralistic religious education, where the former aims at the 
justification of scientific claims and the latter at both an empathetic understanding of dif-
ferent religions and worldviews, and personal reasoning. We interpretively analyze student 
data to identify salient features of students’ strategies to perspective-taking within argu-
mentation. Data from 324 pupils across nine schools are explored in relation to students’ 
challenges in perspective-taking, strategies for perspective-taking within argumentation, 
and the use of perspective-taking to construct personal argumentation. The analysis shows 
some barriers to perspective-taking within argumentation, the range of students’ perspec-
tive-taking strategies within argumentation, and how personal argumentation could her-
meneutically build upon perspective-taking strategies. The importance and implications of 
perspective-taking within argumentation across the curriculum are considered highlighting 
challenges in the etic/emic shift, both within the individual subject as well as across them, 
and some reflections on how this provides a fresh pedagogical perspective on the science/
religions debate are made. To end, we conclude with the wider challenges for disciplines 
and perspective-taking across schooling and university.
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1 Introduction

A common educational challenge internationally is ensuring that students leave school with 
both an understanding of various intellectual disciplines underpinning curriculum subjects 
and of fluid intellectual capacities that cross them. Students should be capable in religious 
education, mathematics, history or science, and capable of thinking across them, not sim-
ply as valuable intellectual capacities but also as vital attributes of informed, delibera-
tive citizens. Resolving this puzzle has led in two directions: attention to the relationships 
between different disciplines and subjects, whether through cross-curricular approaches 
and overlapping topics, or interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches; attention to 
broader holistic intellectual capacities, such as dialogue or—our foci here—argumentation 
and perspective-taking.

The two intellectual processes of argumentation and perspective-taking can be found 
across curricula internationally. First, the process of argumentation or reasoning is subject-
specific but also at least implicitly common across subjects, and curriculum planners have 
addressed this puzzle through the interweaving of a common language to describe elements 
of the curriculum or standards of attainment within the essential substantive subject knowl-
edge. In Korea, curriculum documents stated that an aim of schooling is for students to ‘be 
able to think, reason, and criticize in creative ways’ (Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology, 2008, p. 3); Sweden goes further in adopting a common language to describe 
curricular requirements, identifying the need for ‘well developed and well informed rea-
soning’ across most subjects, including chemistry, geography, history, and religion (Skol-
vokert, 2018, pp. 197, 207, 217, 227). There will inevitably be degrees of integration, and 
some countries prefer to treat subjects individually, but the question of integration is con-
stant in curriculum design, and indeed can change in a country from one policy to the next.

Second, the value of perspective-taking—of thinking or feeling as someone else—is 
also found across the curriculum, though it is a ‘critical yet tangled construct that is used to 
describe a range of psychological processes and…is applied interchangeably with related 
constructs’ (Kahn & Zeidler, 2019, p. 605), including theory of mind and empathy. In his-
tory, empathy has long been valued, enabling students to enter into past worldviews (e.g., 
Endacott, 2014; Lee & Ashby, 2001). In English and drama, students must grasp char-
acters’ personal perspectives both cognitively and affectively (e.g., Morrison, 1988; Gal-
lagher et  al., 2018). Its value is not simply academic; Nussbaum (2010) emphasises its 
importance within the humanities for moral education, in giving ‘students the ability to see 
themselves as members of a heterogeneous nation…and a still more heterogeneous world’ 
(p. 80), thereby highlighting the fact of disagreement between people, both nationally and 
internationally, for an informed global citizenry. This dimension of perspective-taking is 
particularly important in pluralistic religious education, which focuses on students’ impar-
tial understanding of several religions or worldviews rather than on learning within a par-
ticular religious or philosophical tradition (Fancourt, 2014). Students in many countries 
have long been expected to adopt a perspective-taking approach to the theological, philo-
sophical and ethical stances of different beliefs, often seen as a valuable part of intercul-
tural citizenship education—in learning to live together (Franken & Loobuyck, 2011; Jack-
son, 2014).

These two strands are both subject-specific and cross-curricular, so their inter-relation-
ship is often complex. We explore this across science and religious education, drawing 
on data from a wider research project, the Oxford Argumentation in Religious and Sci-
ence education project (‘OARS’) (Erduran et al., 2019; Chan et al., 2020; Erduran, 2020; 
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Guilfoyle et  al., 2020; Guilfoyle, Hillier & Fancourt 2021). Science and religion can be 
seen as antithetical (e.g., Dawkins, 2006), and some argue that this also applies educa-
tionally (Mahner & Bunge, 1996). Indeed, students do not come unknowingly to lessons 
that tackle this relationship, often having pre-existing opinions (Taber et al., 2011; Hoven, 
2015; Pearce et al., 2019), so this interdisciplinary arena offers rich potential for explor-
ing the interaction between argumentation and perspective-taking. However, this project 
is based in England, where an impartial study of different religions and worldviews pre-
vails in religious education, thus avoiding some of the conventional science and religion 
debates (see Hanley et al., 2014), but also raising new questions about argumentation and 
perspective-taking. First then we consider the two strands theoretically before considering 
how they have been researched within education.

2  Argumentation and perspective‑taking: a theoretical comparison

Argumentation and perspective-taking can be seen as separate but inter-related intellec-
tual processes. The former, in the logical analysis of the justification of claims is as old as 
philosophy itself, but theories of argumentation only emerged explicitly in the late 20th 
Century, focusing on how criteria and processes can vary in different settings. For instance, 
Toulmin (1958) distinguished between field-dependent properties of argumentation, which 
pertained to the discipline or profession in question, and field-invariant properties, which 
were generic, applying across all forms of social argumentation, so that in presenting 
and considering different perspectives there would be both specific and general features 
of argumentation at stake. Other classifications have been proposed, for instance into for-
mal and informal—with the latter being subdivided into rhetorical and dialectical forms 
(van Eemeren et al., 1996; see also Walton, 1996): formal argumentation is the realm of 
logical analysis, rhetorical argumentation is concerned with discursive, persuasive tech-
nique, and dialectical argumentation is when there is a disagreement between individu-
als who must consider and respond to others’ arguments, thereby hinting at an element of 
perspective-taking.

Perspective-taking has also long been valued. Coleridge, in 1815, considered that ‘our 
conceptions are imprisoned by the lines we have drawn to exclude the conceptions of 
others’ (Coleridge, 1985, p. 288), highlighting the value of encountering different ways 
of thinking. Explicit recognition of the value of various forms of perspective-taking and 
empathy emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, notably in the philo-
sophical phenomenology of Husserl (1931), and Scheler (1954). This intellectual capacity 
is considered of ethical worth (Pizarro et al., 2006; Roughley & Schramme, 2018), as an 
ethics of care or fellow feeling, so that we can judge the effects on others of our actions, 
and our ethical thinking. It also has a cognitive strand, as a form of inter-human under-
standing, in seeking to immerse oneself within another’s lifeworld, so that one can place 
oneself in their cognitive and experiential position ‘bracketing out’ one’s own thoughts and 
feelings. This became significant in various branches of the social sciences, which separate 
the emic—what someone’s own worldview is for them,  from the inside—and the etic—
how social scientists externally classify or assess these worldviews.

There are challenges in combining argumentation and perspective-taking. At the risk of 
over-generalisation, they represent key methodological differences between the humanities 
and sciences. A central epistemic feature of scientific method is to strip out fellow-feeling 
(Morrison, 1988), requiring dispassionate observation of both the natural world and human 
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behaviour, rather than imaginatively entering into others’ thoughts or feelings, or attrib-
uting thoughts or emotions to the natural world. Scientific laws do not depend on what 
people think is occurring, but on what empirical data suggest. By contrast, the humanities 
often focus on the interpretation of meaning, whether in literature, history or cultures, and 
disciplinary forms of argumentation are often built upon this process. These challenges are 
compounded when the disciplines in question are not simply seen as different but seen as 
epistemically antithetical, as is the case in considering science and religion.

Argumentation and perspective-taking overlap in the consideration of someone else’s 
argument because this requires being attentive to their precise claim and its justification, 
which is through taking their perspective. Most new arguments that we encounter are not 
of our own creation, but are presented to us by others, so that any assessment of another’s 
argument usually requires an element of perspective-taking. To accept their argument is to 
agree with the construction of the argument and to critique it is to identify faults within it, 
whether evidential weakness, logical flaws, or qualifications, and both require an encoun-
ter with this other perspective. This can be framed as a hermeneutical problem, in that 
we must interpret the meanings that others present to us, with each element enabling us 
to develop a deeper understanding of their perspective. Gadamer (2004) conceptualised 
this process as the encounter of different horizons of understanding through a hermeneuti-
cal conversation, leading to a fusion of horizons. His concern was not whether an explicit 
line of reasoning along agreed principles was acceptable but how we begin to engage with 
other points-of-view. Hermeneutical encounter was therefore not about simply recreating 
another’s thoughts through their words or text, as previous philosophers of hermeneutics, 
notably Schleiermacher (1977), had argued, rather it was about the oscillation between 
one’s own thoughts and the thoughts of others. Argumentation demands that one appraises 
different perspectives against field-dependent or field-independent criteria, so that one is 
required to apply these criteria to the other’s perspective.

3  Argumentation and perspective‑taking: research in religious 
education and science

There does not appear to be any previous interdisciplinary research on both argumentation 
and perspective-taking in religious education. The closest example is Duveen and Solo-
mon’s (2007) account of role-playing a fictional blasphemy trial for Darwin, though this 
focused on historical empathy. However, there has long been research interest in argumen-
tation more generally across science and religious education, especially around etiological 
and ethical issues (Fuchs, 2009; Basel et al., 2014; Weiß, 2016), around the broader epis-
temic differences (e.g., Billingsley et al., 2012; Pearce et al., 2019), or the challenges fac-
ing religious students or teachers (e.g., Dodick et al., 2010).

Research on argumentation and perspective-taking in science education and in plural-
istic religious education respectively has burgeoned in recent decades, but these two ave-
nues have followed inverse paths. Within research on religious education, the issue of per-
spective-taking, especially empathy, emerged in 1970s as a defining feature of pluralistic 
religious education, and subsequently an interest in argumentation emerged. Smart (1969) 
laid the intellectual foundations for perspective-taking; he established ‘religious studies’ 
in higher education, adopting a phenomenological approach to world religions, which 
drew on the emic/etic distinction between insiders’ and outsiders’ perspectives. He also 
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contributed to curriculum development for the Schools Council (1971), which called for 
‘an empathetic experience of the faith of individuals and groups’ (p. 21), in the context of 
an increasing religious diversity because of post-colonial immigration.

In 1990s, criticisms were increasingly voiced that, particularly in secondary schools, 
this approach was too descriptive, and pupils should engage with religions’ truth claims. 
Various more critical models emerged that finetuned the place of empathy. Jackson (1997) 
questioned whether students could fully think themselves into another’s beliefs, and Wright 
(1993) was wary of an implicit relativization of religious claims. Both called for elements 
of argumentation—though this term was not used—in developing pupils’ skills in for-
mulating their own opinions within an ‘impartial’ classroom (see Jackson & Everington, 
2017). However, a fundamental debate remains about the relevant academic discipline(s) 
within which to frame the subject. Indeed, some recent models ask pupils to adopt a range 
of different approaches, including participator and philosopher (Freathy & John, 2019); 
this demands a different type of perspective-taking in that pupils should ‘step in and out of 
character’ (p. 237) for these different disciplinary perspectives. The challenge remains bal-
ancing the emic/etic divide, between insiders and outsiders, but with adopting the appropri-
ate descriptive and normative academic lenses (Fancourt 2014), especially given the post-
secular turn which repositions religion within the public sphere (O’Grady 2018; Franck & 
Thalén 2021).

By contrast, in science education research, a focus on argumentation emerged initially 
and then interest in perspective-taking has arisen, particularly when considering socio-sci-
entific issues. The process of argumentation—in substantiating a claim—is fundamental 
to science, so its emergence as an explicit focus of research from 1990s was unsurprising, 
particularly given increasing educational interest in nature of science and knowledge con-
struction (e.g., Kuhn, 1991), in the socio-cultural dynamics of classrooms (e.g., Kelly & 
Chen, 1999), and, from 2000s, in socio-scientific issues (e.g., Zeidler, 2003).

Increasing attention to socio-scientific issues encouraged research on perspective-taking 
because these issues raise complex scientific and ethical conundrums, in which close atten-
tion to others’ arguments is essential, and because solutions are often through deliberative 
compromise and negotiation (Simmoneaux, 2007). Research has included studies of the 
effect of perspective-taking on reducing ‘belief bias’ (McCrudden et al., 2016, p. 1), and 
particularly on role-playing specific issues (Belova et al., 2015; Maniatakou et al., 2020). 
More recently, conceptual models of perspective-taking within argumentation on socio-sci-
entific issues have been developed, linking perspective-taking in sciences with the humani-
ties (Khan & Zeidler, 2016, 2019; Newton & Zeidler, 2020), as well as studies of students’ 
challenges in perspective-taking (Acar et al., 2010).

These developments in two lines of research inevitably mirror changes in the curricu-
lum, but which begs the question as to how students address such challenges; therefore our 
research aim is to consider how students approach perspective-taking within argumentation 
across science and religious education. It is phrased as an ‘approach’ to argumentation to 
indicate that they were neither simply arguing nor developing their own lines of argumen-
tation, but to pay attention to the wider set of methods and strategies that were involved. 
The preposition ‘within’ highlights the fact that perspective-taking is not an end in itself, 
for literary or dramatic purposes, but is a strategy to support argumentation.
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4  Methodology: an interpretive analysis

As noted above, this paper is part of a research and development project on strategies 
for cross-curricular argumentation between science and religious education teachers in 
England (Erduran et  al., 2019), drawing on Toulmin (1958) as a theoretical frame. This 
included assessing the effect of various interventions on students’ argumentation skills 
within and across the two subjects, which required designing a cross-curricular test instru-
ment (see “Appendix  1”, described below), drawing on previous research instruments 
(Osborne et al., 2016), to calibrate students’ skills in argumentation in science, religious 
education and on a cross-curricular topic. Another paper has presented the quantitative pre-
intervention findings on argumentation from this instrument, from 324 students, aged 11 to 
14 years old, from nine schools (Guilfoyle et al., 2021).

However, the process of scoring the test instruments for quantitative analysis afforded 
the opportunity to notice patterns in student responses and an opportunity to reflect on 
these students’ responses as an interdisciplinary team of science and religious education 
educators and researchers. A sense of puzzlement (Oancea & Pring, 2008) emerged in 
noticing such patterns, partly as our own different subject backgrounds seemed to lead to 
different priorities, and so here the analysis was a secondary process following our puz-
zlement around pupils’ use of perspective-taking. Surveys are not an obvious choice of 
research instrument for data on perspective-taking, but we were struck by how pupils drew 
on it automatically within these controlled conditions; this puzzlement frames our own her-
meneutical encounter, understood as a dialectical tension between Gadamerian horizons of 
understanding, ours in looking for categories of argumentation, and the pupils in identify-
ing human characters.

This puzzlement led us to review wider literature (presented above) and as a result three 
research questions came to be posed:

• What are the challenges to students’ perspective-taking within argumentation? This 
considers the limitations of or barriers to a hermeneutical encounter with the reasoning 
of others.

• What are students’ strategies for perspective-taking within argumentation? This consid-
ers the different ways that students engaged with the arguments of others.

• How do students construct their own arguments based on perspective-taking? This 
question considers how students deploy the horizons of others in developing their own 
arguments.

The instrument from which the puzzlement emerged will now be described because this 
served also as the source of data for interpretive analysis to answer these questions.

4.1  The instrument

Within the test, three scenarios each presented two characters with differing views, so 
that students had to identify each individual’s line of argumentation, i.e., following dif-
ferent perspectives, before being asked which they considered stronger or better, with the 
design drawing on Erduran et al. (2004). Typical etiological questions were avoided (e.g., 
Basel et  al., 2013, 2014), and instead comprised of three scenarios: ‘Christmas for non-
Christians’, addressing arguments over whether religious festivals should be celebrated 
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by non-adherents to that faith; ‘What’s growing?’ addressing the biological distinction 
between plants and fungi; ‘A zoo near you’, addressing the socio-scientific issue of the eth-
ics of zoos, including the religious notion of stewardship (see Altmeyer, 2021). They are 
referred to as the Christmas, Stems and Zoos scenarios. The topics were checked against 
curriculum documents to ensure suitability.

The scenarios had a similar sub-question structure, working through identification of 
claim, nature of evidence, evidence and warrant, and ending with a personal expression of 
argumentation. The Christmas scenario posited ‘Abdul’, who argued from the analogy of 
considering Eid to be an exclusively Muslim festival to hold that only Christians should 
celebrate Christmas, with ‘Miriam’, who argued more inclusively, on grounds of fairness 
for mixed-belief households. The Stems scenario pitted ‘Olga’, who considered that grow-
ing things with stems were plants, against ‘Eve’, who thought they were fungi because they 
were growing in darkness, balancing visual evidence with biological taxonomy. The Zoo 
scenario contrasted ‘Ahmed’ who was in favour of zoos as sites for research and breeding 
with ‘Charlotte’, who considered that animals should only be in the wild. Students there-
fore were not simply presented with a different perspective to their own (McCrudden et al., 
2016); instead, they were presented with two differing perspectives which they had to fol-
low in order to decide with which they agreed. Perspective-taking was not simply opposi-
tional, in having to consider a position that they did not agree with, but was a pre-condition 
of enabling them to decide whether they agreed with a particular perspective or not.

4.2  Data analysis

We adopted an interpretive analysis (Kerdeman, 2015) of the students’ responses, and con-
sider it a secondary analysis as it was not what the instrument was designed to address. 
Students’ religious affiliations were unrecorded; most would probably be described as 
agnostic but culturally Christian, some would self-identify as Christian, and some as Mus-
lim, particularly from two inner-city schools; other religions might also be represented. 
The schools included a range of state and private, secular and church-run; six offered plu-
ralistic religious education, and two included the study of other religions within a con-
fessional approach (Roman Catholic and Evangelical). We inductively explored how they 
reacted to and drew upon the six characters in answering the scenarios’ questions, seeking 
hermeneutically to adopt our own perspective-taking on the students’ perspective-taking. 
Codes and categories were developed iteratively using NVivo, and earlier files reana-
lysed in the light of the developing framework. The initial coding was highly inductive, 
as we wished to ignore the argumentation categories captured by the quantitative analysis, 
to consider the knotting of perspective-taking and argumentation. The initial codes were 
collected into larger descriptive categories, which were then used to inform the research 
questions (Miles et al., 2020). The examples below are frequently not the best expressions 
of argumentation itself, showing rather how students drew upon different intellectual pro-
cesses when responding to the scenarios. We followed British Educational Research Asso-
ciation’s (2018) ethical guidelines, under formal university approval. Schools and students 
are anonymised, identified respectively below by letters and numbers.
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5  Challenges to perspective‑taking within argumentation

Some students struggled with the process of perspective-taking within argumentation; 
answers were blank or with question marks, and so it is unclear why they were difficult. 
However, other students would explain why following someone else’s reasoning was chal-
lenging. For example, in explaining Abdul’s position in the Christmas scenario, one stu-
dent wrote ‘because it’s his own opinion…so only he can decide his answer’ (L22). Indeed, 
this student consistently held this position in that they maintained in the Zoo scenario that 
‘only [Ahmed] can decide his answer’ (L22). For this student, an emic perspective was 
impossible; the characters had intellectual autonomy, and their claims and justifications 
were always their own to create, and the student could not be expected to enter into their 
thoughts: other minds were essentially unknowable.

Another example of the challenge was from a handful of students who were not pre-
pared to take an emic stance but were prepared to judge the characters, taking an unsym-
pathetic etic stance (see Fig. 1). The student jumps to an assessment of Olga’s and Eve’s 
intellectual virtues but does not present Olga’s or Eve’s evidence or justification. They 
have reached this judgement based on the scenario’s details but were unwilling to explore 
these from the inside; capable of taking a normatively etic stance, they nevertheless lacked 
respect for the characters.

For others, emic perspective-taking was only possible within the limits set by the scenar-
ios’ wording. In the Zoo scenario (see “Appendix”), students were asked to decide whether 
two extra pieces of information—the inter-religious notion of stewardship and the zoos’ 
potential educational value—could be used as further justification of one or both charac-
ters’ arguments (questions e and f). The notion of stewardship could support both, and the 
suggestion that zoos had a potential educational benefit only supported Ahmed. Ahmed’s 
and Charlotte’s views of education or religion are not presented—we do not know what 
‘he’ or ‘she’ thinks—so the questions require students to extend the line of argumentation 
beyond the limits of the character in the text, and so extrapolate that stewardship and the 
educative value of zoos are additional lines of evidence or warrant to support the explicit 
lines of evidence and warrant. Whilst most identified which character the new information 
supported, several held that the statements were irrelevant because the characters ‘didn’t 
mention religion’ or ‘didn’t talk about education’ (H13). For these students, their capacity 
to enter into the characters’ perspectives was restricted to the explicit lines of justification, 
and to go beyond this was inappropriate.

This was more nuanced in recognising that at stake was whether the perspective-taking 
task—of assuming the character’s identity—is paramount, in which case we do not know 
their actual views on these issues, or the articulation of an abstract argument, in which case 
supplementary evidence or warrant can be adopted and included. One student explained 
this hermeneutical challenge, indicating that extra information could support both one of 

Fig. 1  Lack of respect (H20)
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the characters and neither of them (See Fig. 2). This student presents two options because 
they can see how a further line of justification might be provided for one character, but 
simultaneously that there is no explicit evidence for this line of argument within the initial 
scenario for either character; this was an example of a problematic answer for quantitative 
marking. If the task is to follow and develop supporting lines of argument out of the initial 
scenario, as a form of universal reasoning, then one approach applies, but if the task is 
to identify an individual’s personal process, then another approach operates. The question 
could either purely be about Ahmed’s thoughts, or it could be about the general argument 
in support of zoos, which Ahmed happens to present. Both strategies are possible, with the 
former favouring perspective-taking and the latter favouring universalist argumentation, 
and this student can explain the difficulty they face in having to choose: the challenge is in 
knowing which rules to adopt. This underscores the challenge for students when perspec-
tive-taking within argumentation—knowing when to move from perspective-taking of the 
characters to shared principles of reasoning. This is not so much about a move for the emic 
to the etic, but whether one can hypothesise on the basis of an assumed shared rationality.

Finally, some students combined this restriction on the emic with a normatively etic 
position seen previously. They were prepared to evaluate the characters’ explicit argu-
ments, but still not to follow through these new lines of justification. One student consid-
ered that the educational value of zoos supported neither because ‘they both have positives 
and negatives, but they aren’t talking of the educational side of things’ (O19). This student 
felt confident enough to adjudge the overall merits of each character—though we do not 
know their reasons for this—and could understand what the characters lines of argument 
were, but they were unwilling to extend these arguments beyond the scenario.

6  Strategies for perspective‑taking within argumentation

Mostly, students met the challenge of emic perspective-taking. The scenarios’ most obvi-
ous feature was to enable students to trace the different characters’ explicit lines of reason-
ing, to extend them, and then to go on judge them and formulate their own arguments. 
Students were required to explain the internal stages of each claim—even if they disagreed 
with it—to give an account of the character’s own internal argument. Almost all were able 
to identify the relevant claims, evidence or warrant, but whereas some students would 

Fig. 2  The dilemma of different sets of rules of argumentation (L04)
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simply give the claim itself: ‘that the stems are growing/there is no window’ (L02), most 
would frame it as that person’s opinion:

Because he’s saying that he does not celebrate Christmas and no one except Chris-
tians should (W02, emphasis added)

And then also frame the other position:

...because she’s saying everyone should as it would be unfair if one part of the family 
doesn’t but the other does (W02, emphasis added)

A few students amended what they had initially written to reframe them as the characters’ 
opinions: ‘that this she knows it’s a plant’—‘that she knows it’s a fungus’ (O50.) Here, the 
student shifts from ‘that this is a plant’ to ‘that she knows it’s a plant’, putting a line through 
the word ‘this’, to present the two views in parallel according to their respective logics.

Also noticeable was an attentiveness to the scenarios’ precise wording by using direct 
quotations:

Zoos, d: [Both] because Ahmed says it is “hard for wild animals to find their own 
food” suggesting if a zoo was open they could help animals live. And Charlotte says 
“it is cruel” suggesting she wants to help wildlife. W03.

This student sets out the two internal lines of argumentation, citing them equally. She pre-
sents the evidence before her. There is a fidelity to the characters’ voices, in building up 
from the reported speech to their own summary interpretation. This fidelity might become 
a barrier to extending arguments beyond the scenario, outlined in the previous section, 
which the student circumvents by using ‘suggesting’, providing a gloss on the reported 
speech and so move toward the underlying processes of reasoning. This is a move from the 
emic to argumentation rather than to an etic position.

However, students were not always constant when they presented the characters’ points-
of view, often using perspective-taking as a strategy for presenting a view with which 
they disagreed. A feature of many responses was to report the argument with which they 
disagreed as the character’s opinion (e.g., ‘Ahmed said…’ or ‘she saw…’), but simply to 
present directly the argument with which they agreed. Indeed, students would generally 
either present both as reported, or neither as reported, or the character they disagreed with 
as reported. There were almost no examples of reporting the argument with which they 
agreed but directly presenting the argument with which they disagreed. Figure  3 (overleaf) 
is an example from the Stems scenario, where the student disagreed with Olga and agreed 
with Eve. Olga’s reasoning is framed as ‘she saw’ or ‘she knew’, whereas Eve’s reasoning 
is unframed, and is also the student’s own position, as shown in section G. For this student, 
Olga’s position needs to be presented as reported speech, but Eve’s approach is implicitly 
presented as being true so is not presented as being reported. Such answers assimilate one 
view with their own, implying its veracity, as against the strategy of reporting the incorrect 
view. The strategy allowed pupils to create some epistemic distance between themselves 
and the view they considered incorrect. The reporting device allows students to present an 
emic account of a view that they do not agree with, but its one-sidedness reveals a potential 
confirmation bias.

Further, characters started developing lives of their own. Students hypothesized fam-
ily influences, notably in the Christmas scenario: ‘Because [Miriams’s] family might have 
that problem’ (L21), or [Ahmed] ‘was raised in a household that thinks that’ (B03). These 
influences could be wider: ‘Because people of [Ahmed’s] religion might feel the same and 
think if you are not religious you should not celebrate.’ (W11). These fictitious characters 
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were positioned within families or communities (the Ummah), to account for their claims. 
Indeed, a general principle could be applied to both; in the Christmas scenario, [Abdul] 
‘was raised in a house whole that thinks that…[Miriam] was also brought up in a house 
that thinks so’ (L4). Home influence is presented as a generic explanation of anyone’s 
views. These biographical speculations are both humane and reasonable etic accounts of 
why individuals hold particular beliefs. They are however not perspective-taking per se, 
since they would be unlikely to be the explicit reason that either character would give but 
are instead an explanation how those perspectives might come about. Neither are they argu-
mentation per se, in that they do not refute or support the claims. Whilst this sort of point 
might be deployed rhetorically to challenge a claim—‘you are only saying that because of 
your upbringing!’—the fact that here it applied to both characters as a general principle 
means it does not operate in this way, but rather as an inevitable factor shaping one’s intel-
lectual identity; it functions hermeneutically to explain why people’s worldviews are often 
different.

Fig. 3  Framing the ’incorrect’ argument (W13)
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7  Perspective‑taking and personal argumentation

The final question considers how students drew upon perspective-taking processes to 
develop and formulate their own positions. In all scenarios, the final question asked stu-
dents with which of the two characters they agreed. The Stems scenario offered little room 
for alternative positions, and most students chose Eve over Olga, but the other two scenar-
ios were more open-ended. Most students could at least give the name of the character with 
whom they agreed; some only provided this, but most would add their own explanation for 
agreeing with them.

First, unsurprisingly, students would stand outside the characters to comment on the 
quality of their argumentation, as an etic judgement. They suggested a wide range of quali-
ties, including: evidence, ‘Eve is right…because she gives me better evidence’ (K01); 
research-based, ‘[Ahmed] has actually done some research’ (L26); logic, ‘Eve is right 
because it seems like a more logical answer…’ (W16); accuracy, ‘Eve is right because 
her evidence is more accurate’ (W22); rightness, [Eve] has to be more right’ (W22); 
applicability,‘Miriam’s evidence applies to more people and in more varied contexts’ 
(K07); correlation, ‘The evidence correlates with her idea’ (K06); justification, ‘Olga’s 
doesn’t seem like that justifys that it’s a plant’ ((sic) L14); fullness, ‘Abdul had the best, 
most fullest answer’ (L21). These examples also show that many students considered these 
features to be gradable, given the frequent use of ‘better’, ‘more’ and ‘most’, which is par-
ticularly apparent in ‘more right’, since rightness is usually considered to be non-gradable. 
Such students grappled with expressing abstract senses of quality, especially as whilst they 
could articulate these judgements, they often failed to set out exactly what features of the 
arguments demonstrated them.

These criteria were neither universally agreed nor applicable to all scenarios; in Toul-
min’s terms these were field-dependent. In the Christmas scenario, students were divided 
over Ahmed’s or Miriam’s position was better or worse because it was more personal 
or impersonal. Some held that Ahmed’s argument was better because ‘it’s his personal 
experience so people can understand where he is coming from’ (W04), and contrastingly 
Miriam’s was better ‘because she makes it sound like fact by not using the first person’ 
(O50) or ‘she doesn’t opinionate her argument, she doesn’t use her personal preference 
as an argumental point’ (K06). Conversely, they might prefer Miriam because hers was 
an ‘emotional’ reason (K06), or Ahmed’s because ‘he uses other religions to show that 
his statement isn’t narrow’ (O46). Moreover, these criteria might be scenario-specific: 
‘Abdul’s argument is better because religion is a very personal thing and he is supporting 
that’ (H27), which would be less likely to be held in the Stems scenario as botanical classi-
fication is not usually a personal thing. In considering religion and belief, the personal was 
a suitable criterion.

Third, each scenario’s final question asked which character they considered to be right 
or have the better argument; the ability to grasp the two different arguments enabled many 
to incorporate a rebuttal of the other’s point-of-view. Rebuttals could be explicit:

Eve because if it were to be a plant – Olga’s idea would be wrong because Eve 
noticed that the shed has no window and so no light. That means that it couldn’t be 
a plant because it wouldn’t be possible to grow. On the other hand, Eve recalled that 
mushroom’s also have stems too and this means that Olga might have just seen the 
stem. (H01)
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Here the student opens with a speculative subjunctive (‘if it were…’) then addresses Olga’s 
points directly, following Eve’s argument. This is essentially a paraphrased account of how 
Eve’s argument rebuts Olga’s, specifying what Eve ‘saw’ and ‘recalled’ and then adding a 
further biographical detail: perhaps Olga only saw the stem so that explains why she mis-
read the situation. This student adopts a close emic analysis and biographical speculation 
and gives an etic judgement (Olga is ‘wrong’) to support their position.

Alternatively, they would raise new points to address or qualify the other point-of-view:

I think Miriam’s argument is better because it applies to more people and on Abdul’s 
argument, the religions might not mind sharing their holidays because they are still 
celebrating it. (O47)

This student seeks to accommodate Abdul’s point by speculating that religions might adopt 
a more ecumenical view, which was not within the scenario itself. The potential for this 
point is implicit within the scenario since religiosity is a stated feature (unlike the educa-
tion or stewardship examples), and the pupil expands on this as a potential (‘might not 
mind’) emic qualifier. Rebuttals could also be implicit, in that their points are addressed but 
individuals are unnamed. Here, Charlotte’s argument against zoos is implicitly addressed:

I agree with Ahmed because we can breed animals while still leaving some in the 
wild to breed, therefore increasing the population. (W9)

We cannot tell for certain if this is intended to address Charlotte, but it echoes her words, 
so the perspective-taking elides into personal argumentation.

Finally, students would identify one argument as stronger, but nevertheless not agree 
with it, or at least not be prepared to reject the other claim. This could be made quite suc-
cinctly: on Christmas for non-Christians, one student considered that ‘Abdul has a stronger 
point, but I agree with Miriam’ (O64), or conversely, ‘I’d say I agree with Miriam, but 
Abdul gave the best, most fullest answer’ (L21). These students considered that the oppo-
site view to theirs was better constructed, implicitly suggesting weaknesses in character’s 
argument with which they agreed. A variation was ‘I don’t have an opinion on this, but I 
think that Abdul’s argument is better as he gave the example of his faith and this holiday 
is similar to Christmas’ (O94). Both these approaches might appear irrational, a stubborn 
form of cognitive bias, and it is unclear if this student considered that they had better argu-
ments than those marshalled by the character whom they support, or if they simply did not 
want to change their position despite recognising the strength of the opposing argument. 
The lack of any further argumentation might suggest the latter, and this indicates the epis-
temic problem of deciding when to alter one’s position in the light of conflicting evidence 
or argument. Indeed, the principles of argumentation might expect one to consider the lay-
ers of claim, evidence, warrant and backing, as well as potential rebuttals and qualifiers; 
perhaps one should not accept arguments on first encounter. The student here acknowl-
edges the strength of Abdul’s position, but holds it at a distance, as a puzzle, rather than 
accepting it personally outright.

The situation’s potential complexity is shown when students do not simply choose 
between the two characters. For example, some might consider one claim to be better 
made, but still want to accept elements of both (Fig. 4, overleaf). This student positions 
themselves in the debate between the characters, and whilst holding that Eve’s argument is 
right and more specific, also asserting that both are right. The argument is incoherent, but 
this stems from the struggle to express a nuanced balancing of the arguments and to find a 
middle ground. One may well applaud their aim of seeking a compromise even if it is argu-
mentatively unsuccessful.
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8  Discussion

In considering how students approach perspective-taking within argumentation across reli-
gious education and science, the analysis showed on the one hand that this was not neces-
sarily straightforward, and students might consider it impossible, limited or inappropriate, 
as further ‘confirmation of the complexity’ (Khan & Zeitler, 2019, p. 631). On the other 
hand, others could also use it to present contradictory arguments and especially arguments 
which with they disagreed—elements which previous research had suggested was chal-
lenging (e.g., Chinn & Brewer, 1993)- as well as to build up their own position by position-
ing themselves in relation to these perspectives. From this balance, five broad points can be 
drawn.

First, perspective-taking can contribute much to the development of pupils’ skill in 
argumentation across different subjects, but this process is neither straightforward nor 
undemanding. Perspective-taking is itself a complex intellectual act, requiring the suspen-
sion of the student’s own judgement—bracketing out—and then the emic tracing of the 
other thoughts sensitively and empathetically (Smart, 1969; Khan & Zeidler, 2019). Some 
students struggled, lacking the respect demanded. Others attempted perspective-taking but 
considered that there were conceptual limits or ambiguities in extending or developing the 
arguments of others. Some went on to provide a descriptive etic overview or rationalisa-
tion. Then, they might apply an etic judgement before giving their application of reasoned 
judgement in order to give their own position on the situation. The research captures how 
students were doing what we all must do, which is to balance our engagement with the 
arguments of others with the formulation of our own arguments. Khan & Zeidler (2019) 
highlight the necessity of moving from an etic position to an emic one in perspective-tak-
ing in socio-scientific issues. However, the next challenge is to return to an informed etic 
position to formulate their own claims, and the third is to do this normatively as well as 
descriptively (Weiss, 2016). Students need to refine the capacity to provide generic expla-
nation of the perspectives e.g., from biography, family or community, and then to take a 

Fig. 4  Separation of agreement from strength of argument (K3)
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stance themselves, whether in support of the characters or in finding a nuanced alternative 
or middle ground.

There are also implications for each subject independently. In pluralistic religious 
education and research, greater attention to the place of perspective-taking within argu-
mentation could resolve the tension between ensuring that students understand a range of 
religions and worldviews impartially, through in-depth perspective-taking, and encourag-
ing pupils to present their own normative views on theological, philosophical and ethical 
issues (Chan et al., 2020). The move from the etic to the emic and back again is critical 
here, but under-theorised and under-researched (though see Jackson, 1997; Fancourt 2014). 
Further, perspective-taking within argumentation may also have a role to play within more 
faith-based models of the subject, for example in the German-speaking world, where argu-
mentation is a focus of much research already (Fuchs, 2009; Weiss, 2016).

In science education research, the value of perspective-taking has been emphasized 
within socio-scientific issues, but the example here shows its role within the more conven-
tional curriculum. Even the most basic claims around the interpretation of data and scien-
tific classification offer the potential for perspective-taking, and the development in these 
domains may support its application in socio-scientific issues, rather than assuming that 
perspective-taking is restricted to these issues alone (see Khan & Zeidler, 2019), where 
it might appear out of place. More complex versions of the Stems scenario with less clar-
ity and alternative layers of evidence could demand more nuanced reasoning, so that the 
solution was more debatable. Perspective-taking is of value in both epistemic and ethical 
issues—and when they combine—and in order to enable student to deploy perspective-
taking on issues such as climate change or nuclear power, it would be sensible to have built 
up their capabilities beforehand.

Fourth, building in the previous points that perspective-taking within argumentation is 
epistemic and ethical, and operates across science and religious education, it is well placed 
to enable students to engage in debates about the relationship between sciences and reli-
gions (Hoven, 2015). It is striking how the same features can be found across the differ-
ent scenarios. Students did not treat the characters in the Stems scenario differently to the 
Christmas scenario, or the Zoo scenario. The same movement between the emic, the etic 
and personal argumentation could be seen in them all, with similar approaches and chal-
lenges, which has implications for developing effective strategies for addressing how sci-
ences, religions and worldviews interrelate. Perspective-taking requires students to be both 
more attentive to individual claims made, and to be slower to judge them, and this more 
empathetic and deliberative demand may potentially circumvent student perceptions of a 
divide (Billingsley et al., 2012; Pearce et al., 2019). This however is not at the expense of 
critique; perspective-taking within argumentation means that entering into the perspectives 
of others will also give students’ insights into potential points of weakness. The strategy 
here is not to attempt to resolve an intellectual debate, but to allow pupils to enter into 
the debate more fully and thoughtfully—though clearly opportunities for this may be con-
strained by constitutional positions in some countries.

Finally, our research shows the value of these strategies for students, especially in learn-
ing the skills of argumentation, and we do not consider them to be simply a stage in the 
development of formal abstract thought (contra Kuhn, 1991). Wider hermeneutical prin-
ciples are at stake, and debates about the nature of argumentation in a post-secular society 
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(Franck & Thalén, 2021). At its most basic, perspective-taking can serve as a useful peda-
gogical device to engage in argumentation because it supports students’ understanding of 
the fundamentals of argumentation, notably the chain of claim, evidence and warrant, but 
it can also situate those fundamentals within an appreciation of the lived experiences of 
others, and how arguments are simultaneously personal and universal. On the one hand, it 
is useful to pay attention to both typologies of argumentation and the specificities of dis-
ciplines, but on the other students will both come at these issues by drawing on a range of 
approaches to perspective-taking and will need support in doing so effectively for public 
scrutiny.

9  Conclusion

Olga never saw any stems, Abdul celebrates neither Eid nor Christmas, and Charlotte does 
not care about animals because none of them exist. They were fictions for research pur-
poses, but beyond meagre lines of text they came to argue directly with each other, to have 
families and communities, and to be adjudged. What they share is being the banal device of 
presenting different characters as the voices of different lines of argument, a commonplace 
in school textbooks and tasks, but which generated a wealth of responses, illustrating stu-
dents’ different challenges and approaches.

One distinctive feature of this project is the students’ ages, between 11 and 14 years old, 
since much research on perspective-taking and argumentation is with college students or 
undergraduates, who have already been through much of their schooling, and often have 
decided to specialise in one subject. Research on socio-scientific issues tends to draw on 
science students, who are by then products of a particular approach to different subjects 
within the school curriculum, and different approaches to both perspective-taking and 
argumentation. There is an intriguing question as to whether these undergraduates were not 
offered the opportunity to develop their perspective-taking skills during their schooling, 
which is why they struggle with it now. This itself leads onto an even wider question about 
the development of other cross-curricular work on the value of perspective-taking for these 
purposes, and how a more integrated approach across the curriculum would more fully 
enable students to engage in humane, deliberative, critical debate. Unfortunately, oppor-
tunities for school students to develop these capabilities in relation to scientific, religious 
and ethical questions can be constrained by constitutional arrangements, but there would 
undoubtedly be other possibilities across the rest of the curriculum too.
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Appendix 1: Completed research instrument[W3]
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