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Writing is one of the most difficult skills in language learning, particularly in 

learning English as a foreign language. The purposes of this qualitative study 

were to describe student teachers’ challenges in composing argumentative 

writing and to explain how they encountered those challenges at one public 

university teacher-training program in Jambi, Indonesia. The theoretical 

framework of cultural capital was used to guide the study while the data were 

collected through demographic profiles and semi-structured in-depth 

interviews with student teachers. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, we only had 

access to invite 12 students to participate in our study—they were six male 

and six female student teachers. All participants in this study had taken 

English academic writing subjects and had been familiar with argumentative 

English writing. To analyze the data, within-case and cross-case analyses were 

used. The results of the data analysis produced eight salient themes including 

insufficient vocabulary and grammar, giving arguments, writing habits, 

parents’ occupation, the relationship between students, cognitive strategies, 

metacognitive strategies, and social strategies. The implications of the study 

are also discussed. 

 

Keywords: argumentative writing, case study, cultural capital, Covid-19 

pandemic, EFL student teachers 

  

 

Introduction 

 

Writing has an important role in our personal and professional lives. Writing is an act 

of communication, a purposeful means of addressing an audience. However, writing is 

currently viewed in academic circles as more than just a tool for communication. The ability 

to convey meaning proficiently in written texts is a crucial skill for academic and professional 

success (Crowhurst, 1990; Gray et al., 2005; Johnston & Kotzee, 2011; Kellogg & Raulerson, 

2007; Weldy et al., 2014). One of the writing genres is argumentative writing which is 

considered the most common writing that students face in universities (Peloghitis, 2017). 

This genre of writing is important for university students to express their own points-of-view 

in academically appropriate forms and strategies (e.g., Karabacak & Qin, 2010; Varghese & 

Abraham, 1998). It is a form of writing in which the writer needs to convince readers of “the 

correctness of a central statement” (Hyland, 1990, p. 68). In writing an argumentative essay, 

a writer takes a position on an issue and gives supporting evidence to persuade someone else 

to accept, or at least consider the position (e.g., Hinkel, 2002; Oshima & Hogue, 2007). The 

task of constructing a successful piece of argumentative writing is conceptually and 
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structurally complex and demanding in comparison to composing in other genres. The 

writing of an argument places heavy cognitive and linguistic demands on the writer. 

In the Indonesian context, “It is common that students at the university level are 

passive in the classroom” (Mukminin, 2012, p. 22). In terms of arguing with others in the 

classroom and in the educational setting more broadly, it is also not common. Students are 

likely to be silent and listen to their teachers during teaching and learning processes. “Their 

familiarity with “passive classroom” culture or teacher-centered instruction combined with 

their limited English ability kept them silent in class and made it difficult for them” 

(Mukminin, 2012, p. 22) to be active in the classroom. This may influence them in writing 

argumentative essays because English as a foreign language (EFL) students often lack 

experience in writing academic texts in their first language. 

This issue is particularly relevant in Indonesia where there are limited opportunities 

for students to develop their academic writing skills, insufficient English language ability, 

and lack of academic writing socialization (Mukminin et al., 2015). These difficulties create 

significant obstacles for students, particularly for those who want to pursue higher education 

in English-speaking countries (Karabacak & Qin, 2010; Stapleton, 2001). Additionally, a 

review of research on second-language writing has examined both second language 

argumentative texts and the strategies used in producing argumentative writing. The findings 

have indicated that English argumentative writing poses rhetorical constraints for second-

language writers (e.g., Cheng, 2010; Dastjerdi & Samian, 2011; Liu, 2013; Xinghua & 

Thompson, 2009). These studies focus on analysing rhetorical organization of students’ 

written essays to measure students’ ability in composing English argumentative tasks. 

Furthermore, the text-based research that has compared argumentative writing by native and 

non-native English speakers reveals rhetorical and textual differences, although some 

similarities have also been found (e.g., Hirose, 2003; Lv, 2015). The aims of Hirose’s (2003) 

study and Lv’s (2015) study are to compare the organizational structures of argumentative 

writing across different languages. 

Additionally, the second-language writing research has examined the strategies that 

the second language writers employ to accomplish argumentative writing tasks (Peloghitis, 

2017; Zhu, 2001). However, the second language (L2) writers’ challenges with English 

argumentative writing have largely been approached from textual perspectives in which 

students are required to learn from argumentative texts. Regarding the second language (L2) 

writers’ challenges with English argumentative writing, unfortunately, in Indonesia, not much 

research has examined students’ perspectives in composing an argumentative writing except 

for one qualitative study conducted in Jambi, Indonesia by Mukmininet et al. (2015). Their 

study examined the experiences of Indonesian student teachers in English academic writing 

socialization. They focused on student teachers’ perspectives and discussed constraints and 

solving strategies in academic writing in general. Despite the similarity of research site and 

research design between Mukminin et al.’s study (2015) and our study, the present study 

aimed to describe student teachers’ struggles in writing an argumentative essay and to 

explore their strategies in English argumentative writing.  

A number of the previous studies on second language argumentative writing in 

universities have focused on text-based research to diagnose students’ competence in 

producing these texts (e.g., Cheng, 2010; Dastjerdi & Samian, 2011; Liu, 2013; Xinghua & 

Thompson, 2009). Additionally, Hirose (2003) and Lv (2015) conducted studies to explore 

the comparison of organizational structures of argumentative writing across different 

languages while Mu and Carrington (2007), Peloghitis (2017), and Zhu (2001) did studied the 

writing strategies used to accomplish an argumentative writing task. Previous research results 

have illustrated that more clarity is needed regarding the struggles that student teachers 

experienced in argumentative writing and the strategies that they used in the composing 
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processes. The study was an attempt to fill the gaps in the literature by examining two 

research questions: (1) from the learners’ perspective, what are the challenges faced by 

student teachers when performing an argumentative task in English? And (2) How do the 

student teachers manage their challenges in performing an argumentative task in English? 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

The Theoretical Framework 

 

In this study, Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of cultural capital was used as the theoretical 

framework. This theory exists in three forms (embodied, objectified, and institutionalized). 

First, Bourdieu (1986) argued that cultural capital is embodied in behaviors, interaction, and 

expression and in the command of valued cultural knowledge. In other words, in its embodied 

form, cultural capital is related to capability or skill which cannot be disconnected from its 

holder (person) due to a long-lasting disposition of mind, suggesting that the holder has been 

socialized with the skill that he or she needs to survive in her or his life. In the context of our 

study, our participants were supposed to have skills in writing an argumentative essay 

through teaching and learning processes that they had followed in their study. More 

specifically they had taken several courses related to writing skills during their college. Those 

courses such as Writing I, II, III, and IV were supposed to facilitate them to have skills in 

writing including in writing argumentative essays. Through taking those courses, writing skill 

is supposed to be represented in their academic life. The capability or skill in writing an 

argumentative essay should be embodied yet in their academic life and should be able to 

facilitate them to be successful in their educational processes. As a result, they might not face 

challenges to be able to write an argumentative essay. 

Second, Bourdieu (1986) argued that in an objectified form, cultural capital is related 

to cultural things such as museums, libraries, monuments, historical sites, university syllabi, 

and texts. In the circumstances of our study, our participants were supposed to have targeted 

writing skills as they were provided with university syllabi, guided books, lectures, writing 

methods, and sample of writing for becoming successful in Writing I, II, III, and IV courses 

during their college. These “objectified” things (e.g., university syllabi) are intended to help 

them to have basic skills to write in English, particularly to write an argumentative essay as 

one of the targeted writing skills. Additionally, the “objectified” things are intended to 

provide them with skills so that they would be successful after taking writing courses. 

Finally, in an institutionalized form, cultural capital is related to academic 

qualifications in the forms of credentials, which are obtained through training in a specific 

period. Bourdieu’s (1986) cultural capital theory refers to a set of linguistic and cultural 

competencies of the dominant classes. In current societies with a system of formal education, 

the culture of the upper and middle classes may be transferred and passed through the 

educational system (e.g., curriculum, teaching methods, teachers, and facilities of the 

schools). To obtain cultural capital, a student must have the ability to receive and internalize 

it. Bourdieu (1986) looked at cultural capital as a set of values and non-financial resources 

such as the ability to talk, to act, and to think in particular ways and knowledge of music, art, 

and literature that are passed on from one generation to the next generation, binding the 

members of a cultural group together, and separating them from the members of other 

cultural groups (Sadovnik, 2007). Bourdieu (1986) argued that, besides economic factors, 

“cultural habits and dispositions inherited from” the family are fundamentally important to 

school or university success (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 14). From the perspectives of 

Bourdieu’s (1986) cultural capital, the academic writing success of Indonesian student 

teachers in this study might be influenced by their ability to receive and internalize 
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competencies in academic writing in English. More specifically, it determines how student 

teachers compose an argumentative writing in English. In our study, through the institutional 

curriculum and programs such as providing specific writing courses in every department or 

study program, participants (EFL student teachers) are trained to be able to possess writing 

skills which are reflected in their academic qualifications in the forms of credentials. The 

institutionalized curriculum and programs for our participants are expected to be able to 

provide them opportunities for competing with others after they graduate from the program. 

In short, through the cultural capital theory, we would like to look at how writing courses, 

programs, and curriculum are embodied, objectified, and institutionalized in order to help 

them succeed, particularly in this study, in writing an argumentative essay.  

 

Argumentative Writing 

 

The writing strategies are the processes that the writer goes through to produce the 

written form. A writer not only needs to know and apply the processes (strategies) of writing. 

According to Kroll (2003), writing is an activity that needs a process consisting of some 

stages. The stages are pre-writing, drafting, and revising through feedback from a teacher or 

from a peer. Furthermore, Harmer (2006) states that there is a process in writing that includes 

an interrelated set of recursive stages: (1) pre-writing which is related to a written planning 

process when students brainstorm, research, describe ideas, and often use diagrams; (2) 

arrangement which is related to students outlining the main points they want to express; (3) in 

the reviewing stage, students review, modify and rearrange the activities that they have done. 

They can either re-organize, add words, delete words according to the content that the 

students have achieved, or this is also called a draft fix; (4) editing, at this stage teachers fix 

and correct errors in grammar and edit to clarify sentences; and (5) publishing which is the 

last stage in the writing process, which can later be published in accordance with the wishes 

of writers.  

Then, the next strategy is related to develop and organize ideas. Students need to 

know how to organize what they have learned about any topic or assignment into a well-

structured whole. In longer writing assignments, they need to know how to create a strong 

introduction that catches readers’ interest; how to link ideas in logically connected paragraphs 

that contain enough supporting details; and how to conclude with a strong ending. The last 

strategy is about revising and editing ideas. Students need individual and group skills to 

assess their own work and the work of others for content, clarity, form, and style, and for 

errors in grammar, punctuation, and spelling. In our study, we would like to look how student 

teachers’ experiences in composing argumentative writing and what challenges they faced 

and what strategies that they had to encounter those challenges at one public university 

teacher-training program in Jambi, Indonesia. 

 

Writing Skill and Its Challenges 

 

Writing is one of the most difficult skills in language learning, particularly in learning 

English as a foreign language and EFL student teachers face several challenges. Leki, (2001) 

categorizes two main challenges including (1) attested challenges and (2) more ideological 

challenges. First, the attested challenges are beyond issues of time and numbers of students 

and logistic tensions within the L2 English writing classroom itself which include developing 

an understanding of and a strategy for accommodating local needs. Furthermore, teacher 

training programs often do not include specific training in the teaching of writing (Kroll, 

2003; Williams, 1995, in Leki, 2001). In other words, the attested challenges are not only 

related to the issues of time and numbers of students in the classroom, but also are the ones 
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related to develop students’ ability in writing based on their local needs. Topics should be the 

ones related to what L2 English students are familiar with so that they can build their ideas in 

writing an essay. For instance, providing writing topics that are related to students’ 

backgrounds may be a good way to develop students’ ability in writing in L2. The second set 

of challenges is ethical and ideological challenges. These kinds of challenges are related to 

writing in English as a foreign language regarding its relevance or irrelevance to students’ 

educations, careers, or lives. Since English is a foreign or second language for students from 

non-English speaking countries, teaching writing for these kinds of students should have 

clear goals. EFL teachers who teach writing must decide exactly the purpose of teaching FL 

writing. For example, when they take some courses in writing (e.g., writing 1, writing 2) and 

fail that course, they are not allowed to continue to take the next courses in writing. This kind 

of failure can lower the students’ motivation to learn English as a foreign language. Based on 

these kinds of challenges, in our study, we would like to look at what challenges our 

participants in writing an argumentative essay. 

 

The Context of the Study 

 

In a qualitative study, a researcher’s background, his or her personal connections to 

the participants, his or her understandings of the matters being examined, and the vested 

positions that he or she brings to the subject (Patton, 1990) should be integrated in the study. 

A qualitative researcher should “explicitly identify their biases, values, and personal interest 

about their research topic and process” and access to the research participants (Creswell, 

2007, p. 184). The first author for this study is a female Indonesian lecturer and has a doctoral 

degree in Education in one university in Indonesia. She formulated research goals and aims 

and administered the research. The second author holds a Ph.D. in Educational Leadership 

and Policy Studies from a US public university. He had experience and training in qualitative 

research by taking various courses at a graduate level, including qualitative research methods, 

qualitative data analysis, and research methods in education. He focused on writing, 

reviewing, and editing-prepared and/or presented published work. The third author holds a 

Ph.D. in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies from a US public university. He took 

various courses at a graduate level, including qualitative research methods, qualitative data 

analysis, and research methods in education. He helped with the methodology part of this 

study. The fourth author is a faculty member in one public university in Jambi, Indonesia. He 

holds a Ph.D. from Germany and focuses on science education and hard science. He helped 

with the methodology, including data collection and analyses. The fifth author is a faculty 

member in one public university in Jambi, Indonesia. He holds a Ph.D. from the Philippines 

and focuses his research on bilingual education. He helped with the methodology including 

data collection and analyses. The sixth author is a faculty member in one public university in 

Jambi, Indonesia who focuses her research on literature and theory. She helped with the 

methodology, particularly the data collection and analyses. The seventh and eighth authors 

are lecturers from Universitas Islam Negeri Raden Fatah Palembang who helped with the 

methodology, particularly the data collection and analyses. The last author is a senior lecturer 

from Universitas Jambi who took care of writing, reviewing, and editing-prepared and/or 

presented published work. 

The authors’ interest in exploring student teachers’ challenges in composing 

argumentative writing and how they encountered those challenges was sparked by the fact 

that Indonesian student teachers are still struggling in composing argumentative writing in 

English as a foreign language. Additionally, we find that limited studies have been done in 

the Indonesian context. We decided to do this study as an attempt to provide information on 

student teachers’ challenges in composing argumentative writing and how they encountered 
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those challenges at one public university teacher-training program and how teachers and 

university and faculty level to help student teachers succeed in in composing argumentative 

writing in English as a foreign language. We are all interested in the topic is because many 

undergraduate student teachers are challenged to compose argumentative writing. We worked 

together in this project starting from identifying potential participants by making good 

connections with student teachers until finalizing the project. 

 

Methodology 

 

Research Design, Site and Access, Sampling, and Participants 

 

In this study we used a qualitative case study design to examine the challenges of 

Indonesian student teachers in creating argumentative writing and how they encounter those 

challenges at one teacher training program in Jambi, Indonesia. Merriam (1998), Yin (2003), 

Stake (2005), and Denzin and Lincoln (2005) note that case study research is a qualitative 

approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded 

system (cases) over time, through detailed and in-depth data collection involving multiple 

sources of information (e.g., interviews, audio visual material, and documents)., Additionally, 

Merriam (1998, p. 27) states that a qualitative case study is an intensive and holistic 

description, explanation, and analysis of “a bounded system” or phenomenon such as a 

person, a program, an institution, a process, a social unit, a group, and a policy. Creswell 

(1998) wrote that the bounded system can be bounded by time and place and the case can be 

a program, an activity, or individuals (Mukminin & McMahon, 2013; Safitri et al., 2020).  

We conducted the research at one public university specifically, English Department 

of Teacher Training Education in Jambi, Indonesia. Student teachers who have taken 

academic writing courses were the participants of this study. The access was obtained from 

the head of study program. The names of people, places, and research site were concealed 

through the use of pseudonyms in order to protect the rights of participants (Habibi et al., 

2018; Mukminin et al., 2017). In this study, a purposeful sampling with a convenience case 

strategy was used. Creswell (2007, p. 126) wrote, “convenience cases, which represent sites 

or individuals from which researcher can access and easily collect data.” We planned to 

recruit 15 to 25 participants in our study, however due to COVID-19 pandemic we only had 

access to invite 12 students (six male and six female) to participate in our study. We recruited 

all participants with the help of writing teachers (two teachers) at the research site. With the 

help of these teachers, we gave potential participants a demographic background survey and 

an informed consent form. All participants in this study had taken English academic writing 

subjects and had been familiar with argumentative English writing. 

 

Data Collection 

 

The primary data for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews 

which were conducted individually with each student teacher at one public university, 

specifically teacher training program in Jambi, Indonesia. Student teachers’ essays constitute 

an additional source of data. The semi-structured interviews took place shortly after student 

teachers completed the assignment and ranged from approximately 45 to 60 minutes. The 

completed assignment was not used as the data for this study. However, the assignment was 

used as a starting point to interview our participants. In other words, after our participants 

finished their assignments from their teacher, we asked their time to be interviewed. The 

interview depended on the participants’ time and willingness (Abrar et al., 2018). Some 

interviews were conducted in English and some in Indonesian, audio-taped, and directly 
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transcribed verbatim. Additionally, to support the interview data, we also used a demographic 

background survey to obtain participants’ backgrounds including gender, GPA, academic 

writing score, their preferences about writing, the familiarity of argumentative essay and 

whether they have ever written an argumentative essay.  

The participants possessed a variety of characteristics regarding their gender, GPA, 

academic writing score, their preferences about writing, the familiarity of argumentative 

essay and whether they have ever written an argumentative essay. In this part, there were 

twelve participants getting involved in this study. Of 12 participants in our study, we had six 

male and female participants. By GPA, all of them had a GPA above 3.00. In terms of 

familiarity with argumentative writing, all participants reported that they were familiar with 

it. By experiences in writing argumentative, our participants reported that they had 

experiences with it. We named our participants with SS1, SS2, SS3, SS4, SS5, SS6, SS7, 

SS8, SS9, SS10, SS11, and SS12. 

 

Data Analysis and Representation 

 

In this study, we analysed the demographic data descriptively while the interview data 

were transcribed individually and then analysed. All the transcripts among the participants 

were analysed and compared to search for similarities and differences. The transcripts were 

reread line-by-line to find regularities and emerging themes and sub-themes among the data. 

Once all the interview data were coded and analysed, we started to identify how themes and 

sub-themes helped us to explain the research questions. During this process, we also removed 

or reduced overlapping and repetitive data. We used pattern coding to find mostly repetitive 

patterns of statements and consistencies among participants. This approach was chosen as it 

helped us to find patterns and regularity of participants’ talks and statements. Miles and 

Huberman (1994, p. 56) wrote, “coding is analysis” and Johnson and Christensen (2008, p. 

534) stated, “coding is a process of marking segments of data (usually text data) with 

symbols, descriptive words, or categories. For example, we listed potential and general 

themes and sub-themes based on the coding processes such as vocabulary and grammar, 

arguments, topic unfamiliarity, peer support, parents’ occupation, practice and self-study, and 

learning motivation and learning facilities. Then, we discussed these themes and sub-themes 

with co-researchers to look at them in details by reading all the participants’ interview data 

before we decided the final themes and sub-themes. More specifically, first we collected all 

potential statements or quotations related to each theme and sub-theme from each participant. 

Then, all of participants’ statements or quotations were placed in the themes and sub-themes 

that we temporarily developed. This was done to make it easy to take their statements or 

quotations when we made final themes and sub-themes (Muazza et al., 2019; Mukminin, 

2019). For example, for the theme, “Insufficient vocabulary and grammar,” we listed all 

potential statements or quotations from twelve participants related to this theme that we 

coded earlier. Next, we reread all the statements line-by-line to find the most related ones and 

removed or reduced overlapping and repetitive ones. 

 

Ethical Consideration and Trustworthiness 

 

To ensure the credibility of the inquiry or the “trustworthiness” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 300) of this study, we conducted individual interviews lasting approximately one 

hour and to verify the accuracy of the data, findings, and interpretations (Creswell, 2007; 

Johnson & Christensen, 2008). We did not only check with all the participants but also with 

our colleagues that served as member checking. Specifically, we returned all the interview 

data to all participants to get their feedback if they agreed or not with our data, findings, and 
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interpretations. We would like to state that the manuscript entitled, cultural capital and 

argumentative writing in English: challenges and strategies used by EFL student teachers” 

had not undergone the IRB process as it is not a must in country like Indonesia. However, 

participants’ decision to take part in this study was entirely voluntary and their identities were 

masked. More importantly, we provided our participants with an informed consent form that 

they had to sign and they were free to withdraw from participating in this study. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

We present the findings and major themes and their sub-themes that emerged and 

obtained from individual interviews. Five salient themes with their sub-themes to emerge 

were related to Challenges in performing an argumentative task in English, namely (1) 

insufficient vocabulary and grammar (content and development), (2) giving arguments (topic 

unfamiliarity and critical thinking skills-lack of support for reasons), (3) writing habits 

(practice and self-study), (4) parents’ occupation (learning motivation and learning facilities), 

(4) the relationship between student and student (peer support). Additionally, three major 

themes related to strategies about how our participants managed their challenges in writing an 

argumentative task, namely (1) cognitive strategies, (2) metacognitive strategies, and (3) 

social strategies. 

 

Insufficient Vocabulary and Grammar: Content and Development 

 

Vocabulary and grammar are the two important elements in language. Having 

sufficient vocabulary and grammar knowledge for English as foreign language learners is 

important to develop content of their argumentative essays. We found that the first theme that 

emerged from participants’ interviews is their “insufficient vocabulary and grammar.” Their 

provisions of these language components influence them to organize the ideas and produce an 

argumentative writing. Participants in our study were challenged by their limited vocabulary 

and grammar as expressed by one of our participants: 

 

The first is grammar… such as articles, auxiliary verbs, verb agreement, 

nouns, pronouns, adjectives, adverbs, and prepositions, it’s very difficult and 

also about... maybe the rules…. If the lecturer does not give me hints or 

examples before I start to write, it makes me difficult to write an essay…the 

second is vocabulary. I have limited vocabulary to develop the content of my 

argumentative task… you know vocabulary challenges me a lot and it takes 

time for me to have more and more vocabulary in English. (SS 1) 

 

Additionally, some other participants reported that they were afraid of making mistakes in 

grammar and avoiding the correct tenses when they were writing. For example: 

 

In writing, I am afraid of making mistakes in grammar…particularly 

tenses…You know in English, there are a variety of tenses that we need to 

know such as present, past, and future and all of them are different from each 

other… (SS 10) 

 

Additionally, developing ideas becomes one of the hardest parts experienced by the students 

when they are composing an argumentative essay, specifically if the task is a timed essay. 

Participants in this study mostly reported the same ideas about it, for example: “Maybe, I am 

lack of data to write from the topic, and the time maybe. I mean sometimes I have to write 
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without a preparation in thirty minutes, or... in one hour, like that” (SS 4). Looking at the 

participants’ statements above, it indicated that their background knowledge in English 

writing had influenced their ability to produce and develop their ideas into good sentences 

and paragraphs although they had taken academic writing courses. 

 

Giving Arguments: Topic Unfamiliarity 

 

Giving arguments is one of the key issues in writing an argumentative essay. A 

student or an individual must have strong background knowledge on the topic that he or she 

wants to write or focus on. In other words, she or he must be familiar with their topic of 

writing, if not; she or he may fail to present a strong argument in his or her argumentative 

essay. Participants generally indicated that they had struggles in writing an argumentative 

essay when they were given an unfamiliar topic by their lecturer during their writing course. 

Their unfamiliar topic hindered them to develop their argumentative essay. One of our 

participants reported, “If I am unfamiliar with the topic, it’s one of my struggles maybe. So, I 

have to know first about the topic and then I will start to write” (SS 1). One female 

participant also reported the similar thing about the topic. Then, she realized that she would 

find a variety of topics to enrich her experience and knowledge related to the topics 

discussed. She commented: 

 

As I said that I mean in this world there are so many topics that I do not know. 

So, when I got the topic that I do not know, I found it difficult. I am 

challenged because I have to write arguments about the unfamiliar topic… 

(SS 2) 

 

In addition, one male student teacher replied that he had to explore all the things about 

the topics, and it took time. When he was in a timed essay, writing an unfamiliar topic was 

quite time consuming. As he mentioned in this excerpt, “The first challenge is about the 

topic. If it is unfamiliar, I must learn and it takes time to search or browse the idea, this is a 

timed essay” (SS 8). The findings above indicated that their unfamiliarity of the topic in 

writing is one of the constraints that they faced in writing an argumentative task. They also 

reported that they felt stressed when they were asked to write a timed essay. 

 

Critical Thinking Skills 

 

One of the essential points in writing an argumentative essay is writing arguments. 

Due to its special characteristics and features, this genre requires the writer to take stand or 

make claim and then give arguments or counterarguments as well. Two female participants 

revealed that they emphasized the complexity of the argumentative structure, “I think it’s 

quite complicated because sometimes we give the reasons why. We have a topic and then we 

should make pros and cons” (SS 1). 

Despite the uniqueness of argumentative essays, the writer should write convincing 

arguments and provide proofs and evidence. Participants in this study reported this constraint. 

For example, “Personally, it is challenging for me to write an argumentative essay because if 

I write and have lack of proofs or evidences, my argumentative writing is less convincing.” 

The other participants shared the same idea, “An argumentative essay should be based on the 

concrete opinion, it is not subjective. Sometimes I give my opinions that I think they do not 

match with the facts; it is my own subjectivity” (SS 7). Thesis statement is the core in writing 

an argumentative essay since it reveals the writer’s stance on the issue. One participant 

commented on the difficulty of writing thesis statement. As he expressed in the following 
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excerpt, “I think writing an argumentative essay is challenging and complicated too. To write 

a good argumentative essay, I have to think the thesis statement” (SS 3). Additionally, two 

participants in this study reported that they had constraints to find supporting ideas as the 

evidence in their argumentative essays. Choosing and finding the evidence are also the 

hardest part in writing an argumentative essay. 

 

Writing Habits 

 

The participants in this study expressed that writing in Indonesian was easier than 

writing in English because they did not stress on the grammar rules. They also said that they 

were not worried about their vocabulary. For example, “When I write [an essay] in 

Indonesian, it is easier because it is the language that I speak fluently. I do not need to think 

about grammatical structures” (SS 1). Additionally, one participant of this study reported that 

she expressed the ideas in a written form because of their personality. She enjoyed writing as 

the way of communication with others. She reflected, “I like writing better than the other 

skills because I think I cannot give my opinion [speaking to others] directly” (SS 2). 

Participants in this study shared that they practiced their writing through some writing 

activities. They were used to self-study and practice in English. From participants’ point of 

views, writing practices such as writing a blog or keeping a diary is the types of activities 

which support their writing skill. These activities also provide them with an opportunity for 

improving their language aspects. As mentioned by a female participant who enjoyed 

learning vocabulary in English since she was in elementary school. 

 

Parents’ Occupation 

 

Results of the study indicated that parents’ occupation influenced the success of 

students in learning English. Participants in this study reported similar things that emphasized 

the support from their parents related to learning motivation and learning facilities. A female 

student mentioned that she had an ambition to be an English lecturer in the future. She 

realized that to be an English teacher requires English competence including the mastery of 

language skills such as writing. Participants in this study also expressed that their parents 

support them in learning English not only in writing skill but also other skills. As one student 

reflected, additionally, participants in this study revealed that their parents provide them with 

learning facilities, for examples personal computer and internet to aid their learning. They 

said that they used those learning facilities for their academic works. More specifically, a 

female student shared the story about her parents’ involvement in learning writing. She 

wanted to be a journalist, as a result her parents bought her books and discussed with her 

about her study. As she reflected, additionally, one male participant confessed that he got 

support from his parents since he was in junior high school. He said his parents taught him 

and his brother provided him with the internet access. Furthermore, he mentioned that he was 

able to get some information from the internet. As he reflected in the following excerpt, 

 

The ideas have come from things that I’ve watched and that I’ve read from the 

internet. It is possible because my parents taught me when I was junior high 

school. Also, my brother provides me with internet connection at home, so I 

can explore things on the internet. (SS 8) 

 

One male participant reported that his father is an English teacher, however the 

support he received only the learning facilities such as an English book. He had to be more 

independent in learning English. Interestingly, one female student expressed how her parents 
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supported her in learning English by providing learning facilities even though her parents had 

a low-income salary. The results of the study indicated that parents’ job influenced the way 

they motivated their children in learning English. Findings indicated that participants had 

supports from their parents in learning English. In fact, all the members of the family were 

getting involved to provide their children with motivation and learning facilities. 

 

The Relationship Between Student and Student 

 

This theme emerged from the results of study; it showed the condition in teaching and 

learning in academic writing instruction. Due to Indonesian culture, most all participants in 

this study mentioned that they were reluctant to ask their lecturers about writing problems. 

One student commented that he would feel stressed and frustrated when lecturers focused on 

their writing instruction on the product, suggesting that lecturers tended to assess students’ 

writing achievement not based on the processes. Another male student was insecure when he 

wanted to ask some questions to the lecturers, so he chose to ask his senior about his writing 

problems. Additionally, one female student expected the lecturers to give written feedback on 

students’ writing which might help students improve their writing. She also confessed that 

there was a gap between students and lectures in writing classroom. This may cause students 

hesitate to ask questions and share their ideas. In contrast, one participant reported that she 

asked written feedback from lecturers, “I think when I start to write, I will ask my lecturer, 

and then I think the lecturer gives me suggestion about my writing, e.g., is it cohesive or 

coherence with our topic” (SS 1)? From the participants’ statements, they felt comfortable 

when they discussed their writing problems with their friends. The findings indicated that the 

relationship between student and student should be maintained in writing classroom 

instructions. This condition gives a positive effect on building collaborative learning, 

especially in writing. 

 

Challenges in Performing an Argumentative Task 

 

Cognitive Strategies: Brainstorming and Making Outline 

 

The first theme emerged from the study was cognitive strategies. Participants in this 

study reported that they applied brainstorming about the topic before they wrote an 

argumentative writing. For example: 

 

I think I have to have brainstorming first about the topic, what sentences or 

phrases that I am familiar with. Then I try to describe the topic… and then I 

read more about the topic to look at my position if I am for pros or cons. (SS 

1) 

 

Findings of this study indicated that participants applied cognitive strategies such 

brainstorming and making outline when they compose an argumentative writing. It can be 

inferred that participants in this study tended to be more independent to find effective ways in 

accomplishing their writing assignments. 

 

Metacognitive Strategies: Self-Editing and Revision 

 

The second theme emerged from this study was metacognitive strategies, suggesting 

that participants in this study had awareness to correct their mistakes in writing. As 

participants reported in the following excerpts: 
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Usually, I will read my writing over and over again so that I can find the 

mistakes that I made. (SS 10) 

 

Relevant or not, the development of the idea that I developed earlier is by 

checking the opinion that I have written down with points that are relevant to 

the topic before I usually revise it several times. Then, if it is relevant, I will 

use the idea. Then, the last problem is such as the structure of words, usually I 

have thought about what words to use in my argumentation essay. I think 

about this when the topic has been given or the points I have found. (SS 11) 

 

Participants in this study commented that they checked again and again whether they had 

written in a cohesive and coherent way. Also, they decided the right choice of words to write 

in their essay. In addition, structure is one of their focuses when they are doing self-editing 

and revision. 

 

Social Strategies: Sharing with Friends 

 

The third theme emerged from this study was social strategies. Participants reported 

that they often discussed with their friends about their writing problems. They expected to 

have solutions when they got difficulties in writing an argumentative essay. Results of the 

study suggested that participants tended to solve their own writing problem, later they asked 

for help from their peers. For example:  

 

I have someone to help me when I have difficulties to write an essay, I do not 

work by myself, so I have to ask someone to give me solutions or suggestions. 

I try to find solutions by myself but sometimes I feel that I am not confident. 

So I have to ask someone to give me solutions about my writing. (SS 1) 

 

Based on the statement above, our participants in our study reported that they tried to find out 

the ways out by themselves when they had difficulties in writing an argumentative essay. 

However, if they were stuck, they would use their social strategies such as asking friends who 

are good at writing an argumentative essay or someone who knows a lot about writing an 

argumentative essay. This kind of strategy helped our participants in developing their 

argumentative essay. 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 

The purposes of this study were to describe student teachers’ challenges in learning to 

compose English argumentative writing and to explain the strategies that they used to 

accomplish an argumentative writing assignment. The findings in this study indicated that 

there were eight major themes emerged including insufficient vocabulary and grammar, 

giving arguments, writing habits, parents’ occupation, the relationship between student and 

student, cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies, and social strategies. The results 

provide us with some insights into the challenges and strategies of Indonesian student 

teachers’ learning for composing English argumentative writing.  

Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory (1986) argued that to obtain cultural capital, a 

student must have the ability to receive and internalize it. More specifically, Bourdieu (1986) 

looked at cultural capital as a set of values and nonfinancial resources such as the ability to 

talk, to act, and think in particular ways and knowledge that are passed on from one 
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generation to the next generation, binding the members of a cultural group together, and 

separating them from the other cultural groups (Sadovnik, 2007). Participants in this study 

reported that they had limited linguistic aspects, argumentative skills, and writing experiences 

that influenced them in producing a good argumentative essay. Results of the study also 

indicated that participants-maintained students’ relationship with their peers in English 

writing. Due to Indonesian culture, participants are reluctant to ask lecturers about their 

writing problems. In Indonesian classrooms, power distance and teacher-centered instructions 

are common things including in higher education. Such situations make students feel 

reluctant to discuss their writing problems with their teachers or lecturers inside and outside 

the classroom.  

Moreover, results of the study revealed that insufficient vocabulary and grammar is a 

major cause of difficulty for EFL student teachers with limited writing experience when they 

composed an argumentative writing task. Participants’ comments concerning their limited 

vocabulary and grammar are consistent with Ozfidan and Mitchells’ study (2020). Due to 

their limited vocabulary and grammar, participants in this study reported that they had 

difficulties to organize and develop their ideas for an argumentative writing. Based on the 

interview results, participants expressed that they had more challenges in writing in English 

rather than in Indonesian, suggesting that participants’ background knowledge in English 

writing had influenced their ability to produce and develop their ideas into good sentences 

and paragraphs although they had taken academic writing courses. Participants also reported 

that time constraint became one of the difficult parts in composing an argumentative essay. 

They were not able to organize their ideas into a coherent and cohesive essay. 

From the participants’ perspective, organizing and developing arguments were also 

the challenges that they faced when they were writing an argumentative essay. This finding is 

similar to previous studies on English argumentative writing (e.g., Al-Abed-Al-Haq & 

Ahmed, 1994; Ozfidan & Mitchell, 2020; Peloghitis, 2017; Zhu, 2001). These results suggest 

that organization and development of arguments can be challenging for students from 

different backgrounds, and not only from the textual perspectives, but also from the learners’ 

own points-of-view. Students’ ability in writing an argumentative essay depends much on 

their awareness of the topic discussed and their critical thinking skills (Mukminin et al., 

2019). Participants in this study reported that an argumentative essay has its special features 

and strategies that are different from other types of genres. Due to its uniqueness, this type of 

genre requires students to take a stand and support their arguments with proofs and evidence 

to convince the readers.  

Additionally, our results revealed that most of the participants did not have writing 

experiences in English. This condition influences them when they compose an argumentative 

writing. Participants as reported in this study also confirmed that writing is one of the hardest 

skills to learn, however they keep thinking writing skill is essential for their academic works 

and their professional career. This finding is also consistent with Mukminin et al.’s (2015) 

study which confirmed that student teachers still had constraints in producing English written 

forms. This study suggests that participants who had no strongly cultural background 

knowledge in English academic writing leading them to face a variety of problems related to 

write paragraphs and to relate one paragraph to other paragraphs. 

Interestingly, participants in our study reported that they preferred to discuss and 

share with their peers about academic writing problems. However, they also said that they 

were reluctant to ask the lectures about their writing difficulties due to Indonesian culture. 

Additionally, maintaining a good relationship between student and student results in a good 

learning atmosphere, specifically in learning argumentative writing. Conversely, lecturers 

still must monitor and facilitate students’ learning. This finding is consistent with what 

Mukminin et al. (2015) found that higher power distance accepted by the Indonesian society 
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as part of their culture happened in Indonesian higher education which had made a gap 

between lecturers and participants inside and outside the classroom. Moreover, in terms of 

writing strategies, our findings indicated that participants in this study were resourceful 

learners. They employed various types of strategies without explicit instructions on writing 

strategies. Brainstorming and making outline were the most common approaches they used. 

Participants reported that they sometimes made a list of ideas and reasons based on what they 

read to help them to form arguments and counterarguments. Sharing ideas with friends was 

another important strategy that helped some participants to confirm whether an idea made 

sense or fitted structurally into the essay. This finding is in line with what Masbirorotni and 

Fajaryani (2020) found that dominantly student teachers applied cognitive strategies and 

metacognitive strategies in English writing. 

The study aimed at extending research on English argumentative writing by 

describing student teachers’ challenges in learning to compose an English argumentative 

writing and exploring the strategies that they used to accomplish an argumentative writing 

task. Eight salient themes and sub-themes emerged from this study were: insufficient 

vocabulary and grammar, giving arguments, writing habits, parents’ occupation, the 

relationship between student and student, cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies, and 

social strategies. The results of the study have potential implications for English writing 

instructions, specifically in Indonesian teacher training programs. First, the findings 

concerning students’ challenges indicate a need for developing arguments and critical 

thinking skills. Thus, an important responsibility for lecturers is to help students develop 

these skills. Second, the findings of the study suggest that helping students develop cognitive 

strategies, metacognitive strategies, and social strategies perhaps should have a special place 

in writing instructions because these strategies may not be used automatically by students. 

Cognitive strategies, metacognitive strategies, and social strategies may be particularly 

beneficial for students who have limited writing experience even in their first language, like 

some of the participants in this study. Last, lecturers should have discussions (writing 

conference) with students in choosing the topics to write about as unfamiliar topics may 

become constraints for students to produce their argumentative writing. 
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