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GRE Argument Essay 
The GRE Argument Essay asks for a different approach than the GRE Issue Essay. 
Instead of taking a position on a provided issue and constructing your own argument 
about it, you read someone else’s argument and comment on the flaws in its 
evidence, underlying assumptions, and conclusion. You do not take a side. 

You’re asked to evaluate the logical soundness of the argument—not fix it. There is 
only one opinion you can have: the argument is flawed and the conclusion cannot be 
accepted based on the evidence and reasoning provided. Takeaway: you do not “fix” 
the argument by using the evidence to draw a new conclusion. 

The Argument Essay, therefore, is about critiquing another author's argument. 

How to structure the GRE Argument Essay 

The GRE Argument Essay contains a short argument that may or may not be 
complete, followed by specific instructions on what to highlight in your response. 
You should always refer to those instructions in the sections of your writing that 
address them. 

Your GRE Argument Essay should contain five to six paragraphs that: 

1. critique the author’s argument 

2. describe how the argument could be improved 

3. reiterate that the argument is overall weak and unconvincing 

Here is one popular breakdown of how to structure each section of your essay. 

Prewriting and introduction 

Begin with your prewriting phase. Use this time to identify, among other things, the 
conclusion, evidence, and underlying assumptions of the argument that’s being 
presented. 

After prewriting, construct an intro of three or four sentences to show the grader 
that you understand these parts of the argument. Your intro should: 

• restate the author’s conclusion (opinion) and specifically identify it as a conclusion 

• summarize the facts or proposals the author provides that lead to this conclusion, 
and specifically identify them as evidence; save your three examples of those 
specifics (and the time it takes to write them) for the body of your essay 

• state unequivocally that the argument is flawed in the paragraph’s thesis, or final 
sentence 
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Body 

Each of your body paragraphs should: 

• run between four and six sentences 

• introduce one example of insufficient evidence, unsupported assumptions, or other 
flaws in the argument—and explain how that example is flawed 

• offer alternative evidence to that presented; if there are other possibilities the author 
didn’t discuss, the argument is fallible 

You should be spending the majority of each body paragraph doing the third step: 
showing how it fully supports your thesis. 

Almost every argument has unsupported assumptions. Identify a primary assumption 
and give examples of evidence that, if it were true, would make the assumption 
unlikely to be true and therefore weaken the conclusion. You are not expected to 
disprove the conclusion; instead, you want to show that the author, if he did more 
research, might find that his conclusion isn’t a strong one. 

Body paragraph 1 — Lack of evidence to support an assumption 

Almost every argument has unsupported assumptions. In four to six sentences, 
identify a primary assumption the argument depends on in order for the conclusion 
to be true. Then give examples of alternative evidence that would weaken that 
conclusion. You are not expected to disprove the conclusion; you just want to show 
that the author didn’t do due diligence in proving it. 

Body paragraph 2 — Weak evidence 

After a transition word or phrase, identify another assumption or flaw in the author’s 
reasoning, and show how better reasoning or more (or different) evidence 
undermines the argument. Again, aim for four to six sentences. 

Body paragraph 3 — Vague language 

This is a “time valve” paragraph, which means you should only write it if you have 
plenty of time to spare. In it, you can go after the specific terminology the author 
uses in the argument. How many is “many”? Who exactly is “most”? Use the author’s 
own rhetorical construction against him. 

Body paragraph 4 — How to strengthen the argument 

Just because there are unsupported assumptions and flaws in the author’s argument 
doesn’t mean that the conclusion is, in itself, indefensible. In two to four sentences, 
point out the idea that there might be some merit to the author’s argument—and 
that the conclusion could be supported with different evidence or assumptions. 
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Conclusion 

Your conclusion should only be one or two sentences and should make it clear to the 
grader that you understand your job was to analyze the argument—not to fix it. 
Briefly restate your original thesis, that the argument has too many assumptions and 
flaws in reasoning to be acceptable. Point out that the author has more work to do. 
You can also provide specific recommendations for changes that would strengthen 
the argument. Be sure to state what specific information would need to be included 
to bolster the argument. 

Tips for a strong GRE Argument Essay 

• Look for false generalizations, inadequate evidence, and misleading surveys or 
statistics. The argument presented will ALWAYS have flaws. Point out sweeping 
statements and faulty conclusions. If data is provided at all, you can be sure it’s not 
100% sound. Find out how, and expose it. 

• Discuss two or three specific assumptions the author makes. There may be more 
than three assumptions, but it’s better to take the time to fully evaluate a few of 
them than simply make a list of all the problems you’ve discovered. 

• Embrace the third person. While you should steer clear of first-person, you should 
absolutely feel comfortable using third person, openly referring to “the author” and 
“the author’s argument.” 

• Make strong, declarative statements: Choose words with conviction. You want to 
convey confidence that you have found flaws within the presented argument. 

GRE Argument Essay practice 

Try this sample GRE Argument Essay prompt for practice. Remember that you’ll have 
30 minutes to complete it on GRE Test Day. There are a few different ways ETS 
might present the argument, so it's best to practice a few different prompts. 

In 1992, many farmers in Jalikistan began using a hormone designed to produce 
larger cows that would produce more milk. Since then, childhood obesity in 
Jalikistan has grown by 200 percent. The amount of milk and dairy consumed by 
children in this area has not increased or decreased. Children in the same area who 
are lactose intolerant, and who drink almond milk or soy milk, have not had the 
same increase in childhood obesity. The only clear explanation is that the 
introduction of the hormone is responsible for the increase in childhood obesity in 
that area. 

Write a response in which you discuss one or more viable alternatives to the 
proposed explanation. Justify, with support, why the alternatives could rival the 
proposed explanation and explain how those explanation(s) can plausibly account 
for the facts presented in the argument. 
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 GRE Issue Essay 
The GRE Issue Essay provides a brief quotation on an issue of general interest and 
asks you to evaluate the issue according to specific instructions. You must then 
support one side of the issue and develop an argument to support your side. 

Yes, you will be making an argument in this essay, but don't confuse it with the GRE 
Argument Essay, in which you'll poke holes in another author's argument. Here, the 
focus is on supporting the issue. Think of it like this: In the GRE Issue Essay, you'll 
develop your own argument with respect to one side of an issue. You'll be required to 
evaluate the issue, consider its complexities, and develop an argument with reasons 
and examples to support your views. 

The better organized your essay, the clearer it will be to the grader, and the higher it 
will score. 

How to structure the GRE Issue Essay 

The GRE Issue Essay is similar in structure to the classic five-paragraph short essay. 
You may opt for four to six paragraphs, but the template we walk you through plans 
for the classic five. 

Here's how to put it to use. 

Introduction 

Although the grader will have access to the specific assignment you received, your 
essay should stand on its own, making clear the assignment you were given and your 
response to it. 

Start with a sentence that clearly restates the issue you were assigned, followed by 
a sentence with your position on that assignment—your thesis. Next, introduce the 
specific reasons or examples you plan to provide in each of the next three 
paragraphs: one sentence for each of the forthcoming paragraphs. 

It is key that you consider exactly what's being asked of you in the assignment, and 
make sure the language you use in your intro paragraph demonstrates that you 
understand the specific instructions for that assignment. For instance, if the task 
tells you to “address the most compelling reasons and/or examples that could be 
used to challenge your position,” you will need to show at least two strong reasons 
or examples that the opposing side could use—and then explain why those reasons 
or examples are incorrect. 

Structure your first paragraph in this way, and you’re well on your way to effectively 
indicating that you understand the assignment, are organized, have considered the 
complexities of the issue, and can effectively use standard written English—all 
components of a strong essay that's destined for a great score. 
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Body 

Each of your body paragraphs should do three things: 

• introduce one of your examples 

• explain how that example relates to the topic 

• show how the example fully supports your thesis 

You should spend the majority of each body paragraph on the third step: showing 
how it fully supports your thesis. 

Body paragraph 1 

Use your strongest, most specific reason first, and then support that reason with 
examples and/or logical analysis. Your examples can be from history, science, 
politics, business, entertainment, pop culture, current events, or even from personal 
experience. Make sure you explain clearly why your examples support your reason, 
and why this reason supports your main thesis. 

Body paragraph 2 

Use a transition word or phrase, and then launch into your second reason and 
supporting example. Repeat the same process you used to construct the first 
paragraph. 

Body paragraph 3 

Use a transition phrase again in the first topic sentence. Describe the third example, 
and explain how it supports your thesis. Make sure to clearly relate the example to 
the topic. This paragraph is a good place to raise a possible strong counterargument 
to your thesis, and then explain clearly why the counterargument is incorrect. This 
shows the grader that, not only is your position right, but the opposite position is 
also wrong. 

Conclusion 

Your conclusion should be a brief mirror of your introductory paragraph. Remind the 
grader what topic you were asked to consider and what your position is. Briefly 
summarize the points you made. 

If you find you are running out of time, it is better to include your final body 
paragraph and eliminate the conclusion paragraph, because the conclusion doesn’t 
add new information to your analysis. An otherwise well-developed Issue Essay that 
lacks a conclusion will not be penalized. 
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Tips for a strong GRE Issue Essay 

• Choose a side … and stick to it! It doesn’t matter which one—just know that trying to 
have it both ways will come across as waffling. 

• Be specific and relevant. Whether your examples are about Mitt Romney, the mating 
rituals of octopii, or your Uncle Ralph the compulsive gambler, keep them specific 
and relevant to the real world. You can have some fun, as long as everything you 
write supports your argument—and you show how it does. 

• Make strong, declarative statements. Charged modifiers, active language, and cause-
effect sentences add confidence and distinction. “It is unacceptable for the president 
to permit Congress to pass the law because it unconstitutionally overextends 
Congress’ powers...” beats “The president shouldn’t allow Congress to pass the 
law...” any day. 

• Refute the other position. Try introducing the opposing viewpoint in your 
conclusion—then refute it in one to two sentences, reinforcing your own thesis and 
ending on a strong point. 

GRE Issue Essay sample 

Try this sample GRE Issue Essay prompt for practice. Remember that you’ll 
have 30 minutes to complete it on GRE Test Day. There are various questions 
you might be asked to answer on the Issue Essay, so it's best to practice a 
few different prompts. 

The emergence of the online “blogosphere” and social media has significantly 
weakened the quality of political discourse in the United States. Reason: When 
anyone can publish political opinions easily, standards for covering news and 
political topics will inevitably decline. 

Write a response in which you examine your own position on the statement. 
Explore the extent to which you either agree or disagree with it, and support your 
reasoning with evidence and/or examples. Be sure to reflect on ways in which the 
statement might or might not be true, and how this informs your thinking on the 
subject. 
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General Tips for a strong Analytical Writing Section 

Lots of students have excellent transcripts and are good at taking tests, but 
not everyone can demonstrate impressive writing skills. Try these tips to take 
your Analytical Writing essays to a whole new level. 

Write at least three practice GRE essays 

Use prompts for the two different types of essays in the Analytical Writing Section, 
and stick to the 30-minute time limit per essay that you’ll have on GRE Test Day. 
Peer reviews are especially valuable, so ask a friend or colleague for feedback after 
you complete each essay. 

Use transition words and phrases 

On both types of essays in the GRE Analytical Writing Section, it is important to use 
transition words and phrases to guide the grader through the argument you’re 
making. 

Words like because, although, furthermore, however, and alternatively will serve as a 
roadmap throughout your essay. These terms are designed to catch the grader’s 
attention and demonstrate that you've thoughtfully considered your points and 
clearly structured your message. 

Avoid first person 
For the most part, first-person pronouns have no place in GRE essays—especially in 
intros or conclusions. The grader knows that you’re the one writing the essay. 

In the Argument Essay, don't be tempted to state: "I agree," "I disagree," "I've 
discovered," or "I've found." In the Issue Essay, you may find that you use the 
occasional personal example in your body paragraph, in which case you can slip in an 
"I" or a "me" on occasion, but keep in mind that self-reference must be used 
extremely sparingly—and with a specific, justifiable purpose. 

Use confident, purposeful language 

Active sentences and strong modifiers are the way to write when you're crafting a 
GRE essay. Not only do they make your writing sound more sophisticated and 
concise, but they add conviction to your written voice. 


