Critical reasoning question essentially is of the following structure

(Assumptions) + Premises = Conclusion

Assumptions are unstated, but necessary to complete the argument. 

First step should be to recognize the conclusion. 

1. basis the conclusion indicating words

2. basis the overall meaning

3. conclusion may also be stated in the stem

4. there might also be a minor conclusion in the passage given. But a major one given in the question which would be the one that has to be proved or unproved

Second step is to construct the inter-relations between all the premises and conclusions given in the question

The various types of questions that are asked as follows
1. Find the assumption

The assumption that will be selected should be 

a. Closely tied to conclusion

b. Support of strengthen the conclusion

The assumption may be any one of the following

a. Assumptions will serve to fill the gap for achieving the conclusion

b. Assumption can establish the feasibility of the premises of the argument

c. Argument will eliminate the alternative options that are available

d. Argument will eliminate the alternate models of causation

2. state the conclusion

The conclusion will 

a. never go beyond the premises

b. shall not contain any extreme words

3. strengthen the conclusion

The strengthening premises will 

a. fix a potential weakness 

b. introduces additional supporting evidence

4. weaken the conclusion

The conclusion will 

c. expose a faulty assumptions

d. introduce a piece of detracting evidence

5. analyze the argument structure 
first recognize the conclusion and then analyze the other argument with keeping in mind the relation of the other conclusion with the main conclusion

6. bridge the paradox

7. evaluate a conclusion

8. Spot similar structure in given examples

General strategies - READ EACH SENTENCE VERY CAREFULLY AND UNDERSTAND ITS IMPLICATIONS 
1. Boundary words – the words that limit the scope. The argument will be within the scope of premises. These words are the adverbs and adjectives that qualify the noun or verb hence limit the meaning of word

2. Extreme words – such as never, anyone, everyone, all, none etc., the choices that use such words should be avoided

3. Beware of the EXCEPT word
Conclusion of one argument serves premises for another.
To do this, put brackets [] around each claim (remember that each sentence can have more than one claim). Then determine, which of those claims, is the main claim—the overall point of the argument. Just as an essay may have many main ideas (a main idea for each paragraph), it also has an overall main idea. Similarly, an argument can have many different conclusions that are part of a larger argument, and the argument should have one main claim (the overall conclusion). Label this main claim C1 (conclusion 1). Then look carefully at the premises. Do they directly support C1? If so, label them P1 (premises that support C1). But if they do not directly support C1, then you might have a secondary (or tertiary, etc.) conclusion. 

 


P3

[With more and more classes being offered online, more and more students will soon earn their degrees

P3

in virtual universities.] [Already, students in California are graduating from schools in New York without ever

P2/C3

leaving their state.] Because [online courses offer flexibility without geographic boundaries],

P1/C2 







C1

[virtual degrees will be in ever greater demand], and [colleges and universities should invest the bulk of their resources in developing online degree programs.]

Fallacies

Fallacy is error is reasoning. They are divided into two types: fallacy of relevance and fallacy of ambiguity.

Fallacy of relevance: Where the argument is based on premises that are not relevant to its conclusion and, therefore, cannot establish the truth of conclusion. Following are different types:

1. Argument from ignorance: Where the conclusion is established right because it cannot be proven wrong or established wrong because it cannot be proven right it is a fallacy of ignorance.

Be aware of any assumption that may be made in mind about such assumption

2. Appeal to inappropriate authority: Seek the authority has been quoted for giving evidence – whether the the authority is appropriate to provide the evidence. The authority should have right to provide evidence by virtue of this qualification or expert authority due to years of experience
3. Complex question: These are the statements that contain an assumption within themselves.
Why is the private development of resources so much more efficient than any government own enterprise?

Hence these complex questions are deceitful devices. Especially the questions that are made to answer in either yes or no are most destructive. The trick lies in recognizing the assumption that lies in the question and checking whether it has been previously proved or not or it validly relates to the conclusion.

Be aware of the sentence in which assumptions in are built in.
4. Argument against a person: When the attack is made not on premises but on to the person who asserts or denies it. These are mainly of two types.
a. Attack on character of person. The character of person is logically irrelevant to the truth or falsehood of what he says or to correctness or incorrectness of person’s reasoning. Although, the source of a claim is very important, and you should always consider the credibility of the source before you accept a claim. Ad hominem, however, is different because it asks us to reject a claim based on the person who made the claim, not on any merits of the claim itself. You may thoroughly dislike the person who made the claim, but that doesn’t mean what that person has to say isn’t a good argument or that his or her claim deserves to be automatically rejected. Any time you automatically reject a claim (or ask someone to reject a claim) because of who said it, you commit the ad hominem fallacy. This includes rejecting a claim because it’s inconsistent with something the claim maker has said or done. Just because Sally once cheated on an exam, for example, doesn’t mean you should reject her claim that it’s wrong to cheat. If Sally claims that it’s wrong to cheat and continues to cheat herself, then you have every right to call her a hypocrite. But that doesn’t mean that her claim—that cheating is wrong—is invalid. Keep in mind that people have the right to change their minds and to reject past beliefs or behaviors.
b. Attack on circumstance of the opponent. There is no relevance / connection between the beliefs held and circumstance of those holding it. Circumstance of one who asserts or rejects the claim has not bearing on claim’s truthfulness. The fact that jury eats meat does not undermine their judgment on a hunter who kills for pleasure that too offending the law.
Character or circumstance of a person of does not provide any evidence of the statement is right or wrong. 
This fallacy is also know as Straw Man
5. Accident and converse accident. When we apply a generalization to individual case that it does not properly govern, we commit a fallacy of accident. This is based on truth that what may be generally applicable to group may or may not be applicable to individual. In similar manner, when we apply conclusion drawn on individual cases to general cases, we commit a fallacy of converse accident.
Conclusion drawn on an individual CANNOT apply as generalizations

In case of applying the generalization to individual cases make sure that the same is actually applicable.
6. Begging the question. Their wordings often obscures the fact that buried in one of the premises is the conclusion itself. This fallacy is also known as circular reasoning, and for good reason: Tom: “That’s not important, Jeb.”

I know he is telling the truth because he is not lying.

Be aware of circular reasoning as it can be re-worded
7. The appeal to emotion: All premises that appeal to emotion should be left.
Other ones that are tested by GMAT:

1. COMPARING APPLES TO ORANGES

You may have to look harder to detect an apples-to-oranges comparison. Two questions from the pretest can help demonstrate how common this fallacy is and how to identify it.

Unemployment in Winston County has risen only 4% since I took office. Under my predecessor, unemployment rose 14%. Clearly, my economic policies are far more effective.

Which of the following must be true in order for this argument to be valid?

a. Winston County’s population dropped significantly during the current administration.

b. The national unemployment rate increased by 12% during the previous administration but only 2% during the current administration.

c. Key socioeconomic variables such as the state of the national economy and the demographics of Winston County are comparable for each administration.

d. Key policy changes, such as increased job training for the unemployed, were implemented under the current administration.

e. Tax incentives have been implemented to bring new businesses to Winston County.

The problem here is that unless key variables that affect unemployment are the same during these two administrations, this is a case of comparing apples to oranges. For example, if the predecessor was in office during a deep national recession, no matter how good his economic policies were, he would experience a higher unemployment rate. If Winston County’s economy had been supported largely by a factory that shut down during the predecessor’s administration, this might also explain a significantly higher unemployment rate. The national recession and the factory closing would both have a huge impact on the county’s unemployment no matter who was in office. Without knowing that the variables are nearly the same or without making allowances for differences in those variables, one must assume this is a case of comparing apples to oranges.

The same is true for the question about where to go for heart surgery:

One out of four heart surgery patients at St.Vincent’s dies from complications during surgery. Only one out of six heart surgery patients at St.Mary’s dies from complications during surgery. If you need heart surgery, make sure you go to St.Mary’s, not St.Vincent’s.

Which of the following, if true, is the best reason to reject this argument?

a. St.Vincent’s specializes in heart surgery for elderly and high-risk patients.

b. St.Mary’s surgical equipment is more up to date than St.Vincent’s.

c. St.Vincent’s has the most renowned heart surgeon in the country on its staff.

d. St.Vincent’s offers flexible payment options for balances not covered by insurance.

e. Two doctors who used to work at St.Mary’s now work at St.Vincent’s.

The best reason to reject this argument is the one that shows us this is an apples-to-oranges comparison. To make a fair comparison of mortality rates, the patient base for both hospitals would have to be nearly identical. Because the patients at St. Vincent’s are already at a higher risk for mortality, their mortality rates are necessarily going to be higher—but that doesn’t mean you are less likely to survive surgery there. Assuming you are not an elderly or high-risk patient, to make an informed choice, you would need statistics about St.Vincent’s mortality rates for surgery on patients that are not elderly or high risk.

2. Bandwagon appeals: These are those fallacies that appeal to the human desire to be accepted and belong. They include arguments of peer pressure, bandwagon (join the winning side just because it’s winning), and common practice (it’s okay to do it because everyone else does it). Here is an example:

I know I’m not supposed to take anything from the stock room, but no one saw me take it. Besides, everyone steals stuff from the office once in a while.

This argument suggests that because “everyone steals stuff from the office once in a while,” it’s okay for the speaker to take stuff, too. But just because others do X, that doesn’t make X right.
3. RED HERRING

If you want to distract your listeners from the real issue, you can throw in a red herring (also called a smokescreen)—an irrelevant issue—in the hopes that your listeners will follow that trail instead of the original. For example, look how the following argument uses a red herring to throw the reader off track:

Many citizens will be upset by another tax increase, but we have no other choice. Besides, we live in the best county in the state.

This argument claims the tax increase is inevitable, but instead of offering a premise that supports this conclusion, it changes the subject to bring in an irrelevant issue. Whether or not “we live in the best county in the state” has no bearing on the claim that another tax increase is necessary. This red herring attempts to deflect the matter so that the speaker does not have to explain why taxes should be higher. 
4. SLIPPERY SLOPE

The slippery slope fallacy presents an if/then scenario as an absolute. It argues that if X happens, then Y will automatically follow. This “next thing you know” argument has one major flaw, however: X does not always lead to Y. You need to look carefully at the argument to determine whether this is false reasoning (slippery slope) or if a direct and plausible cause/effect relationship really exists between X and Y. For example, look at the following argument:

If scientists are allowed to experiment with cloning humans, next thing you know, they will be mass producing people on assembly lines. It will be just like Brave New World!

If scientists were to experiment with cloning human beings, for example, does that necessarily mean that humans will be mass produced on production lines? Definitely not. First of all, it may prove impossible to clone healthy humans successfully, no matter how much scientists experiment. Second, if it is possible, it’s a far step from one clone to assembly-line production. Third, if assembly-line production is possible, it will probably not be legal, unless the kind of social / political revolution described in the classic science fiction novel Brave New World occurs. So although the thought of mass-produced human beings is frightening, it’s not logical to restrict experiments because you are afraid of consequences that will probably not occur. You must have other, more logical reasons if you wish to limit that kind of experimentation.
Common Flaws in Causal Arguments

Arguments about cause (why things happen) contain their own types of fallacies that you should watch out for, including the following:

· post hoc, ergo propter hoc

· ignoring possible common cause

· assuming common cause

· reversing causation

POST HOC, ERGO PROPTER HOC

Translated from Latin, this means “after this, therefore because of this. ”This argument assumes that X caused Y just because X preceded Y. For example,

As soon as Thompson took office, the market crashed. He has simply destroyed the economy. 

IGNORING POSSIBLE COMMON CAUSE

This argument assumes that X caused Y, but maybe X and Y were both caused by another factor (W). For example,

I had hives because I had a fever.

Perhaps the fever caused the hives, but maybe the hives and the fever were both caused by another factor, such as a virus. Before accepting a causal explanation, ask the following: Could there be an underlying cause for both X and Y?

ASSUMING COMMON CAUSE

This argument assumes that X and Y had a common cause and ignores the possibility of a coincidence. Maybe X and Y are due to different or multiple causes. For example, On Thursday, there was a black cat sitting in my driveway. That night, I had an accident in my car. On Friday, the cat was there again, and that night, my boyfriend broke up with me. That black cat sure brought me some bad luck.

REVERSING CAUSATION

This fallacy confuses cause and effect (the “chicken and the egg” problem), arguing that the effect was really the cause or vice versa. For example,

Now take a look at the following question. Use your knowledge of causal argument fallacies to answer it correctly:

Did you ever notice that successful business people drive expensive cars? If I get myself an expensive car, I will become more successful.

The most serious flaw in this argument is

· It assumes all successful business people drive expensive cars.

· It reverses cause and effect.

· It is not a testable explanation.

· It ignores the possibility of coincidence.

· It ignores a possible common cause.

The correct answer is b: The argument reverses cause and effect. Successful business people can afford expensive cars because they are successful; the success comes first, then the car. The speaker may be looking at some serious debt if he believes otherwise.

Many GMAT critical reasoning questions will ask you to evaluate an argument. This usually means you will have to assess the logic of the argument and/or the effectiveness of the evidence provided in support of the conclusion. To do this, you need to consider three elements of effective arguments:

· Qualifiers. Does the argument allow for exceptions, or make an absolute claim?

· Evidence. Does the argument provide strong evidence to accept the claim?

· Logic. Does the argument present reasonable premises, or is it based on faulty logic?

Qualifiers

Qualifiers are words and phrases that limit the scope of a claim to help make an argument more valid (more likely to be true). The arguments that have limited application are considered to be more valid than the ones that are making outright claim. For example, take a look at the following arguments:

1. Don’t believe anything politicians say. All politicians are corrupt.

2. Don’t believe most of what politicians say. Most politicians are corrupt.

3. Be careful believing what politicians say. A lot of politicians are corrupt.

Argument 1 is the most assertive; it’s also the weakest argument. It is the least likely to be true because it uses absolute terms (anything and all) in both its conclusion and premise.
Argument 2 is much stronger because it uses the word most to qualify its conclusion and premise. But it is still telling you to disbelieve most of what politicians say, and even the most corrupt politicians probably don’t lie most of the time. It still asserts that most politicians are corrupt, a claim that will likely be difficult to prove. 
Argument 3 may seem the weakest because of its qualifiers, but it is actually the strongest because it is the most plausible argument of the three. It is the most likely to be true.

The following words and phrases can significantly strengthen arguments by qualifying them:

■ few 


■ routinely

■ rarely 


■ most

■ some 


■ often

■ sometimes 

■ one might argue

■ in some cases 

■ perhaps

■ it is possible 

■ possibly

■ it seems 


■ it may be 

■ for the most part

■ many

Evidence

A good argument will provide strong evidence of its conclusion. This means that there is sufficient evidence (this often means more than just one premise) and that the evidence provided in support of the conclusion is strong (reasonable and convincing).

Many types of evidence can be provided, including the following:

· observations

· interviews

· surveys and questionnaires

· experiments

· personal experience

· expert opinion

Evaluating Evidence When you are presented with evidence in argument, you should ask several important questions:

■ Is there sufficient evidence to accept the conclusion?

■ Is the evidence relevant to the conclusion?

■ Does the evidence come from an unbiased source?

■ Is the evidence logical?

IS THERE SUFFICIENT EVIDENCE TO ACCEPT THE CONCLUSION?

The more that is at stake in the conclusion (the more controversial it is, the more risk you take in accepting the argument), the more evidence you should have before accepting the claim.

IS THE EVIDENCE RELEVANT TO THE CONCLUSION?

For example, if you are arguing that colleges and universities should offer more classes online, the following evidence might be compelling, but it is not relevant:

At one campus, 68% of students said they spent an average of two to three hours online each day.

The following item of evidence, however, is relevant:

According to a survey of students at three large state universities, 72% of students stated that they would be “very interested” in taking courses online.

DOES THE EVIDENCE COME FROM AN UNBIASED SOURCE?

Bias is a strong inclination or preference for one person, position, or point of view over others. As discussed earlier, surveys can be loaded so that the answers will favor particular responses; similarly, experts may not be objective because they have something to gain from espousing a particular point of view. You need to consider the potential bias of a source when you consider evidence in an argument. 
Sources are credible if they:

• have expertise in the subject matter (based upon their experience, education, reputation, recognition, and achievements).

• are free from bias.

IS THE EVIDENCE LOGICAL?

Logical means reasonable, based on good common sense, not emotional. It is logical, f
Evaluating Explanations

Many of the critical reasoning questions on the GMAT exam will either present a scenario and ask you to determine the best explanation for a phenomenon or offer an explanation and ask you to evaluate that explanation. Some special criteria must be considered when judging an explanation. A good explanation is based on the following criteria:

· Testable. An explanation must be subject to testing. If the phenomenon is the only evidence for its existence, then it is a poor explanation. If it cannot be tested for correctness, then you cannot determine whether or not it is correct. If an explanation cannot be verified or refuted under any circumstances, regard it with suspicion. 
· Noncircular. 
· Precise. If an explanation is excessively vague, it does not really explain the phenomenon. Example: Our society is a mess because of TV. This is an exceptionally vague explanation. What does the speaker mean by “a mess”? What does she mean by “because of TV”?

· Reliable and relevant. A reliable explanation is one that people can use to predict other behaviors. If an explanation leads to predictions that turn out to be false, then it is unreliable. 
Able to explain more phenomena. Other things being equal, the more phenomena an explanation explains, the better the explanation, especially for scientific theories. 

· Consistent with well-established theory/common knowledge. Although established theories are not infallible (remember, people once thought the world was flat), you need very powerful evidence to discard them. So, if an explanation conflicts with such a theory, you have good reason to be suspicious. Likewise, if an explanation conflicts with your common knowledge, be on guard. It is probably not a good one.

Typical Questions

Despite the wide variety of arguments used on the test, there are essentially only eight types of questions that are asked.  The following list provides a general description of each type.  The remainder of this section provides a comprehensive method of attack for each.

4)  Flaw Questions

This question asks you to recognize what's wrong with an argument.  Most critique the reasoning by pointing out a fallacy.  Other flaw questions are more specific and attack the argument's reasoning. 

Here are typical flaw questions:

Which one of the following contains a flaw that most closely parallels the flaw contained in the passage?

The speakers will not be able to settle their argument unless they

The conclusion above is unsound because

Which one of the following best identifies the flaw in the above argument?

In presenting her position the author does which one of the following?

5)  Method of Argument Questions

Method-of-argument questions ask you to pick the choice that describes how the author presents her case.  To tackle these, you must be able to analyze the structure of an argument. If you can't identify the evidence and conclusion, you'll have difficulty describing how an argument works.

Most questions involve classic argumentative structures, such as "arguing from a small sample to a larger group," or "inferring a causal relationship from a correlation." The other type of method-of-argument question gives a description of the argument in much more specific terms. An

example of this might read, "The author presents his case in order to show that......"

6)  Similar-Reasoning Questions

Similar-reasoning questions require you to identify the answer that contains the reasoning most similar to that in the stimulus.   The key is to summarize the argument's overall form and match it to that of the correct choice.  A good approach to these questions is to see if the argument can be symbolized algebraically, using Xs and Ys. 

7)  Paradox Questions

When an argument contains two or more seemingly inconsistent statements, it presents a paradox.  Most paradoxical arguments end with a contradiction.   Another type of paradox has the argument build to a certain point, and then change to the exact opposite of what you expect.  

In a typical paradox question, you'll be asked either to find the choice that "explains the paradoxical result",  "explains the inconsistent findings",  or "resolves the apparent discrepancy."   This will be the choice that reconciles the seemingly inconsistent statements in the argument while allowing them all to still be true. 

8)  Principle Questions

Principle questions ask you to apply a specific situation into a global generality (or vice versa).  You may be given an argument and asked to find the principle that justifies the author's reasoning. 

Possible question stems:

The author's position most closely conforms to which one of the following principles?

What principle best accounts for or justifies the author's position? 

Which one of the following principles would justify Al's refusal to follow the author's recommendation

The correct answer to principle questions expresses the key concepts and contains the key terms that the other choices omit.  Avoid choices that are beyond the scope of the argument.   Most of the wrong choices contain principles that sound formal and look reasonable, but they don't address the author's main concern.

If-Then Statements

Most arguments are based on some variation of an if-then statement, which may be either directly stated or embedded.  Understanding the if-then premise reveals the underlying simplicity of arguments.

If the premise of an if-then statement is true, then the conclusion must be true as well. 





If A, then B

While three possible statements can be derived from the implication "if A, then B", only one is valid.   

The statement that IS logically equivalent to "if A, then B" is called the contra-positive.   It is stated as:

                         
     If not B, then not A

To review, any time you see a statement in the form of "If A, then B",  contra-pose the statement into "If not B, then not A".  You know only two things: 

a)  what will happen if X occurs 

b)  what will happen if Y does not occur. 

Those are the only valid deductions that you can make based on that original statement.

You can only assume two things about the implication "if A, then B":



1)   If A is true, then B must be true.



2)   If B is false, then A must be false.

Embedded If-Then Statements

If-then statements are frequently embedded in other structures, making their detection more difficult.   

Example: (Embedded If-then)



Jamie and Kyle cannot both go to the mall.

At first glance, this sentence does not appear to contain an if-then statement. But

it essentially says:



"if Jamie goes to the mall, then Kyle does not."

The contra-positive ("if Kyle goes to the mall, then Jamie does not") correctly expresses the same thing. 



"A only if B" is logically equivalent to "if A, then B"

