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Introduction

This eBook is meant to serve as a roadmap that provides a comprehensive overview of
the TOEFL, combining crucial information on test structure and question types and
providing essential strategies and tips for doing the best you can on test day. The
information in this eBook is a synthesis of some of the best content on the Magoosh
TOEFL blog. No matter where you are in your studies, if you’re preparing for the TOEFL,
this eBook is for you!
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The Magoosh Team

Who is Magoosh?

Magoosh is a group of passionate educators in Berkeley, California.

Email us at help@magoosh.com if you have any questions, comments, or suggestions!

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%8h 4
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What is Magoosh?

Magoosh is an online TOEFL prep course that offers:

@® over 100 TOEFL video lessons

practice questions

material created by expert tutors

e-mail support

personalized statistics based on performance

access anytime, anywhere from an internet-connected device
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Dashboard

Suggested Lessons Quick Practice Customize your practice
See all lessons Practice Reading Practice Listening Practice Speaking Practice Writing
27 questions left 40 questions left 15 questions left 0 questions left

TOEFL
Overview of the TOEFL
The Five-Paragraph Essay Results Summary See detailed results | Reset stats
?—g‘wﬁ Reading Listening Speaking Writing

ecture

Pacing While Reading
Format of the TOEFL

Grammar
Subject

Period

Suggestions are based on
your lesson progress

Questions 57 Questions 28 Questions 9 Questions 10
Answered: Answered: Answered: Answered:

Your Pace: 1:02 Your Pace: 3:08 Your Pace: 5:31 Your Pace: 0:11
Others' Pace: 1:22 Others' Pace: 1:51 Others' Pace: 4:13 Others' Pace: 5:08

Featured in

Mashable  San Francisco Chronicle  Xconomy  wirecacademic

The Telegraph KTvU®> THE WALL STREETJOURNAL.  The Toston Globe

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh



(c) ketabton.com: The Digital Library

Why Our Students Love Us

These are survey responses sent to us by students after they took the TOEFL. All of
these students and many more have used the Magoosh TOEFL prep course to improve
their scores!

What was your overall score on the actual TOEFL? 102
What was your reading score? 27
What was your listening score? 23
What was your speaking score? 24
What was your writing score? 28

How did Magoosh help you?

I used it to find how the flow and the structure of the test is like. I did not have a lot of time to prepare for the test so reading
the official ETS book was not advisable. I wanted something guick, interactive and not too pricey. I am glad that [ turned to
Magoosh! The videos, especially on the writing section gave really good tips and [ am proud to say, it is the section that I scored

the highest!

What was your overall score on the actual TOEFL? 103
What was your reading score? 26
What was your listening score? 25
What was your speaking score? 24
What was your writing score? 28

How did Magoosh help you?
Magoosh TOEFL is really good and i especially loved the reading and listening questions.

What was your overall score on the actual TOEFL? 110
What was your reading score? 27
What was your listening score? 27
What was your speaking score? 28
What was your writing score? 28

How did Magoosh help you?

Primarily, Magoosh taught me the test much faster than [ ever would if I had to do it by myself. Considering [ had very little
time, and that I had very good experience with Magoosh previously with their GRE product, I thought I'd give it a go. From the
time I had registered, I had about 3 weeks to my TOEFL.??

Being a non-native speaker, it helps to have your academic background in English medium=--which [ did. So, what I needed was
to learn the TOEFL i.e. the test pattern, the kind of questions, how to practice (especially note-taking!), what counts as a good
answer, etc. Mr. Lucas Fink of Magoosh did a great job at breaking every section down and explaining the best ways to prepare
for and tackle them. Additionally, it was nice to see they had gquite a lot of well-made grammar lessons to help those not guite
as adept in English, especially in their sentence-making.

Although many tend to overlook the need to learn the test, I believe it is crucial to anyone who wants to attain a good score.
And for that, I highly recommend prepping with Magoosh. They have helped me familiarize with and understand the TOEFL very
quickly--all from the comfort of my home.

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%8h
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Meet the Authors

Lucas Fink is the resident TOEFL expert at Magoosh. Standardized tests and English
grammar are two of Lucas’s favorite things, and he’s been teaching both since 2008. He
is a lifelong writer, a choosy reader, a persnickety editor, and a puzzle enthusiast.

David Recine has an MA TESOL and is an expert blogger at Magoosh. He has been
teaching ESL since 2007, and has worked with students from every continent. When he’s
not teaching or writing, David studies Korean, plays with his four year old son, and takes
road trips.

Kate Hardin has 6 years of experience teaching foreign language and writes for the
Magoosh blog. She graduated from Sewanee in 2012, where she studied and taught
German, and recently returned from a year spent teaching English in a northern Russian
university.
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What’s on the TOEFL?
The TOEFL iBT Format

The TOEFL iBT is divided into four sections, each of which tests one language skill. The
test isn’t adaptive, which means the questions don’t get harder if you do really well or
easier if you get a few questions wrong. Multiple forms of the test exist and they change
often, which helps to prevent cheating, but all of the tests are close to equally difficult.
You can learn about each of the four sections individually below, and later on, we'’ll

dedicate an entire section to each part of the test.

The Reading Section

This first section tests your ability to understand academic written English. The material in
this section may be different from the English you’ve read before, especially if you read
fiction or popular literature, because it is based on material that English-speaking college
students are expected to read and understand. So it’'s a good idea to get familiar with
this style of writing. The reading passages can cover a wide variety of topics including

art, history, science, and social sciences, which we’ll cover later on.

You will have one hour to read the three reading passages and answer the
accompanying questions. After the full text is printed, questions will be grouped by
paragraph, which saves you some time and makes it easier to find the information you
need. You will see some unfamiliar words in this section, but that's OK—if the word is
necessary, can’t be figured out from context, and is specific to the topic of the text (not
used in normal English), the test may allow you to click on the word and get a definition.
Each question is worth the same amount, so don’t get stuck for too long on one question.

You will have 20 minutes per passage, including the questions.

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%Sh 9
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The Listening Section

Now that your language skills are warmed up, you’ll move on to listening, which will test
your ability to understand both academic lectures and conversations related to university
life. Like the reading section, the listening section will last about an hour. Throughout the
entire test, you will have the option of taking notes; in the listening section, this will be
essential. Practice listening and writing at the same time, because the lectures are 3-5
minutes long, and you will not be able to remember all the necessary information. The
conversations will be shorter, but note-taking will still be very helpful. In all you will listen

to 4 or 6 lectures and 2 or 3 conversations.

The Speaking Section

The speaking section is the shortest, lasting about 20 minutes. It will involve some
independent tasks, which require you to express an opinion briefly (you will have up to a
minute to speak), and some integrated tasks, in which you will need to use information
from reading and listening in your spoken answers. There are two questions that require
you to read, listen and speak, and two that require you only to listen then speak. In all

you will answer 6 questions in the speaking section.

The Writing Section

As in the speaking section, you will complete an integrated task (20 minutes) and an
independent task (30 minutes). The independent task is a persuasive essay, meaning
you should express and support an opinion. The integrated task will give you an excerpt
from a lecture, an excerpt from a written article, and a question. Your task will be to
combine the information from the lecture with that from the written article in order to
answer the question. Manage your time well! On the TOEFL you will use a standard
QWERTY keyboard. If you need to, now is a good time to practice typing in English, as

you will not want to waste time searching for the right letter on the keyboard.

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh 10
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The Experimental Section

Generally speaking, we consider the TOEFL to have an hour of reading, an hour of
listening, twenty minutes of speaking, and fifty minutes of writing. But you may have
noticed that there’s some flexibility in the schedule: the reading section, officially, can be
sixty or eighty minutes, and the listening section may be just an hour or an hour and a
half. This is because there are extra questions in one section of the test—the

"experimental section."

All tests include an additional set of listening or reading questions that aren’t graded.
This gives ETS a chance to find any flaws in new material before it really matters. It's a

trial for new exam questions.

The experimental section will be either an extra reading passage (20 minutes) or an extra

set of listening prompts (up to 30 minutes)--not both.

The experimental section will be randomly placed. If it’s a reading passage, of course, all
the experimental questions will be together, as they will deal with the same reading; if it's
in the listening section, however, the experimental listening samples will be interspersed
with the graded ones. Don’t waste your time trying to guess which section is the
experimental one. "Experimental" questions do not look different from graded questions.
If you think you’ve identified the experimental section and you don’t try as hard on it,

your score will suffer if you are mistaken.

In spite of the additional time and energy the experimental section will cost you, you may
find that knowing what to expect in it helps calm your nerves. It means that if a reading
passage is very difficult for you, it won't necessarily hurt your scores; it is possible that

reading is experimental. So if there is a text or lecture that baffles you, answer the

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%Sh 11
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questions to the best of your ability, but use the knowledge that it may be experimental

to keep yourself on track.

How Hard is the TOEFL?

So... Is the TOEFL Easy?

When it comes to preparing for the TOEFL, the difficulty of the test is the elephant in the
room (meaning everyone is wondering about it, but no one quite knows what to do).
Unfortunately, there’s no simple answer to this question. The research that has been
done on the subject has one major, unavoidable flaw: it’s very difficult to scientifically
determine language difficulty. With that in mind, let’s take a look at the individual sections

of the test and consider their difficulty as best we can.

How Hard is the TOEFL Reading Section?

Generally speaking, TOEFL reading is near the same difficulty as reading authentic
American news sources, although the subject matter and vocabulary aren't exactly the
same. News media are not as focused on science and history as the TOEFL is.

That academic focus is a large part of the difficulty. According to a study from 2012,
TOEFL reading is slightly more difficult than the average written English text, largely
because the reading section uses more academic vocabulary. But this sense of
"difficulty" depends on your native language, in part. That's because there is no
conversational, informal English in the text—only material you might find in a book that
you read for a university class. And if your native language has Latin roots (e.g. Spanish,
ltalian, Portuguese, or French), then academic English may be easy compared to informal
English, because academic English often has Latin roots. If your mother tongue isn't

Latin-based, though, those academic words are more difficult, because they are rare in

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%Sh 12
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general English. Words like "comprise," for example, show up more often in TOEFL

reading, but only rarely in relaxed speech.

Meanwhile, the timing of the reading section can also cause some serious trouble. You
must be able to read those academic texts at a natural pace. Maybe you can work slowly
through an article in the New Yorker with the help of a dictionary, but that doesn't mean
you're going to get a top score on TOEFL reading. You have to read 750 words and

answer 14 multiple choice questions in just 20 minutes.

That said, the TOEFL reading is easier than reading comprehension on the GRE, GMAT,
or SAT, because you don't need to understand as many subtle details. You only really

need the plain information that is written, rather than the author's intentions.

How Hard is the TOEFL Listening Section?

For a lot of students, the listening section is the hardest. The reading section has the
hardest vocabulary, but the listening section gives us two major problems that the
reading doesn't. First of all, the recordings, though they are slightly slower than natural

”

speech, are otherwise completely natural. They include all the “umms,” “likes,” “y’knows,”
and sloppy pronunciation that make American speech sound the way it does. Second,
you can only hear each recording once, and they can be over five minutes long. It’s
tough to pay attention that long, and it’'s even tougher to remember the information from
the beginning of the lecture once you get to the questions. If you can listen to lots

authentic speech (TV shows, for example), then you're in a good position.

That's not to say that the TOEFL listening is very similar to American or English TV. It's
not. TV shows are much more difficult, on average, because characters speak more
quickly, use more idioms, and often speak at the same time as each other. TOEFL

listening is comparatively simple (even though it is often academic, about scientific

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh 13
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topics). But keep in mind that the listening section is difficult largely because of the
amount of information you hear and the expectations of memory. You need to take notes

and remember a lot of detail!

How Hard are the TOEFL Speaking and Writing Sections?

I'm going to group these two sections into one, here, because they're equally hard to

measure. Consider two things:

@® 2/3 of speaking and 1/2 of writing are about reading and/or listening

@® There are no "right" or "wrong" answers to measure difficulty with

On that first point, the difficulty of these sections is very similar to the difficulty of the
other sections, because they include the same skills, the same academic vocabulary, and
the same "natural" speech that you listen to. So you might say that these two sections are

similar in difficult to the reading and listening sections.

But on the other hand, answering a question such as "Name a person you respect, and
explain why" can give a very wide range of answers, depending on your level of English.
So you might say that it's a "hard" question because you can give a complicated answer.
But you could also say it's "easy," because a simple answer with common vocabulary is
also possible. What we mean to is that the difficulty here is based largely on how
advanced your vocabulary and grammar are. It's really just a range from
non-communicative up to native-speaking. The difficulty depends on you and your

vocabulary and grammar.

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%8h 14
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What to Expect on Test Day

The Testing Center

Many testing centers are computer labs in schools or universities. You need to be at the
testing center about half an hour early to fill out paperwork and get settled, but plan on
arriving even a little before that so you have time to figure out where to go. There is
usually a security screening of some type (so that people don’t bring in recording
devices). There will be a second room where you can keep anything that isn’t allowed

into the testing site, which brings me to my next topic.

What to Bring

Almost everything will be provided for you at the testing center. You do need your
registration number, two original forms of picture ID (driver’s license,
national/international passport). You don’t need paper or a pencil, as those will be
provided. Bring some water and a snack, but leave everything else at home, unless
you’re comfortable with leaving it in the (possibly unsecured) storage area throughout the

test.

We recommend that the snack (or drink) you bring have a bit of sugar in it. Studies have
shown that lemonade or something sweet can help your test-taking ability and stop you

from getting tired. But don't drink a liter of coca-cola! Too much sugar has the opposite

effect, and makes it harder to think clearly.

During the Test

During the test, you’ll be given paper for taking notes, a pencil, and headphones with an
attached microphone with which to record your answers. ETS says that the headphones
are noise-canceling, but we've never seen that—don't expect it. There will be a

mandatory 10-minute break about halfway through (after the reading and listening

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh 15
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sections), just enough time to have your snack and stretch a little. You can take breaks at
any time during the test, but the clock will not stop, so only do that for a real emergency.
If you do need to get up, raise your hand and wait for somebody who works at the test

center to come to you.

After the Test

When you’re finished, you can submit your answers, collect your belongings, and go. You
can even go early if you want, but why would you do that? Unless you somehow
managed to break your leg during the test and require medical attention, use all the time

you’re given.

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%8h 16
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Scoring

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%Sh 17
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How the TOEFL Scoring System Works

Unfortunately, the TOEFL score scale isn't the most straightforward. So hopefully we can

make it a little bit clearer for you.

How are TOEFL Scores Created?

Like any standardized test (e.g. the GRE, GMAT, SAT--+) the TOEFL has its own unique
scoring system. It is not a percent-correct score, so getting 100 on the TOEFL doesn’t

mean you’re a native speaker!

Instead, the maximum score on the TOEFL is 120. The test is broken into four parts, and
the scores reflect that. Each of the four sections—reading, listening, speaking, and
writing—is worth 30 points. Generally speaking, graduate school or college programs do
not look seriously at the individual scores, though: the combined score out of 120 is the

most important number.

How Is the Percent Correct Related to the Final TOEFL Score?

Since the TOEFL is standardized, the scores are “equated.” This means that the number
of correct answers you have does not correspond perfectly with the final mark.

This is because one version of the exam might be harder than another version. One test
might have a reading passage which average students have a lot of trouble on, but
another test might have slightly easier reading passages. Equating the tests means that
TOEFL scores are comparable even though test-takers read different passages, hear

different lectures, and answer different questions on different days.

ETS does not share their system for equating scores, so it’s not easy to calculate your
TOEFL score using just a percentage correct. Each test must be scored differently from

other versions of the test.

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh 18
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What’s a Good TOEFL Score?

Unlike most other tests we take, you can’t pass or fail the TOEFL. No score can really be
said to be “good” or “bad", just as no level of English is inherently “good” or “bad”—it all
depends on what kind of language you use and what you need it for. Fortunately, most

universities take the guesswork out by stating exactly what score you need to qualify for

their programs.

There’s a huge range here: some schools require a score as low as 70 points, and others
as high as 110. From a practical standpoint, the score required by the school you’re

interested in should be considered a “good” score.

If you’re taking the SAT or GRE, you may have noticed the culture of scraping up as many
points as possible; it’s not uncommon for people to spend months and months studying
and then take the test multiple times over a period of six months or a year. There’s
absolutely nothing wrong with this, since even a fairly small increase in score can give
you the competitive edge that gets you admitted or wins the scholarship that allows you

to attend the school of your dreams.

The TOEFL, however, is a little different. If a school states a score, then the office of
admissions has determined that that score is what’s necessary to perform well in that
school’s curriculum. So as long as you meet the requirement, your score probably won’t
play much of a role in your admission or rejection. Let’s say you were sick the day of your
test, and you didn’t perform your best. You scored a 95, but you think you should have
scored a 100. If your program only requires an 90, then it’s probably not worth taking the
test again. Instead, focus on other parts of your application that the admissions
department is more interested in, like your essays, interviews, and portfolios.

Of course, this is different at every school in every program. If you are trying for

admission to a top graduate school, the minimum score might be 90, for example, but in
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order to get a TA (a teaching assistantship), your minimum speaking score might be 26.

Research your schools well to find exactly what they want from you.

When you get your TOEFL scores, they will be accompanied by a document called
“performance feedback.” This document will contain a summary of your general level,
including strengths and weaknesses. It breaks the score into 3 levels, so you can use that

information to figure out how good your score is in a very general sense.

Here is a summary of the different levels for each section:

Section Level Score Range

Reading or Listening : High 22-30

Intermediate  15-21

Low 0-14
Speaking Good 26-30
Fair 18-25
Limited 10-17
Weak 0-9
Writing Good 24-30
Fair 17-23
Limited 1-16

toefl. magoosh.com Mag%8h 20
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You should also check out our TOEFL scores infographic to learn more about minimum

scores for a lot of top universities.

Magvesh presents:

WHAT SCORE DO | NEED ON THE TOEFL?

L

Minimum Score Is the Key

Find out the minimum score required by the school you're applying to. If the school says a
90is good, you don’t need a 110. Some schools require specific minumum scores for admis-
sion while others simply recommend scores based on their accepted students’ average.

And many schools have minimum score recommendations/require-

ments, but what's more important is the department's minimum score,

fit has one

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%5h 21
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Meet the Reading Section

The reading section is designed to test how well you understand and interpret
college-level academic writing similar to that found in introductory textbooks. The
reading section of the TOEFL will probably be more difficult than most other tests you've
taken, because not only is the language very advanced, but the texts are also about very

specific topics that will probably be new for you.

There will be three or four passages in the reading section. This brings the total amount
of time in the reading section to 60 or 80 minutes (20 minutes per passage). Although
there are many, many possible subjects that the passages may come from, you don’t
need to know anything before the test about these topics in order to answer the

questions. All the information you need will be written in the passage.

You will be able to read each passage before answering the questions that relate to it.
After you’ve read the passage, clicking “next” will open the first question in a window
next to the passage. Many of the questions are specific to a particular paragraph; if this is
the case, the relevant paragraph will be marked with an arrow. Even when a question
only relates to one paragraph, you’ll be able to view the entire passage if you want.

Most of the questions in the reading section have exactly one correct answer. The most
important exception to this is the table questions, which will give you five or more answer
choices, of which you must pick all of the correct answers and organize them properly
within the table. We’ll deal with table questions in greater detail soon. Other questions
with two or three answers are very rare, and they are clearly marked. There are special

instructions that say “CHOOSE TWO answers” for those questions.

Finally, be aware that some of the reading passages may use technical vocabulary that

you aren’t expected to know. These words will be underlined, and clicking on one of
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these words will show the definition for that word. But you will never be asked about the

definition of one of those words in the questions. The words that the TOEFL asks about

are all used in general English or explained in the passage.

The Topics You’'ll See in Reading Passages

The reading passages on the TOEFL can come from almost any subject that first-year

university students could take a course in. Here’s a list of some of the possible subjects:

Social Sciences
Psychology
Sociology
Anthropology

Professional and Pre-Professional Disciplines
Marketing
Public Relations

Architecture

Hard Sciences
Physics
Astronomy
Chemistry
Biology
Geology

Meteorology

toefl.magoosh.com Mag%Sh
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Humanities

History

Art

Art History

Music

Literature (the study of literature, not literature itself—there won’t be any Shakespeare on
the test)

Philosophy

The Takeaway

Remember that although the topics are varied, the passages are chosen to be
understood by somebody who has no experience with the subject. Most of the passages
will deal with broad concepts that are fundamental to understanding the subject. You
won’t need to learn or demonstrate any skills on the test—that is, if you had a passage
from a physics text book, you wouldn’t be expected to learn the material and solve a
physics problem. Instead, you would be asked about the big ideas, and, often, details or

examples that help to explain those big ideas.

You will, however, probably still find it easier to answer questions about a topic you’re
already familiar with. You will have to reread less, which will save you time, and you may
be able to fill in information that you missed with your prior knowledge. So while you
don’t need to run outside right now and buy a book about every topic that could be used
on the TOEFL, do make an effort to vary your reading material. That way, you’ll have at
least some familiarity with some of the reading material on test day, and your study

sessions will be more interesting, too!
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Reading Question Type Overview

ETS recognizes ten different types of reading questions on the TOEFL. They divide these
ten types into three broad categories according to the kind of skill the question is
designed to test. We'll take a look at these broad categories here, and then later on, we’ll

go over each question type in more detail.

Basic Information Skills Questions

Basic information questions are probably pretty similar to what you’ve encountered in
other English classes. They are designed to test your ability to understand the words on
the page. These questions will almost always begin “In the first/second/third
paragraph...” because the answer is always stated or strongly implied in the passage,
usually in no more than a sentence or two. Don’t get fooled into thinking that these
questions are easy. Even though the answer is on the page, you may have trouble
finding it, or you may find that the question is designed to look easier than it actually is.
Identifying wrong answers can be trickier than you might expect. Basic information skills
include factual information questions, negative factual information questions, vocabulary

questions, and reference questions.

Inference Skills Questions

Inference skills questions require you to use the information in the passage to answer
questions that aren’t directly addressed in the passage. One common type of inference
question in the reading section will imply a change over time, then ask you about the

nature of that change. For instance, you may have the following:
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Methanol, or methyl alcohol, although related to ethanol, which is the type of alcohol
found in wine, is far more harmful when swallowed, as it breaks down into poison in the
body.

Based on paragraph 1 (the sentence above), which of the following can be inferred
about methanol and ethanol?

(A) Of the two types of alcohol, the type that occurs in wine is more widely abused and
therefore toxic.

(B) Although only ethanol must be drunk carefully to prevent damage, both types occur
naturally in wine.

(C) While methanol is unlike other alcohols, it resembles ethanol closely, except for some
differences in toxicity.

(D) Methanol, as opposed to its relative ethanol, does not appear in significant volumes
in wine.

The correct answer, although not said specifically in the sentence, is the fourth answer
choice. Methanol must not be in wine—at least, if there is some, it must only be a small,

insignificant amount—because it is poisonous. And we do know that wine is not poison.

Other inference questions will deal with the author’s implied intentions or opinions and

vocabulary items that aren’t defined, but whose meanings are implied in the passage.

Reading to Learn Questions

Reading to learn questions test your ability to synthesize and re-organize information
from a passage. Whereas the first two types of questions cover most of the skills you
need for day-to-day student life and homework, this third type tests skills you’ll need for
doing research and writing papers. You may need to add new information to an existing

part of a passage, summarize the passage, or group statements in a new way.

Now, let’s look at each question type in greater detail.
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Question Type: Vocabulary in Context

Vocabulary questions are multiple-choice and always have a single correct answer. In
the original excerpt, all of the words that you’ll have to define later are highlighted. This

helps you find the words quickly and see the context easily.

The wording of vocabulary questions is almost always "The word'______"in the passage
is closest in meaning to" followed by four answer choices. The word or phrase in the
questions might be a word you're familiar with already, or it might be something you've
never seen or heard before. If you know the word, then you should go straight to the
answer choices—you may be able to identify the correct answer without looking at the
text, which can save time. You should still check the text, but if you already have an
answer choice in mind (again, because you already know the definition of the tested

word), then checking is pretty fast.

If you don't know the tested word, then it's important to pay attention to the context the

word is used in, as this may impact your answer. Here's how to answer in that situation:
1. Read the paragraph of the passage containing the vocabulary word.

2. When you get to the vocabulary question, put your finger over the highlighted word

and read the sentence again. Try to substitute in a word that makes sense.

3. Think about the possible meaning of the word in question. Do you know any related
words? Do you know other words that look like it? Any memory of the word or

association will help. Be sure to do that before looking at the answer choices.

4. Look at your answer choices and see if any of them match the meaning you expect. If

so, that’s probably the correct answer. Double-check it and mark it on the test.
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5. If not, eliminate fluff answers and try plugging in the remaining answer choices.

Choose the option that makes the most sense to you logically.

Example

Read the following passage and answer the question.

A vaccine against chickenpox was originally invented by Michiaki Takahashi, a
Japanese doctor and research scientist, in the mid-1960s. Dr. Takahashi began his work
to isolate and grow the virus in 1965 and in 1972 began clinical trials with a live but
weakened form of the virus that caused the human body to create antibodies. Japan
and several other countries began widespread chickenpox vaccination programs in
1974. However, it took over 20 years for the chickenpox vaccine to be approved by the
U.S. Food & Drug Administration (FDA), finally earning the U.S. government’s seal of
approval for widespread use in 1995. Yet even though the chickenpox vaccine was
available and recommended by the FDA, parents did not immediately choose to
vaccinate their children against this disease. Mothers and fathers typically cited the
notion that chickenpox did not constitute a serious enough disease against which a
person needed to be vaccinated.

The word notion in the passage is closest in meaning to
(A) history

(B) findings

(C) fact

(D) belief

A “notion” is an idea. In the passage, we see that parents “cited the notion that
chickenpox did not constitute a serious enough disease.” In other words, they said
chickenpox was not a big problem, so children did not need vaccinations. This is
false—the chickenpox virus can lead to serious health problems. So even if we don’t
know the meaning of a “notion,” we know that “notion” must be false, based on the text.
(Some of that information is missing, here, because it is only one paragraph of the whole

text, but in the full text it’s clearer that chickenpox can be very harmful.)
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(A) is incorrect. While it’s true that parents in the past believed the chickenpox virus

wasn’t serious, we can’t say that belief is a “history.” In fact, it turned out not to be true.

(B) “findings” are what information we collect from a scientific study. There was no study,

here, so (B) is incorrect.

(C) is wrong because these parents only believed that chickenpox was not a problem.

The fact was actually the opposite—the virus was a problem after all.

(D) is correct. A “belief” is an idea that is not proven to be true. Parents thought it was

true, but they didn’t definitely know.

Saving Time

Because vocabulary questions are about the definitions of single words, and not really
about the passage as a whole, if you are running out of time on the final text of your
reading section, it's a good idea to answer all of the vocabulary questions first without
reading. If you know the definitions of the words, you can usually find the correct

answers without reading (although not always).

Question Type: Paraphrase

Paraphrase questions will ask you to decide which of the given answer choices best
summarizes a particular sentence from the passage. The correct answer choice will
contain all the important points (“essential information”) from the first sentence and will

retain the original sentence’s basic meaning.

You will never have more than one paraphrase question in the same passage, and some

passages will not have a paraphrase question at all.

There are a couple of ways to identify wrong answer choices: wrong answer choices may
be missing important information from the original sentence, or they may change the

relationships between parts of the sentence or the focus of the sentence. If you read "the
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audio speakers in headphones function by the use of small magnets," an incorrect
paraphrase might say that "small magnets are included in headphone speakers." The
focus in the original sentence was on how the speakers function. The incorrect

paraphrase changed the focus to the magnets.

Paraphrase questions tend to be very tricky because the incorrect answer choices are
similar to the correct answer, with just one detail to differentiate them. Be sure to take
your time on these questions. You will recognize the sentence you will be asked to
summarize immediately because it will be the only fully highlighted sentence in the
passage. So when you read it, make a note of the essential information the sentence
contains. Once you've finished the passage and you reach the paraphrase question, take
your time reading and re-reading the answer choices. Find any answers that completely
change the relationships and eliminate them. Then start comparing each answer choice
to the essential information you selected while you were reading, and make an initial
guess. Before you mark your answer, check yourself in two ways. First, make sure that
your answer contains all of the important information from the passage, and second,
double-check that you didn’t overlook a positive or negative that changes the meaning of
your chosen answer. Often there will be an answer choice that looks very convincing if
you overlook a “not” or “still” that changes the meaning completely. By taking the time to

double-check your answer, you can avoid falling into that trap.

Let’s try an example. Read the following excerpt from that same text about chickenpox.

Example

Chickenpox is a highly contagious infectious disease caused by the Varicella zoster
virus; sufferers develop a fleeting itchy rash that can spread throughout the body. The
disease can last for up to 14 days and can occur in both children and adults, though the
young are particularly vulnerable. Individuals infected with chickenpox can expect to
experience a high but tolerable level of discomfort and a fever as the disease works its
way through the system. The ailment was once considered to be a “rite of passage” by
parents in the U.S. and thought to provide children with greater and improved immunity
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to other forms of sickness later in life. This view, however, was altered after additional
research by scientists demonstrated unexpected dangers associated with the virus.
Over time, the fruits of this research have transformed attitudes toward the disease and
the utility of seeking preemptive measures against it.

Which of the following best expresses the essential information in the highlighted
sentence? Incorrect answer choices change the meaning in important ways or leave
out essential information.

(A) U.S. parents believed that having chickenpox benefited their children.

(B) U.S. parents believed that chickenpox led to immunity against most sickness.

(C) U.S. parents wanted to make sure that their children developed chickenpox.

(D) U.S. parents did not think that other vaccinations were needed after chickenpox.

The highlighted sentence tells us two things:

@ Parents considered chickenpox a “rite of passage”
@ Parents thought chickenpox might give their children greater immunity to other

illnesses

A “rite of passage” is an event in your life that shows you’re growing older. Graduation,
for instance, might be a rite of passage. So parents felt that chickenpox was normal. They
also thought it might actually help their children: “greater and improved immunity” is a

good thing.

(A) is correct. It may seem simple at first, but this is the most important information from
the given sentence. If you are unsure, and think that it needs more detail to be complete,

then mark it as correct but check the other answers for something more complete.

(B) is close, but it is incorrect because of the word “most.” Although parents believed that
chickenpox helped immunity, the passage does not say anything about “most” or the

majority. It was possibly about only one or two sicknesses.

(C) is incorrect like (B) in that it is too strong. While chickenpox was not so bad, and
possibly a bit helpful, those parents did not try to get their children sick. That’s what

“make sure” would mean.
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(D) is wrong and says almost the same thing as (B) but in different words. If parents
thought vaccinations after chickenpox were unnecessary, then that means they thought
their children were immune to almost all diseases. The text does not say how many
diseases parents thought their children would be immune to. Besides, this sentence

misses the focus on parents’ attitude toward the disease—not on the vaccines.

Question Type: Detail

Detail questions ask you about information that’s specifically stated in a small part of the
passage. They generally focus on the “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” and “why” as

explained by the author.
Detail questions usually take one of these formats:

@® According to Paragraph X, occurred because---
@® According to Paragraph X, which is true of ?

@® The author’s description of mentions which of the following?

There are two major traps that people fall into on detail questions. Both of them can be
avoided if you're careful not to choose an answer simply because it contains key words
from the passage. The first trap is to choose a true statement that was contained in the
passage, but that doesn’t answer the question. The second mistake people make is to
accidentally choose an answer that contains a lot of words from the passage, but actually
states a different idea or changes the relationships between things (for example,
"sleeping makes me happy" is very different from "happiness makes me sleep").

Read the passage and answer the question below. (source)
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Shrouded in the mist of an Andean cloud forest, the first newly discovered carnivore in
the Western Hemisphere in 35 years rarely leaves its treetop home. Smithsonian
researchers stumbled upon Bassaricyon neblina, also known as the “olinguito,” while
rifling through museum specimens and old field notes in search of information about
other members of the genus Bassaricyon—a group of tree-dwelling meat-eaters
commonly known as olingos.

As described by researchers, the olinguito weighs just 2 pounds and resides at 5,000 to
9,000 feet above sea level, making the orange-and-brown tree dweller the smallest and
highest-venturing of the olingo species. Misidentified until now, olinguito specimens have
existed in museums for 100 years, and at least one olinguito lived in several U.S. zoos
during the 1960s and 1970s.

According to the passage, how was the olinguito discovered?

(A) It has been common in American museums for a nearly a century.

(B) A Smithsonian researcher who has spent 35 years in the Andean forest discovered it.
(C) The olinguito has been a known part of the olingo species for many decades.

(D) The olinguito was misidentified in museum records, and the mistake was only
recently discovered.

Answer choice A falls into the first trap: it is generally a true statement (although the
passage doesn’t say that the animal was common in museums, just that it was found
there), but doesn’t address the question. Answer choice B is a great example of the
second trap you have to watch out for, since it combines many key words of the passage
into a very incorrect answer. Answer C is easy to eliminate: it directly contradicts the

main idea of the passage. So the correct answer must be D.

Of course, you don't want to go through every answer choice if you can find the correct
answer faster. The best way to answer a detail question is to read the question, then find
the answer in the passage before looking at the answer choices. We find the answer in

the second sentence.
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If we take that idea, that researchers found the olinguito while "rifling through museum

specimens and old field notes," we can decide on D much faster.

"Except" Questions

"Except" questions are just detail questions but reversed. They have 4 answer choices,
and 3 of them will be true. Your task is to choose the statement that is false or that does

not match the information in the passage.

All “except” questions will contain the word “NOT” or “EXCEPT”, and these words will
always be written in capital letters. Be careful to notice them! The simplest way to get an

"except" question wrong is to think that it's a detail question.

The only way to answer is by process of elimination. One by one, look in the passage for
evidence of each answer choice. If you find evidence, cross that choice out. At the end,
there should be only one answer remaining. Try out this sample question from ETS.

(source)

The city of Teotihuacadn, which lay about 50 kilometers northeast of modern-day Mexico
City, began its growth by 200 —100 B.C. At its height, between about A.D. 150 and 700, it
probably had a population of more than 125,000 people and covered at least 20 square
kilometers. It had over 2,000 apartment complexes, a great market, a large number of
industrial workshops, an administrative center, a number of massive religious edifices,
and a regular grid pattern of streets and buildings. Clearly, much planning and central
control were involved in the expansion and ordering of this great metropolis. Moreover,
the city had economic and perhaps religious contacts with most parts of Mesoamerica
(modern Central America and Mexico).

In the paragraph, each of the following is mentioned as a feature of the city
Teotihuacdn between A.D. 150 and 700 EXCEPT:

(A) regularly arranged streets
(B) several administrative centers spread across the city
(C) many manufacturing workshops
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(D) apartment complexes

Here’s the evidence for each incorrect answer choice:

“a regular grid pattern of streets and buildings”
None

“a large number of industrial workshops”

o0 w P

“over 2,000 apartment complexes”

As you can see, there is no evidence to support the claim that Teotihuacan had several
administrative centers; in fact, the passage says that it had “an administrative center,”

meaning just one. So the correct answer choice is B.
Question Type: Reference

Reference questions ask about the meanings of pronouns and demonstratives such as
they, it, he, she, which, who, that, and this. The goal of these questions is simple: you
need to decide what the pronoun or phrase refers to. You probably already do this
automatically when you read; if you don’t, then you probably have trouble understanding
the reading passages. Reference questions are one of relatively few question types that

very basically test a skill that is necessary to read well.

It's much easier to show what reference questions are like than it is to explain them, so

let’s go ahead and look at an example:

Although people commonly associate the word clone with modern scientific
advancements, its usage in botany (the study of plants) is far removed from those
developments; a clone is, in the world of plants, a completely natural thing, even a
common one. Generally speaking, a clone is an individual which is genetically identical
to its progenitor, the parent from which the clone was produced. In this type of
procreation, only one progenitor is necessary. There are, of course, relatively few
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animals which reproduce in this way. While certain types of fish, reptiles, and insects
(among others) do reproduce asexually, most creatures from the animal kingdom are
born from two parent individuals with two discrete sets of genes. In comparison, plants
frequently reproduce asexually, creating genetically identical offspring, or clones. The
term for this type of procreation is vegetative reproduction, which includes a number of
different processes by which various plants multiply.

The phrase “this type of procreation” refers to

(A) becoming genetically identical

(B) reproduction by cloning

(C) birth to a pair of parents

(D) producing individual sets of genes

The answer to a reference question is almost always going to be stated before the
pronoun in question is used (there are exceptions, but this is a good general rule). But
don't simply look in the previous sentence; it's possible that the reference is even earlier
than that (two or three sentences before the pronoun) or in the same sentence,

sometimes appearing after the pronoun in question.

In this case, we know that "this type of procreation" actually refers to "vegetative
reproduction” by the sentence it's in. But notice that "vegetative reproduction" isn't in the
answer choices. Still, it helps to know that "procreation" is a type of reproduction,
meaning a way to create more plants. From that information, we can cross off A and D,
which don't describe types of reproduction. Then, if we read the sentence before the one
containing "this type of procreation," we see that at that point in the paragraph, the

author is describing plants that reproduce and create clones. That matches (B) nicely.

Question Type: Inference

For inference questions, you’ll need to use the stated information in the text to draw a

conclusion about unstated information.
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There are a couple of common themes among inference questions. For example, they
often deal with a “cause and effect” situation by stating the effect of a change. The

question will then ask you to identify the cause of that effect.

Similarly, you encounter a partial comparison in the text, which you will then have to
complete in the question. Look out for phrases like “now” and “for the first time”, as well
as general comparison words like “than” and “relative to.” If you see one of these in the
reading, it may be a hint that you’ll have to answer an inference question about it later.
When answering inference questions, be careful not to infer too much. If you assume
information that's not in the passage, you will be wrong. Even though the correct answer
will not be stated in the passage, be sure that you can find concrete evidence to support

it.

Let’s look at an example (source). For this exercise, context is important. We recommend
that you click the link above and read the whole passage; if you don’t want to, here’s a
short summary: In this passage, scientists try to figure out why dinosaurs and other
animals suddenly went extinct. They believe that the amount of the element Iridium in
certain samples of border rock, or rock found just beneath the earth’s surface, may help

them answer this question.

Iridium has not been common at Earth’s surface since the very beginning of the planet’s
history. Because it usually exists in a metallic state, it was preferentially incorporated in
Earth’s core as the planet cooled and consolidated. Iridium is found in high
concentrations in some meteorites, in which the solar system’s original chemical
composition is preserved. Even today, microscopic meteorites continually bombard
Earth, falling on both land and sea. By measuring how many of these meteorites fall to
Earth over a given period of time, scientists can estimate how long it might have taken to
deposit the observed amount of Iridium in the boundary clay. These calculations suggest
that a period of about one million years would have been required. However, other
reliable evidence suggests that the deposition of the boundary clay could not have
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taken one million years. So the unusually high concentration of Iridium seems to require
a special explanation.

The paragraph implies that a special explanation of the Iridium in the boundary clay
is needed because

(A) the Iridium in microscopic meteorites reaching Earth during the Cretaceous period
would have been incorporated into Earth’s core

(B) the Iridium in the boundary clay was deposited much more than a million years ago
(C) the concentration of Iridium in the boundary clay is higher than in microscopic
meteorites

(D) the amount of Iridium in the boundary clay is too great to have come from
microscopic meteorites during the time the boundary clay was deposited

Answer choice (A) is tempting because it seems related to the second sentence of the
paragraph. But earlier in the complete text, (not in the paragraph above) the passage tells
us that the Cretaceous period was the time when dinosaurs lived. Meanwhile, a sentence
in the paragraph above says that iridium was included in the Earth's core during the
formation of the Earth, when it was "cooling and consolidating." This was long before the
Cretaceous, so we can't assume that iridium also moved to the core during the

Cretaceous.

(B) is incorrect because we’re talking about how /ong it took for the clay to be deposited
(about 1 million years), not how long ago it was deposited. That’s discussed in another
paragraph, so you may have had trouble with this one if you didn’t read the whole

passage.

(C) doesn’t make any sense. If the iridium in the planet’s rock was deposited by
meteorites, then the meteorites must have a higher concentration of iridium than the

planet.
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(D) “However, other reliable evidence suggests that the deposition of the boundary clay
could not have taken one million years.” It would have taken at least a million years to
create as high a concentration of iridium as there is, yet scientists are pretty sure that the
process took less than that. This is the correct answer, since it is definitely stated in the

passage.

The inference is very, very small. Don't assume too much!

Question Type: Purpose

As with inference questions, purpose questions deal with information that isn’t directly
stated. But while inference questions ask you to draw conclusions about the subject
matter, purpose questions will ask you about the reason that an author says something
or phrases something in a particular way, or they may ask more generally about why a

pass<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>