TOEFL Secrets

Your Key to TOEFL Success



From the desk of Tom Paulson, Director of Test-Taking Strategy at TOEFL
Secrets, May 5, 2002-

Dear future TOEFL Success Story:

Congratulations on your purchase of the most advanced test-taking manual
for the TOEFL. Notice | did not say study guide- there are plenty of decent
study guides on the market, but that was not our objective in writing this

manual. Our goal is to seek and exploit specific weaknesses in the TOEFL

assessment, and then share those secrets with our customers.

Let’s be perfectly honest here- you’'ve worked hard enough in the past, and if
you want to spend hours in a study guide to boost your score, that’s a great
thing to do. In fact, we recommend at least a brief review of some of the
better study guides on the market. But that's simply not enough to do well in
the high-pressure high-stakes environment of the test day. How well you do
on this test will have a significant impact on your future- and we have the

research and practical advice to help you execute on test day.

The product you’re reading now is much more than a study guide- it is a
tactical weapon designed to exploit weaknesses in the test itself, and help

you avoid the most common errors students make when taking the TOEFL.

How to use this manual

We don’t want to waste your time. This manual is fast-paced and fluff-free.
We suggest going through it a number of times, trying out its methods on a

number of official practice tests.

First, read through the manual completely to get a feel for the content and
organization. Read the general success strategies first, and then proceed to
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the individual test sections. Each tip has been carefully selected for its

effectiveness.

Second, read through the manual again, and take notes in the margins and
highlight those sections where you may have a particular weakness (we

strongly suggest printing the manual out on a high-quality printer).

Third, go through at least one official practice test with the manual at your
side and apply the strategies. We believe three practice tests to be the
maximum benefit, the first time with all strategies except time (take as much
time as you need), the second time with all strategies and time constraints,
and a third time without the benefit of the open manual to refer to during the
test. See the appendix for the exclusive list of practice test sources we
believe to be valuable. Quick tip- there is no greater waste of time than

studying practice tests written by anyone other than TOEFL.

Finally, bring the manual with you on test day and study it before the exam
begins.

Your success is our success

We would be delighted to hear your TOEFL Success Story. Drop us a line at

toeflsecrets@toeflsecrets.com and tell us your story. Thanks for your

business and we wish you continued success-

Sincerely,

The TOEFL Secrets Team
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Secret Key #1 — Time is your greatest enemy.

To succeed on the TOEFL, you must use your time wisely. Many students do

not finish at least one section. The table below shows the time challenge you are

faced with:

SECTION Total amount of | Number of Time to answer
time allotted questions each question

Tutorials Untimed 7 Tutorials N/A
Listening 40-60 min 30-50 1.2-1.3 min
Structure 15-20 min 20-25 .75-.8 min
BREAK 10 min N/A N/A
Reading 70-90 min 44-60 1.5-1.6 min
Writing 30 min 1 30 min

As you can see, the time constraints are brutal. To succeed, you must ration
your time properly. The reason that time is so critical is that every question
counts the same toward your final score. If you run out of time on any passage,
the questions that you do not answer will hurt your score far more than earlier

questions that you spent extra time on and feel certain are correct.

On the Reading section, the test is separated into passages. The reason that
time is so critical is that 1) every question counts the same toward your final
score, and 2) the passages are not in order of difficulty. If you have to rush
during the last passage, then you will miss out on answering easier questions
correctly. It is natural to want to pause and figure out the hardest questions, but

you must resist the temptation and move quickly.
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Success Strategy #1

Pace Yourself
Wear a watch to the TOEFL Test. At the beginning of the test, check the time (or

start a chronometer on your watch to count the minutes), and check the time
after each passage or every few questions to make sure you are “on schedule.”
An onscreen clock display will keep track of your remaining time, but it may be
easier for you to monitor your pace based on how many minutes have been

used, rather than how many minutes remain.

If you find that you are falling behind time during the test, you must speed up.
What makes this difficult is that you cannot return to skipped questions. After
making your answer selection, you will be asked to confirm your answer. Once
you confirm the answer, that is it. You cannot return to the question. Yet
although a rushed answer is more likely to be incorrect, it is better to miss a
couple of questions by being rushed, than to completely miss later questions by
not having enough time. It is better to end with more time than you need than to

run out of time.

If you are forced to speed up, do it efficiently. Usually one or more answer
choices can be eliminated without too much difficulty. Above all, don’t panic.
Don’t speed up and just begin guessing at random choices. By pacing yourself,
and continually monitoring your progress against the clock or your watch, you will
always know exactly how far ahead or behind you are with your available time. If
you find that you are one minute behind on one of the sections, don’t skip one
question without spending any time on it, just to catch back up. Spend a little
less time than normal on the next few questions and after a few questions, you
will have caught back up more gradually. Once you catch back up, you can

continue working each problem at your normal pace.
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Furthermore, don’t dwell on the problems that you were rushed on. If a problem
was taking up too much time and you made a hurried guess, it must be difficult.
The difficult questions are the ones you are most likely to miss anyway, so it isn’t

a big loss.

Most test takers will be taking the computer assisted TOEFL, which means that
your questions are selected while taking the test, and are not predetermined
beforehand. This allows each student to take a test that is custom tailored to
their abilities. The first question in each section is of medium difficulty. If that
question is answered correctly, the next question will be of increased difficulty. If
it is answered incorrectly, an easier question will be provided next. This means
that most of the questions that you are asked will not be too easy or too hard for
you, and should help you maintain a good pace throughout the test. Thus,
because guessing increases your chances of getting a question incorrect, and if
you are behind on your time and are forced to guess and guess wrong, then the
questions will become easier, making it easier to speed up your pace and catch
back up on your time. However, do not intentionally guess wrong in order to
make the questions easier. Easier questions are factored into your final score

calculations, so it does not help you.

Lastly, sometimes it is beneficial to slow down if you are constantly getting ahead
of time. You are always more likely to catch a careless mistake by working more
slowly than quickly, and among very high-scoring students (those who are likely

to have lots of time left over), careless errors affect the score more than mastery

of material.

Scanning
For Reading passages, don’t waste time reading, enjoying, and completely
understanding the passage. Simply scan the passage to get a rough idea of

what it is about. You will return to the passage for each question, so there is no
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need to memorize it. Only spend as much time scanning as is necessary to get a

vague impression of its overall subject content.
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Secret Key #2 — Guessing is not guesswork.
You probably know that guessing is a good idea on the TOEFL- unlike other

standardized tests, there is no penalty for getting a wrong answer. Even if you

have no idea about a question, you still have a 20-25% chance of getting it right.

Most students do not understand the impact that proper guessing can have on
their score. Unless you score extremely high, guessing will significantly

contribute to your final score.

Monkeys Take the TOEFL

What most students don’t realize is that to insure that 20-25% chance, you have
to guess randomly. If you put 20 monkeys in a room to take the TOEFL,
assuming they answered once per question and behaved themselves, on
average they would get 20-25% of the questions correct. Put 20 students in the

room, and the average will be much lower among guessed questions. Why?

1. TOEFL intentionally writes deceptive answer choices that “look” right. A
student has no idea about a question, so picks the “best looking” answer,
which is often wrong. The monkey has no idea what looks good and what
doesn’t, so will consistently be lucky about 20-25% of the time.

2. Students will eliminate answer choices from the guessing pool based on a
hunch or intuition. Simple but correct answers often get excluded, leaving a
0% chance of being correct. The monkey has no clue, and often gets lucky

with the best choice.

This is why the process of elimination endorsed by most test courses is flawed
and detrimental to your performance- students don’t guess, they make an

ignorant stab in the dark that is usually worse than random.
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Success Strategy #2

Let me introduce one of the most valuable ideas of this course- the $5 challenge:

You only mark your “best guess” if you are willing to bet $5 on it.

You only eliminate choices from guessing if you are willing to bet $5 on it.

Why $5? Five dollars is an amount of money that is small yet not insignificant,
and can really add up fast (20 questions could cost you $100). Likewise, each
answer choice on one question of the TOEFL will have a small impact on your

overall score, but it can really add up to a lot of points in the end.

The process of elimination IS valuable. The following shows your chance of

guessing it right:

If you eliminate this many choices: 0 1 2 3

Chance of getting it correct 25% |33% |50% | 100%

However, if you accidentally eliminate the right answer or go on a hunch for an
incorrect answer, your chances drop dramatically: to 0%. By guessing among all

the answer choices, you are GUARANTEED to have a shot at the right answer.

That’s why the $5 test is so valuable- if you give up the advantage and safety of

a pure guess, it had better be worth the risk.

What we still haven’t covered is how to be sure that whatever guess you make is

truly random. Here's the easiest way:

Always pick the first answer choice among those remaining.

Such a technique means that you have decided, before you see a single test

question, exactly how you are going to guess- and since the order of choices
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tells you nothing about which one is correct, this guessing technique is perfectly

random.
Let’s try an example-

A student encounters the following problem on the Reading section about the

chemical term “amine,” a derivative of ammonia:

In paragraph 3, the amine will be?
A. neutralized
B. protonated
C. deprotonated
D.

eliminated

The student has a small idea about this question- he is pretty sure that the amine
will be deprotonated, but he wouldn’t bet $5 on it. He knows that the amine is
either protonated or deprotoned, so he is willing to bet $5 on both choices A and
D not being correct. Now he is down to B and C. At this point, he guesses B,

since B is the first choice remaining.

The student is correct by choosing B, since the amine will be protonated. He
only eliminated those choices he was willing to bet money on, AND he did not let
his stale memories (often things not known definitely will get mixed up in the
exact opposite arrangement in one’s head) about protonation and deprotonation
influence his guess. He blindly chose the first remaining choice, and was

rewarded with the fruits of a random guess.

This section is not meant to scare you away from making educated guesses or
eliminating choices- you just need to define when a choice is worth eliminating.
The $5 test, along with a pre-defined random guessing strategy, is the best way

to make sure you reap all of the benefits of guessing.
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Specific Guessing Techniques
Slang
Scientific sounding answers are better than slang ones. In the answer choices

below, choice B is much less scientific and is incorrect, while choice A is a

scientific analytical choice and is correct.

Example:
A.) To compare the outcomes of the two different kinds of treatment.

B.) Because some subjects insisted on getting one or the other of the treatments.

Extreme Statements

Avoid wild answers that throw out highly controversial ideas that are proclaimed
as established fact. Choice A is a radical idea and is incorrect. Choice B is a
calm rational statement. Notice that Choice B does not make a definitive,

uncompromising stance, using a hedge word “if’ to provide wiggle room.

Example:
A.) Bypass surgery should be discontinued completely.
B.) Medication should be used instead of surgery for patients who have not had a

heart attack if they suffer from mild chest pain and mild coronary artery blockage.

Similar Answer Choices

When you have two answer choices that are direct opposites, one of them is
usually the correct answer.

Example:

A.) Paragraph 1 described the author’s reasoning about the influence of his
childhood on his adult life.

B.) Paragraph 2 described the author’s reasoning about the influence of his
childhood on his adult life.
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These two answer choices are very similar and fall into the same family of
answer choices. A family of answer choices is when two or three answer choices
are very similar. Often two will be opposites and one may show an equality.
Example:

A.) Plan | or Plan Il can be conducted at equal cost

B.) Plan | would be less expensive than Plan |l

C.) Plan Il would be less expensive than Plan |

D.) Neither Plan | nor Plan Il would be effective

Note how the first three choices are all related. They all ask about a cost
comparison. Beware of immediately recognizing choices B and C as opposites
and choosing one of those two. Choice A is in the same family of questions and
should be considered as well. However, choice D is not in the same family of

questions. It has nothing to do with cost and can be discounted in most cases.

Hedging

When asked for a conclusion that may be drawn, look for critical “hedge”
phrases, such as likely, may, can, will often, sometimes, etc, often, almost,
mostly, usually, generally, rarely, sometimes. Question writers insert these
hedge phrases to cover every possibility. Often an answer will be wrong simply
because it leaves no room for exception. Avoid answer choices that have

definitive words like “exactly,” and “always”.

Summary of Guessing Techniques
1. Eliminate as many choices as you can by using the $5 test. Use the common
guessing strategies to help in the elimination process, but only eliminate
choices that pass the $5 test.
2. Among the remaining choices, only pick your “best guess” if it passes the $5
test.

3. Otherwise, guess randomly by picking the first remaining choice.
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Secret Key #3 — Practice Smarter, Not Harder

Many students delay the test preparation process because they dread the awful
amounts of practice time they think necessary to succeed on the test. We have

refined an effective method that will take you only a fraction of the time.

There are a number of “obstacles” in your way on the TOEFL. Among these are
answering questions, finishing in time, and mastering test-taking strategies. All
must be executed on the day of the test at peak performance, or your score will

suffer. The TOEFL is a mental marathon that has a large impact on your future.

Just like a marathon runner, it is important to work your way up to the full
challenge. So first you just worry about questions, and then time, and finally
strategy:

Success Strategy #3

1. Find a good source for TOEFL practice tests. These must be OFFICIAL
TOEFL tests, or they will be of little use. The best source for these is
official practice tests from TOEFL. A link to a source of official practice
tests is included in the appendix.

2. If you are willing to make a larger time investment (or if you want to really
“‘learn” the material, a time consuming but ultimately valuable endeavor),
consider buying one of the better study guides on the market. Again, do
NOT use their practice tests, just the study guide.

3. Take a practice test with no time constraints, with all study helps “open
book.” Take your time with questions and focus on applying the
strategies.

4. Take another test, this time with time constraints, with all study helps
“open book.”

5. Take a final practice test with no open material and time limits.
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If you have time to take more practice tests, just repeat step 5. By gradually
exposing yourself to the full rigors of the test environment, you will condition

your mind to the stress of test day and maximize your success.
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Secret Key #4 — Prepare, Don’t Procrastinate

Let me state an obvious fact: if you take the TOEFL three times, you will get
three different scores. This is due to the way you feel on test day, the level of
preparedness you have, and, despite TOEFL’s claims to the contrary, some tests

WILL be easier for you than others.

Since your acceptance and qualification for scholarships will largely depend on
your score, you should maximize your chances of success. On most
standardized tests, that means you can take the test multiple times and only
report your best score for an application for admission. The TOEFL works

differently.

Immediately after you have completed taking the TOEFL, and while you are still
in the testing room, you have the opportunity to cancel sending out your scores.

Note: This is before you have ever even seen your unofficial scores.

If you decide to cancel your scores, you will not be able to view your scores. If
you do not decide to cancel your scores, then and there, the opportunity has
passed. You will not be able to cancel them after that point. Therefore, prepare
for this moment in advance. You know your abilities and can probably base a
good guess as to what you might expect based on other standardized tests and

percentile rankings that you have scored in the past.

By checking with your university of choice, you can determine what score you will

need to be accepted or to receive a scholarship. This will give you an idea of

how difficult it will be for you to meet your targeted goal. After you have taken

the test, if you feel that you have met that goal, go ahead and accept your

scores. You should only cancel your scores if you:

1.) expect that you will definitely have the time, money, and desire to take the
TOEFL again
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2.) are confident that you did not meet the score that you needed to get into your
school of choice
3.) would not be satisfied at another school with a lower standard of admission

Note: Once a score is cancelled, it cannot be reinstated.

Even if you do decide to cancel your scores, your record will still bear evidence of
your test. In the future when you take another test and submit those scores, that
recent score, as well as every TOEFL score that you have taken in the last 2

years will also be submitted. If you had canceled a prior score, it will show that a

score was canceled, though the score itself will not be revealed.

When your scores for the last two years are received, each school approaches
the scores differently. Most schools will simply take the most recent score.

Some schools have a different approach and will average your scores. Others
may disregard any score that is significantly lower than another score, so that the
low score will not unfairly distort the student’s true ability. A few schools will even

take your highest score in each section.

Check with your school of choice and determine what is their standard policy on
multiple TOEFL scores. If they only use the latest or highest score, you should
definitely consider retaking the test if your score is lower than you expected and

needed for admission.

Also, remember that you can only take the computer based TOEFL once per
calendar month. This applies even if you took the test and canceled the scores

earlier that month.
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Success Strategy #4

Since repeatedly taking the TOEFL usually offers only marginal improvements
and older scores are still reported along with newer scores, make sure that you
are adequately prepared the first time. Even though you can cancel your score,

that cancellation will still be reported in the future.

Don’t take the TOEFL as a “practice” test. Feel free to take sample tests on your
own, but when you go to take the TOEFL, be prepared, be focused, and do your

best the first time!

Determine in advance whether or not you have the time and resources to take
the TOEFL multiple times. Don’t make a hasty emotional decision after taking
your test. You will feel drained after taking such an intense test and should think

through your options ahead of time.

If you plan to repeatedly take the TOEFL, check with your schools of choice and
determine their policy on multiple TOEFL scores. That may help in your decision

to retake the test.
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The Listening Section
The Listening test of the TOEFL consists of a total of 30-50 questions.

There are three types of questions:
1. short conversations
2. long conversations and class discussions

3. lectures

You will have a headset that will allow you to adjust the volume of the recording.
Short conversations will begin with a picture to provide orientation. With longer
conversations and lectures, you will be provided with several pictures and visual

cues.

Use the Pictures

The pictures are provided in order to orient you to the atmosphere and
environment that the speakers and conducting their conversation. Use those
pictures as much as possible. Try to put yourself in that environment. Become
one of the pictured speakers and you will be able to better appreciate the

conversation and what it means.

Use Multiple Inputs
The questions will be read to you at the same time they are exposed on the

screen in the form of text. Take advantage of this. Use both the visual and
auditory information being presented to better understand what is being asked.
Some people are better visual and some better auditory receivers of information.
Since both methods of presenting questions are given, use them both to your

maximum advantage.

Main Ideas

Important words and main ideas in conversation are ones that will come up again

and again. Listen carefully for any word or words that come up repeatedly. What
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words come up in nearly every statement made? These words with high
frequency are likely to be in the main idea of the conversation. For example, in a
conversation about class size in the business department of a college, the term
“class size” is likely to appear in nearly every statement made by either speaker

in the discussion.

Voice Changes

TOEFL expects you to be able to recognize and interpret nuances of speech. Be
on the alert for any changes in voice, which might register surprise, excitement,
or another emotion. If a speaker is talking in a normal monotone voice and
suddenly raises their voice to a high pitch, that is a huge clue that something
critical is being stated. Listen for a speaker to change their voice and understand
the meaning of what they are saying.

Example:

Man: Let’s go to Wal-mart.

Woman: There’s a Wal-mart in this small town?

If the woman’s statement was higher pitched, indicating surprise and shock, then

she probably did not expect there to be a Wal-mart in that town.

Specifics

Listen carefully for specific pieces of information. Adjectives are commonly
asked about in TOEFL questions. Try to remember any main adjectives that are
mentioned. Pick out adjectives such as numbers, colors, or sizes.

Example:

Man: Let’s go to the store and get some apples to make the pie.

Woman: How many do we need?

Man: We'll need five apples to make the pie.

A typical question might be about how many apples were needed.
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Interpret

As you are listening to the conversation, put yourself in the person’s shoes.
Think about why someone would make a statement. You'll need to do more than
just regurgitate the spoken words but also interpret them.

Example:

Woman: | think I'm sick with the flu.

Man: Why don’t you go see the campus doctor?

Sample Question: Why did the man mention the campus doctor?

Answer: The campus doctor would be able to determine if the woman had the flu.

Find the Hidden Meaning

Look for the meaning behind a statement. When a speaker answers a question
with a statement that doesn’t immediately seem to answer the question, the
response probably contained a hidden meaning that you will need to recognize
and explain.

Man: Are you going to be ready for your presentation?

Woman: I've only got half of it finished and it's taken me five hours just to do this

much. There’s only an hour left before the presentation is due.

At first, the woman did not seem to answer the question the man presented. She
responded with a statement that only seemed loosely related. Once you look
deeper, then you can find the true meaning of what she said. If it took the
woman five hours to do the first half of the presentation, then it would logically
take her another five hours to do the second half. Since she only has one hour
until her presentation is due, she would probably NOT be able to be ready for the
presentation. So, while an answer was not immediately visible to the man’s
question, when you applied some logic to her response, you could find the

hidden meaning beneath.
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Longer Conversation Problem Types

Academic Conversations

Academic conversations are conversations on a college campus between
professors, students, and other campus members. You will need to be able to

summarize main ideas and recall important details.

Class Discussions

Class discussions are conversations in a classroom between professors and
students. You will need to be able to summarize main ideas, but usually NOT

need to recall important details.

Academic Talks

Academic Talks are conversations in an orientation meeting on academic
courses and procedures or where a professor might discuss a variety of college
topics. You will need to be able to summarize main ideas, but usually NOT need

to recall important details.

Lectures
Lectures are conversations in a classroom about academic topics. You will need
to be able to summarize main ideas, and be able to answer questions such as:

who, what, when, where, or why?
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The Structure Section

The Structure section of the TOEFL consists of a total of 20-25 questions.

There are two different types of problems:
1. incomplete sentences

2. sentences with underlined words and phrases

These questions will test your ability of correct and effective expression. Choose
your answer carefully, utilizing the standards of written English, including
grammar rules, the proper choice of words and of sentence construction. The

correct answer will flow smoothly and be both clear and concise.

Parallelism

If a section of text has an opening dash, parentheses, or comma at the beginning
of a phrase, then you can be sure there should be a matching closing dash,
parentheses, or comma at the end of the phrase. If items in a series all have
commas between them, then any additional items in that series will also gain
commas. Do not alternate punctuation. If a dash is at the beginning of a

statement, then do not put a parenthesis at the ending of the statement.

Word Confusion

“Which” should be used to refer to things only.

John's dog, which was called Makx, is large and fierce.

“That” may be used to refer to either persons or things.
Is this the only book that Louis L'Amour wrote?

Is Louis L'Amour the author that [or who] wrote Western novels?

“Who” should be used to refer to persons only.

Mozart was the composer who [or that] wrote those operas.
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Pronoun usage

To determine the correct pronoun form in a compound subject, try each subject
separately with the verb, adapting the form as necessary. Your ear will tell you
which form is correct.

Example: Bob and (I, me) will be going.

Restate the sentence twice, using each subject individually. Bob will be going. |

will be going. "Me will be going" does not make sense.

When a pronoun is used with a noun immediately following (as in “we boys”), say
the sentence without the added noun. Your ear will tell you the correct pronoun
form.

Example: (We/Us) boys played football last year.

Restate the sentence twice, without the noun. We played football last year. Us
played football last year. Clearly "We played football last year" makes more

sense.

Commas
Flow

Commas break the flow of text. To test whether they are necessary, while
reading the text to yourself, pause for a moment at each comma. If the pauses
seem natural, then the commas are correct. If they are not, then the commas are

not correct.

Nonessential clauses and phrases

A comma should be used to set off nonessential clauses and nonessential
participial phrases from the rest of the sentence. To determine if a clause is
essential, remove it from the sentence. If the removal of the clause would alter

the meaning of the sentence, then it is essential. Otherwise, it is nonessential.
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Example: John Smith, who was a disciple of Andrew Collins, was a noted

archeologist.

In the example above, the sentence describes John Smith's fame in archeology.
The fact that he was a disciple of Andrew Collins is not necessary to that
meaning. Therefore, separating it from the rest of the sentence with commas, is

correct.

Do not use a comma if the clause or phrase is essential to the meaning of the
sentence.

Example: Anyone who appreciates obscure French poetry will enjoy reading the
book.

If the phrase "who appreciates obscure French poetry" is removed, the sentence
would indicate that anyone would enjoy reading the book, not just those with an
appreciation for obscure French poetry. However, the sentence implies that the

book's enjoyment may not be for everyone, so the phrase is essential.

Another perhaps easier way to determine if the clause is essential is to see if it
has a comma at its beginning or end. Consistent, parallel punctuation must be
used, and so if you can determine a comma exists at one side of the clause, then

you can be certain that a comma should exist on the opposite side.

Independent clauses

Use a comma before the words and, but, or, nor, for, yet when they join
independent clauses. To determine if two clauses are independent, remove the
word that joins them. If the two clauses are capable of being their own sentence
by themselves, then they are independent and need a comma between them.

Example: He ran down the street, and then he ran over the bridge.
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He ran down the street. Then he ran over the bridge. These are both clauses
capable of being their own sentence. Therefore a comma must be used along

with the word “and” to join the two clauses together.

If one or more of the clauses would be a fragment if left alone, then it must be
joined to another clause and does not need a comma between them.

Example: He ran down the street and over the bridge.

He ran down the street. Over the bridge. “Over the bridge” is a sentence
fragment and is not capable of existing on its own. No comma is necessary to

join it with “He ran down the street”.

Note that this does not cover the use of "and" when separating items in a series,
such as "red, white, and blue". In these cases a comma is not always necessary

between the last two items in the series, but in general it is best to use one.

Parenthetical expressions

Commas should separate parenthetical expressions such as the following: after
all, by the way, for example, in fact, on the other hand.

Example: By the way, she is in my biology class.

If the parenthetical expression is in the middle of the sentence, a comma would
be both before and after it.

Example: She is, after all, in my biology class.

However, these expressions are not always used parenthetically. In these cases,
commas are not used. To determine if an expression is parenthetical, see if it
would need a pause if you were reading the text. If it does, then it is parenthetical
and needs commas.

Example: You can tell by the way she plays the violin that she enjoys its music.
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No pause is necessary in reading that example sentence. Therefore the phrase

“by the way” does not need commas around it.

Hyphens
Hyphenate a compound adjective that is directly before the noun it describes.

Example 1: He was the best-known kid in the school.
Example 2: The shot came from that grass-covered hill.

Example 3: The well-drained fields were dry soon after the rain.

Semicolons

Period replacement

A semicolon is often described as either a weak period or strong comma.
Semicolons should separate independent clauses that could stand alone as
separate sentences. To test where a semicolon should go, replace it with a
period in your mind. If the two independent clauses would seem normal with the
period, then the semicolon is in the right place.

Example: The rain had finally stopped; a few rays of sunshine were pushing their

way through the clouds.

The rain had finally stopped. A few rays of sunshine were pushing their way
through the clouds. These two sentences can exist independently with a period
between them. Because they are also closely related in thought, a semicolon is a

good choice to combine them.

Transitions

When a semicolon is next to a transition word, such as “however”, it comes
before the word.
Example: The man in the red shirt stood next to her; however, he did not know

her name.
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If these two clauses were separated with a period, the period would go before the
word “however” creating the following two sentences: The man in the red shirt
stood next to her. However, he did not know her name. The semicolon can

function as a weak period and join the two clauses by replacing the period.

Use Your Ear

Read each sentence carefully, inserting the answer choices in the blanks. Don’t
stop at the first answer choice if you think it is right, but read them all. What may
seem like the best choice, at first, may not be after you have had time to read all
of the choices. Allow your ear to determine what sounds right. Often one or two

answer choices can be immediately ruled out because it doesn’t make sound

logical or make sense.

Contextual Clues

It bears repeating that contextual clues offer a lot of help in determining the best
answer. Key words in the sentence will allow you to determine exactly which
answer choice is the best replacement text.

Example:

Archeology has shown that some of the ruins of the ancient city of Babylon are

approximately 500 years Mesopotamian predecessors.

A) as old as any supposed
B) as old as their supposed
C) older than their supposed

D) older than a supposed

In this example, the key word “supposed” is used. Archaeology would either
confirm that the predecessors to Babylon were more ancient or disprove that
supposition. Since supposed was used, it would imply that archaeology had
disproved the accepted belief, making Babylon actually older, not as old as, and

either answer choice C or D correct.
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Since choice D contains the word “a”. This would be correct if “predecessors”
was singular. Since “predecessors” is plural, with a “s” on the end of it, then

choice C must be correct.

Furthermore, because “500 years” is used, answer choice A and B can be ruled
out. Years are used to show either absolute or relative age. If two objects are as
old as each other, no years are necessary to describe that relationship, and it
would be sufficient to say, “The ancient city of Babylon is approximately as old as

their supposed Mesopotamian predecessors,” without using the term “500 years”.

Simplicity is Bliss

Simplicity cannot be overstated. You should never choose a longer, more
complicated, or wordier replacement if a simple one will do. When a point can be
made with fewer words, choose that answer. However, never sacrifice the flow of
text for simplicity. If an answer is simple, but does n