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If winning isn't everything, why do they keep score?

— Yince Lombardi
American Football Coach
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For all of you out there who have your hearts set on studying in North American institutions,
one of the blessings of having to take the TOEFL iBT Writing Test is you feel compelled to
become intimately aware of the failings in your past essays. So you are thrown right back on a
quest for diagnostic assistance and yet find yourself adrift without a map or compass. Then the
lingering insecurity on all sides gives you fresh incentives to re-orient yourself, through which
you actually acquire new knowledge about essay writing in English. ()

For TOEFL instructors, the exploration into the multiple layers of techniques for the TOEFL iBT
essay test is a “sleeper” that possesses much more than merely meets the eye. In all honesty,
even prep instructors oftentimes underestimate the scope of such a commitment: It not only
permits probes into hidden aspects of the general problem of English writing competency, it
also caters to the entire spectrum of candidates’ personalized needs for highly well-defined
situational contexts. That was exactly why in attempts to boost readers’ writing proficiency, |
have been constantly mindful of the actual test settings and constraints of TOEFL iBT as well.

Even so, nowhere in this tome will you find one single argument that dictates you must adopt

the approach | favor simply because there can be no alternative. Instead, throughout the book,

you will sense the entrenched disbelief that instructors who offer “infallible panaceas” can ever
be true sages. Frankly, a moderate dose of skepticism toward any test-prep technique taught '
in any book would not only be tolerable, it will be constructive indeed. Likewise, even though

every section in this publication represents a substantial component in building your arsenal for
tackling the TOEFL iBT Essay Test, you are not given a fixed itinerary. Readers are encouraged

to consider these components in whatever order they deem appropriate. Read with intention
towards your goal — or just let a random chapter take you by surprise. A tool can only be as
powerful as its users, after all.

Since this book is meant for a unique audience — readers with a notably shaky grasp of the
English vocabulary and rhetoric but nonetheless pressed for study time, it foregoes, of
necessity, the conventional means of teaching essay writing — i. e., with colossal word lists,
myriad grammatical points and convoluted sentence patterns filled with embellishments, which
| believe obscure as much as they clarify; rather, this jargon-free book endeavors to illuminate
straightforwardly, and often light-heartedly, the most intricate issues such as the complexities
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of test questions, the generation of refreshing ideas, the proper diction, the correct mechanics
and the construction of tight-knit paragraphs, while still doing justice to their respective roles in
unravelling the TOEFL iBT mystery. You will even find sections solely dedicated to collections of
earthy buzzwords and catchphrases in American English, a robust language, whose literal
meanings are ten thousand miles away from their true significations. Feel free to think of this
book as being nothing more than a tool to clarify and demystify the baffling things about TOEFL
essays for you.

As Alfred Adler aptly observed, referring to the school he had found in Vienna, “The students
teach the teachers. " In the same vein, | do not see how a test prep instructor can be anything
but deeply grateful for what he is daily taught about the issues on the test by those who are
called his students.

Xiaoyi
( a. k a. Pat)
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Into Uncharted Territory:
The Relativity of the TOEFL iBT Writing Module

Despite its phenomenal candidate boom and exuberant recognition by learning institutions
across the world, the TOEFL iBT Writing Test is not without its own share of trials and
tribulations, a major portion of which has been, amidst its swiftly-gained popularity, the
lingering skepticism about its fairness in judging functional writing competence.

The reliability of the test falls beyond the scope of this publication. Still, | would venture to point
out that such doubt has been cast over almost all subjective tests administered so far in the
civilized world, just that its six-digit number of test-takers has rendered the TOEFL iBT Writing
Section far more vulnerable to finger-pointing.

A substantial source of the growing pains could be, as a matter of fact, that the very purpose
of the test has been seriously diluted, if not defeated, when in reality, many prep teachers gear
their curricula exclusively toward the type of question that is most likely to come up in the next
test and the students’ answers have consequently been reduced to mere regurgitations of their
lecture notes.

There can still be some turning back, though.

The TOEFL iBT essay marking process has been largely shrouded in mystery. Even so, one
thing is for sure, it is by no means as straightforward as the examiners’ interpolating candidates’
arguments into predefined scoring parameters, assigning a mark to each category accordingly
and then averaging the results out.

Although it is safe to say that all the raters, as highly intelligent and well-educated humans,
unanimously appreciate original ideas, compelling points, detailed exemplifications, accurate
diction, precise sentences, coherent internal linking and logical paragraphing, the officially-
specified areas of gauging test-takers’ performance are NOT hard and fast rules. It is equally
safe to say that in practice, there have to be holistic adjustments to particularistic applications.
More importantly, even though the test per se is by definition Internet-based, the raters who do
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the subsequent grading work are just human. Each and every score assigned inevitably,
invariably and inescapably reflects the rater's own interests, experiences and blind spots, for

that matter.

This publication attempts to, through ample dissection of high-achieving essays, fill a void for
those who wish to know more about what raters realistically expect from test essays and the
corresponding tactics. It is therefore unsurprising that this book tends to bypass the rigid rating
criteria. Instead, it comes to grips with the more human dimensions of the essay-marking
process. While some of the text, through copious comparison and contrasting, tries to nail
down what the majority of TOEFL iBT essay examiners desire in their assessment of test
essays, the other sections are dedicated to exploration into the virtually limitless possibilities of
TOEFL essay writing, which may be identified or verified through juxtapositions of markedly
contrasting essays that have achieved precisely the same impressive score.

Incidentally, you do not have to consume this book in one big gulp, or even from the start to
finish lines; rather, you can just read the components in any order you choose or simply ramble
around it. It will not bite or induce deep comas, just something that gives you the itch to keep

turning pages. (2

A word of warning: This tome is not a scholarly monograph; rather, it is meant to be a broadly-
accessible, terminology-free book that meets the needs of general readers. Chances are that it
may not lend itself readily to efforts to integrate it into the curriculum of existing prep courses.
Nevertheless, prep instructors will definitely find it most informative as well as entertaining.

Pat@
NYC
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In fashioning this volume that will hopefully fill a void in prep-book publishing, |
continue to profit from the advice of distinguished experts. Special thanks go to
Professor M. C. Wilcox and Dr. J. T. Borg for their laborious critique of the manu-
script. | am equally indebted to Ms. Meng Yu-gin, the CMP editor of this book, for
» Prodding and cajoling me into completing this book as promptly as possible. A
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special note of appreciation to Whitney Liu, for the touching up of the Chinese text |
wrote in the first and the second drafts and for giving me hints on how to make this
book more meaningful in the Chinese context.

I 'am thankful for, as always, the loving support from my parents, my sister, Meg, and
friends of mine, without whom | would not have embarked upon this “ cottage

industry” .
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