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INTRODUCTION
Words, words, and more words

he exact number of words in the English language can be estimated
at anywhere between 171,476 words in current use (contained in the
Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition) and 988,968 words
according to Global Language Monitor. Among these are:

• Nouns, adjectives, adverbs, and verbs
• Exclamations, interjections, and prepositions
• Prefixes and suffixes
• Words of foreign origin
• Obsolete and archaic words
• Academic words
• Technical, medical, scientific, legal, business, and other jargon that

is specific to a particular field or subject matter
• Slang and colloquial words, and idiomatic expressions

From these numbers you can conclude that learning vocabulary is a
daunting task. And it is particularly daunting to learn vocabulary for the
TOEFL® test, when vocabulary questions make up only a small part of
the whole test. Keep in mind, however, that you need vocabulary not
only to answer vocabulary questions but also to understand what you
read and hear and to express your ideas in writing.

Vocabulary is directly related to academic performance. A study
conducted in 1998 by Douglas Bors and Tonya Stokes concluded that
college students with larger vocabularies achieved higher grades,
produced better quality writing, and were able to process information
more readily and better than those with less advanced vocabulary skills.
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Clearly, the greater your vocabulary, the higher your chances of
succeeding in college and university courses.

So where do you start? Which words do you learn? How do you learn
them? And how do you remember all of them?

Acquiring vocabulary is not something you can do overnight. In fact,
it is a long-term process that requires dedication and strategy. Therefore,
the first thing you should be prepared to do is learn vocabulary for life,
not just for the TOEFL® test. Any word that you may learn specifically
to pass the TOEFL® test can be used, most likely, anywhere outside the
classroom, and anytime besides during the test. So don’t think that you
are wasting your time learning new words. Remember: a language
without a broad vocabulary is like a house without rooms or furniture.

About this book and recordings
McGraw-Hill Education: Essential Vocabulary for the TOEFL® Test has
been written to help you learn vocabulary for the TOEFL® test and, more
important, for life. How will it do that?

• By helping you recognize words from their function and form
• By helping you use a dictionary and thesaurus
• By helping you figure out the meaning from context, which is the

most useful method as you probably don’t walk around with a
dictionary in your back pocket (You probably have a cell/mobile
phone, but that is not necessarily the best substitute for a reputable
paper dictionary. I know—I’m old-fashioned!)

• By showing you how to organize the vocabulary you learn so that
you can find it quickly and learn faster through associating words in
clusters or with images

• By giving you some strategies on how to remember the words you
learn

• By letting you hear vocabulary in action with sample texts

This book is divided into three parts:

1. Learning and understanding vocabulary
2. Building and recording vocabulary
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3. Using vocabulary

The book contains approximately

• 417 academic words that can be found in the Academic Word List
(or AWL, Coxhead 2000)*

• 404 advanced words that are not in the AWL
• 183 words or phrases that are commonly used in a campus context

These words are contained in Appendix A. Of course, the words
indicated by bold type throughout the book do not include all the words
you may need, but they can be considered indispensable for college and
university students. In other words, you will be learning these words for
good and practical reasons, not just for the sake of filling your brain. As
well, the book contains plenty of useful incidental vocabulary that you
will pick up as you work through it.

Each chapter contains a variety of exercises that

• Reinforce what you have learned
• Give you an opportunity to practice using specific words
• Assist you in developing a “feeling” for the English language

Chapters 8 and 9 each contain ten short academic reading texts with
vocabulary exercises that demonstrate how vocabulary is realistically
used. Whereas readings on the TOEFL® test average 700 words, these
texts range from 200 to 350 words. The twenty total texts thus provide a
range of vocabulary in different contexts. What you see in this book is
what you can expect to encounter in lectures, reading, and assignments.
Chapter 10 focuses on campus vocabulary and offers short dialogues
featuring idiomatic language relating to life at a North American
university. Appendix B gives sample journal pages and entries, which
will help you recall and memorize words that are new to you. In
Appendix C you will find lists of the most useful prefixes and suffixes.

The audio recordings contain

• Native English speakers reading the sample texts found in Chapters
8–10

• 70 minutes of content
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The audio content is tied to the text and is indicated by this graphic: 

.

A word of caution. As you will discover, this book does not include
translations, nor does it suggest relying on translations as a learning
strategy. There are good reasons for this.

• To become proficient in a language you have to think in it;
translating only encourages a dependency on your native language
and will not help you at all in college or university.

• Translating wastes time, and in college you can’t afford to waste
time on unproductive activities that don’t contribute to success.

• Translating, particularly direct translating, can yield inaccuracies
and some strange and unintelligible results.

How to use this book
Everyone learns differently, and we all have our own particular
weaknesses or problems. Therefore, the best method to use is the one
that works for you!

Here are a few points to keep in mind.

1. You don’t necessarily have to work through the book from front to
back, or go through each chapter in chronological order. Start with
a chapter that interests you or covers some aspect of vocabulary
acquisition that you have a problem with.

2. Skip what you already know and focus on what you don’t know.
3. Consider this book a guide, and apply what is useful to you. If you

don’t like vocabulary journals, don’t make one. If flashcards work
better for you, then go for it. Again, pick and choose what works
for you.

Final word
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In the end you must do three things to improve your vocabulary:

1. Practice.
2. Read.
3. Think!

I wish you success on the TOEFL® test and in your studies.

Acknowledgments
I thank my editor, Holly McGuire, for her guidance and resourcefulness,
and my husband, Erich, for his constant support.
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_________
* The Academic Word List, developed by Averil Coxhead, contains
English words that occur with high frequency in academic contexts. This
list is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.
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PART 1

Learning and understanding
vocabulary

www.papyruspub.com

www.papyruspub.com



16

CHAPTER 1

How to identify vocabulary

Objectives
To identify words according to their part of speech and function in a
sentence or question

To recognize prefixes and suffixes that form nouns, verbs, and adjectives

Parts of speech
For purposes of building vocabulary, it is necessary to study three main
types of words: nouns, verbs, and modifiers—more commonly known as
adjectives and adverbs.

Nouns
Nouns are words that refer to a person, place, thing, class, concept,
quality, or action. Nouns can be compared to the bricks, stone, and
boards with which we construct buildings. Without nouns in a sentence,
no one will know what you’re talking about.

Verbs
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Verbs are the mortar, nails, and screws that hold a sentence together and
give it meaning. Some verbs express actions, while others indicate a
condition, occurrence, process, or state of being.

Adjectives and adverbs
Adjectives and adverbs are descriptive words. To continue with the
comparison, they differentiate one building from another.

Prefixes and suffixes
English words consist of three components: stem, prefix, and suffix.

Understanding prefixes and suffixes can help you figure out the
meaning of unfamiliar words. Prefixes change the meaning of the root
word—for example, making it negative as in disorganization, irregular,
untie. Suffixes change the part of speech—for example, work (verb) into
worker (noun) or workable (adjective). Suffixes can indicate negative or
positive, size, location, time, and order or number.

(Creating one list of all English prefixes and suffixes is difficult, but
Appendix C lists the most useful for your purposes in building a
vocabulary for the TOEFL® test. The bibliography lists useful websites
that discuss prefixes and suffixes.)

Nouns
Nouns can be identified by both their function and their position in a
sentence, and by specific prefixes and suffixes that are added to the stem.

Dis + organiz(e) + ation
Com + mit + ment

Nouns are also frequently preceded by a or the. Most nouns in
English take the plural ending s or es.
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FUNCTION
• To identify the performer of an action—that is, Who or What the

sentence or question is about
• To identify the direct or indirect object of an action—that is, to

Whom or What an action is directed
• To identify the object of a preposition
• To form compound nouns in which one noun describes another—

that is, What kind of thing or person is referred to in the sentence
Example: library book, photocopier

• To function as a predicate noun or subjective complement—that is, a
noun that refers back to the subject.

Example: John is an excellent student.

POSITION IN A SENTENCE
• Generally, nouns as the subject of a sentence appear at or near the

beginning of a sentence.
• Nouns as the object of a sentence immediately follow the verb or

preposition.
• Predicate nouns immediately follow the verb.
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Common prefixes
In addition to being added to nouns, prefixes can also be added to verbs
and adjectives to retain or change their meaning.
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Noun-forming, or nominal, suffixes
Certain suffixes can be added to the end of a verb or an adjective to form
a noun, or to the end of a noun to form the title of a person. Some
examples:

Verb-to-noun conversion: appear + ance, impress + ion,
argu(e) + ment
Adjective-to-noun conversion: dark + ness, negativ(e) + ity,
desolat(e) + ion
Noun-to-noun conversion: art + ist, politic(s) + ian, cash +
ier

Note: Often spelling problems arise with the use of suffixes. This can be
addressed with the use of a good dictionary, a grammar book, or an
academic writer’s guide.
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Practice
Scan any kind of text (textbook, newspaper article, story) and underline
all the nouns. Circle the prefixes and suffixes. As you read, be aware of
how the nouns function in the sentence. Are they subjects, objects of
verbs and prepositions, or predicate nouns?
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Verbs
Nouns are either singular or plural, and verbs change to agree with the
subject. In English, unlike many other languages, these inflections are
minimal. Verbs consist of parts that change in form according to the time
the action took place (verb tense) and according to whether they are
positive, negative, or interrogative.

In English there are regular and irregular verbs that can be recognized
by their principal parts: base form, past tense form, past participle, and
present participle.

EXAMPLES

Verbs are either transitive (they take direct objects) or intransitive
(they take indirect objects). Transitive verbs can appear in either the
active or the passive voice.

EXAMPLES

Verbs put ideas into motion. Without verbs, we could not express our
thoughts with much clarity, and it would require a considerable amount
of guesswork to decipher what it is we mean to say.

FUNCTION
• Verbs indicate action or state of being. They tell us what the subject

is doing / does / did, etc., and what effect one person or thing has on
another.

• Verbs link the components of a sentence and establish
relationships.
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Example: This explanation sounds reasonable.

Certain verb forms, such as infinitives, gerunds, and participles are
known as verbals.

EXAMPLES
Infinitives: to write, to advertise
Gerunds: writing, advertising
Present participles: writing, advertising
Past participles: written, advertised

(Note that gerunds and present participles look the same, but as you
will see from the following examples, they function differently.)

Verbals can also function as nouns, adjectives, and adverbs, as in the
following examples.

• Verbals functioning as nouns
Seeing is believing.
To become rich and famous has always been John’s dream.

• Verbals functioning as adjectives
The panel reviewed the published report.
Rising interest rates generally lead to falling stock prices.

• Verbals functioning as adverbs
The team went to the island to study the local flora and fauna.

POSITION IN A SENTENCE
• Verbs always appear after the subject.
• Infinitives and gerunds functioning as nouns appear in the same

positions as any other nouns.
• Verbals functioning as adjectives and adverbs appear before or

following the word or phrase they modify.
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Verb-changing prefixes
As in the case of their use with nouns, prefixes can change the meaning
of verbs and the root forms of verbs. Some examples:
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Verb conversion: dis + appear, mis + understand, under +
estimate
Root form conversion: sup + press, re + press, com + press
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Verb-forming suffixes
Suffixes can be added to the end of a noun or an adjective to make a
verb. Since there are only a few of these suffixes, they are easy to learn.
Some examples:
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Noun-to-verb conversion: beaut(y) + ify, computer + ize,
liquid + ate
Adjective-to-verb conversion: pur(e) + ify, equ(al) + ate,
dark + en
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Practice
Scan any text (textbook, newspaper article, story) and underline all the
verbs and verbals. Circle the prefixes and suffixes. As you read, be
aware of how the verbs function in the sentence. Do they express an
action or a state of being? Do they take direct or indirect objects? Are
they in the active or passive voice?

Adjectives and adverbs
Adjectives can be nondescriptive (these, my, some, thirty) or descriptive
words that give additional information, such as size, color, shape, nature,
quality, and number. Adjectives answer the questions: Which, What kind
of, Whose, How many, How much.

Adverbs provide information about manner, time, place, direction,
cause, purpose, result, and degree. Most adverbs are formed by adding -
ly to an adjective, although there are a few common and familiar
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exceptions (fast, hard, etc.). Adverbs answer the questions: How, When,
Where, Why, How often, How long, To what degree.

Note: Sentences do not necessarily require adjectives and adverbs. In
fact, too many descriptive words make writing—and speech—flowery
and detract from the essential message.

FUNCTION IN A SENTENCE
• Adjectives describe nouns.
• Adverbs describe verbs, adjectives, and adverbs.

POSITION
• Adjectives precede the noun they modify.

Examples: an energy-efficient house, enthusiastic drivers
• In the case of nonaction verbs (be, seem, become, etc.), adjectives

appear after the verb.
Example: The candidate was successful in his application for a

scholarship.
• Generally, adverbs appear directly before or after the verb they

modify, although they can go anywhere in the sentence. Adverbs
that modify adjectives and adverbs usually appear before the word
they describe.

Examples: a moderately priced item, a rapidly advancing
technology, a very highly recommended publication
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Adjective-forming suffixes
Nouns and verbs can be converted into adjectives by adding suffixes to
the end of the word. Some examples:

Noun-to-adjective conversion: comfort + able, passion + ate,
controvers(y) + ial
Verb-to-adjective conversion: persist + ent, attract + ive,
expect + ant
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Adverb-forming suffixes
The most common way to convert an adjective into an adverb is by
adding the suffix -ly. Some examples:

Adjective-to-adverb conversion: quiet + ly, dutiful + ly,
happ(y) + ily
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Prefixes and suffixes that form more
than one part of speech

It would, of course, be convenient for language learners if specific
prefixes and suffixes were restricted to specific nouns, verbs, and
adjectives. Unfortunately, language is not that simple. When in doubt,
you will have to rely on the word’s meaning in the sentence. Take a look
at some of the examples.

Some words can function as both a noun and an adjective.

• Examples: elective, romantic, equivalent
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Practice
Scan any text (textbook, newspaper article, story) and underline all the
adjectives and adverbs. Circle the suffixes.
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Word families
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Academic words frequently have related noun, verb, and adjective
forms, known as “word families.” An example would be achievement
(noun), achieve (verb), and achievable (adjective). When learning
academic vocabulary in particular, you will find it useful to learn all
three forms in order to understand and use them. As you will see, not all
words have three derivatives: some may have more, and others only one
or none. Although you can make an adjective into an adverb by adding -
ly, not all adjectives can be used as adverbs.
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