
TOEFL PREPARATION GUIDE 

 

DISCLAIMER: 

I have written this guide because Waqar Baig, to whom I am greatly indebted, asked me to. 

I am not a teacher or an expert in TOEFL prep. This is just based on my experience and how 

I prepared for TOEFL so if you have a tutor or any experienced person, ask them for 

guidance as well. I took the test on Nov 2016 so I may have forgotten a few things and for 

that I apologize in advance. 

BACKGROUND: 

TOEFL test is conducted by ETS. It is accepted worldwide (few exceptions). It is the better 

choice for students, especially for those aspiring to apply to America since Fulbright only 

accepts TOEFL test. So in a way, it is more widely accepted than IELTS (opinions vary). 

Test registration costs around 20,000 PKR. You can pay via credit card (visa), PayPal, or a 

dollar account funds transfer. Credit card is the easier way. For test registration, create an 

account on ETS TOEFL website, go to test registration, select city, date, and test center. Fill 

the forms, and pay the fee and you are good to go. 

NOTE: Read the ETS official site on identification requirements and testing day advice. It is 

very important. 

PREPARATION MATERIAL: 

Torrenting is bad. But in Pakistan, unfortunately, the prep material is too costly for most 

students. If you are able, buy the material mentioned. 

For students like me :P, all the material you need is in this one torrent. Download this: 

https://www.torrentz.in/b352f34aca417b1240acf2b546ddcf3bb9ea82a9 

 

TEST FORMAT: 

Before going into preparation methods, I will briefly go over the test format. However it is 

advised that you consult the official ETS website TOEFL page 

(https://www.ets.org/toefl/ibt/about/content/) for authentic and up to date format. 

You can also consult this link: 

http://magoosh.com/toefl/2013/toefl-format/ 

The basic format for TOEFL iBT is as follows: 

https://www.torrentz.in/b352f34aca417b1240acf2b546ddcf3bb9ea82a9
http://magoosh.com/toefl/2013/toefl-format/


Section 
Time 

Limit 
Questions Tasks 

Reading 
60–80 

minutes 

36–56 

questions 

Read 3 or 4 passages from academic texts and answer 

questions. 

Listening 
60–90 

minutes 

34–51 

questions 

Listen to lectures, classroom discussions and 

conversations, then answer questions. 

Break 10 minutes — — 

Speaking 20 minutes 6 tasks 
Express an opinion on a familiar topic; speak based on 

reading and listening tasks. 

Writing 50 minutes 2 tasks 
Write essay responses based on reading and listening tasks; 

support an opinion in writing. 

(ETS Official) 

This is a summary of the format and you can get more complete info from the links given 

above and by doing some practice tests which I will mention later. 

 

PREPARATION: 

TOEFL prep takes about 1-1.5 weeks for an average student with passable English skills. 

Fluent English speakers may be able to cover everything in 3-4 days. One thing to 

remember is that improving your English skills is difficult to almost impossible. What you 

can do is mold your existing skills a bit to help you score better. 

 

 READING SECTION: 

The reading section is one of the easier sections of TOEFL. It is the section where 

Pakistani’s usually do well. You will be given a few passages and all you have to do is 

answer questions related to them. The passages are from all sorts of background (science, 

archaeology, art, etc). You don’t have to know anything about the subject, all the 

information you need is given in the paragraph. Even the definitions of some technical 

terms will be provided. Even if you know something different, stick to the information 

given in the paragraph. This test is supposed to test your English skills, not your science or 

art skills. 

o Take a look at the passages given in ETS official guides (torrent). If you can 

understand them and answer the questions given correctly, you are good to go. 

Just practice a few times in full length tests and you can ace this section. 

o In case you have difficulty with vocabulary, then you need to spend some time 

preparing this section. The best way would be to use Magoosh TOEFL vocabulary 

app. It has some very basic word lists and are sufficient for TOEFL. Note that 

even if you don’t know the definition of a word, you can glean its meaning or 



“mafhoom” from the context. You just need to understand the passage 

completely. 

o If you have trouble comprehending the paragraph, then you have a real problem. 

Everything you need to know is given in the paragraph. Try to read the passages 

thoroughly. Don’t add your suppositions. Try to understand the writers meaning. 

If you still have some difficulty, you should practice reading. Read newspaper or 

novels. I would recommend reading a few Famous Five books. It has a basic 

reading level and should improve your comprehension skills. 

o During test, read the passage completely and carefully first. 

o Do not spend too much time on a single question. Each question is worth the 

same. Remember in reading section you can come back to your unanswered 

question later. 

o Don’t try to rush your reading, you have ample time. Answering questions does 

not take much time once you have thoroughly read and understood the passage. 

 

 LISTENING SECTION: 
The listening section is the next section. It can be the most fun section to prepare and is 

my favorite section on the test. You have to listen to a conversation or a lecture. You 

should take notes during this section using the scratch papers and pencil provided to 

you. The lecture or conversation may be accompanied with a paragraph. You will be 

asked to answer a question after the conversation is over. 

The questions asked are very simple in this section. If you have listened to the piece 

closely enough you, you should not have any problem answering them. 

o The listening section will cover a variety of accents. The accents usually included 

are British, American, Australian, and sometimes Irish or Scottish. You need to 

be able to understand them to answer the questions.  

o There are two ways you can go about preparing for listening. You can either 

listen to a large number of sample listening statements included in the torrent. 

OR you can do the fun thing and watch a lot of movies and seasons, without 

subtitles of course. I like comedy so I would recommend Friends, How I met your 

mother, etc for American accent. For British, you can watch the IT crowd or 

Sherlock season. You don’t need to practice for Australian accent but if you want 

to practice that, watch any movie featuring Margot Robbie (sorry, she is the only 

one that came to my mind :D). She has a very thick Australian accent. For Irish 

and Scottish, watch standup comedy specials of Dylan Moran and Danny Bhoi 

respectively. 

o  On test day, make sure the volume on your headphones in adjusted well enough 

so that you can hear clearly before the test. 

o Try to concentrate on your own test. There are lot of test takers alongside you 

and they may be attempting their speaking sections. Don’t listen to them and 

focus on your own test. 

 



 

 BREAK: 

After listening, you will be allowed to take a ten minutes break. TAKE IT. Use the 

restroom or refresh yourself. The hard part is coming. And remember to keep your 

passport with you at all times. It’s also a good idea to ask the invigilator to sharpen your 

pencil during the break or resupply you with scratch paper.  

 SPEAKING SECTION: 
And now we come to the part where most Pakistanis struggle. Just remember to stay 

calm and speak as clearly as possible. You should do fine. You may be asked to listen to 

something and then speak on the question given. Or read something and then answer a 

question or express an opinion. 

o There is no easy way to prepare for speaking. You cannot improve your speaking 

skills. All you can do is “loosen” them. 

o Most Pakistanis are hesitant when the converse in English. Mainly due to our 

nationwide inferiority complex or the fear of speaking wrong English. The only 

way to counter that is to practice. Try to speak to yourself in English on random 

topics. You can also practice using the material given in the torrent. Ask a friend 

to ask you questions and answer them in English. Practice this for a few days so 

that you can get over your reluctance. 

o The good thing about TOEFL iBT is that you don’t have to speak in front of 

another person. This should give you a confidence boost. Don’t try to think that 

other test takers or invigilators can hear you. Test takers have their own 

problems and invigilators have heard a lot worse than you. 

o Don’t try to copy any accent. English is not your mother tongue and ETS knows 

that. That is why you are taking the test. Speak normally. Copying an accent not 

only distracts you from the task at hand but it also gives a very bad impression 

when your accent breaks down, as is bound to happen sooner or later. 

o Speak clearly and directly into microphone. Adjust the settings of microphone 

before the test begins. 

o Take notes when the speaker is speaking or when he is asking the question.  

This is very important. You will be given time to formulate a response. Use the 

time to write notes on scratch paper. Use these notes when speaking and try to 

cover all the points. 

o Stay to the point and don’t ramble on. Understand the question and just answer 

what is required. 

o Don’t use complicated words which you are unfamiliar with. You can get horribly 

tangled up if you use such words. Stay simple and concise. 

o Try not to listen to other test takers. This is the section where there are 

maximum chances of distraction. Focus on your own test and don’t let your 

attention wander or you will miss the question all together (happened to me). 



And don’t think that you can get valuable points from the other test takers sitting 

next to you. You will just waste valuable time. This is the one place where our 

national talents (cheating) can’t help us. 

 

 WRITING SECTION: 

And finally we arrive at the writing section. This is a comparatively easier portion of the 

test. There are two tasks. First you will have to listen to a lecture and then read a passage 

and question. All you have to do is to combine the info from both sources and answer the 

question in 20 minutes. The second independent task gives you an opinion, and you either 

have to support or oppose that opinion in 30 minutes. You can practice the writing 

exercises given in torrent. Or you can practice it once you attempt the full length tests. 

o The test uses QWERTY keyboard, the ones used with desktops. If your typing 

speed is slow, you may want to practice that first to speed your writing. Try 

chatting on Facebook :D 

o Practice writing once you attempt the full length tests. But if you are really 

worried, you can do some other practice exercises given in the torrent. 

o If your typing is quick enough, you can make notes in the writing space given. It 

will make your life easier. Just remember to erase it afterwards. 

o Before writing, spend at least 3-4 minutes planning on what to write. Make an 

outline. Make sure you know what you are going to write before beginning. 

o The sequence of your writing matters. Try to plan your response logically. That 

is why it is better to have an outline before writing. 

o On the integrated task (20 minutes one), try to be concise and stay to the point. 

Use what information was given to you and don’t use your own knowledge. Just 

answer the question as completely as you can and don’t leave any gaps in your 

arguments. 

o In the independent task (30 minutes one), whichever position you take on the 

statement, justify your stance completely. Make all your arguments and address 

all the arguments that can be made against your position. Give an example (real 

or fabricated) to qualify your response. 

o Use correct grammar and vocabulary. Typos are ignored by the ETS checkers if 

this does not hinder the understanding of the response. 

o Correct use of punctuation is very important and don’t forget that. 

o Try to understand the task completely. If you misunderstand the statement or 

question or go off topic, your response is worthless. 

o No matter what, you must manage your time so that you have time to review 

your response. This is of utmost importance. 

 

 



 

FULL LENGTH TESTS: 

The final and most important step of your preparation is the full length test. Even for fluent 

speakers, this is a must because you should familiarize yourself with the test pattern. You 

will have an opportunity to practice all the sections and for fluent English users, three or 

four practice tests should be enough.  

The recommended practice test is the Cambridge Prep Tests. These are included in the 

torrent in .iso format form. You will need Daemon Tool Lite program to open the file. It has 

seven practice test. The format and software is exactly the same to the one you will face in 

your actual exam, right down to the color scheme. Use this and you won’t have any 

surprises on the test day. 

Attempt at least 3-4 of these tests. If you can ace these, you can ace your TOEFL. 

 

NOTE: 

This guide is purely based on my experience. I am an above average English user and this is 

how I did my preparation. I did my preparation in 3 days. There are a lot of other ways you 

can prepare your TOEFL. Some people find NOTEFULL videos (included in the torrent) very 

useful but I did not use them. You may try them or try the Barron’s guide. How you do your 

preparation is up to you.  

Lastly, stay calm. The exam is not that difficult and you should do well enough. Even if you 

don’t, always remember this is your second language and there is no shame in not doing 

well in English. Just don’t forget those Ghalib ghazals. 

 

 

Date: 25/07/2016                                                               HARIS MOAZAM SHEIKH 

TOEFL iBT: 116/120 


