
Essential Words for the TOEFL, Score 80+:

Academic English Vocabulary for Higher-Level Learners

Jackie Bolen

www.eslspeaking.org

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 by Jackie Bolen

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording or other electronic or mechanical means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher/author at the following address: Jackie Bolen: jb.business.online@gmail.com.

Table of Contents

About the Author: Jackie Bolen.............................................4

How to Use this Book .......................................................5

Top 10 Tips to Prepare for the TOEFL Exam................................6

Research Methods..........................................................9

Study Group: Preparing for a Lecture.....................................12

Writing Center: Essay Feedback..........................................15

Classroom Discussion: Scientific Bias.....................................18

Advising Session: Course Selection.......................................21

Lab Partners: Photosynthesis Experiment................................24

Lecture Q&A: Ecosystems.................................................27

Study Session: Genetics...................................................30

Documentary Discussion: Climate Science...............................33

Biology Class: Human Body Systems.....................................36

Seminar: Immigration and Identity........................................39

Debate Prep: Government Reform........................................42

Sociology Lecture: Social Stratification...................................45

History Tutorial: Colonialism..............................................48

Urban Planning Discussion: Cities.........................................51

Literature Class: Symbolism in Novels....................................54

Film Class: Genre and Perspective........................................57

Writing Workshop: Prose Style............................................60

Art History: Baroque vs. Classical.........................................63

Poetry Seminar: Analyzing a Poem.......................................66

Environmental Science: Deforestation....................................69

Climate Change Discussion...............................................72

Conservation Policy Debate...............................................75

Field Research: Wetlands.................................................78

Sustainability Seminar.....................................................81

Economics Class: Supply and Demand...................................84

Business School: Entrepreneurship.......................................87

Policy Discussion: Taxation................................................90

Global Trade Seminar.....................................................93

Recession and Recovery..................................................96

Public Health Lecture: Epidemics.........................................99

Medical Ethics Discussion................................................102

Nutrition Science Conversation..........................................105

Mental Health Seminar...................................................108

Genetics and Health.....................................................111

Computer Science Class: Algorithms....................................114

Cybersecurity Discussion................................................117

AI and Automation.......................................................120

Software Development Team Meeting..................................123

Digital Privacy Debate...................................................126

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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I taught English in South Korea for 10 years to every level and type of student. These days, I'm teaching teenagers and adults in Vancouver, Canada. 

I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology and I've completed the CELTA and DELTA certification programs. You can find me here: 

YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/jackiebolen

Pinterest: www.pinterest.com/eslspeaking

Email: jb.business.online@gmail.com 
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​How to Use this Book 
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This book is designed to help you build a bigger vocabulary, especially academic English, which is essential for the TOEFL exam. If you want to get a high score on this exam, it will be necessary to know this kind of language.

I recommend doing one lesson per day, instead of all of them at once. This will help you to remember the material. There are about 10 weeks of lessons. Do the practice exercises, and try not to cheat by looking at the answers!

Use a vocabulary notebook, and be sure to write down any new words that you learn. Review them frequently and consider making some flashcards. Push yourself to use this new vocabulary when speaking and see if you can find them when watching English TV or movies, or reading. 

Make sure you know how to pronounce any new word that you learn. Look on YouTube or Google, “How to say _____” to find out. This will help you get a higher score on the speaking section.

This book is one way to expand your vocabulary range. You might also consider extensive reading and listening as well. Find things to listen to (podcasts, movies, TV shows) or read (books, magazine, newspaper articles) that are at your level, or just slightly below. The key is to read or listen just for fun and to not have to use a dictionary all the time. This will not only help you become more familiar with English vocabulary but it'll also help you improve your grammatical accuracy as well. 
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​Top 10 Tips to Prepare for the TOEFL Exam
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If you want to get a high score on the TOEFL exam, here are some tips to pay attention to. 

#1: Learn the Test Format

Knowing what to expect on test day is key to getting a high score. Familiarize yourself by looking online for some practice tests. Better yet, consider taking a TOEFL prep class with an experienced teacher. 

#2: Study Academic English

Unlike some other English exams like the general IELTS test, the TOEFL is all about academic English. You may not have previously studied this kind of language before. Don't worry—that's what this book is all about!

#3: Practice Focusing for 2-3 Hours at a Time

This test takes a long time—around 2.5 hours for the paper-based one, and 3-4 hours for the computer one. Put your phone away and practice studying for a long period of time, without taking breaks. Get used to focusing for hours. 

#4: Eat Breakfast and Get a Good Sleep

Make sure you're at your best for the exam. Get enough sleep the night before. It's a waste of time to “cram” and “pull an all-nighter!” It's best to be sharp and focused. Make sure to eat a good, healthy breakfast beforehand. 

Bring a small snack to eat during the short breaks. Wear a t-shirt and bring a sweater along with you. 

#5: Improve your English Typing Skills

You may be proficient at typing on a keyboard in your first language, but what about English? If you're doing the computer-based exam, this is a key factor. Make sure to do an online tutorial to improve your speed and accuracy. 

If you're doing the paper based exam, be sure to bring sharpened pencils, an eraser, and a selection of nice pens. 

#6: Practice Taking Notes

Note taking is a key skill for students. It's also allowed on the TOEFL exam and can be helpful in getting a high score, so get some practice with it. Whenever you listen to, or read something, be sure to take some notes. Create your own shorthand for common words. For example, I use a triangle for “change.” I also make frequent use of an equal sign, or an equal sign with a line through it to represent things like equal, similar, same, different, unequal, etc. 

#7: Answer Every Single Question

On a multiple choice test with 4 questions, you have a 25% chance of randomly guessing the right answer. However, the good news is that there are usually 1 or 2 answers that are obviously not correct. Eliminate 1 of them, and you have a 33% chance. Eliminate 2, and you have a 50% chance of getting it right. 

Never leave blanks on this exam. Answer every single question. Try to eliminate some answers, if possible, and then make your best guess. For the speaking portion, just say something. You may get partial points. 

#8: Practice Writing with a Time Limit

Are you one of those people who carefully choose every word that you write in English? Maybe you ponder over whether or not your sentence is grammatically perfect? This is a bad habit that you need to break for the TOEFL exam. There is a strict time limit, and you won't finish the tasks if you do this. 

Look up some writing practice tests for the TOEFL online. Follow the time limits. I recommend spending a short time thinking about the points you want to cover and making some brief notes about that (1-2 minutes per section). Then, start writing. Allow 3-5 minutes for proofreading at the end to check for any mistakes. Get used to doing this during your practice sessions, and you'll ace the exam. 

#9: Make a Study Plan

You will have to spend a significant amount of time preparing for this exam. The best thing to do is to start around 6 months before. Make a study plan. Include a mix of all four skills, along with studying academic English vocabulary. Learn about the test format and do practice exams. When the test day comes, you'll be able to feel confident that you've put your best effort in!

#10: Choose a Test Date Wisely

Maybe you're doing the TOEFL to apply for a college or university? Don't plan to get your results only a few days before the college application deadline. What if your score isn't high enough? You won't have time to study more, retake the test, and wait for your results. Instead, I recommend doing the first attempt 6-8 months before the application deadline.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Research Methods
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A: Professor, I'm trying to analyze the data I collected, but I'm not sure my hypothesis is supported.

B: Walk me through your evidence. What patterns are you seeing?

A: The results seem inconsistent. I can't conclude anything with confidence.

B: That's fine — not every study yields a clear answer. Did you assess possible sources of error?

A: I did, but I wasn't explicit enough in my methodology section about how I controlled for them.

B: Revise that section first. A finding is only valid if your process is clearly documented.

Vocabulary

analyze (verb): To examine something carefully and in detail in order to understand or explain it.

hypothesis (noun): A proposed explanation for something, made as a starting point for further investigation.

evidence (noun): Facts or information that indicate whether a belief or claim is true or valid.

conclude (verb): To arrive at a judgment or decision after considering the available facts.

assess (verb): To evaluate or estimate the nature, quality, or significance of something.

explicit (adjective): Stated clearly and in detail, leaving no room for confusion or doubt.

valid (adjective): Well-grounded and sound; acceptable as true or correct based on clear reasoning or proof.

Fill in the Blank

analyze, hypothesis, evidence, conclude, assess, explicit, valid

	The scientist needed more ________ before she could prove her theory was correct. 

	Before starting the experiment, the team formed a ________ about what they expected to find. 

	The instructions were not ________ enough, so many students misunderstood the assignment. 

	It is difficult to ________ the data when the sample size is so small. 

	The teacher asked the students to ________ the strengths and weaknesses of their own writing. 

	Without a proper control group, the results may not be considered ________. 

	After reviewing all the reports, the committee was able to ________ that funding should be increased. 


Answer Key

	evidence 

	hypothesis 

	explicit 

	analyze 

	assess 

	valid 

	conclude 


Discussion Questions

	Have you ever worked on a project or assignment where your results did not support your original idea? What did you do? 

	Why do you think it is important for researchers to be explicit about their methodology, even if they think the steps are obvious? 

	In your opinion, what makes evidence trustworthy? Can you think of an example of weak evidence being used to support a claim? 

	The professor says "not every study yields a clear answer." Do you agree that inconclusive results still have value in research? Why or why not? 

	How do you personally assess your own work before submitting it? What do you look for? 
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​Study Group: Preparing for a Lecture
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A: I keep losing focus when I read the assigned chapters. There's too much detail.

B: Try to identify the primary argument first, then decide what's relevant to it.

A: So I should ignore some parts?

B: Not ignore — just understand the context. Some details are background, not the core aspect being tested.

A: That makes sense. The significant ideas should stand out once I do that.

B: Exactly. And it's much easier to take notes when you know what to focus on.

Vocabulary

focus (verb/noun): To concentrate attention or effort on a particular thing; the center of interest or activity.

identify (verb): To recognize and name something correctly; to single out something from a group.

primary (adjective): Of greatest importance; the first or main thing to consider.

relevant (adjective): Closely connected or directly related to the subject being discussed.

context (noun): The circumstances or background information that surround and help explain something.

aspect (noun): A particular part, feature, or element of something larger.

significant (adjective): Important enough to have a noticeable effect or to be worth paying attention to.

Fill in the Blank

focus, identify, primary, relevant, context, aspect, significant

	Without understanding the ________, it is easy to misinterpret what an author is trying to say. 

	The professor asked students to ________ the main theme of the novel before the discussion. 

	Not all the information in the article is ________ to your essay topic, so choose carefully. 

	One ________ of academic writing that students often overlook is the clarity of their thesis statement. 

	The researcher made a ________ discovery that changed the way scientists understood the disease. 

	It can be hard to ________ during a long lecture if the material is not engaging. 

	The ________ goal of the experiment was to measure the effect of temperature on plant growth. 


Answer Key

	context 

	identify 

	relevant 

	aspect 

	significant 

	focus 

	primary 


Discussion Questions

	Do you find it difficult to focus when reading long or complex texts? What strategies do you use to stay on track? 

	Why is it helpful to identify the primary argument before reading the details of a chapter or article? 

	Can you think of a time when you misunderstood something because you did not have enough context? What happened? 

	When studying, how do you decide which information is relevant and which details are not important for an exam or assignment? 

	The dialogue suggests that understanding the big picture makes note-taking easier. Do you agree? How do you currently organize your notes? 
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