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Everyone has heard the expression
“Ivy League” and knows that it means
something to do with elite American
colleges.  But what does it really mean,
and should you really try to go to these
schools for a bachelor’s degree, or for an
MBA, LL.M. or graduate school program?
That’s what this article tries to answer.

“Ivy” Really is a “League”

Today “Ivy League” is the name
generally used for eight universities
(Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth,
Harvard, University of Pennsylvania,
Princeton, and Yale), and sometimes for
the sister schools for women that were
related to them.

But believe it or not, the term “Ivy
League” technically has nothing to do with
the quality of the school, but refers to the
way they play sports.   The phrase came
into use in the 1940s, when these eight
schools banded together and signed an
agreement on the way American football
would be played in intercollegiate athletic
competitions.  Later the agreement was
expanded to other sports as well. The
schools were concerned about balancing

Overview of and Tips
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Generation TOEFL-
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Dean, Pericles, graduate
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The TOEFL-iBT (Internet-based test)
is the new jewel in the ETS pantheon of
international standardized tests,
combining high-technology and a more
streamlined group of testing
methodologies that make the iBT a much
better way of testing a student’s overall
ability to communicate in the English
language than its predecessor, the CBT
(computer-based test). Not only are the
basic skills of reading, listening, speaking
and writing thoroughly tested in
innovative ways, but they are combined
in new permutations and combinations
so that other skills critical to a student’s
success in college and graduate school
are strengthened as well.  The result is
that one’s knowledge is fully-activated,
the passive knowledge on the mind’s
“hard drive” is now on the “desktop” for
easy access, and one’s “website” is now
“refreshed”.  Students say after our test

Focus on “The Ivy League”
By Marian Dent,Dean, Pericles ABLE Project
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academics and athletics, thus the eight
agreed on common rules concerning
athletics budgets, length of the sport
season and other things.  The colleges
agreed to use the same rules, and then
play against each other regularly.  So in
short “league” actually refers to a sports
league.  There is even, to this day, a
Council of Ivy League Presidents that
exists for the purpose of formulating
joint sports policy among the schools.

Today, however, hardly anyone
knows the origin and technical meaning
of this commonly used and commonly
misused term.  The phrase has instead
become synonymous with the choice
universities of the American North-
Eastern elite.  One thinks “Ivy League”
and doesn’t at all think of sports, but
instead conjures up majestic brick
buildings in centuries old style, with
graceful ivy climbing the walls and
scholars the likes of John Nash
pondering the mysteries of the universe
as they walk under tall oak trees carrying
stacks of books and wind their way from
brilliant lecture to brilliant lecture.  It also

See IVY, Page 2
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IVY
continued from Page 1
conjures up  thoughts of old money, and
the colonial roots of American political
and business power.  Indeed, seven of
the Ivy Leagues were founded in the
colonial period before American declared
independence from Britain, and the
eighth, Cornell, going back to 1865, isn’t
what one could call young either.

What causes confusion is that
everyone wants to compare themselves
to these snob-appeal schools.  In
researching this article I came across
phrases like “the University of Virginia is
the Southern Ivy League University” and
“Stanford and Berkeley are the Ivy
League of the West.” Let’s face it, if the
school is high ranked and the buildings
(or professors perhaps), are old enough
to be crumbling a little bit, someone will
try to shove the word “Ivy” into the same
sentence with the University’s name.   In
truth, while everyone wants to compare
their favorite colleges with “The Ivy
League,” in strict usage the phrase still
refers only to those eight schools
mentioned above.

The Ivy League Advantage

The question we answer here is
whether there is really a great advantage
to attending an Ivy League university
over another university.  In short, most
people believe that there is.

In a recent survey of 300 people
released on www.admissions
consultants.com, 34% responded that a
B-school’s Ivy League membership
would have a very strong influence on
their decision to apply, while only 13%
felt that it would not influence their
decision at all.

So why is there this perceived
advantage to Ivy League status?  There
are many top flight universities and
graduate school programs in the United
States.  University of Virginia, for
example, is ranked quite a bit higher for
law than many of the Ivy League law
schools.  A couple of years ago
Northwestern Kellogg was ranked as
Business Week’s number one MBA
program, and students there reported
greater satisfaction than students at either

University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton
School, or Harvard Business School.
Massachusetts Institute of Technology is
considered better for engineering than
Cornell or any other Ivy League.  U.C.
Berkeley has long been considered to have
the best graduate education programs
overall.  And for undergraduate degrees,
where the Ivy League advantage is
considered the highest, many other top
universities have just as challenging
curricula and perhaps more to offer in their
facilities and range of studies.  It’s hard
to believe that the Ivy Leagues can hire
any better professors, conduct any better
research or offer any better education than
other top universities.  So why would one
choose an Ivy League over one of these
other top schools?

The reason is probably twofold: the
résumé value of an Ivy League degree,
and the classmates and alumni network
in the Ivy League schools.   Let’s discuss
résumés first.  It’s true that a CV with
“LL.M. Harvard,” “MBA Wharton
(University of Pennsylvania),” or “B.A.,
Yale” on the first line will get you the
interviews that an equally good program
in a non-Ivy League school might not.
There is still a feeling among many
company recruiters that the fact of
graduating from an Ivy League, even with
average grades, automatically puts one in
the American equivalent of the
“intelligentsia.”

Truly, an Ivy League degree is a
symbol of acceptance by the American
establishment.  There is an unspoken
perception that one’s having the degree
means that one also knows which fork to
use at a formal banquet, and just whose
hands you need to shake and for how
long.  Somehow one just expects Ivy
League graduates to have the right

connections, read the right books,
demonstrate a good amount of social
poise, and be able to call upon a
respectable amount of old family money
and connections when needed.  Of
course, you could open your mouth in
an interview and immediately dispel the
interviewer’s perceptions, but the fact
is that the Ivy League degree will often
be what gets you that interview chance
in the first place.

Related to that, of course, is the
power and prestige of the alumni
network.  The Kennedy family was all
Harvard men; George H.W. and George
W. Bush both attended Yale, and then
George W. went on for a Harvard MBA.
The Rockefeller family is all over the Ivy
League map, Jay went to Harvard, John
D. went to Brown, and Nelson attended
Dartmouth.  Bill Clinton came from a
non-Ivy League family, going to
Georgetown University and Oxford, but
then gave in to the Ivy pull and attended
law school at Yale.

If you look at business, a 2004 study
showed that 11% of CEOs of fortune
500 companies graduated from Ivy
Leagues.  See, Del Jones, USA Today,
April 6, 2005, “Wanted CEO: no Ivy
required.”   The point of that article is to
demonstrate that Ivy League degrees are
becoming less important for success in
the business world.  But of course, the
fact that a major US newspaper thinks
this is newsworthy tells you something
right there.  According to this article, in
2004 still 23% of CEOs at large
American companies who have MBA
degrees got those degrees from Harvard.
A similarly large percentage is from
Wharton. And if you are thinking about
the pull of the Ivies internationally, well

College Green, University of Pennsylvania
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one Russian graduate of Harvard’s
Kennedy School of Government told me
that she shared her class with two Saudi
oil billionaires and her project team mate
was the son of the President of Mexico.

This alumni network of powerful
business and government leaders is what
Ivy graduates are hoping to tap into to
jump-start their careers.  Ivy Leaguers
are notoriously loyal about hiring other
Ivy Leaguers.  It only makes sense, the
more people who rise up the ladder from
your university, the more valuable your
university degree.

As the USA Today article points out,
however, in business at least, perhaps the
Ivy advantage is lessening.  As more
business people rise to the top from non-
Ivy universities, these people will be more
likely to hire their colleagues from non-
Ivy backgrounds too.  Plus, along with
the perceived social cache of these elite
schools, there is also the perception that
Ivy League graduates can be snobs,
unwilling to get their hands dirty in any
real work and unable to communicate with
and motivate the common workers who
are often key to business success.

Likewise in the sciences some experts
are shunning Ivy Leaguers as having less
practical knowledge than their non-Ivy
counterparts.  Ivy League universities tend
to stress a well rounded education,
especially at the undergraduate level,
requiring a wide range of liberal arts and
sciences classes, as opposed to the heavily
technical curriculum required in many
more science oriented schools.     Plus,
the Ivies are known more for theoretical
research than for practical hands-on skills
that are sought by many of today’s
scientific employers.

Once one gets started in a career also,
the importance of the Ivy Diploma lessens.
The further up you move in your career,
the less attention employers will pay to
the degree and the more they will focus
on your work accomplishments.

Plus, one pays dearly for the Ivy
League advantage.  Ivy Leagues schools
tend to be more expensive than others,
and are more selective, making it more
difficult to be awarded a scholarship.   At
the undergraduate level this is especially
prevalent.  U.S. parents spend thousands
of dollars on after-school activities, SAT
preparation and admissions coaching, all
to ensure that their child stands out in the
crowd and can get accepted to an Ivy.
Although this may help, reality is that on
average only about 14% of applicants to
an Ivy League College get admitted to one.
And a good number of those bypass the
difficulties by taking advantage of the Ivy
League’s notorious preference for the
children of alumni, and especially of

George W. really have gotten into Yale if
Daddy hadn’t gone there?)

In sum then, there is a definite career
boost to the Ivy League education.
Whether it is really better or perceived
as better, it still ads to a graduate’s
chances of a sparkling early career.  That
advantage differs from field to field
however, and is sometimes offset by the
perception that the Ivy grad may be too
elitist or theoretical, and the boost that
an Ivy Leaguer experiences will diminish
over time if his career performance
doesn’t live up to his degree.   Before
choosing an Ivy, you should think
carefully about the advantages versus the
difficulties of more expense and more
hassle to get admitted.

The Seven Sisters, or Female Ivy
League

Related to the Ivy League, but no less
prestigious, is the group of sister
colleges—Barnard College, Bryn Mawr
College, Mount Holyoke College,
Radcliffe College, Smith College,
Wellesley College, and Vassar College—
that match the Ivy League universities.
Sometimes called the “Hidden Ivies,”
these schools hail from the days when
the Ivies were all male institutions.  In a
bygone era these Seven Sisters,
dedicated to giving elite women a top
quality liberal arts education, were
known as the picking fields for the wives
of America’s top families.   Indeed,
Barbara Bush and Nancy Reagan
graduated from Smith College, Jackie
Kennedy Onassis attended Vassar (but

graduated elsewhere), and Hillary Clinton
did her undergraduate degree at Wellesley
before meeting Bill at Yale law school.

The Seven Sisters don’t only breed
famous wives of course.  Madeleine
Albright (Secretary of State in the Clinton
administration) finished Wellesley, and
Martha Stewart graduated from Barnard.
In the more liberal arts tradition, these
colleges breed a strong share of artists
and writers, and their graduates look like
a who’s-who of the arts in America.
Among many other notables, poet Emily
Dickenson attended Mount Holyoke,
writer Margaret Atwood went to
Radcliff, and actress Meryl Streep is
from Vassar.

Today, five of these colleges remain
all-female (Vassar now admits men as
well) and Radcliff has been completely
absorbed into Harvard University,
existing separately now only as a research
institute.

These colleges tend to be
undergraduate institutions, without law
schools or business schools attached,
and with only a limited number of
graduate programs.  But they boast of
sending their alumni on to the top
graduate schools and companies.  Mount
Holyoke, for example, states that the
most common graduate schools attended
by its alumni are Harvard, Yale and
Columbia, and that the top employers
of its graduates include investment firms
Goldman Sachs, Fidelity Investments,
and Credit Suisse First Boston.

For college bound women, the Seven
Sisters are schools to take seriously.
They consistently rank among the top
ten of liberal arts programs in the United
States, and the value and elite nuance of
their degrees is considered for women
to be equal to that of the more traditional
Ivy Leagues.  They are as well known
among the top employers as the male
Ivies are, while being somewhat less
well known among the general public
and thus less competitive to enter.
Another advantage is their small size,
averaging about 2500 in total enrollment,

famous and powerful alumni.  (Would

continues . . .
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which means personal attention and a safe
environment that can especially be
comforting for young foreign   students.

Ivy League School-by-School

Apart from the fact that they all
ostensibly have ivy growing up the walls
(most don’t actually), are all among the
oldest colleges in the U.S., are all in the
North East, and are all incredibly elite,
the Ivies are as different as, well, Alice in
Wonderland and Alice Cooper.

The first thing to look at is what areas
of study are offered at the Ivies.  While
all have undergraduate degrees that run
the entire spectrum of bachelors’
education (so we won’t discuss them
here) only six of them offer MBAs or
Ph.D.’s in business.  University of
Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of
Business is so famous that most people
know it only as Wharton, and completely
forget about its Ivy League connection
to UPenn.  The Wall Street Journal ranked
it number one this year.  Yale School of
Management and Harvard Business
School are also household names of
course.  Dartmouth’s Amos Tuck School
of Business Administration (See the
previous issue of this Graduate Advisor
newsletter for a profile of Dartmouth
Tuck) ranked number one in Forbes’
magazines list of the top B-schools last
year, Columbia ranked 4th, and even the
lowest ranked B-school among all the

Ivies, Cornell’s Johnson Graduate School
of Management, ranked a very respectable
9th in the US.   Brown and Princeton do
not have MBA programs, but Princeton
does have a Masters in Finance.

Lawyers are almost as lucky as the
business students as five of the eight Ivies
have graduate programs in law.  Harvard
and Yale are usually considered first and
second for juris doctorate programs
respectively, although Columbia is
generally considered to have a stronger
program for international students (the
LL.M.).   University of Pennsylvania and
Cornell are slightly further down most law
school rankings charts, but still solidly
top tier.

Perhaps the most interesting Ivy
League law program is Princeton’s—
actually because it doesn’t exist.
Princeton started a law school in 1847,
but closed it in 1852.  Nonetheless, the
myth of Princeton law school is
perpetuated by fictional books and
television shows that set their characters
at “Princeton Law,” and a running joke
about it exists in the legal community, as
laymen and even lawyers often believe
that it really exists.  The problem was

extensive enough for Princeton to publish
a clarification on its website explaining
the short history of the school and the,
very limited, plans for a future law
program.  So for the time being we
suggest that you avoid applying to
Princeton Law, although you might want
to see www.umiacs.umd.edu/~wpwy/
for a short poem about this fictional
school.

The most famous of all the Ivy
Leagues is, of course, Harvard
University.  It is so well known that some
people are surprised to find that Harvard
is not actually the oldest university in the
United States (that honor belongs to
William and Mary, which isn’t even Ivy
League).  Well, it may not be the oldest,
but it is the richest.  And with the largest
endowment of any university in the
world—almost 26 billion dollars—
Harvard is involved in academic related
projects everywhere.  It also has the third
largest library in the world.  As dubious
as the honor might be, Harvard has been
written about, in both fact and fiction,
more than any other university in the
world.  This also gives its diploma the
most name recognition on your CV.

For undergraduate (bachelor ’s
degree) students, Harvard is actually not
that big an institution, with only about
six and a half thousand students.  But
where it shines is in graduate programs,
with about 13,000 students in higher
degree programs.  Besides the business
and law schools mentioned above,
Harvard is also particularly famous for
its medical school, and for the Kennedy
School of Government, which attracts
future world leaders from over 80
different countries.    As mentioned
above, Harvard absorbed its sister school,
Radcliffe, into an advanced research
institute on campus.

Harvard is located in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, which, while originally
a separate city, is now more or less part
of Boston—just on the other side of the
Charles River.  Boston is the political and
financial capitol of Massachusetts.  So
Harvard students enjoy a big city
environment, with plenty of arts and
culture.

Indeed, some of the biggest
differences among Ivy League schools
are their sizes and the cities in which they
are located.  Columbia, located in
Manhattan, in New York City, is of course
the place to be if you want to experience
the heart of American business and arts.
Luckily, New Yorkers can go from Wall

continues . . .

Grad_Advisor_Issue_17_LE.pmd 19.09.2006, 12:124



5

continues . . .

Street to Broadway in the same day.
Barnard College is Columbia’s Seven Sister
match up, and it is located in the same
place.

Columbia, like Harvard, is dominated
by graduate programs.  (Although those
undergraduates with a musical muse might
like to know that Columbia has a joint
bachelor’s program with Julliard.)  In the
20,000 student environment, graduates
outnumber undergraduates about three to
one.  It is best known for its schools of
law, medicine, and journalism.

University of Pennsylvania (UPenn) is
located in Philadelphia, another major
university in a major US city.  Philadelphia
is a bit smaller than New York, but also
home to considerable business interests,
and within reasonable travel distance of
New York for job interviewing.  The
university itself has about 20,000 students,
in an almost equal proportion of graduates
and undergraduates.  The university as a
whole is considered mid-ranked within the
Ivy Leagues, although of course that still
means top ranked over the whole US.  Its
most highly ranked schools are the
Wharton School of Business, the School
of Medicine and the School of Nursing.
UPenn’s and its Seven Sister match up,
Bryn Mawr College also have a unique
cross-over degree program in city
planning.

One of our students who visited last
year described the UPenn campus as an
oasis within its urban setting.  I haven’t
been there personally, but I’m told it’s
quite beautiful, and much more spread out
than Columbia’s compact space. (The
same number of students, but spread out
over a square kilometer rather than a
quarter of that area.)  Philadelphia also has
its good share of arts and culture—
“without the New York crowds” say the
residents.

Dartmouth is perhaps the opposite
extreme from Columbia and UPenn.  One
of our students who last year finished
Dartmouth Tuck expressed shock that
there really was such a thing as “Main
Street” in Hanover, New Hampshire, and
that residents tended to go to bed early
and leave their doors unlocked.  So if peace
and quiet, and beautiful nature inspire your
academic side more than New York
glamour, then Dartmouth is for you.
Dartmouth is also the smallest university
in the Ivy League with only a bit over 5000
students in total.  Most of those students
are undergraduates, with about a 4/1
undergraduate to graduate ratio.  Despite
its small size, Dartmouth offers a wide
range of undergraduate majors.
Dartmouth’s Tuck School of Business is
quite famous, as is the Thayer School of
Engineering.

Princeton is another small Ivy in a small
town.  In fact the town is named after the

University.  Princeton, New Jersey, is
located half way between Philadelphia
and New York, and is listed as one of
America’s ten best cities to live in.  (This
is the best of New Jersey, not the New
Jersey of the Sopranos.)   But unlike
Dartmouth, here there is not so much
of a small town feel because Princeton
New Jersey, is only thirteen miles from
Trenton, the state capitol.  Princeton
University has about 8000 students.  The
campus is large and beautiful, spreading
over 600 acres of land.

As you might note from the fact that
Princeton has neither an MBA nor a Law
School program, Princeton considers
itself mainly an undergraduate university.
Undergraduates outnumber graduate
students by about four to one.  Notably,
Princeton has a huge endowment and
is considered the richest university in
the US on a money per student basis.
This means that tuition fees are kept
relatively low (if one can consider
anything in the Ivy League low).  One
interesting point to note is that Princeton
considers all applications, both from
domestic and from international
students, on a “need blind basis.”  This
means that they don’t look at how much
money you have when they are
considering your application.  If they
accept you to Princeton and you have
told them that you need financial
assistance, they say they will find you
the financial assistance.  Their financial
aid is not limited to U.S. students as is
the case in many other US undergraduate
institutions.

In between the big city/small town,
big school/small school extremes, Yale
University, in New Haven Connecticut,

is about a 10,000 student institution, in a
city of around 120,000 people.
Unfortunately for this beautiful old
campus, the surrounding city has become
a bit of disaster area of urban decay.  The
city government is trying to renew the
city environment, but still it seems as
though the campus and its surrounding
city are two separate extremes.  Yet the
campus remains pristine.  And you can’t
beat Yale as the heart and center of
America’s political elite.  Even the Boston
Globe, the main newspaper from
Harvard’s hometown, admits that Yale can
claim to have educated America’s political
leaders of the last three decades.  Yale is
also famous for its secret societies.
These societies, with their own meeting
halls and restaurants, admit a select few
of the Yale student body, but membership
follows those few for life, opening doors
so to speak.

Cornell, in Ithica, the center of New
York State, has a total graduate and
undergraduate enrollment of about
20,000, in a metropolitan area of
approximately 100,000.    As you can
imagine, like Dartmouth, the university is
the center of city life.  About ¼   of
Cornell’s students are in graduate
programs. Cornell is particularly strong
in the sciences, with top ranked programs
in engineering physics and bio-diversity.
Cornell is also famous for its medical
school, which is located in New York
City, with a branch in Qatar.  Cornell is
particularly known for its research
facilities, operating such diverse scientific
centers as telescope observatories in
California and Puerto Rico, a marine
laboratory on the New Hampshire coast,

Sayles Hall, Brown University
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TOEFL,
continued from Page 1
prep course that they feel that the
knowledge accumulated over many
years of studying endless grammar rules
and doing repetitive vocabulary exercises
finally has been made to work for them,
that the English language has become
more alive and vibrant for them than it
ever was before.  Here is a description
of the TOEFL-iBT divided into its parts
(all worth 30 points each for a total of
120) with a brief description of what
each part is designed to do and a few
tips for making test preparation and the
actual taking of the test easier for
students.

Reading

The Reading section of the iBT
presents the students with texts that,
from my experience, are more about
science-related subjects (biology,
chemistry, anthropology) than anything
else; though of course there are texts on
literature, politics and social topics as
well.  In her post-test prep feedback letter
to me, one student recommended that
those interested in preparing for reading
start perusing the Wikipedia web site,
which is basically an on-line encyclopedia
with articles that she claims are very
much like TOEFL-iBT texts.  The
difficulty of the reading (which is
underestimated by many students who
spend more time drilling the speaking
part) is that, according to what students
have taken the test from July through
August have reported, they have been
consistently given FIVE texts to read,
which represents 100 minutes of reading
time (20 minutes per text with 12
questions) and approximately 60
questions.  Despite the fact that one of
the texts is probably experimental, we
of course do not know which one it is,
and students complain that after this
ordeal they are extremely tired.

My first tip to students approaching
the reading section is to read many texts
in succession in order to develop enough
stamina to get through this ordeal if you
have to – in any case, it can only make
you stronger and more capable of
handling any eventuality.  Understand
fully what question types (there are ten
types of questions on the test) will require
your full attention and more of your time
(usually these are inference questions
since you are not paraphrasing what is
stated in the text but are extrapolating
information which is suggested by the
text) and let yourself relax more on
questions of the reference and
vocabulary-in-context type.  It is critical
that you pay special attention to the last
question, which presents you with a grid
and asks you to choose three out of six
answer choices that support a main idea
statement you will be given, or to put
information into categories by clicking
and dragging them to the appropriate part
of the grid.  Many students make

mistakes on this last “reading to learn”
type of question because they are tired
and fed up, but that is a bad error in
judgment, since the last question can be
worth up to four points as opposed to
one point for the other question types.
So, in a nutshell, do not underestimate
the reading section, practice by reading
many texts in succession and learning that
all questions are not created equal and do
not deserve the same amount of energy
and attention from you.

Listening

The Listening Section of the iBT tests
a student’s ability to extrapolate and
process information in context in two
types of situations: there are 4-6 academic
lectures (followed by 6 questions) that
could be on any topic and 3-5 dialogues
(followed by 5 questions) which are
usually about some kind of situations or
problems related to student life, campus
policies, coursework, etc. Students tend
to have an easier time with the dialogues,
perhaps because there are several voices
involved, which helps to keep one’s
attention keyed to what is happening,
rather than a lecture situation where you
mostly have one voice and very detailed
information, sometimes peppered with
student responses, but overall more
monotonous than a dialogue.  Again, the
lecture could be on anything from
supernova origins, to erupting volcanoes,
to bumblebee mating rituals, but the most
important skill that you will need to
cultivate if you want to get through this
is the ability to take coherent, cogent
notes in English which you can refer back
to when trying to answer the questions.
So, first you must get used to thinking in
English and not translating back and
forth, which takes a lot of time and will
only confuse you and bog you down.
The next step is to understand the gist of
the lecture and to organize the thoughts
that have been expressed into a main idea,
secondary ideas, and important specific
details, and to try to quickly make an
outline.

A study tip is to listen to tapes with
predominantly scientific themes such as
BBC specials on wildlife, National
Geographic programs, or any type of
documentary in English, so that you can
start taking notes and practicing to
organize your notes immediately to have
a finished outline by the time the lecture
or narration is over.  You can also get
these types of specials on cassettes or
CDs and not video, which is probably
even better since you will not be
distracted by the image on the screen and
instead will focus on the words.

In terms of dialogues, students tend
to have problems with the TONE aspect
of conversations, what a certain phrase
means and what the speaker has in mind
when he says “You don’t say” or “Yeah,

and an Amazon rainforest biodiversity
observatory in Peru.

Brown is the Ivy that might interest
you if you are a bit of a free thinker.  It’s
another small university, with about 8000
students, located in the 175,000 person
city of Providence, the Capital of Rhode
Island.  The school can be justifiably proud
of some beautiful, and unusual,
architecture.  But Brown is known for
being perhaps the craziest, or at least the
most liberal, of the Ivy League schools.
Since 1969, Brown has done away with
mandatory grading, allowing students to
take any class credit/no credit, and
students are encouraged to take a wide
range of unusual courses.  The university
has the tradition of “naked donut run,”
where, on the night before exams, a group
of students walk through the campus
naked, handing out donuts.   There’s much
more than this going on too.  So if you
have a bit of a wild streak, Brown might
be the right place for you.   (See
w w w . p r o v i d e n c e o n l i n e . c o m /
campusconnection/cover3.html for more
on the naked donut run and other nude
traditions at Brown and other campuses.)

Of course, this article only touches the
tip of the Ivy League schools and you need
to look much more closely before
applying, but I hope it has helped you
understand a little bit more about that
mysterious term, and perhaps expand your
thinking about potential US colleges.

life! We left before the concert was
completely over. I wanted to take a cab, but
one friend insisted on walking through 4
blocks to take a subway (we could pay
almost the same money for subway as for
the cab if we shared the bill among 4 people).
I better go to some opera theater, where I’ll
pay for the ticket but I’ll get a place to sit
and I’ll be in comfort.

Another thing which can be interesting
for you is a kind of “political fight” at the
University. There is a Senate here, which is
made up of the elected students. Most likely
the winner will be a guy from Kazakhstan.
Yesterday he asked us to stay after classes
and bought pizza for all of us (200 people –
can you imagine that?! That’s all about to
be elected to the Senate! So, what’s the point
– can’t figure out…).

That’s almost all for now I have to tell
you about my life in the US. You probably
have an impression that we’re partying all
the time. That’s not true! I really study hard,
because I came here not to waste my time,
but to get some new experience, which will
surely help me when I come back to Russia!

NOTES,
continued from Page 8

Grad_Advisor_Issue_17_LE.pmd 19.09.2006, 12:126



right” because these are phrases that have
meanings that can change depending on
the context in which they are said,
sometimes being positive but other times
reflecting a more ironic, slightly mocking
tone.  It is important to get a sense of the
colloquial language as well so that you
can read linguistic signs that seem to be
saying one thing, but actually
communicate something quite different.
Studying idiomatic expressions and
listening to situation comedies and series
are some ways that the student can start
to become more attuned to such
situations.

Speaking

This is the section that undoubtedly
makes students the most nervous, mostly
because many of them do not have a
chance to interact in English on a daily
basis and their skills become rusty as a
result.  I must say though, that even a
good speaker of English is bound to be
challenged by this section, because it is
extremely time-restrictive and allows one
only a matter of seconds to prepare
responses to a prompt, a dialogue or a
lecture.  The spoken response is sent
online to raters who give the speaker a
1-4 level, which in turn generates a certain
amount of points.  The points for all six
tasks (to be done in 20 minutes) are then
combined into an average score.  The
main criteria for the speaking section
rubric are: general description (how you
understand and fulfill the task), delivery
(your speaking should be fluid, clear and
not have too many lapses which could
affect the intelligibility of your spoken
response), language use (usage of a
variety of grammar patterns, good choice
and correct usage of advanced
vocabulary), topic development (you
show the relationships of the ideas
explored in the lecture or discussion in a
logical way that shows their connection
and development).

The speaking section has two
“independent” tasks (the first two on the
test) where the assignment or prompt
appears on the screen and the student has
15 seconds to prepare a response and 45
seconds to speak an answer into the
microphone.  The first speaking task asks
the student to describe some qualities,
characteristics of a person, situation,
holiday, tradition, event, color, food, etc.
and could be phrased as such: “What are
the qualities of a good son/daughter/
mother/father/teacher/city/school?”
“How do you celebrate a birthday/
Christmas/the New Year in your
country?”  “What is your favorite food/
color/country/city/school/subject and
why?”

Surprisingly, many students have a
much easier time describing the evolution
of mastodon migration patterns than
explaining why their favorite color is
green!  This might be due to the fact that
these independent prompts come at the
very beginning of the section when continues . . .                         7

students are nervous, but I also suspect
that some students have difficulty
explaining more personal aspects of their
characters or preferences because
perhaps they are not used to doing this in
an academic context and feel more
comfortable with more scientific,
objective information.

The second spoken task asks the
student to choose between two situations
and to explain why they chose one way
or the other, so to take a position and
then defend it, for example: “Which do
you prefer, written or oral exams?”
“What is better, taking a trip by airplane
or a trip by boat?” “How do you like to
get the news, via Internet, newspaper,
television or radio?”  “Would you rather
live in a dormitory or rent a room in a
house?”

Most students start with a short
introduction (“Although many people like
living in a dormitory, I prefer…) and then
state three reasons why they prefer one
situation over the other and end with a
short conclusion restating the prompt.
We train students to have an internal
structure to their response so that
whatever situations or things they are
choosing between, they already know
how they will start (the inner template
they will use), so that they are free to
use those 15 preparatory seconds to plan
their reasons for why they like pizza more
than Chinese food.

The next two tasks (3 & 4) are
integrated tasks.  These are the hardest
tasks because they integrate reading,
listening and speaking skills.  In task 3,
the student reads a fragment of text, such
as an announcement, on the screen in 45
seconds, followed by a small dialog
which represents a reaction, usually by
two people to the announcement.  The
student is then asked to talk about the
reaction of one of the students, explain
what the situation is and why the student
feels that way.  Again, students’ note-
taking abilities are engaged, as well as
their capacity for understanding a point
of view and expressing it in their own
words.  Task 4 is an academic lecture,
which requires not only note-taking on
any topic (again very many science topics
are featured here), but also paraphrasing
or condensing the text from the 2-3
minute speech that the professor makes
to the 60 seconds that are given for the
student’s spoken response.

These TOEFL speaking tasks
strengthen the difficult skill of
summarizing and synthesizing points.
Many students have trouble with this; the
result being that they may say too much
about one point and not enough about the
other. The text you read will be somewhat
of a general introduction to the topic, and
the audio will then add more information
and deepen your knowledge of the
subject.  I suggest that when you are
asked to summarize two theories or
positions in a lecture, you do it point by

point, instead of describing everything
you can remember about one and then
not having enough time to say much of
anything about the other.  This way you
can maintain a balanced approach and not
exhaust one topic without even touching
on the other one.

The last two speaking tasks are 5 &
6, which do not have any text on the
screen, but are purely audio-based tasks,
after which the student is required to
comment.  In task 5, you will here a
dialogue between two students or a
student and a teacher, a situation or
problem will be elucidated, the other
person will try to find solutions to the
problem, and the student will be asked to
describe the problem and the potential
solutions, and then suggest which
solution he or she finds the most
appropriate.  Task 6 is an academic lecture
audio, usually a quite difficult description
of a process, an evolution, a pattern that
the student must again paraphrase in a
response, showing the student’s
understanding of the connection between
the ideas and how they are developed by
the speaker.

Overall, the biggest problem I see is
that students give up too easily when they
practice.  I tell them to start out by
repeating a mantra that gives confidence,
such as: “I am a good English speaker.  I
can do well on this test.”  It is a
psychological challenge to many students
to deal with the pressure of having to
speak in such a short frame of time.  First,
one must never give up – practice makes
perfect.  Second, just because you make
a mistake while speaking, you should not
ever stop – you can correct yourself by
saying “I should have said this” or “I
meant to say that” and this shows the
raters that you are cognizant that the
mistake was made and you tried to rectify
it, which is bound to please them.   Third,
try to feel time going by in a physical
way so that you get used to the pressure
and start to relax.  Being nervous and
tense never helped anyone, and the
speaking section is certainly a place where
you have to let your thoughts flow freely
and hope that your mouth cooperates.
Lastly, don’t forget to breathe – it is
amazing how people forget to do this
when under pressure.  Breathing gives a
rhythm to your speech and makes it
harder to rush, which will help you cut
down on mistakes.

Writing

The writing section of the TOEFL-
iBT adds an Integrated Essay task, which
requires students to read a three-minute
text and then listen to a lecture that gives
either information bolstering what is in
the text or undermining it.  The student
must then work with a template or
structure (which we give in our TOEFL
prep course) to discuss how the text and
audio lecture corroborate or are at odds
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Notes from the Underground:
Advice from Our Students:
First Impressions of Columbia Law
School
by Anna Vashutina, LL.M. class of
2007

I got into Columbia LL.M program this
year. I’m studying really hard, but I also get
a chance to have fun and to spend some
pleasure time with my new friends.

I’ve heard lots of times from different
people that it’s extremely hard to study in
an LL.M program in the US. When I had
faced it, I finally realized how difficult it is!

At the beginning I took just one course
-  “Intro to American Law.”  Basically it took
me the whole day to study.  I had to attend
classes plus to be ready with 2 chapters for
every class (the textbook is about 1000
pages).

After that introductory course we get a
different schedule for the rest of the
semester.  The first thing that every LL.M
student here has to do is to pick up the
courses from the general list. The main
problem is that some courses are really
popular, so many students want to enroll
for them. Columbia University arranges a
kind of lottery to solve that problem. As far
as I know they are the only ones that
practice it.

The number of students in the group
sometimes is pretty small – just 15-18 (there
are 217 students in the LL.M program and
300 students in the JD – that’s for one year).

See NOTES, Page 6

with one another.  This must be done in
a typed mode in the course of 20
minutes.  Paramount is the ability to take
cogent and coherent notes and condense
the information into a five-paragraph
essay, with an introduction and
conclusion and three points comparing
the text and the audio lecture.

The writing section is scored on a 1
to 5 basis, with 5 an outstanding essay
that has good organization and structure,
a variety of reporting verbs and transition
words, good use of grammar, advanced
vocabulary and good syntax.  Spelling is
also important, as is punctuation, because
one should not forget that there will be
two human graders and one computer
judging the essay.

On the integrated writing remember,
if the student provides a personal opinion
of the subject matter broached in the text
and lecture, or if he or she does not
negotiate the task appropriately, the
TOEFL is quite unforgiving and will most
likely give a low score without even
looking any further.

The other task is an Independent Task
which must be typed in 30 minutes.  This

task is a CBT legacy, and the examples
can ranged from tasks that ask the student
to state an opinion, describe a
phenomenon, compare or contrast two
situations or things, or show the
advantages and disadvantages, such as:
“Do you agree or disagree with the
following statement: Technology is
always good.”  “Would you rather live in
the city or in the country?”  “If you were
asked to bring a symbol of Russia to an
international exhibition, what would you
bring” “If you were given money to make
improvements to your city, would you
invest it in social programs or in
business.”

It is surprising how many students
find the independent task more difficult
than the integrated task, though the first
one gives less time and has more elements
to consider.  Again, it is the creative
response that can be intimidating to those
students who are not used to expressing
their opinions freely, feeling more
comfortable with a restricted amount of
information that needs to be processed
and reconstructed in their own words.
So again, do not underestimate the

By the time of registration, 95% of the
students are badly depressed.

The first week when the classes start is
a week of craziness.  From the very first day
the add/drop period starts – that’s the time
when students switch the courses and hope
to drop into the courses that have a waiting
list. My schedule for the last week
completely changed: only one course
remained the same from those which I
originally picked up. I’m still on the waiting
list for one course and if I’ll take it, my
schedule will be changed 100%.

A few words about the organization of
the classes. Every student has to be ready
for each class, because you can be asked
questions any time during the class –
basically there are no classes when the
professor just gives a lecture.

And it seems that I’m getting stronger
here: I bought 3 textbooks (also around 1000
pages each), plus I need to carry my lap-
top and the rest of the books. Body-
building – that’s what I’m doing here! The
books are disgusting heavy! You can easily
kill a person with one. I usually carry two
bags with me. Some guys  have a knapsack,
so they can go to the North Pole any day!

99% of  students carry their  lap-tops
with them. Lap-top . . .  there is no life without
it. Every hour I’m receiving a couple of e-
mails, so I have to check it - otherwise I’m
in a danger to miss something important –
for example, if there is a place available in
the course with the waiting list.

Students’ life is not only libraries,
classes and exams. There is also lots of fun!
One day we decided to arrange a party. We

started at school and then moved to the
place where one Indian guy lives. That day
was his birthday, so we decided to go to
the café-club right behind the school.

Not everyone has a lot of money.  I’ve
noticed that some people here sometimes
are not paying for themselves.  One time for
example, we shared the bill and one really
ugly guy didn’t pay, so that we didn’t even
leave the tips to the waitress, which is an
extraordinary situation in the US.  One day
I went some friends to see a free
Metropolitan opera concert.  Everything
was delicious, but we didn’t take in mind to
bring some blankets with us, because there
were no chairs and I felt like a refugee who
was pushed to the station to wait for a better

independent task, which challenges you
to express your opinion about things.

I believe that this test will definitely
make students better English speakers and
better students in general by giving them
many ways to improve those skills which
they need to be successful in their college
and graduate school careers.  It is
important to see this test as a running
race – you need to take the test at the
end of a test-prep cycle when you are at
the top of your form.  I always say that
any day not spent prepping is a day lost
because you lose the psychological edge,
and in the end, stamina and the ability to
pace yourself are just as important as the
reading, speaking and other skills you
have honed.

It is a challenge, but like anything that
is worth doing, you come out stronger
and better in the end.  So, keep smiling
and know that all of your hard work and
determination will pay off, and that even
after the test you will feel the impact of
having taken and done well on the
TOEFL-iBT.

Good luck!!
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