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Teachers, parents, and schools have a common goal and shared responsibility to have children perform well on tests. Tests are, after all, the primary means on which students and schools are measured.  Many test preparation recommendations focus on the physical aspects of being prepared for a test. Get a good night’s rest the night before. Eat a good breakfast. Relax mentally.  

Test taking strategies, on the other hand, frequently focus on ways to make a good guess or prevent a careless mistake. Answer easy questions first.  Avoid answers that include words such as “all, none, never, or rarely.” When completely baffled, select (c)!  

Eva Baker, chair of the National Research Council’s Board on Testing and Assessment, emphasized that  kids are different. “Anxious kids need to be guided to reduce their anxiety.”  She also pointed out that tests are different, consequently, children should prepare for the specific type of test that they are taking. 

Success depends on good instruction, parent support, and hard work by students.

“Doing well on tests ultimately means knowing the test content,” says Joan Herman, Co-director of the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) at UCLA and author of several books on evaluation and assessment. “Getting good at format and knowing the tricks of test taking only take you so far,” says Herman, “if you don’t know the relevant content and skills.”  

Other test experts said that when their own children were growing up, they emphasized the learning process.

“I focused on helping my children find methods of studying and reviewing that worked for them,” said Dan Koretz, a Harvard professor and testing researcher. 

“I think the goal is to motivate but not freak them out, and to help kids see that their performance is not tied to parental love,” added Baker.  “The other big idea,” said Baker, “rather than a gimmick—is to help kids understand that effort, not smarts, make the difference.”

One thing I did,” said Koretz, “is that I pushed them [my children] to discern what level of studying generally produced a given grade, which was often more than they initially thought.” 

Research backs Koretz and Baker up. 

“Accomplishment in a particular activity is often more dependent upon hard work and self-discipline than on innate ability,” according to the U.S. Department of Education in What Works: Research About Teaching and Learning. Written in the 1980s, the What Works pamphlet summarized key research findings sponsored by the federal government and was reviewed by leading scholars. 

A key performance factor for a substantial number of students is test anxiety, according to University of Southern California Professor Harold O’Neil, Jr. 

“The relationship between high anxiety and poor performance is particularly strong for high stakes exams,” said O’Neil, including the SAT, advanced placement exams and the Graduate Record Exam. One of O’Neil’s current research projects is to develop an Internet-based program to help reduce student test anxiety.   

What You Can Do

Here are some suggestions on what parents can do to help their children perform well on tests, especially in a high stakes environment.   

•
Instill the value of learning in your child at an early age. Encourage curiosity and provide a nurturing, learning environment.  

•
Make sure your children are good readers. Reading comprehension is an essential skill in both learning and testing. 

•
Communicate frequently with your child’s teacher or teachers. Be familiar with the content they are learning and the tests they are taking. Never miss a back-to-school night where can parents learn what types of tests their children will be taking and what students must do to earn a high grade.   

•
Know your child’s learning progress and needs by monitoring assignments, homework, and test performance. As your child matures, they should need less monitoring, but if your child needs extra help at any age, make sure they get it. If school instruction appears weak, getting more of the same instruction may not help. Look to other resources if necessary. 

•
Increased accountability has moved many school districts and schools to increase homework and the number of classroom tests.  Establish a regular time for homework and studying. Children should have a quiet place to work, free from distractions such as e-mail, the Internet, TV, music and phone calls. 

•
Don’t make your child nervous about tests, even big ones. O’Neil estimates that between 10-20% of children and adults have high anxiety contributing to lower performance. On the other hand, if your child isn’t preparing for a test and his or her results show a lack of concern, take action. Again, children have different needs which themselves may be inconsistent from one testing occasion to the next.    

•
Research indicates that positive self-imaging can improve performance. Encourage your child to develop a positive attitude toward school and testing. Knowing how to prepare for a test and following through can contribute substantially to a positive self-image. 

•
Review tests with your child after they are returned home for what they understood and what they didn’t. Teachers tend to use similar test formats so reviewing tests is good preparation for the next test or as a clue to better ways of studying.

•
Tests and grading systems are not perfect. Classroom tests may vary substantially in content, format, and level of difficulty, even with two teachers teaching the same subject. A few teachers still believe in “killer” tests to either wake students up or in a belief that hard tests and low scores equate to good teaching. Parents should keep these factors in mind when judging their child’s performance. 

Helpful Resources

Checklist for Test “De-Stress”

http://www.greatschools.net/cgi-bin/showarticle/ca/151
Help Your Child Do Better in School 

http://www.pinkmonkey.com/parentscentral/pgdobet.asp
Ten Must Know Facts About Educational Testing

James Popham

http://www.pta.org/parentinvolvement/parenttalk/pt_oc_educationaltests.asp

Get Ready for the SAT: Help Your Child Score High

http://www.greatschools.net/cgi-bin/showarticle/ca/244/track/print

 Talking to Your Child’s Teacher About  Standardized Tests

http://npin.org/library/pre1998/n00390/n00390.html
How’s Your Child Doing in School: Ten Research-based Ways to Find Out

http://www.pta.org/childinschool.asp

