SIX TIPS FOR BEATING THE TESTING GAME


Since the testing boom of the 1920s, standardized testing has become an increasing focus in educational settings.  The stakes are high.  Movement within the grade ranks, high school graduation, college admissions, school’s status within communities, district’s status, state’s status, and state’s compliance to laws are on the line.  A major federal government focus has moved to the forefront on student’s learning, teacher’s teaching, teacher’s training and school’s improvement.  Are our children learning?  As we search for answers and seek effective measurements of our children’s learning, educators are seeking solutions to increasing concerns.  Are our children being taught what they need to know?  Are they learning what is important?  Are we testing with measures which correctly extrapolate information learned?  How do we help our children as they approach testing situations?

            Teaching for Excellence (1996) reports that many students do not transfer their capabilities to standardized tests.  Thus, a sound education program does not guarantee test success.  “This underachievement can be due to various reasons, such as poor curriculum-test match, student anxiety, uncertainty with test format, lack of effort, and improper mechanics.”  Considering the importance of test scores, it makes good sense to develop techniques which will help students perform to their capabilities.”


Millman’s (1965) taxonomy on test-wiseness is considered the “classic theoretical work in the area.”  Millman’s theory of test-wiseness addresses two elements.  One is independent of the test constructor; the second is dependent.  Use of time, avoidance of errors, guessing and deductive reasoning are not controlled by the test constructor.  Consideration of intent and use of clues are controlled by the test constructor.


Test-wiseness may be taught with supervised study and lecture, independent reading, programmed instruction or instruction through the mail.  It would stand to reason that students at risk would benefit from instruction in small groups, use of visuals for explanation, practice examples and organized handouts on all aspects of test-wiseness in order that it is practiced.  Test-wiseness should be done at least annually and prior to testing.


Following are six tips for beating the testing game. As educators we want all children to read, all children to learn and all children to have the opportunity to express what they have learned.  Certainly the tips to follow are not all inclusive, but hopefully they will provide educators with ideas for helping the children who are facing such high stakes.  Coaching, reducing test anxiety, test know-how, speed and accuracy, guessing and motivation can be helpful to many students.

COACHING


Coaching is a debatable factor. CTB’s (www.ctb.com/assessment_process) position on coaching is “it severely limits the generalizations that can be made about items, it severely limits the generalization that can be made about a student’s acquisition of the broad domain of skills that the test is intended to sample….instructional decision made on the basis of the test scores are likely to be inappropriate” (CTB, 2000, pg. 1-2).


However, coaching does aid students who may need a review of critical elements learned.  When there is a close match between curriculums, how it is taught and test items, coaching may only be necessary with some students.  Of course a review never hurts.

Definition:  Completing extra work (review) on the content of the test.

Considerations:
· Large gains can be made when students are coached on identical material right before the test.

· Coaching gains usually deteriorate to zero in about three months.

· Curriculum and test content should be congruent.

· Curriculum which students are held accountable (as well as educators) 

      should be taught prior to testing.

· Consideration of test content and use of cues are dependent on the test constructor and the educator has no control of these factors.

LESS TEST ANXIETY


Test anxiety is real.  A situation where one can predict reduces anxiety, and a situation where one cannot predict increases anxiety.  Why shouldn’t this relate to testing?  Some students are genuinely test-phobic.  Others have developed fears because of high stake pressures of peers, parents, educators, graduation, etc.

Definition:  Anxiety produced due to test taking.

Considerations:

· Practice with similar tests.

· Instruct in testing know-how.

· Duplicate the testing situation.

· Develop your own test item which replicates those that students will be introduced to in the actual test.

· Use parallel material in the items developed.

· Duplicate the testing situation during coaching.

TESTING KNOW-HOW


Everyone feels more comfortable in a situation where they are not caught “off guard.”  Knowing what to expect and how to approach a situation reduces anxiety and can produce better outcomes.  Being familiar with test formats certainly is “wise.”

Definition:
Understanding how to approach testing items, answer sheets and test  booklets.

Considerations:

· Most standardized tests favor multiple-choice questions and prompts     (essays).

· Understanding that material in print could be wrong is difficult for younger children.  They are taught that print is fact.

· Practice on more difficult multiple-choice questions beyond the primary years.

· Testing know-how is also a good idea for essay tests.

· Inform students that some items will be easy, others difficult.

· Check your answers.

· Notice all pertinent information.  Charts or graphs may be an important part of the question.

· Tips for test direction include:

1. Read each direction twice.

2. Find key words or phrases.

3. Make sure you understand the key words or questions.

4. Mark through irrelevant information with your pencil.

· Tips for multiple-choice questions include (Wood, 2002):

1. Learn the two parts of a multiple-choice question:              Stem       1._______ is the color of the sky.                     Choices  a. blue  b. green  c. yellow  d. purple

2. Read the question and try to answer it before reading the answers.

3. Draw a line through each answer that could not possible be correct.

4. Use other questions on the test as clues.

5. Use rules of grammar (such as a/an) as clues to the possible answer.

6. Read all the choices and see what you think the correct response is for each.  This will help you eliminate some answers.

7. If you know a choice is incorrect, draw a line through it.

8. Be sure that you have read all choices before making your selection.

9. If you have two options that you feel are equal, select one and write a brief rational in the margin.  Sometimes extra credit is given for thinking.

10. Be sure to notice if the question asks for the correct answer or the best answer.

11. Never leave a multiple-choice question unanswered.

· Tips for comprehension questions include (Wood, 2002):

1. Read the story twice.

2. Underline words that tell who, what, where, and when.

3. When reading the passage the second time, circle or underline the names of people, places, times, dates, and numbers in the passage.

4. Look for the main idea that tells what the story is about.

5. If you do not know the answer, try to eliminate the choices you know are incorrect.

6. Double-check your answers.

· Tips for teaching comprehension include (Armbruster, Anderson & Osterag, 1987):

1. Teach readers to make some concrete representation of the organization of ideas.

2. Teach readers to use typographical cues (headings, sub-headings, and paragraphs) as indices of text structure.

3. Provide instruction in one or more conventional text structures.

4. Form a macrostructure for problem/solution textbook passages: write an essay question about main points and a summarization.

· Tips for addressing essay questions:

1. Read the prompt.

2. Reread the prompt.

3. Find and underline the command word.  Define the command word.   Determine the category or purpose of the command word.

4. Change a question into a statement with a command word.

5. Decide if your answer can be completed in one paragraph.

6. Form a topic sentence.

7. Write the main idea.

8. Add details to your main idea.

9. Use the main idea and details to develop a visual organizer.

10. Check the time remaining to answer the question.

11. Complete your answer in written format.

12. Close your essay with a summary statement.

13. Read your essay to make sure it’s complete.

SPEED AND ACCURACY


Speed is of most importance if the test is timed.  Time on a test does not depend on the test constructor. Many students do not respond well when under pressure to “finish within a certain time period.”  Accuracy is of great importance.  Speed (time) and accuracy is not specific to only objective tests.   Essay examinations may also be timed.

Definition:  Completing a test section within the allowed time and completing without error.

Considerations:

· Read the complete question before completing the answer.
· Watch out for “tricky” words such as:
 all               every             none              never             best           only            always           worst             first               not              exactly       totally             because         invariability  many         most           fewer              seldom          sometimes     bad         more           may                most             occasionally  generally equally       frequently       less               seldom          mainly    often          usually             probably      might            good       many          some               is not            will not         could not        isn’t           won’t               couldn’t        do not          cannot     should not  don’t               can’t             shouldn't

· A student who reads or writes slowly will be penalized when taking time tests.
GUESSING


Guessing on tests may or may not be in the student’s favor.  Educators should be clear on the test’s rules on guessing.

Definition:  Answering a test question when you do not know the correct answer.

Considerations:  
· Go with your first hunch if you are going to guess.
· Find at least one answer to mark out.  Make sure the omitted answer is based on knowledge.
· Do not guess blindly on standardized tests.

· Check prior to the test to see if there is a penalty for omitted answers.

MOTIVATION

Motivation is critical in many life situations.  Testing is no exception.  Many schools practice for testing and motivation is a great emphasis.  Many times the pressure of high-stakes testing does not motivate, but increases the test anxiety.

Definition:  Helping the students to increase their interests in testing and test scores.

Considerations:  

· Positive attitudes of all school personnel increase student motivation.

· Motivation is not “one-shot.”  It should be an ongoing school factor.

· Discuss why students are being tested.

· Discuss how tests scores will be used.

· Tell students that everyone is different and test scores will be too.

· Work with parents on reducing test pressure outcomes.

· Provide class incentives, not student-by-student incentives.

SUMMARY


Testing is not only high stakes for our students but high stress.  Providing skills for test wiseness gives our students information on what to expect and how to respond.   Understanding reduces anxiety and provides a better testing opportunity.
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