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• High-Stakes Tests
• The Stress Mess
• Mindfulness Strategies to Reduce Stress
• Growing Smarter Brains
• Teaching Test Vocabulary
• Tech Prep
• Test Protocols: Prior to Test, Day of Test

Test Prep All Year Long American Test Anxieties Association http://amtaa.org/
The majority of students report being more stressed by tests and by 
schoolwork than by anything else in their lives. About 16-20% of 
students have high test anxiety, making this the most prevalent 
scholastic impairment in our schools today. Another 18% are troubled 
by moderately-high test anxiety.

These students “blank” or “freeze” on tests. High test anxiety 
reduces working memory, confuses reasoning, increases mistakes, 
and lowers test scores. Students with high anxiety perform around 12 
percentile points below their low anxiety peers (about half of a letter 
grade below).

Only a small fraction of test anxious students ever 
receive adequate anxiety reduction training.
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High-Stakes
Tests…

any test used to make 
important decisions about 

students, educators, 
schools, or districts,

High-Stakes Test scores 
are used to determine:

• Punishments, reductions

• Accolades, rewards

• Advancements, promotions

• Compensations, bonuses

Low-Stakes
Tests…

used to measure 
academic achievement, 

identify learning 
problems, and inform 
instructional planning

What distinguishes a 
high-stakes test from a 
low-stakes test is not 
its form (how the test 
is designed) but its 
function (how the 
results are used).

My Beliefs:

• Being able to “Show what you know” 
is an important Life Skill.

• Low-stakes tests and formative 
assessments provide valuable data for 
teachers & students. (often under-
used!) 

My Beliefs:

• Current Standardized Testing should 
be reformed. 

• In the meantime…. We can prepare 
how students respond to any school 
tests. (High or Low-stakes)

•
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THE STRESS MESS!  

Perceived threat, anxiety and 
pressure can minimize learning 

and test performance.

• Test anxiety refers to the worry, fear, and 
anticipation of consequences, judgements, 
grades, etc.

• Exam stress refers to the time pressure, 
exhaustion, hours of sitting, lack of 
food/water, balancing exams with other, 
stressors, activities and responsibilities.

Could technology use be 
STRESSING KIDS OUT???

“Acquired” Attention 
Deficit “Trait”

Continuous Partial 
Attention

• It is not anxiety per se that is 
responsible for a negative 
impact on test performance, but 
how a student copes with or 
responds to that anxiety.
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Teach students 
simple 

Mindfulness 
Strategies to 

lower stress and 
calm one’s 

anxiety.

MINDFULNESS

An intentional and self-
regulated focusing of 

attention, whose purpose 
is to relax and calm the 

mind and body.

Social-Emotional - Vocabulary
ØAttention – The power of carefully thinking about, listening to, or watching 
something

ØAware – To pay attention through all of your senses and thoughts

ØCalm - A still quiet peacefulness

ØDistraction -Something that makes it difficult to think or pay attention

ØEmotions - Strong feelings (such as love, anger, joy, hate, or fear)

ØFocus - To direct your attention, thoughts or effort at something specific

ØPresent moment – Things happening right now

ØStress – To feel very worried, scared, unsure or anxious

What is the #1 Rule to Improve Brain Activity?

• “Exercise!”  
John Medina, Brain Rules, 2008

• “Exercise is the single most 
powerful tool that you have to 
optimize your brain function.”   

John Ratey, MD, Spark, 2008
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Head – Shoulders – Knees & Toes!
Simple Movements to Relieve Stress

1. HEAD: Gently roll your head 3 times slowly. Chin to chest. 
Right ear to right shoulder. Chin up and head back. Left ear to 
left shoulder. Reverse direction

2. SHOULDERS: Shrug your shoulders up to your ears and 
relax. Roll your shoulders forward several times and then 
backwards. Clasp your hands behind your back and stretch.

3. KNEES & TOES: Activate your knees and calf muscles to 
stimulate blood flow from the legs up to the brain! Knee bends, 
toe-ups, lunges, walk/job in place.

STOP – DROP & ROLL

Stop!  Pause the test for a Mindful Moment

Drop! Your pencil or the computer mouse (DON’T 
really drop it)

Roll! Roll your head and shoulders to release tension 
in your “hackles.”

Healthy Distractions●Listen to music
●Relax and hang out with friends
●Go for a walk.. To the store? With the dog?
●Play music for fun or do something artistic
●Enjoy your hobby
●Watch a movie - not a scary one!
●Read a good book
●Help someone else!  Do some chores!!!
●Spend time with your pet… Hug your dog!

Mindsets can influence 
how teachers and students 
approach school and 
learning.

And testing.
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Teach all students about:
• How their brains’ capabilities are minimized 

when they perceive threat or are over-
stressed.

• How their brains grow when they DO things.

• How doing tasks and activities more than 
once helps hard-wire your brain.

Cultivating a Growth Mindset
MINDSET - Assumptions, expectations, 
and beliefs that guide our behavior and 
our interactions with others. “With 
effort, one can learn.”

“Whether you think you can, 
or can’t, you’re right.” 

Henry Ford

Handout page 13

A “Fixed” MINDSET
• Believes my intelligence and qualities can’t be 

changed.
• Feel pressure to prove myself over & over.
• Fear that if I’m unsuccessful, people will find 

out that I’m dumb.
• Success isn’t about learning; it’s about 

proving one’s abilities…
24
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“Growth” Mindset
• Some kids keep trying something until they get 

better at it.  “Not yet!”
• They ask questions and try to figure out the 

answers.

• When experiencing difficulties, they don’t give 
up right away.

• They are willing to put in extra time to get better.

Foster a “Growth 
Mindset” in students 

to build self-efficacy –

Encouraging students 
to work hard and 

persevere even when 
experiencing 

setbacks.

Fostering a 
Growth 
Mindset

Encourage risk taking. 

Take on challenges.

Provide opportunities for feedback.

Learn from and share your failures.

Promote positive self-talk.

Learning is sloppy—expect it to take time.

Encourage do-overs.

Perseverance is the ability 
and self-control that 
pushes you to work 
through challenges. 

(talkingtreebooks.com)
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“Not Yet”
The POWER of YET
Don’t let failure be an ending. 
Make it a beginning.
Failure is only the opportunity to begin again!
Every mistake you make is progress!

Carol Dweck “The Power of YET!” TED TALK

Looping Thoughts
Thoughts that keep coming up over and over again. Just can’t get rid of them. 
These looping thoughts can trigger feelings of fear and insecurity.

• I’ll never pass the test!

• I’ll never get a date – I’m not good at talking to people.

• I’ll never get all of this done!

• I can’t possibly learn all I need to know for the test.

• I can’t believe I said THAT. I feel so stupid.

Adapted from:  The Inside Story © 2002 HeartMath LLC

Positive Self Talk
Revise each statement with a realistic 

and optimistic replacement thought:
• I’m just not good at math.
• I’m looking so old!
• I can’t trust anyone else. I need to just rely on 

myself.
• That’s the way we always do it in my family.
• It’s just too difficult. 

Come up with one of your own!
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• What would you do 
differently next time?

What might you do if you 
get stuck?

Explicitly teach 
Generic Skills & 
Academic Vocabulary 
(Tier 2 words) that 
make up the 
language of most 
testing discourse.

https://www.mylemarks.com/store/c15/Anxiety_and_Stress_Worksheets.html%3Fgclid=Cj0KCQiAvJXxBRCeARIsAMSkAprjMHqjPsZxgMmD_OntoxpVE01eKiYdMlSInQyothreJOdRA1COBeAaAhEtEALw_wcB
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Academic Language = Tier 2 & Tier 3

¢ Frequency
¢ Applicability

Tier 2
Vocabulary

CRITICAL:

Tier two words are the 
most important words 
for explicit instruction

Used across a variety 
of environments & 
disciplines

Tier Two – The “Invisible” Tier
• High frequency words that occur across a 

variety of domains 

• Occur often in adult conversations and literature

• Important for reading comprehension 

• Contain multiple meanings 

• Used across a variety of environments & 
disciplines

Best test preparation: 
v Brain-Friendly Classroom

v Daily Differentiated Instruction

v Multiple (Multi-modal) Rehearsals

v On-going Formative Assessments

v Mindfulness Practice

v Cultivate Growth Mindsets 
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Tech Prep Providing multiple 
opportunities for 
students to practice their 
technology skills on the 
school computers 
prepares them for the 
online tests.

Ensure Learners Acquire Technology Skills
Learners need opportunities to build a level of comfort 
with the actual keyboards, screens, external mouse or 
touch pads that they'll use during the assessment. 

• highlighting text, 

• drawing lines

• creating graphs on a screen, 

• operating an online calculator, dictionary 

• using a scroll bar & drop-down menus

Novelty:

The brain’s 
attention goes to 

things that are new, 
different, unusual, 

interesting, etc.

Before the test – check for squirrels…
• Is the room location different?
• Are the computers different?

• Is the person administering 
the test unknown?

• Has the schedule changed?
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My 2 cents…
• The teacher’s enthusiasm and/or stress levels 

will determine the students’ attitude and 
engagement during the test.

• Don’t advocate bringing healthy snacks, taking 
breaks, movement, a good night’s sleep, etc. just 
before the test! These should be everyday!

My 2 cents…

• Promote a Growth Mindset everyday with 
encouragement, positive language, and 
chances for do-overs.

• Find a way to integrate technology use 
frequently. This is one way to level the playing 
field.

My 2 cents…

• Integrate Target Talk with selected Tier 2 
vocabulary into everyday classroom 
activities.

• Give students regular opportunities with 
extended O.Y.O. activities to develop 
perseverance.


