
© 2019, Martha Kaufeldt, Scotts Valley, CA   DRAFT – “De-Stress the Test!” 

High-Stakes Standardized Tests 
 
A high-stakes test is any test used to make important decisions about 
students, educators, schools, or districts, most commonly for the purpose of 
accountability—i.e., the attempt by federal, state, or local government 
agencies and school administrators to ensure that students are enrolled in 
effective schools and being taught by effective teachers. In general, “high 
stakes” means that test scores are accolades (awards, public celebration, 
positive publicity), advancement (grade promotion or graduation for students), 
or compensation (salary increases or bonuses for administrators and teachers). 
(The Glossary of Educational Reform – online 
https://www.edglossary.org/high-stakes-testing/) 
 

In the United States and developed countries around the world, high-stakes tests are an integral component of 
educational systems. Placement tests may be given for kindergarten entrance, and an assortment of aptitude 
and achievement tests are administered every year to millions of students all the way through graduate 
school. Many careers require routine tests to assure one’s employment or earn wage increases, and many jobs 
require frequent certification exams. Preparing for the tests, worrying about an up-coming exam, and 
ultimately trying to “show what you know” during the test, creates an incredible amount of anxiety and stress 
for students. Likewise, teachers feel an inordinate amount of pressure for their students to excel; both to show 
student achievement and to demonstrate teacher competence. As the volume of high-stakes tests 
administered in schools has grown exponentially in the 21st century, simultaneously the levels of student and 
teacher stress has increased to dangerously high levels. This testing stress mess has impacted student 
performance and, quite possibly, rendered the test results with less than an accurate representation. 
 

“We are suffering from a slavish devotion to numbers – tests, and the scores and ranking they 
produce – that’s dehumanizing our schools, increasing homework loads, and enshrining the 
belief that canned questions asked on paper are the ultimate measure of educational 
‘success’.” (Abeles, Beyond Measure, pg 97-98) 

 
The education movement of the past two decades has focused on raising academic standards. Many advocates 
believe a standardized test must be included to assess which standards are actually accomplished. Critics 
suggest that the push for common standards and high-stakes tests, actually hampers reform and may even 
perpetuate inequality. The use of high-stakes testing suggests that the promise of rewards or the threat of 
punishment will motivate and incentivize educators to improve school performance, teaching effectiveness, 
and student achievement. Proponents believe that by attaching rewards and punishments to tests scores, 
students, teachers, and school administrators will take the tests more seriously, make instructional changes, 
and put in more effort to improve scores. 
 
Proponents argue that standardized tests are a fair and objective measure of student ability, Standardized tests 
give teachers a structure of what needs to be taught. This helps keep classroom material consistent across the 
country, and they ensure teachers and schools are accountable to taxpayers. They contend that it is a practical 
and accurate way of evaluating what a student does or does not know across areas like math, reading, and 
writing. 
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Opponents say that standardized tests are neither fair nor objective. Teachers may feel pressured to “teach to 
the test” rather than giving students a deeper understanding of a subject. High-stakes tests can create major 
stress. Students feel the pressure when it comes to performing well. Test scores can affect student confidence. 
This can lead to students developing a negative attitude about their abilities and even a dislike for school. 
Opponents believe that excessive testing undermines America's ability to produce creative innovators and 
critical thinkers. 
 
• There is little evidence to support that high-stakes tests increased student achievement. (Amrein & 

Berliner, 2003b) 
• Research shows that many highly test-anxious students make more effort (and often have good study 

skills) than low test-anxious students as a compensatory mechanism. (Putwain, 2008a) 
• Test anxiety refers to the worry and anticipation of consequences, judgements, fears, grades, etc. 
• Exam stress refers to the time pressure, exhaustion, hours of sitting, lack of food/water, balancing exams 

with other activities and responsibilities. 
• 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. 
 

Considerations: 
Too Many Tests? Many states and districts have continued to use their own standardized tests, in addition to 
administering new exams such as the PAARC and Smarter Balanced. The sheer number of tests that students 
are required to take, and the additional necessary preparation, may in fact, take up a lot of valuable 
instructional time. Are all of the test results providing specific data to help improve learning. Are there too 
many overlaps? Can some tests be retired? 
 
More Formative Assessments: The stress and anxiety of high-stakes Summative exams may be reduced if 
students have had multiple opportunities to get feedback from frequent Formative Assessments during the 
learning process. Confidence grows when students are able to get valuable suggestions, re-teaching 
opportunities, and multiple rehearsals during learning. This can help students be Prepared and not Scared. 
 
Testing Environment and Times: Although standardized tests may be required, educators can still create 
“brain-friendly” testing environments. Providing appropriate lighting, minimizing distractions, and providing 
frequent breaks, will keep students from going into a reflex response. Prior experiences in the testing location 
and with the technology will minimize a student’s anxiety.  Understanding students’ optimal performance 
times during the day and scheduling the tests accordingly could improve students’ stress levels and ultimately 
improve the test scores. 
 
Cultivating a Growth Mindset: A Growth Mindset can influence how students approach school, learning 
and testing. Whether students believe they can be successful or not, makes a significant difference in student 
achievement, and how they approach exams. When students have fixed mindsets, they may believe that their 
intelligence is pre-determined. They may not approach tests with a “give-it-a-go” attitude. Why try if you are 
convinced that you are not smart? 
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Cultivating	a	Growth	
Mindset 

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

Learning and success require effort and time. …positive, constructive, targeted feedback can help 
students see their improvements and learn what still needs work. This feedback model builds 
students’ belief in themselves as successful learners and helps them develop a growth mindset. 
 
For years educators were told to praise a student’s success to boost self-esteem and achievement. 
Recent studies have indicated that it is more powerful to provide feedback on qualities that can be 
controlled, like effort. When students are praised for innate intelligence, they may develop a sense 
that hard work really isn’t necessary. Mindset has a powerful impact on each student’s success.  
Carol Dweck, a world-renowned Stanford University psychologist and author, has been gathering 
data on people’s motivation, achievement and success. Although quite simple in its definition, 
understanding Dweck’s definition of “mindsets,” could change your success as a student and as a 
teacher. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The	Fixed	Mindset	 The	Growth	Mindset	
Intelligence	is	static	 Intelligence	can	be	developed	

Leads	to	a	desire	to	look	smart	and	
therefore	a	tendency	to:	
	

• Avoid	challenges	
• Give	up	easily	due	to	obstacles	
• Don’t	work	too	hard	–	It’s	pointless	
• Ignore	useful	feedback	
• Be	threatened	by	others’	success	
• If	you	make	mistakes,	don’t	try	and	

repair	them	
	

Leads	to	a	desire	to	learn	and	therefore	a	
tendency	to:	
	

• Take	on	challenges	
• Persist	despite	obstacles	
• Work	hard	–	It	can	make	a	difference	
• Learn	from	criticism	and	apply	

feedback.	
• Be	inspired	by	others’	success	
• Confront	your	deficiencies	and	

correct	them	
	

“Whether you think you 
can, or can’t, you’re 

right.” Henry Ford 
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Cultivating a PERSEVERANCE Mindset 
 

Perseverance is the ability and self-control that pushes you to work 
through challenges. Having perseverance means that when you are facing a 

challenge, you use your mind and your body to overcome it. Perseverance means you 
are able to wait and work through difficulties, whether they have to do with your mind, 

your body, or your emotions.  (talkingtreebooks.com) 
 
Researchers have identified psychological, social, and pedagogical phenomena that drive students’ decisions to 
engage and exert effort even when faced with temporary setbacks. Those factors include students’:  
 
• Sense of self-efficacy—how confident they feel that they can rise to challenges and attain success 
• Their expectancy-value calculations—students believe that their current competencies make eventual 

success “do-able,” and determine whether the activity is of much worth to them either in the short or long 
term 

• Their ability to self-regulate—students have skillsets that facilitate the initiating and sustaining of focus 
despite distractions, and techniques to reflect on their performance to promote continual improvement 

• The extent to which they feel they belong—the level of inclusion, appreciation, and bonding that occurs in a 
learning environment, and the extent to which alienation and marginalization, is curtailed 

• Their level of connectedness to peers and adults—students have meaningful relationships with age-group 
friends and educators 

• How culturally responsive the learning environment is—the extent to which the learning environment 
adapts to students’ racial, ethnic, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds and invites contribution and 
critique from a diverse range of perspectives 

• The extent to which self-determination is integral to their academic work—the frequency that students 
experience competence, relatedness, and choice in learning activities.  

(adapted from: ERIC TOSHALIS Studentsatthecenterhub.org) 
 

Research has indicated that students tend NOT to persevere in a learning experience when: 
• They feel excluded 
• They don’t have reasons to value the outcomes or the process 
• Ability differences highlighted in the learning environment make them feel stupid 
• The material they are learning is culturally exclusionary or personally irrelevant 
• Behavioral norms alienate and marginalize them 
• They do not believe they will be successful 
• They haven’t been taught the skills necessary to achieve 
• They are given insufficient voice and choice in how they learn and what they do 
• Their relationships with educators are strained or nonexistent 

 

Additional reasons why students lack perseverance and tenacity: 
1. Teachers and parents make life convenient for our children. We have worked to remove (not embrace) difficulties, 

viewing them as negative. When solutions don’t come quickly an adult swoops in to save the day.  
2. Children have an incorrect perception of what it takes to achieve great things. They watch highlight reels on 

SportsCenter, but never see the hours of practice athletes put in to be able to dunk a basketball or hit a curve ball. 
3. All the answers they need are at their fingertips on a portable device. Instead of learning critical thinking skills, they ask 

Google. It’s an instant answer – instant gratification. 
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Classroom Strategies to Build a Perseverance Mindset - Easy starts: 

• Give students a tongue twister and have them practice reading it aloud. Here are a few good ones: “Of all 
the ties, I ever tied, I never tied, a tie like this tie ties.” “Swan, swim over the sea, Swim, swan, swim! 
Swan, swim back again. Well swum, swan!” Once the students get the hang of it, have them try to write 
their own tongue twister. 

• Ask students to go along with their normal day, but they must walk backwards everywhere that they go. 
Go longer distances – down the hall, outside, down stairs, etc. 

• Have students complete a short writing assignment using their non-dominate hand. 
• Challenge students to make a tall “card house” using an old deck of playing cards. 
• Provide a few basic Origami designs. Have students practice until they can fold with fluency. 
• Break longer assignments into smaller, more manageable chunks so that students won’t be overwhelmed 

at the thought of a long task. 
• Model for students what perseverance looks like. Give them specific examples of how you overcame 

something, and the steps that you took to get through it.  
• Take a field trip to a place with a vigorous hike – preferably up a mountain. Tell them to 

hike together because we know that relationship is key to success. If there is a student who is struggling - 
walk with them. No one walks alone. Give them feedback along the way. “You’re over halfway there.” 
When they feel they can’t go any higher, tell them to look behind them & see how high they have risen.  

• There are many online tools that can help students make the connection between giving a certain amount 
of effort and achieving a goal. Apps like Class Dojo (https://ideas.classdojo.com/f/growth-mindset-2)  

• Watch the Power of YET video clip on Class Dojo and discuss it. (https://ideas.classdojo.com/f/growth-
mindset-3) 

• Suggest students work in pairs or triads on part of an assignment. Working with a study buddy allows 
instant support when students are not sure of an answer or a procedure. 

• Start with smaller problems they can solve and put wins under their belts. Nothing succeeds like success. 
Frequently design shorter activities where your students can shine, and they will want to continue the 
positive feelings generated by that success. Use various modalities and learning preferences.  

• Deliberately work explicit talk about character strengths and 21st Century skills into every lesson. This 
“dual-purpose instruction,” creates “added value” to every lesson. 

Additional Strategies to Promote Perseverance: 
• Offer plenty of rubrics, models, samples, and demonstrations. Formative assessments serve a dual 

purpose. They not only let you know what your students do and do not know, but they can be useful tools 
in making sure that your students know exactly how to proceed to be successful.  

• Help students set reasonable goals and work to achieve them. When students work to achieve a personal 
goal, they have a vested interest in working.  

• Offer students time to reflect at the end of a lesson. Have them write responses first and then encourage 
them to share what went right and what caused stress during an assignment. Sharing the results of their 
metacognition can be a powerful way for students to learn how other students overcome their learning 
problems.  

• Use “Interactive Modeling.” Model the behavior exactly as you expect students to do it (the right way, not 
the wrong way, and without describing what you’re doing unless you need to “show” a thinking process). 
Ask students what they noticed. 

• Ask students to identify a challenge or roadblock they think they will encounter. What’s the “hard part?” 
Challenge students to turn the problem into a picture, a puzzle or a game.   

• Have students watch Overcoming Obstacles – Steven Claunch TEDx video (4 minutes)  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2MGMvEnoD6U&t=101s  
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Smarter Balanced English Language Arts Item Specifications  4/13/12 

 

 

 
The following is a brief list of some representative tier 2 words chosen from thousands of such words in 

English. The list is suggestive, not exhaustive. The words are listed in approximate grade-level bands to 

show that there are important tier 2 words to be taught and tested at every grade level. These words 

are used in many different contexts and exhibit various shades of meaning based on those contexts. 

Students who know tier 2 words like the ones listed here are greatly advantaged in the close, analytic 

reading required by the Common Core standards.  

Partial, Representative List of Tier 2 Words 

Likely to be in the 3-5 
 grade band 

Likely to be in the 6-8  
grade band 

Likely to be in the 9-11  
grade band 

Different Assume Specify 

Important Identify Technique 

Choose Conclude Compensate 

Faithful Alternative Arbitrary 

Stable Consist Random 

Exactly Contribute Suffice 

Center Define Verify 

Explain Distinct Perspective 

Excuse Evident Pertinent 

According Expand Evaluate 

Actually Indicate Feasible 

Bound Individual Passive 

Declare Initial Simultaneous 

Experience Intense Component 

Figure Major Formulate 

Fortunate Method Magnitude 

Gradually Publish Manipulate 

Necessary Structure Ultimate 

Ordinary Emphasize Criterion 

Measure Illustrate Hypothesis 

Approach Exaggerate Fluctuate 

Period Approximate Innovation 

Establish Complicate Respect 

Achieve Modify Subsequent 

Ignore Tradition Benevolent 

Select Transmit Malign 

Automatic Restrict Abstraction 

Concentrate Negative Coherent 

Construct Convert Emanate 

Consult Analyze Impervious 

Establish Consequent Succumb 

Demonstrate Impact Transitory 

Interpret Potential Empirical 

Obtain Precise Entity 
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THE A-LIST: Essential Academic Words          Created by Jim Burke 

© 2014 Jim Burke. For more information visit englishcompanion.com. Teachers may photocopy for classroom use only. 

Analyze 
break down  •  deconstruct  •  examine   

break something down methodically into its parts to 
understand how it is made, what it is, how it works; look at 
something critically in order to grasp its essence 

Argue 
claim  •  persuade  •  propose 

provide reasons or evidence in order to support or 
oppose something; persuade another by reason or 
evidence; contend or maintain that something is true 

Compare/Contrast 
delineate  •  differentiate  •  distinguish   

identify similarities or differences between two or more 
items in order to understand how they are alike, equal, or 
analogous to each other 

Describe 
illustrate  •  report  •  represent 

report what one observes or does in order to capture and 
convey to others a process, impression, or a sequence of 
events in a narrative 

Determine 
establish  •  identify  •  resolve 

consider all possible options, perspectives, results, or 
answers in order to arrive at a decision; provide guidance 
by establishing what is most important or relevant 

Develop 
formulate •  generate  •  elaborate  

improve the quality or substance of; extend or elaborate 
upon an idea in order to give it greater form; add more 
complexity or strength to an idea, position, or process 

Evaluate 
assess  •  figure out  •  gauge   

determine the value, amount, importance, or effectiveness 
of something in order to understand if it matters or means 
something 

Explain 
clarify •  demonstrate  •  discuss   

provide reasons for what happened or for one’s actions in 
order to clarify, justify, or define those events, actions, 
causes or effects 

Imagine 
anticipate  •  hypothesize  •  predict   

form a picture of in one’s mind; speculate or predict what 
might happen under certain conditions; envision a range 
of possible outcomes, obstacles, or opportunities 

Integrate 
combine  •  incorporate  • synthesize 

make whole by combining the different parts into one; 
join or make something part of a larger unit; synthesize 
many disparate parts into one form 

Interpret 
conclude  •   infer  •  translate 

draw from a text, data set, information or artwork some 
meaning or significance; make inferences or draw 
conclusions about what an act, text, or event means 

Organize 
arrange  •  classify •  form 

arrange or put in order according to some guiding 
principle; impose coherence, order, structure, or function 
according to type, traits, or other quality 

Summarize 
outline  •  paraphrase  •  report  

retell the essential details of what happened, what 
someone did or said, in order to better understand and 
remember it; outline key details in accessible language 

Support 
cite  •  justify  •  maintain 

offer evidence, examples, details, or data in order to 
illustrate or bolster your claim or conclusion; cite those 
sources of information that justify your position 

Transform 
alter  •  change  •  convert 

change in form, function, or nature in order to reveal or 
emphasize something; convert data from one form into 
another; alter something through a process 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 
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DE-STRESS:  Test Taking Protocols… 
 
Prior to Test Day(s):  
 

� Make sure students are familiar with the specific technology that will 

be used for the test – including headsets, mouse, etc. 

� Make sure students have met (know) the teacher who will be 

administering the test. 

� Check the testing room for possible “squirrels” – Anything that may 

be a distraction: Displays, things outside a window, any electronics 

buzzing, flickering light fixtures (even a pump on a fish tank should be 

turned off), etc.  

� Consider the seating arrangement. Place easily distracted students in 

less busy areas. Make a seating chart. 

� Schedule tests in the morning only with appropriate breaks that 

include a light snack (if possible) and some movement breaks. 

� Practice staying at seats and being quiet while doing some tasks.  

Build “O.Y.O” (On Your Own) STAMINA 

� Practice some “DURING THE TEST” breaks: Stop – Drop & Roll, 3 

Stretches, and 20-20-20 Eye Breaks. (Have a large poster, slide, or 

display of a peaceful scene or mandala to look at.) 

� Remind parents about arriving ON TIME and no Doctors or Dentists 

appointments. Review the Cell Phone policy. 

� Have students bring refillable water bottles. 

� Discuss suggestions for what to do if you get “stuck” during the test. 

� Any instructional materials on the walls must be removed or covered. 

Show students this BEFORE the day of the test. 
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   DAY OF THE TEST - Protocols 

� Offer padded seat cushions if available. 

� Offer a “Fidget Tool” to hold. (Only if they have 

had a chance to use these prior to the test) 

� Provide water bottles for those without one.  Hydration is 

important! 

� Remind students of schedule and procedures. 

� Make sure to have activities, books, magazines, etc. for those 

who finish early. 

� Discuss how a few “DURING THE TEST” breaks will occur 

(Only if they have experienced this prior to the test) After 15-

20 minutes ring a soft chime or bell: 

o Students should STOP, DROP & ROLL: Pause the test, 

drop your pencil and roll your head around to release 

tension.  

o Stand behind your chair and do the THREE 

STRETCHES: Calves, shoulders, cross-body twists 

o Do a 20-20-20 Eye Break Follow the 20-20-20 rule: 

every 20 minutes, take a break for approximately 20 

seconds in which you look at an object at least 20 feet 

away. (Provide a peaceful visual or mandala) 

o Rapidly blink your eyes to alleviate eye strain. 

o Get a drink of water. 

� Review acceptable procedures to stand, stretch, get a drink, 

use the restrooms. 
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Designing Effective Assessments © 2017 Solution Tree Press • SolutionTree.com 
Visit go.SolutionTree.com/assessment to download this free reproducible.

REPRODUCIBLE

Measures to Allay Test Anxiety: 
Teacher Self-Assessment

Directions: Read each criterion for preventing student anxiety during assessment and determine the 
degree to which you’ve successfully armed students with the knowledge and confidence they need.

Criteria for Preventing Anxiety During Assessments

Rate the criteria 
from poor (1) to 
average (3) to 
excellent (5).

Explain what the evaluation of learning would look like: Provide students with 
information at the beginning of the year (and provide reminders along the way) of the 
type, frequency, purpose, and dates of assignments and tests that will count toward 
final grades so that students know what to anticipate.

1   2   3   4   5

Send positive message before the test: Convey the importance and purpose of the 
upcoming test. Ensure that the students understand that grades will not be used 
punitively. For instance, the grade will not be decreased to reflect factors unrelated to 
learning, such as poor attendance or bad handwriting. 

1   2   3   4   5

Provide information about the text in advance: Give students adequate notice and a 
clear description of the content, length, format, time limits, guidelines, scoring rubrics 
(if available), resources needed, and other requirements for completing the test so that 
they can prepare for the test.

1   2   3   4   5

Provide information about how the results of the tests will be used: Instead of focusing 
on passing or failing, explain how the test results can guide future instruction and 
learning. Create an assessment climate where students perceive that assessment results 
are not only indicative of achievement but also informative of their strengths and 
weaknesses.

1   2   3   4   5

Understand the causes of anxiety: Understand what factors are causing test anxiety 
among students. Is it the lack of preparation due to time mismanagement, the failure 
to learn the content thoroughly, poor study habits, a negative attitude toward the 
subject itself, or low expectations for themselves? Based on the identification of causes, 
address them accordingly.

1   2   3   4   5

Foster effective study skills: Teach study skills and help students develop good study 
habits. Teach test-taking strategies and techniques that can reduce anxiety symptoms. 
Help students understand that effective study skills and habits (such as planning and 
time management) can be learned and practiced.

1   2   3   4   5

Help students understand test anxiety: Teach students to understand and recognize the 
triggers, signs, and effects of test anxiety. Help students self-reflect to determine what 
negative and debilitating thought patterns they have regarding tests, and prompt more 
positive ways of looking at tests. Help students perceive that anxiety is controllable and 
that it can be moderated through techniques such as deep breathing, muscle relaxation, 
and avoiding negative thoughts.

1   2   3   4   5

Source: Adapted from Cizek, G. J., & Burg, S. S. (2006). Addressing test anxiety in a high-stakes environment: Strategies 
for classrooms and schools. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press; Putwain, D., Chamberlain, S., Daly, A. L., & Sadreddini, S. 
(2014). Reducing test anxiety among school-aged adolescents: A field experiment. Educational Psychology in Practice, 30(4), 
420-440; Salend, S. J. (2012). Teaching students not to sweat the test. Phi Delta Kappan, 93(6), 20–25.
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