                           Test Taking Strategies

To improve test-taking skills, there are three approaches that might prove fruitful. Students need to understand the mechanics of test-taking, such as the need to carefully follow instructions, checking their work, and so forth. Second, they need to use appropriate test-taking strategies, including ways in which test items should be addressed and how to make educated guesses. Finally, they need to practice their test-taking skills to refine their abilities and to become more comfortable in testing situations.

1. Students need to follow directions carefully.
Far too often, students do not follow directions and their scores are adversely affected. In order to follow the directions, the students need to listen to and read the directions to the test so that they clearly understand what is expected of them. Teachers also need to ensure that the students understand the vocabulary and concepts included in the directions. Common words that appear in test directions should be introduced to the students as part of the test preparation process.

2. Students need to understand how to budget their time.
They need to begin by estimating how much time is available for each test question so they stay on track in terms of planning their time. They also need to realize that within their time budget, they cannot spend too much time on any one question. They should work rapidly but comfortably, without sacrificing accuracy.

It is a good idea to teach students to divide the total number of items on timed classroom tests into fourths or by half and they should do the same thing with the number of minutes available and then check their progress at selected intervals. Following the test, solicit feedback from the students on the successful strategies that were employed in completing the items within the time limit.

3. Students need to check their work.
Too many students finish the test early and do not bother checking their answers. They should develop the habit of checking their responses to make sure they answer the questions. When checking their work, they need to make sure that their answers have been marked on the answer sheet correctly. They must ensure that each answer matches the number of the question on the answer sheet.
If the students have used the budgeted time efficiently, there should be time to check their work and to reconsider answers. Research has shown that students should change their answers when it seems appropriate and that this strategy will generally increase their scores. Students should be encouraged to change an answer when they think that another answer seems better.

4. For each item, students need to read the entire test item and all the possible answers very carefully.
Students should not stop reading the item when they think they have a right answer; a better answer might be available to them. They need to consider each option or alternative and choose the best answer.
Students should be encouraged to analyze each question very carefully, noting key terms. Students can translate the information into a different form, substituting common words or changing the question into their own words. They can also use their knowledge and try to anticipate what the answer should be and find an answer choice that looks like the one they would expect.

5. Answer the easier questions first and persist to the end of the test.
Students need to know that standardized tests are constructed differently than most classroom tests in that:

· they include items that will be challenging for even the best student;

· no one is expected to answer all items correctly;

· some students may not even finish the test;

· test items do not get progressively harder; and

· the easier items are scattered throughout the test.

Stress that students should attempt to answer every question, regardless of difficulty .
Students should skip questions that are harder for them and return to these questions later if they have time. For each student, some questions will be easier or harder depending upon previous experience and instruction. Just because they encounter a few hard items in a row, they should not stop working because there will be items that are easier for them as they go through the test. Research has shown that even the willingness to tackle complicated questions is a factor in doing well. In this sense, students need to be encouraged to endure and persevere to the end of the test as the research indicates that higher achieving students are more persistent with regard to their approach to tests.

6. Students need to make educated guesses.
As students consider each item, whether it is easy or hard, they should be eliminating the options they know are obviously wrong. When they can eliminate one or two of the alternatives that they know are wrong, they increase their chances of getting the item right by choosing among the remaining alternatives. This is educated guessing. Also, for the ITBS and IGAP, they should always guess, because the way these tests are scored, there is, in effect, a penalty for not guessing.
In teaching students to become more sophisticated test takers, help them develop their strategies for making educated guesses. When guessing, have them check their answer against what they already know and against what their logical reasoning tells them. Also, teachers might model an approach for eliminating obviously wrong choices or alternatives. This shows the students how to increase their chances of getting the item right.

Students should be encouraged to analyze each question very carefully, noting key terms. They can also use their knowledge and try to anticipate what the answer should be and find an answer choice that looks like the one they would expect.

7. Use test item formats for practice.

The practice items should reflect the format of the test.

Through practice, teachers can ensure that the test-item formats are familiar to the students. If some formats seem confusing to the students, provide sufficient practice through sample items on classroom assessments. Also, make sure that the students are familiar with key words and concepts that appear in testing situations (e.g., select the best answer) and understand what the format of the item is requesting.

8. Review the practice items and answer choices with students.
When you give practice items, always discuss the items in detail with the students. This can also be done after the students take multiple-choice tests as part of their classroom work. Explain each answer and how one would arrive at it. What is the evidence that leads us to believe the answer is correct? It is equally important to explain why each of the incorrect answer choices is wrong. Discussing alternatives might also be done as a small group activity. It is a good idea to have students explain why each right answer was right and explain why each of the other alternatives was incorrect. Discussion of all the choices can help students adopt better strategies as they see why one answer was better than the others.

9. Practice using answer sheets.
Students should also practice with answer sheets so that they are comfortable with the format. When you use multiple-choice tests, have students record their answers on a separate answer sheet that mimics the test format. Sample answer sheets may be found in the Appendix. As part of this practice, work with students to develop effective strategies for keeping their place during testing and in marking the answer sheets appropriately.
Students need to ensure that they are marking each answer in the correct position on the answer sheet. Students also need to be sure they are: (1) making neat full marks on answer sheets and erasing cleanly and completely any mistakes; (2) marking only one answer per item because items with more than one answer marked are automatically scored as wrong; and (3) avoiding stray marks that the optical scanner might misinterpret.

Encourage students to use a bookmark to hold their place on answer sheets.

http://intranet.cps.k12.il.us/Assessments/Preparation/Elementary_Test_Preparation/Elem_Chapter_2/CH2Skills/AnswerSheet/answersheet.html

