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For Test Success, Get Rid of the Stress!

Ben Bernstein, PhD, has been helping children take tests for over 40 years. The most important thing he has learned is that test performance is directly affected by stress levels. If stress is too high (or too low), your child’s performance will suffer.

In his new book Test Success! How to Be Calm, Confident and Focused on Any Test, he helps parents help their children do well on tests. He identifies nine key tools for test-taking success based on a balanced mind-body-spirit approach that boils down to being calm, having confidence, and maintaining focus. 

Here are a few of his invaluable suggestions on how parents can help their children deal with the four primary causes of poor scores.

Trouble with the Content

Understanding the material is the first and the most key issue.

· Ask your child the following questions: 

-
Is there something in the material you specifically don’t understand?

-
Do you feel like this material is just too difficult for you?

-
What doesn’t make sense to you?

-
Are you having trouble memorizing?

-
Are you just bored with this material? (Caution: When children say something is “boring,” they might mean that they don’t understand it or like it.)

· Ask the teacher to shed light on the situation. The teacher may be familiar with your child’s learning style, so ask for his observations. Also, see if he can explain the material to you. Do the explanations seem clear? Can the teacher show you a way to help your child?

· Consider arranging for a tutor to work with your child. Tutorial resources are increasingly available and don’t have to be costly, such as peer tutors (fellow students), after-school programs that include a homework component, and college students looking for extra income.

Physical Tension

Jitters and tension make it hard for anyone to concentrate. A bad case of nerves can seriously undermine students’ test performance because it robs them of their concentration.

· Make sure your child gets enough regular physical exercise. Physical activities release tension and give your child the opportunity to let off steam and “restart” her system. Watching TV, talking on the phone, and playing video games are not aerobic. All too often kids try to study after long hours of these activities when their energy is already zapped.

· Check whether your child is getting enough sleep. Children need at least nine to ten hours of sleep a night, and anything less can severely hamper their school performance. Recent research shows that inadequate sleep can cause problems that look like attention deficit. 

· Review your child’s diet. Unfortunately, a diet high in carbs, sugar, and caffeinated drinks is all too common in our culture. A healthy, balanced diet keeps glucose levels from going on a roller coaster and has a positive effect on metabolism, energy levels, and brain function.

· Learn to calm down yourself. You can increase your chances of reducing your child’s stress if you learn how to keep yourself calm no matter what is going on with your child.

Issues of Self-Doubt

Your child’s doubt in himself and his abilities may cause his confidence to plunge both before and during a test.

· Ask yourself if you are the right person to be your child’s confidant. You might think of yourself as your child’s best friend, but you may not be the first choice as a confidant. If that’s the case, you have to give up the idea that your child should confide in you about this issue.

· Think of someone else your child can talk with. Enlist the support of a teacher she respects, a school counselor she trusts, a clergy member, or one of her close friends. Encourage her to share her deepest thoughts with that person. Make supportive but accurate statements to your child: “You can do it.” “I believe in you.” “You have what it takes.”

Difficulty Staying on Task

If your child has difficulty becoming motivated, find out what is getting in his way. Is it an overall sense of helplessness that even if he tries, he won’t get anywhere? Has achievement become a negative word? 

· Ask yourself whose goal it is that your child succeeds. Of course, you want her to do well, but if she doesn’t have that goal herself, you might never win this battle. A straightforward discussion about her goals can go a long way toward clarifying why she needs to work harder. 

· Notice the ways that your child becomes distracted. Does he stay on the phone, text, log onto the web, e-mail, play video games, watch TV, eat—all instead of doing his homework? Can you help him set realistic working periods with breaks for “treats” and distractions? 

· Consider how focused you are. If you have clear goals and minimize distraction, you can be a good role model for your child. She can see the effects for herself. 

Remember: cultivating good work habits is ultimately something children should learn to do for themselves because they see the positive results and feel good about having accomplished a goal. Though you may have to encourage and mentor them through this process, they are doing the work so that they can go on to lead a more fulfilling life. 

For more information, for a copy of Test Success!, or to interview the author, please contact Mary Ellen Gross, 858-456-0707, sizzle@san.rr.com, or visit www.testsuccesscoach.com.
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PRAISE FOR TEST SUCCESS!
“Dr. Bernstein’s approach is a real eye-opener—and it works!”
—Thomas W. Phelan, PhD, bestselling author of 1-2-3 Magic: Effective Discipline for Children 2–22
“I have seen Ben Bernstein help scores of students achieve peak performance when it counts. Nowhere is this truer than under the circumstances of being tested. Test Success! is an astonishing rendition of what it is like to be coached personally by Dr. Bernstein. His strategy for helping students remain calm, confident, and focused by bringing physical, mental, and even spiritual forces to bear in high-pressure performance-testing situations offers a transformative life strategy. It is one aimed not only at bringing out the best but also doing so reliably and consistently.”

—Charles N. Bertolami, DDS, DMedSc, Dean, New York University College of Dentistry

“I was really afraid of the SAT until I started working with Dr. B’s method. He showed me how important it is to be calm, confident, and focused, not just on the test but while I was studying. My SAT scores were much better than I ever imagined they could be.”

—Peter Nguyen, high school senior

“Dr. B’s methodology gave me a toolbox so I could be calm, confident, and focused during high-anxiety exam situations. Using Dr. B’s model I went from saying ‘I want to’ to knowing how to. He helped me unleash the connection between my ability and how I performed on tests. Before working with Dr. B’s model I was unable to demonstrate my knowledge of the material during exams. Now I am a successful and skilled test taker.”

—Steven Markson, college sophomore, Colorado College

“This approach is incredibly helpful. Committing time and energy to this process allowed me to realize my full potential and achieve results that met or exceeded my practice test scores. I often find myself using these techniques before other tests, major presentations, and job interviews.”

—Elliot Whitman, MBA graduate, The Wharton School
“I have utilized Ben Bernstein’s test-prep techniques in my summer programs for first-generation and low-income students, and they have been very effective. Many students later reported how useful the techniques were not only for preparing for exams but for personal use as well. Dr. Bernstein has a well-proven method that is very effective and comfortable for students to adopt. He also challenges students to reach deep inside to address the fears they possess to overcome the lack of proper test-taking skills. Any student should be able to utilize this book to excel on standardized exams.”

—Charles J. Alexander, PhD, Associate Vice Provost for Student Diversity, Director of Academic Advancement Program, UCLA
Four Bad Parental Behaviors—and What to Do About Them

Adapted from Test Success! How to Be Calm, Confident and Focused on Any Test 
by Ben Bernstein, PhD (Spark Avenue Publishing). © Ben Bernstein

Are You Comparing Your Child to Others? 

Stop! The best thing to do is to focus on what is going on with your child and what he needs, not on what anyone else is doing or has done. Go out of your way to ask your child questions so you can understand his needs.

Do You Have Unrealistic Expectations for Your Child? 

Sometimes parents idealize their children and see them as mini superheroes capable of doing just about anything. This mentality gets in the way of seeing your child for who she is. Be your child’s greatest advocate and most enduring source of support. But be realistic by recognizing her true strengths and weaknesses. You have to acknowledge and—this is harder—accept the things she likes and the things she doesn’t and be honest about her possibilities and limitations.

Do You Think Your Child’s Performance Is a Reflection of Your Parenting? 

If your child performs poorly on a test, it doesn’t necessarily mean you have done a bad job as a mother or a father. It could just mean your child needs some help. Don’t take it personally! Find the real problem and get the right help right now. If you have difficulty separating your child’s performance from your own self-esteem or from your own performance as a child, you can avail yourself of various forms of support such as parenting books, online help, peer counseling (talking with other parents), or professional therapy.

Are You Micromanaging Your Child? 

Stop helicoptering to rescue your child from every little difficulty! Give your child room to grow. It’s hard to watch him make a mistake or make the wrong choice, but true learning and growth come only through personal action. Wind him up and let him go. Let him fall and learn to pick himself up again by himself, on his own. 

You are welcome to use this information in an upcoming issue of your publication. Please contact Mary Ellen Gross at 858-456-0707 or sizzle@san.rr.com 
to obtain a short permission form.

The Dos and Don’ts of Test Taking

Excerpted from Test Success! How to Be Calm, Confident and Focused on Any Test 
by Ben Bernstein, PhD (Spark Avenue Publishing). © Ben Bernstein


The Dos

Do divide the material you have to cover into small action steps according to the time you have available for studying.

Do learn to recognize and reduce your stress while studying and while taking a test because stress has a direct effect on your performance. 

Do write the word BREATHE somewhere on the exam book or answer sheet so it will prompt you to remember to keep breathing.

Do refresh yourself during a test by taking minibreaks. Every 15 minutes rest your eyes. Take a sitting stretch break every half-hour and a standing one every hour.

Do bring some bottled water into the exam room if you can. Take small sips regularly. Avoid ice water and soft drinks. 

Do be aware of your posture, especially if you’re taking a test on a computer. It’s all too easy to slump in the chair or hunch over and lean into the screen.

Do bring a piece of fruit or health bar if the exam is longer than an hour.



The Don’ts


Don’t try to study for hours in one stretch. Use short bursts of study time (30–40 minutes each) with little breaks in between.
Don’t think it’s just your mind taking a test. Your body and your spirit are right there with you. Stay focused in your spirit, confident in your mind, and calm in your body. 

Don’t pay attention to what others are doing. Focus on what you need to do to perform at your best.

Don’t worry about the future while you’re taking a test. Stay in the present and deal with what’s in front of you right now.

Don’t waste time struggling with a question that is too difficult. Figure out what you can, circle the question so you can come back to it, and move on.

Don’t forget that procrastination isn’t something that is happening to you. It is something you are doing.

Don’t let distractions defeat you. Notice when your attention is starting to wander and stay focused. 

You are welcome to use this information in an upcoming issue of your publication. Please contact Mary Ellen Gross at 858-456-0707 or sizzle@san.rr.com 
to obtain a short permission form.

