
 

  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

Informing literature: 
Autin, F., & Croizet, J.C. (2012). Improving working memory efficiency by reframing metacognitive interpretation of task difficulty. 

Journal of Experimental Psychology: General. Online First Publication. 
Baker, E.L. (2004). Aligning curriculum, standards, and assessments: Fulfilling the promise of school reform (CSE Report 645). National 

Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST), University of California, Los Angeles Center for the 
Study of Evaluation.  

Greene, A.H., & Melton, G.D. (2007). Test talk: Integrating test preparation into reading workshop. Portland, Maine: Stenhouse 
Publications. 

Harlen, W. (2004). A systematic review of the evidence of the impact on students, teachers and the curriculum of the process of using 
assessment by teachers for summative purposes. In Research Evidence in Education Library. London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science 
Research Unit, Institute of Education. 

Larson, M. (nd). A developmental approach to preparing students for standardized or state tests. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.  
McCabe, P.P. (2003). Enhancing self-efficacy for high-stakes reading tests. The Reading Teacher, 57(1), 12–20. 
National Research Council. (2000). How people learn: Brain, mind, experience, and school. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press. 
Paris, S.G., Lawton, T.A., Turner, J.C., & Roth, J.L. (1991). A developmental perspective on standardized achievement testing. 

Educational Researcher, 20(5), 12–20. 
Shepard, L.A. (2000). The role of assessment in a learning culture. Educational Researcher, 29(7), 4–14. 
Stiggins, R. (2007). Assessment through the student’s eyes.  Educational Leadership (Special Issue: Educating the whole child), 64(8), 

22–26. 
Wiggins, G., & McTighe, J. (1998). Coverage versus authentic learning. In Understanding by design (pp. 131–133).  ASCD.  

Being ‘well prepared to face the test’ means having opportunity to learn the 
knowledge and skills being tested. There is professional judgement involved in 
deciding how much is enough. For the student, the test is just a point in time in a 
stream of ongoing development so it should not be built up as a do-or-die occasion. 

‘Extraneous factors’ are factors that prevent students from demonstrating what 
they know and can do. These include emotional barriers, such as anxiety and self-
doubt, as well as skill barriers, such as lack of appropriate test-taking strategies 
(test-wiseness). 

Three research-based principles 
1. Test preparation should be relatively invisible, that is, embedded in normal 

teaching and learning activities rather than made into a separate ‘big deal’.  
2. Test preparation is optimised through broad and deep curriculum-based 

learning rather than through narrow drill and  
practice on specific test-items. 

3. Test preparation includes developing  
familiarity with test forms and confidence  
in using appropriate test-taking  
strategies. 

 

 

Preparing Students to 
Take a Test: Principles
The aim of test preparation is to ensure that students are well prepared to face 
the test and that student performance is not affected by extraneous factors.

Comments and Guidelines on The Principles

Some useful practices: 
• Create familiarity with the test: its purpose; its form; what it does and 

does not do; when it will be taken; how results will be used. 
• Develop familiarity with the test: what it looks like; following directions; 

response strategies; time management. 
• Teach test vocabulary and how to read and understand what is being 

asked. 
• Model meta-cognitive thinking: strategies for analysing the question and 

for problem solving. 
• Teach test-taking strategies (test-wiseness, see separate Brief on this). 

Some whole-test experience is useful for building confidence, persistence, stamina 
and pacing, but over-practice is counterproductive (because it becomes boring and 
builds anxiety). The aim is to develop student confidence and reduce any fear of the 
unknown. 

3. Test preparation includes developing familiarity with 
test-forms and confidence in using appropriate test-
taking strategies. 



  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Comments and Guidelines on The Principles

1In a recent study, Autin and Croiset (2012) showed that when students are helped to believe that 
experiencing difficulty is not a sign of intellectual incompetence (thereby removing an anxiety-making 
threat to their self-image), their capacity to store and process information is enhanced. 

Some useful practices: 
• Plan test preparation well in advance of the test.
• Distribute test preparation over time throughout your teaching.
• Test preparation does not have to be featured as such.
• Small segments (mini-lessons) are better than whole lessons (for example,

mini-lessons on test-taking strategies, test genres, test formats, test
language as part of literacy and numeracy activities).

• Depict tests as special occasions offering challenge, interest and fun.
• Frame learning as resulting from personal effort not innate ability, and 

experiencing difficulty as a normal aspect of working something out.1 
• Encourage students to have-a-go even when uncertain.
• Encourage students to try for their personal best.
• Be sensitive to student differences—adapt your approach according to

individual characteristics and needs.

Elevating the importance of upcoming tests is known to have potentially negative 
effects on students, particularly on students who expect to perform poorly. Students 
who feel anxious or threatened by the test are unlikely to approach it positively or 
perform at their best. Many such students simply give up.  Suggesting that the 
student’s own future or the school’s reputation is at stake makes these effects 
worse. 

 This Brief can be cited as: Maxwell, G.S., Cumming, J.J., Wyatt-Smith, C.M. and Colbert, P. (2012). 
Preparing students to take a test: Principles.   Griffith University, Brisbane. 

1. Test preparation should be relatively invisible, that is,
embedded in normal teaching and learning activities
rather than made into a separate ‘big deal’.

Comments and Guidelines on The Principles

Some useful practices: 
• Implement a broad and deep curriculum for all students.
• Make learning and assessment authentic and meaningful.
• Develop general cognitive and metacognitive skills (thinking and 

reflecting).
• Develop both declarative knowledge (knowing about) and procedural

knowledge (knowing how to). 

It has been shown that students perform better on tests if they have ‘gone beyond’ 
the specific test, both in scope and depth. The knowledge and skills assessed by the 
test can be covered in the process of teaching the broader curriculum. Students who 
have broader knowledge, ideas, vocabulary, ways of thinking, analytical methods, 
and problem solving skills have developed greater cognitive flexibility to handle the 
challenges of previously unseen test items. Students who are restricted to drill-and-
practice directed at a particular test are disadvantaged in two ways: they will 
perform worse on the test; and they are deprived of a more general and useful 
education. 

2. Test preparation is optimised through broad-and-deep
curriculum-based learning, rather than through narrow
drill-and-practice on specific test-items.
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