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tions causing you difficulty. Give yourself more practice in these
areas. Ask your teacher for further help or go to tutorial or help
sessions.

6. Use your practice exams to analyze what typical errors you are
making. Identify whether there’s any pattern to the errors. For ex-
ample, do you consistently use one of your formulas incorrectly, or do
you forget to carry numbers during calculations? Maybe you put the
decimal point in the wrong place, or use signs incorrectly, or reverse
numbers when recopying them. Perhaps you multiply instead of add
exponents when multiplying exponential forms with like bases, or
maybe you confuse the order of operations when solving algebraic
problems. Make a list of these errors. Your list will be very important
later when proofreading your math test.

Your Typical Math Errors

Do an error analysis. Look over your past math exams and your practice
exams and list the typical careless errors you have made.

ey

7. Get plenty of sleep in the 48 hours prior to your exam and eat
healthy meals (see the next section on preperformance health tips).
Make sure to practice deep breathing techniques in the half-hour be-
fore the exam. Arrive at the exam just on time and discuss the exam
with no one. This avoids “catching” others’ preexam jitters.

8. As soon as you receive your math exam, write on the top corner
of the exam paper all the formulas, rules, and key information you’ll
need, including the simplest ones. Do this first, before beginning
your math exam. This way, you'll have a handy reference guide—
your “cheat sheet”—in front of you, and you won’t have to keep it
stored in your head. Most students find this to be a very helpful tech-
nique that allows the exam to go smoothly.
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i%3= 8 Your Math “Cheat Sheet” (Optional)

List all the formulas, rules, principles, and key ideas you will need to re-
member for your next math exam.

9. Note the time limit and the point values for each question, par-
ticularly those that carry more value. Adjust your time accordingly,
allowing more time for questions with higher point values.

10. Circle or underline significant words in each problem. Read
and reread each problem slowly and carefully so you don’t misinter-
pret anything.

11. Start the math test with the easiest problems first. These may
not necessarily be the first ones on the test. Do whichever ones come
easily for you. You need not go in order. Then go to the next easiest,
then the next easiest, working your way on up to the more difficult
ones as your confidence level increases. This strategy reduces anxi-
ety and gives you feelings of success.

12. Don’t spend too much time on any one problem. Skip the
harder ones, but mark them so you can find them readily. Return
to these difficult questions later as your confidence builds. Also, be
careful not to get stuck for a long time trying to remember a step on
any one problem, even if it seems easy. Don’t allow yourself to lose
too much valuable time on any individual problem that would pre-
vent you from completing the exam. Go on and the key step you are
trying to remember will probably come to you later.

13. Throughout the exam, focus on remaining calm, relaxed, and
positive. Check your breathing often; keep it regular and slow. Check
your neck and shoulder muscles and loosen tight areas. Say positive
statements to yourself and push away any disturbing or distracting
thoughts.

14. If you can use calculators, take advantage of them. Learn how
to use them well ahead of time. There are appropriate and inappro-
priate times to use them. They can be very useful for checking your
answers.
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15. When working on a difficult problem, write down whatever
you know. This often helps in solving the problem. Some teachers give
partial credit in recognition of what you know. Don’t skip a question if
you know even a little. The answer might come to you as you work on
it. But save these more difficult questions until the end of your test.

16. Take the entire test period to finish the exam. Don’t allow
yourself to get nervous when some students leave early. Teachers
have found math students who leave the earliest are often the ones
who do poorly.

17. After finishing the test, use the remaining time to verify your
solutions. First, you should check for reasonableness. Ask yourself:
Does the number fit? Does the answer make sense? For example, can
Marvin’s little sister really weigh 658 pounds? Or did Martha real-
istically spend $12,490.00 on a week’s worth of groceries? Second,
check the specifics of the problem. Have you satisfied all the condi-
tions? If you are unsure of your answer, do it again. Use the ten com-
mandments of work checking described in Chapter 8.

18. Proofread your test. Did you answer all the questions? Are
there any parts you missed? Look for omissions. Check to see if
you’ve made any typical errors or pattern of errors you identified
previously (see Exercise 9-4).

19. Leave and reward yourself for a job well done!

Deal with Psychological Pressures

Psychological factors contribute dramatically to test anxiety. Stu-
dents often talk negatively to themselves, put themselves down, and
experience low self-esteem. No wonder they feel ill-equipped to con-
front difficult, high-stress situations. Whether realistic or not, some
students create high expectations for themselves and fear failure or
poor grades will jeopardize their entire future. Family members or
loved ones, often unintentionally, may add to this burden with exces-
sive demands to do well. Encumbered by enormous self-imposed and
externally imposed pressures to succeed, students are likely to panic
at the thought of what might happen if they don’t.

Michael was one such student. He gave up his well-paying elec-
tronics job to return to school and finish the engineering degree he
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had started 12 years earlier. His wife became the sole breadwinner,
supporting him and their three children. Everyone, including Mi-
chael’s parents, was excited for him and expected him to be a great
success. But after three semesters in school, Michael became very
discouraged. He was repeating one of his math courses for the third
time. It was at this time he came to me for counseling. He had just
panicked on an important exam and failed it. Michael appeared to be
an intelligent, well-prepared, mature student, but his anxiety level
had skyrocketed. He felt like a failure. He was sure he was letting
down his family.

Research shows performance is a sensitive barometer to the level
of anxiety students experience, though the relationship between
performance and anxiety is not linear. You may be surprised to learn
the effects of anxiety are not uniformly negative. In fact, research
repeatedly finds some anxiety is necessary for optimal performance.
‘When plotted in the form of a graph, the anxiety/performance curve
takes the shape of an upside-down U (see Figure 9-1). If students feel
low anxiety, they are inadequately motivated, accomplish little, and
perform poorly. As anxiety increases to a moderate level, perceptions
sharpen. Students feel alert, energetic, clear-minded, motivated, and
at their creative best. Not surprisingly, performance reaches an opti-
mal level. But if anxiety continues to rise to higher and higher levels,
the effect is catastrophic. Students become increasingly indecisive,
make careless errors, and show poor judgment. Overwhelmed by
anxiety, students become disorganized, and they can neither func-
tion effectively nor think clearly. Performance plummets until, at the
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highest levels of anxiety, they freeze up, their minds go blank, and
total panic sets in.

Once begun, this process is self-perpetuating and extremely dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to reverse. Students caught in this bind may
have no choice but to abandon the situation. One student I worked
with said he totally blanked out on his exam and sat for 30 minutes
in a state of panic. He finally left and decided to go home. As he
opened the door of his car, all the information he needed for the test
came flowing into his mind. He could see all the formulas, all the
answers to the problems he had just been staring at. It was as if the
doors of memory opened, the floodgates burst, and everything came
rushing in. But it was too late!

The key to sustained successful performance on exams is keeping
your anxiety within a moderate, manageable level, thus preventing it
from ever reaching destructive proportions. You may do this by using
a three-pronged approach: (a) reverse negative self-talk, (b) use relax-
ing and calming techniques, and (c) practice visualization.

Reverse Negative Self-Talk

The first target in test anxiety reduction is the most devastating of all
psychological culprits: negative self-talk. I have found students who
suffer test panic repeat a continuous stream of negative, self-defeating
statements to themselves before, and especially during, an exam.
Here are some examples of damaging statements students say:

I can’t do it.

T'll never finish all this in time.

It’s too difficult for me.

I feel so dumb when it comes to math.
Everyone else knows how to do this but me.

I just don’t have the ability.

Who am I fooling? I don’t know what I'm doing.
T've had trouble with math all my life.

I hate tests.

I hate this course; I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t required.
Why do I need to learn this anyway?

T'm too nervous to concentrate.
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The teacher’s sure to ask me things I don’t know, and I'll blow it
again.

Who cares about this test [course] anyway?

I always do well on the homework, but the test is never like the
homework.

The problem looks too easy; I probably got it wrong.

Statements like these tend to become self-fulfilling prophecies.
Students focus their attention and energy, on this continuous stream
of inner dialogue. They think less clearly, concentration diminishes,
attention wanders, and they have less energy for dealing with difficult
questions on the exam. More and more, they become distracted by
disturbing or intrusive thoughts. Daydreams about being in a more
pleasant environment—any other place than where they are—are
common. Slight noises or movements in the exam room soon become
monumental distractions. Anxiety levels shoot way out of control.

How can you deal with these negative self-statements? The most
crucial step is to become aware of the negative mind talk and its
ability to sabotage your efforts for success on an exam. Most stu-
dents are not even aware of their negative inner dialogue, let alone
the devastating effects it has on their performance.

s daoi=t Become Aware of Continuous

Inner Dialogue

Tune in to your thoughts and observe the little voices in your mind. What
do your hear in your mind when you worry or fret about an upcoming exam?
What thoughts get you nervous? What are your worst fears? What thoughts
stop you in your tracks and sabotage you? What negative thmgs are you
telling yourself? Write them down here.

Once you identify your negative self-statements and bring them
into the open, you can deal with them more rationally and effectively.
The next step is to challenge each of these negative, self-defeating
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statements and reverse them to positive, self-enhancing statements.
Examples of negative to positive shifts include the following:

Negative Self-Statements
I can’t do it.

I feel overwhelmed.

It’s too difficult for me.

I'm stupid.

Everyone else knows how to
do this but me. )

I’'m not really smart.

I'm too nervous to concentrate.

Tl lunk, so why try?
I hate tests.

Who cares about this test
anyway?

Positive Reversals

I know I can do it.

I can do this one step at a time.

I have the aptitude to learn
this.

1 have good abilities.

I am learning how to do this.

I know I am capable.

I am remaining calm and
relaxed even under pressure.

I am learning more each day;
success is bound to follow.

Tests are becoming easier
for me.

This test is a positive challenge
for me to show what I've
learned.

Negative to Positive Self-Statement Shifts

In the following spaces, create your own negative to positive shifts. List the
negative thoughts causing you to be anxious before an exam and then shift
them to positive, achievement-enhancing ones. Be sure to use only positive
terms. Avoid all conditional statements (“should” and “could”), and write °
the positive statements in the present tense. Although you may not at the
moment believe the positive statement is true for you, it is nevertheless

»

necessary to state it: no “wills,” “ifs,” or future tense.

Negative Self-Statements

Positive Self-Statements
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Negative Self-Statements Positive Self-Statements

TSNS

This process of changing negative to positive self-statements will help
to demystify and disempower your negative self-talk, and eventually,
it will fall by the wayside. Every time a negative thought or self-
statement reappears, you should reverse it to a positive statement.

If, despite all efforts, some negative thoughts continue to plague
you, a useful technique to overcome them is the thought-stoppage
procedure.

[ Thought-Stoppage Technique

Use this technique whenever a disturbing or distracting thought comes to
mind. First, in your mind, you are to yell “STOP,” and then say “calm.” Then
deliberately relax by taking several deep, comfortable breaths. The aim is
to get at least a momentary break in the negative thought process, making
it possible to achieve conscious control and regulation of self-defeating in-
ner dialogue. Each time the negative or disturbing thought comes to mind,
repeat this procedure: yell “STOP,” say “calm,” and then deliberately relax.
Allow this technique to become automatic, and soon the negative thoughts
will be completely eliminated.

Positive Statements for Academic Success

| EXERCISE9-9
To keep inner dialogue positive and reinforcing, repeatedly conjure up
positive statements, and visualize them being true. In the following list,
check off the positive statements you think would be most rewarding to you
(check at least five). Be sure to add some of your own.

T'm a good student.

I'm learning more each day.

I am capable.
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_____ Thave good abilities.
____ 1allow myself to relax while studying.
My memory is improving each day.
My mind is clear and alert.
___ I see myself accomplishing my goals.
___ Ieliminate all distracting and disturbing thoughts.
My comprehension is excellent.
I am an intelligent, talented person.
____ Ihave confidence in myself.
I have good concentration.
T'm remaining calm and relaxed even under stress.
___ T'mhandling my studies well.
1 am managing my workload.
__ D'm getting better each day.
___ Thave studied well, and I know my material.
I'm motivated.
_ TIcandoit!
___ Pm makingit!
1 remain calm, relaxed, and alert on my math exam.

I remain clear, capable, and confident on my math exam.

My positive statements:

1.

2.

3.

4.
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I ask students to write positive statements such as the ones in
Exercise 9-9 and post them on their mirror, on the refrigerator door,
or in the place they usually study for exams. Soon magical things
happen. Students report they feel better, they study better, and
they’re calmer during tests. Say and visualize positive statements
and you, too, can create self-fulfilling prophecies. You will begin to
feel better. Your attitude will improve, and your anxiety level will
decrease. You will be able to function better and more efficiently.
Always keep in mind whenever negative self-statements creep into
your thoughts, either during studying or test taking, you must push
them away, tell them to stop, and then deliberately relax. You must
focus on relaxing, remaining positive, and refocusing your attention
on your studies or the test at hand.

Relaxation

This brings us to the second part of my three-pronged approach for
dealing with the psychological aspects of test anxiety: relaxation.
One of the most important things you can do in the weeks, days, and
even minutes before an exam is to practice calming and relaxation
techniques. You should not study up to the last minute before an
exam. Repeatedly, I've seen students who did this and then went into
the exam and panicked or completely blanked out. Instead, in the
last half-hour before the exam, I recommend you calm yourself down
using the Calming Breath or Deep Abdominal Breathing techniques
recorded on the CD accompanying this workbook and described in
Chapter 3. By practicing slow breathing from deep within your lower
lungs, you will gain control over your anxiety response and prevent
it from accelerating and escalating to high levels. Remember, moder-
ate, manageable anxiety is the key to successful performance.

[2d= ISRTIIREE Practice the Calming Techniques
(See Chapter 3)

Practice a deep, slow breathing pattern for a few minutes each day in the
days before your exam and in the half-hour prior to your exam. Fill your
lungs completely, feel your abdomen expand, hold the air a moment, and
then slowly exhale.
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all the tension drain out of your arms and hands. . . . Now allow your chest,
abdomen, and back to relax. . . . Feel the relaxation flowing through and
soothing each and every vertebra of your spinal column, from the top all the
way down to the bottom. (Pause for 30 seconds.) Now feel the tension drain-
ing from your hips, down your legs, and out the bottoms of your feet. You are
relaxing more and more with every breath you take. (Pause for 20 seconds.)

Now say to yourself and visualize the following (pause for 5 to 8 seconds
between statements):

1 see myself accomplishing my goals.

1 can eliminate all distracting and disturbing thoughts.

I have confidence in myself.

I am an intelligent, talented person.

My memory is improving each day.

I see myself relaxed and calm on my math exam.

I see myself relaxed, calm, alert, and confident on my math exam.

1 am relaxed, calm, capable, and confident on my exam.

I see my math exam going well for me.

My mind is calm, clear, and alert during my math exam.

I see myself succeeding in math.

I now say to myself, over and over, my own special positive affirmations
and visualize them being true for me.

(Pause for 1 minute.)

Next I would like you to imagine that you have just finished all your
studying and reviewing for a math exam tomorrow. . . . You are feeling good.
You have studied well, and you are confident that you will do well on the
exam tomorrow. . . . You get ready for bed and you snuggle down under the
blankets, but before going off to sleep, you practice relaxation. You slowly
and deeply breathe in and out . . . saying “relax” with every exhalation
and visualizing the exam going well tomorrow. . . . You soon fall off to sleep
knowing you will have a good night’s sleep. . . .

Now imagine yourself awakening the next morning. You are feeling
good. You have had a good night’s sleep, and you feel refreshed, clear, and
alert. You eat a nutritious breakfast of low-fat protein to help sustain your
alertness. You're feeling so good. You recall all the studying and review-
ing your have done in the past weeks for today’s exam, and you know that
you know the material. You have organized yourself well, reviewed often,
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you spend a few minutes relaxing and visualizing the exam going well
today. . . .

Now imagine that you are on your way to school. What are your sur-
roundings like? Is the sun shining? What color is the sky? How does the
air feel against your cheek? Now see yourself walking toward the building
where your test will be given. Notice the colors, the sounds, the smells, the
shadows. You are now entering the building and slowly approaching the
room. You are not too early or too late for the exam. You have scheduled your
time well to arrive just in time. You are like a hermit before the exam; you
avoid any contacts or discussion about the test with anyone. You keep your-
self in a peaceful, calm state. You slowly enter the room. You find a seat.

As you sit quietly in your chair waiting for the exam to be passed out,
you close your eyes or focus them on a point of light in the distance. You
tune out the other people in the room and turn inward for a few moments.
You breathe slowly and deeply from your lower lungs, and you take yourself
through the relaxation process you have practiced the last few days, saying
“relax” with every exhalation. As you do this, you feel all the tension leave
your body, dissipating into nothingness. A sense of well-being comes over
you. As you sit there, you recall the studying and reviewing you did for this
exam; you see your lecture notes, your textbook notes, the many problems
you've worked out. You see the formulas, the important concepts, and the
solutions to difficult problems. You recall all the time and effort you put into
reviewing all the information, and you know that you know your work. You
are feeling capable and confident. You are calm and relaxed, yet clear and
alert. (Pause for 15 seconds.)

Now imagine that you are given the exam. You read the directions care-
fully, underlining all significant words so that you won’t overlook them or
misinterpret them. You skim through the whole test, noticing the ideas
covered, the types of problems, and the point values. You smile to yourself
because you recognize all that is being asked of you, and you feel good about
your preparation. (Pause for 10 seconds.)

You proceed confidently through the exam, beginning with the ques-
tions that appeal to you. You don’t necessarily begin with the first question
if you don’t want to. You may choose the ones that seem easiest or most fun.
By doing these first, your confidence grows. You feel good. You feel alert,
assured, and calm. (Pause for 20 seconds.) You continue through the exam,
pacing yourself well. You recall your notes, handouts, homework assign-
ments, and class discussions. You proceed confidently through the exam-
When you come to difficult questions that you are not sure how to answerl;
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you leave them for a while and simply go to easier ones. As your confidence
builds, you soon return to these difficult questions, and the answers come
to you much more readily. With some of the difficult questions, you simply
sit back, take a deep breath, exhale slowly, and say to yourself, “relax.” You
soon find that the answers to these questions come to you much more read-
ily and quickly. You have studied all the information. You know you know
the work. You are very capable. By staying calm and relaxed, you are able
to function at your highest level on the exam. You are feeling calm, relaxed,
confident, and capable. (Pause for 15 seconds.)

Now I would like you to imagine that you have completed the exam. You
spend a few minutes checking it for errors, omissions, and reasonableness
of the solutions. (Pause for 15 seconds.) You are feeling relaxed and calm
and in no hurry to leave the room until you have finished checking your
paper. . . . Now imagine that you hand in the exam paper. You leave the
room. Once in the fresh air, you take a deep breath and exhale slowly. . . .
You feel refreshed and happy. The exam has gone well, and you have done
the best job you could. You are feeling wonderful. You have remained calm,
alert, confident, and capable throughout the exam. The exam has gone well
for you, and you know that you will remain calm and relaxed for exams in
the future. . . . Be sure to give yourself a special treat later in the day for
handling the exam so well.

Now I would like you to slowly and gently bring yourself back to this
room, carrying with you the pleasant feelings and thoughts that you experi-
enced during this exercise.

Performance Health Tips

It has been said the body is the temple of the soul. I have often found
test-anxious students to be poor overseers of the golden temples in
which they reside. They eat poorly, sleep minimally, and exercise
rarely. Battling fatigue and nervous exhaustion with little or no fuel
or resources, they easily fall prey to their nemesis—test anxiety.
Many students get far fewer than the recommended 7 to 8 hours
of sleep each night. Fatigue and exhaustion reduce efficiency and
cause poor memory and recall. Time for relaxation and meditation
also may be missing from a student’s busy schedule. Twenty minutes
of reverie or silent contemplation can often make up for a shortened
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Students also have a tendency to stop exercising in the days or
weeks before a test. A regular program of moderate exercise (for ex-
ample, walking or biking for 20 minutes a day) can greatly reduce
stress, as well as increase alertness, clear thinking, and energy level.

For many students, caffeinated beverages such as coffee or soda
are the culprit. In an attempt to be more alert for a test, students may
decide to drink more caffeine than they usually do or drink caffeine
when they are not normally caffeine drinkers. Unfortunately, exces-
sive caffeine or caffeine taken by people who are not accustomed to it
can only make them jittery, “hyper,” or shaky for the test. If they were
already anxious, this added shakiness may cause them to panic!

Poor nutrition, such as an unbalanced diet or eating high-caloric,
fatty meals, can negatively affect a student’s thinking and problem-
solving abilities.

Judith Wurtman’s Managing Your Mind and Mood through Food
contains an excellent discussion of the effects the foods we eat have
on our brain’s ability to process information. Tyrosine, for example,
an amino acid found in protein, is the principal ingredient in two
neurotransmitters. These neurotransmitters, dopamine and norepi-
nephrine, produce alertness, clarity of mind, motivation, and drive.
Research shows that with an adequate supply of these two neu-
rotransmitters, people tend to think more quickly, react more rap-
idly, feel more attentive, and experience greater mental endurance
and energy.

Wurtman’s studies show eating only 3 or 4 ounces of low-fat pro-
tein foods, either alone or with carbohydrates, makes tyrosine avail-
able to the brain if the brain has used its current supply and needs
to replace it. This process has an energizing effect, increasing alert-
ness, accuracy, and motivation. The brain responds more quickly and
is prepared for mental challenges.

The best foods to choose for heightening brain power before an
exam include 3 or 4 ounces of any one of the following:

fish

chicken without the skin

veal

very lean beef with all the fat trimmed
nonfat or low-fat yogurt

low-fat cottage cheese
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tofu
lentils, dried peas, or beans

Avoid large meals and high-fat foods before tests because they
tend to dull the mind and slow mental processes. They produce leth-
argy and drowsiness. You must avoid foods such as lamb, pork and
pork products, luncheon meats, hard cheeses, fatty beef, whole milk
regular yogurt (as opposed to nonfat or low-fat), butter, mayonnaise,
fried foods, creamed soups, and rich gravies and sauces.

In addition to tyrosine, another amino acid, tryptophane, is found
naturally in food and significantly affects our brain’s ability to func-
tion. I am referring to tryptophane in its natural form, not in a pill.
Naturally occurring tryptophane is the principal ingredient in the
neurotransmitter serotonin.

Serotonin has a calming effect on the mind. Tt reduces feelings of
tension and stress. Concentration and focus improve. Distractions
are more easily eliminated. Reaction time may be slowed. And if you
eat serotonin-producing foods in the evening or before bedtime, they
may induce drowsiness or sleep.

Eating only 1 or 1.5 ounces of carbohydrate alone, without protein,
increases your brain’s level of serotonin. You will experience a calm-
ing, relaxing, more focused effect. Your powers of concentration will
increase, and your feelings of anxiety and frustration will ease. People
who are 20% over their recommended weight or premenstrual women
may require 2 or 2.5 ounces of carbohydrates to get this effect.

The best foods to choose for producing a calming, focused effect
while studying include:

cereals crackers popcorn
muffins pasta potatoes
bagels rice bread
pancakes barley corn

Here is a summary of recommended health guidelines:

1. Make it a rule to get 7 to 8 hours of sleep regularly, especially
before tests.

9. Allow time each day to meditate or relax. This is particularly
important if you had little sleep or experienced insomnia the
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. Participate in a program of moderate exercise for at least 20
minutes each day or every other day. Don’t stop exercising
around test time.

. Eating for high mental energy requires you eat small, low-

caloric, low-fat meals and you get proteins into your system
before, or along with, carbohydrates. So do not begin your meal
with carbohydrates, but with protein. Remember: You need
only 3 or 4 ounces of protein. High amounts of protein may ac-
tually have a reverse effect on some people. Ideal foods include
fish, chicken, veal, nonfat yogurt, tofu, lentils, and peas.

. Time your high-energy meal to occur about 1 to 2 hours before
you must meet the mental challenge of taking a test.

. To help you get adequate sleep before the test, eat high-
carbohydrate, low-protein (or even better, no protein) foods for
dinner or in the evening to induce drowsiness and sleep.

. If at any time while studying you feel mentally frustrated,

scattered, and can’t seem to settle down, eat small amounts of
carbohydrate to help calm you and focus your concentration.
Although carbohydrates in the form of sugar also have this ef-
fect, be sure to eat no more than 1 or 2 ounces. Too much sug-
ar causes negative emotional reactions in some people. Ideal
carbohydrates to help settle you down are popcorn, bread,
crackers, muffins, bagels, potatoes, rice, and pasta.

. Don’t overeat or eat foods with high fat content. These will
only make you lethargic and dull.

. Avoid excessive use of caffeinated beverages, such as coffee or
soda. If you don’t normally drink caffeine, don’t start now, par-
ticularly not before a test.

Be Your Own Exam Coach: Put It All Together

As a coach, you can boost your self-confidence, give yourself pep
talks, keep yourself focused on the task at hand, push away distrac-
tions, and set realistic, achievement-oriented exam goals.

Too many math-anxious students set weak or ineffective exam

goals: They do not want to do badly or to fail or appear dumb. Avoid-
ance goals such as these lead a student in the opposite direction from
success. They may lead directly to fears, worries, negative thinking,
and worst of all, increased anxiety and stress.
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If you've set avoidance goals in the past, why not change your ap-
proach? What if you coached yourself to set exam goals realistically
related to what you could strive for and achieve? Here are examples
of such goals:

1. 1 want to achieve at least 10 points higher than I did on my
last exam.

9. T want to demonstrate to myself that I have mastered these
math skills.

3. T want to remain calm and relaxed on this exam and be able to
think clearly.

4. T want to tackle the easiest questions first, then the next
easiest, and so on, until I can complete all the questions on the
exam.

Il O Pa Collaborative Learning:

The Best Coaching Practices

With a small group of classmates, discuss what you believe would be the
best way for you to coach yoursel for exams. In your discussion, answer
some of the questions that follow. When you are finished, jot down coaching
ideas you think would help you on your next exam.
e What positive, achievement-oriented goals can you set for your next
exam?
o What strategies can help you stay focused on the task?
e What techniques are helpful to keep distractions and disturbing
thoughts away?

o How can you boost your confidence and keep your spirits up during the
exam?

Reflections:
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Math Test Anxiety Reduction Checklist

Use this checklist before your next exam.

T've reviewed and worked out lots of problems so I know my material
out of context.

I know the format and content of my upcoming math exam.
I know how many questions will be on my exam and its duration.
T've given myself several practice exams.

On practice exams, I've noted areas of difficulty so I can strengthen
them.

T've analyzed my past pattern of typical errors so I can be alert to
them on my exam.

T've gotten 7 to 8 hours of sleep in the days prior to the exam.
T've kept up a regular program of moderate exercise.

T've practiced relaxation exercises along with positive visualization in
the days and the half-hour before the exam.

T’ve eaten a small meal of low-fat protein 1 to 2 hours before the
exam and avoided too much caffeine.

T'll arrive at the exam on time and avoid talking with others.

I will coach myself throughout the exam using positive coaching
practices.

Throughout the exam, I'll remain calm, relaxed, and positive, check-
ing my breathing often. |

_ Iwill say positive self-statements to myself and push away all dis-
turbing or distracting thoughts.
1 will write out all my formulas and key ideas on the top corner of my
exam sheet before beginning the test.

_____ Tl quickly read through the exam, note point values, and schedule
my time accordingly.

_____ Tl proceed comfortably throughout the exam, working first on the
problems that come most easily to me.

___ Tl carefully read the directions to all problems and circle significant
words to avoid misinterpretation.
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After finishing the exam, I'll check my answers, proofread for omis-
sions, and check for my typical errors.

T'll leave and reward myself for a job well done!

T have set a positive achievement-oriented goal for this next exam,
and it is:

After Your Next Exam

After you complete your exam, reflect on what you learned about
yourself and your test-taking skills. Analyze what went well for you
and what strategies worked best. Determine which strategies need
to be modified and which ones will help you on future exams. Here
are important questions to ask yourself:

‘What worked best for me on this exam?

What study techniques really paid off on this exam?

Was 1 adequately prepared? If not, what should I do differently
next time?

What techniques helped me remain calm and relaxed?

On what do I still need to work?

What difficulties came up and how can I prevent them from in-
terfering next time?

What helped me stay focused and kept distracting or disturbing
thoughts away?

What things should I do differently when I study for the next
exam?

What better ways can I use my time and energy on the next
exam?

‘What should I remember to repeat next time?

Did I take good care of myself physically?

Do I need more sleep before my next exam?
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Reflections: In this space, write your reflections.

Successful math students are able to function at an optimal level
on exams. Exercise 9-14 asks you to become aware of some of the
characteristics of optimal test performance. Use this checklist to see
how many of these statements are true for you. Why not set a goal
for yourself to be able to check more and more of these statements
after future exams.

Characteristics of Optimal Test

Performance: A Self-Assessment

In the first column are characteristics of optimal performance on tests. In
the second column, check whether you experienced any of these character-
istics on this exam. Each time you take an exam, see if you can experience
more of the characteristics listed in this self-assessment.

Characteristics of Optimal Test Performance Check
I was mentally alert —
I was able to think clearly

1 pushed distracting thoughts out of my mind
I felt good about my problem-solving skills .
1 felt enthusiastic about thinking during the test
I did some creative thinking

My perceptions were sharp

I was very motivated to do well

I felt that I exercised good judgment

I used my time and energy efficiently e,

I was well organized
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1 was able to work quickly

1 remained positive throughout the exam

I was calm under pressure

I was able to remember and-reca.ll my material

1 felt a sense of control

I checked over my work and made minimal careless errors

I was self-confident

Summary

Don’t allow test anxiety ever again to detract from your math achieve-
ment. What once was an overwhelming and fear-producing event can
now be handled in a constructive, positive, growth-enhancing man-
ner. This section of our road map focused on methods for markedly
reducing math test anxiety. I've stressed good nutritional habits, ad-
equate sleep, relaxation and exercise, and effective test preparation
and test-taking strategies. In particular, I highlighted ways to deal
with psychological factors through a special three-pronged approach.
This approach includes a combination of shifts from negative to posi-
tive self-talk, calming techniques, and the utilization of my specially
designed “Math Test Anxiety Reduction Visualization.” I concluded
this chapter with an exercise to put it all together, the Math Test
Anxiety Reduction Checklist and a self-assessment of optimal perfor-
mance. I encouraged you to be your own coach, to set positive exam
goals, and to reflect on what worked for you on your test.
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Conquer Test Anxiety

Too many students experience test anxiety. Fear and overwhelming
doom come over them like an impending, life-threatening storm.
Darkness fills the horizon, and they shudder in their footsteps, para-
lyzed, unable to take any action. Thoughts race from one thing to
another and, suddenly, blankness, emptiness, all they knew—gone!
An empty slate with no numbers, no formulas, nothing. Foreboding
images of agony or sudden death loom heavy in the air. Dreams and
ambitions melt into oblivion. Feelings of worthlessness, uselessness,
and hopelessness abound. Has this ever happened to you? If so, you
are not alone. Each day, thousands face the devastating effects of
test panic.

The symptoms of test anxiety may be as pervasive as those just
described or as minimal as forgetting an easy formula you've used
hundreds of times. Either way, your ability to perform well on math
exams becomes terribly hampered. In some cases, you may become
totally immobilized.

Symptoms of Test Anxiety

The following checklist will alert you to the physical and mental signs of
test anxiety. Check off any of the symptoms, mild or severe, you have expe-
rienced before or during tests.

Physical Mental
increased sweating confusion, disorganization

increased need to urinate foggy thinking
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_____headaches _____blank mind, freezing up

____ shakiness _____overwhelming fear or panic

___ upset stomach ___ poor attention span

____pounding heart _____ poor concentration

_____ loss of appetite ______increased errors

_____ tightness of muscles _____fleeting thought processes

__ stiffneck ___ narrowed perceptions

_____backache ____ immobilized creativity

__ fatigue _____mervous worrying

__ “free-floating” anxiety ____ pervasive negativism
insomnia __weakened logical thinking

__ total mental fatigue _____ feelings of impending doom

_____ feelings of inadequacy _____distracting thoughts

Kirk, a college freshman, came to me and pleaded: “Why me? 1
studied and studied. I knew my information, but I just blew it. I feel
so dumb. I confused formulas, multiplied 2 x 4 and got 9, and on top of
it all, copied answers incorrectly to the answer sheet.” Why, indeed?

The roots of test anxiety are threefold, and any or all may be the
culprit. They include poor test preparation and test-taking strategies,
psychological pressures, and poor health habits. In this section of our
road map, we explore how to deal with each of these troublemakers.

Test Preparation and Test-Taking Strategies

Many students feel anxiety about taking math exams because they
have poor study skills and inadequate test-taking strategies. The
previous chapter discussed effective math study skills. Good skills
are essential for comprehensive and long-term recall in math. In
addition, specific test preparation and test-taking strategies make a
world of difference. They help relieve pretest jitters and insecurities.





image3.jpeg
Conquer Test Anxiety 147

Here are some important strategies I recommend to students.

1. When a test is announced, check in advance its format and
content. Know what your instructor expects. Make a detailed list of
all the topics the test will cover. Be sure to find out how many ques-
tions it will include and the time allowed. Will you need a calculator,
charts, tables, or scrap paper? For example, Kamala learned her sta-
tistics final was going to include 60 questions, and she would have 3
hours to complete the exam. Each question would have equal point
value, so she’d have 3 minutes to answer each question. She learned
even if some of her answers were wrong, she could get partial credit
if she showed her work. She found out what six major topics the
exam would cover. She’d be allowed to bring lots of scrap paper and
her calculator. Statistical tables would be provided for all students.

FCITa T 2 Your Next Math Exam
Can you answer each of the following questions about your next math test?

1. How many questions will be on the test?

. How much time will be allowed?

. Will each question have the same point value?

. What topics will be covered in the exam?

. Can you bring a calculator, scrap paper, or other aids?

S NI

2. Review each concept the exam will cover. Locate problems illus-
trating these concepts. Learn how to recognize these problems when
they’re placed in random order, are worded differently, or the con-
cepts appear disguised. Solve lots of difficult problems on each topic
to be tested. Work on gaining mastery of each math concept you're
studying. Reexamine all procedural steps used to solve specific types of
problems. For example, if you will be asked to solve quadratic equations,
plan to review the steps needed to solve these problems: simplify, write
in a standardized format, factor (and if not factorable, use the quadratic
formula), set factors equal to zero, and then solve the resulting equations.

T encourage you to know your information inside and out so you
can practically do it in your sleep. Then, no matter how the informa-
tion is presented on the exam, it won’t throw you, and you’ll recog-
nize it no matter how it’s camouflaged.
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3. After completing your review, design your own sample practice
exams covering each topic you've mastered. Choose questions from
your text, other math texts, tests from past semesters, study guides,
math software, or college outlines series books. Make sure that you
have available to you the correct answers for these questions. Plan
practice exams that include the same number and type of questions
as your test. Design your practice exams carefully so they accurately
reflect what has been done in class, what your teacher expects, and
areas in which you may need more work.

4. Set a time limit for your practice exam, giving yourself the same
amount of time allowed for the test. Then take several timed practice
exams. Time yourself with a kitchen timer or an alarm clock. Many
students can figure out all sorts of complicated problems if given
enough time, but then they panic under the test’s time pressures. So
be sure to set up your own timed exams. And practice, practice, prac-
tice. Work on building up speed and accuracy. If possible, take these
practice exams in a room similar to the testing room.

This type of test preparation is great at relieving the stress of the
real test and prevents panic. When you finally do take your exam,
you can say, “What’s the big deal? I know I understand my work. It’s
just another day and another test. I've already tested myself a zillion
times. I'm ready—sock it to me!”

B ga e Design Practice Math Exams

1. List the sources you will use to get sample problems.

2. How will you get the correct answers to each problem you select?

3. How many questions are you going to include in your practice exams?
4. How much time will you allow yourself to complete each question?

5. Where will you take your practice exams?

5. Use your practice exams to begin to recognize problems out
of the context of your textbook or class notes. Note the types of ques-
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