Pass the test (chocolate), please

At last – the time of year when flowers and fruit trees bloom and lawn sprinklers sprout, and kids count the days until school is out.

But not teachers. We’re busy pushing facts and reviewing strategies and getting our students ready for the Big State Standardized Test – the one that lets us know if they learned anything and how much they learned in comparison with other kids just like them or not quite like them or nothing like them at all.

And everyone seems to have an idea about how best to test. One researcher recently decided that taking tests improves memory. I always thought it was good memory that improved test results, but then I’m no researcher.

Jason Chan of Washington State University in St. Louis recommended that teachers should test their students more frequently in order to strengthen long-term retention. It sounds a lot like exercise to me. 

Other researchers argue that too much homework leads to poor test scores because some families – both lower and higher income – are not prepared to encourage or enable their children to address homework each evening. This interesting discussion can be read at http://www.livescience.com/othernews/050602_homework_burden.html
No doubt, you could probably find research to back up any theory you’d like. However, my favorite findings – those with which I agree most wholeheartedly – are from the American Association for the Advancement of Science which says we need flavanols to better our brains. The AAAS announced its discovery in San Francisco last winter following research funded by Mars, Inc.

Not Mars the planet or anything to do with NASA, but Mars the candy maker. 

Flavanols are those wonderful little things found in, you guessed it, chocolate, and they apparently help improve blood flow to the brain, according to the AAAS.

Mars, Inc. not only funded the project, but also provided a “specially formulated liquid cocoa concoction” for the research.

(I do believe that chocolate-lovers everywhere could have told Mars this and saved them hundreds of thousands of dollars.)

However, the researchers also cautioned people to not binge on the sweet, velvety elixir, because it does, after all, contain calories, not to mention sugar. Test performance was not enhanced by the chocolate, but who cares? Test takers were certainly happy with the outcome.

So given all the hype about helping kids get ready for tests, how do parents and other adults help their kids face the Big State Standardized Test? Here are a few suggestions that have proven to be the most effective at giving test takers a fighting chance:

· Your child’s school will let you know before their standardized testing begins. Be sure your student gets plenty of rest the night prior to each test day. No late night parties, television or computer gaming.

· A good breakfast gives the brain the fuel it needs to work through the morning. Save the chocolate for yourself. Better yet, send it to the teacher.

· Attendance during testing is critical. Please schedule doctor and dentist appointments at another time of year. Your student will do better is she is testing with her class rather than taking a make-up test later by herself in the school office.

· Please have your child at school on time so he has an opportunity to ask questions and begin testing with everyone else.

· Encourage your child to just do his best and not stress out over the results. Remind him that everyone is faced with a test occasionally – even you. Remember how you got your driver’s license?
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