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BUILDING CONFIDENCE IN YOUNG LEARNERS:
EFFECTIVE TEST TAKING STRATEGIES FOR
ELEMENTARY STUDENTS

For many young children, the experience of taking a test can be a
source  of  significant  anxiety.  The  shift  from  daily  classroom
activities  to  a  formal  assessment  can  feel  abrupt  and
intimidating. While standardized tests and classroom quizzes are
a reality of the educational system, they do not have to be a
source of fear. For parents and educators, the goal is to equip
elementary students with the tools they need to approach these
assessments with confidence and clarity. This involves more than
just  knowing  the  subject  matter;  it  requires  teaching  specific,
age-appropriate  Test  Taking  Strategies  For  Elementary
students. These strategies help children navigate the mechanics
of  a  test,  manage  their  time,  and  regulate  their  emotions,
ultimately allowing their true knowledge to shine through.
In this  guide,  we will  explore a range of  practical  techniques
designed to transform test-taking from a stressful ordeal into a
manageable  challenge.  From  preparing  the  night  before  to
tackling  tricky  multiple-choice  questions,  these  methods  are
designed  to  build  lifelong  learning  skills.  Whether  you  are  a
teacher preparing your classroom or a parent supporting your
child  at  home,  understanding  these  strategies  is  the  first  step
toward  academic  success  and  reduced  test  anxiety.

Understanding the
Foundations of Test
Readiness
Before  diving  into  specific  tactics  for  the  test  day  itself,  it  is
crucial to understand that effective test-taking begins long before
the student sits down with a pencil. The foundation is built on
consistent  study  habits,  a  healthy  lifestyle,  and  a  positive
mindset.  For  elementary-aged  children,  these  foundational
elements are particularly important because their cognitive and
emotional regulation skills are still developing.
A child who is well-rested, properly nourished, and has engaged
in regular, low-stress review sessions will always outperform a
child  who  crammed the  night  before  on  an  empty  stomach.
Therefore,  the  most  critical  Test  Taking  Strategies  For
Elementary students are actually the routines that surround the
test, not just the test itself.

THE NIGHT BEFORE: SETTING THE STAGE FOR SUCCESS

The evening prior to an exam is a time for calm preparation, not
frantic last-minute studying. The primary goal is to reduce stress
and ensure the child is physically ready to learn. Here is a simple
checklist for parents and guardians:

Organize Materials: Lay out a backpack with sharpened
pencils, an eraser, a water bottle, and any required items
like a ruler or calculator. This eliminates morning chaos.

Review, Don't Cram: A brief 15-minute review of key
vocabulary or math facts can be helpful. However, this
should feel like a game or a quick conversation, not a
pressure-filled study session.
Eat a Balanced Dinner: Serve a meal that is familiar and
nutritious. Avoid heavy, sugary, or caffeinated foods that
can disrupt sleep.
Prioritize Sleep: Young children need 9 to 11 hours of
sleep per night. A consistent bedtime routine, including
reading a story, can help ensure a deep and restorative
sleep.
Focus on Positivity: Use encouraging language. Phrases
like, "You have worked so hard this year, and I am proud of
you no matter what," are far more effective than "Just do
your best."

THE MORNING OF: FUELING THE BODY AND MIND

Just as a car needs fuel to run, a child's brain needs the right
nutrition  to  function  optimally.  A  chaotic  morning  can  set  a
negative tone for the entire day. A structured, calm routine is
essential.

Eat a Protein-Rich Breakfast: Avoid sugary cereals that
lead to a mid-morning energy crash. Eggs, yogurt, whole-
wheat toast, or peanut butter provide sustained energy.
Allow Extra Time: Wake up 15 minutes earlier than usual
to prevent rushing. Rushing elevates cortisol (the stress
hormone), which can impair cognitive function.
Encourage Deep Breathing: While driving to school or
waiting for the bell to ring, teach your child a simple
breathing exercise. For example, "Smell the flower"
(breathe in) and "Blow out the candle" (breathe out).

Active Strategies During
the Test
Once the test begins, the focus shifts to execution. Many young
students lose points not because they don't know the answer, but
because they misread the question, rush through the material, or
become  paralyzed  by  a  single  difficult  problem.  Explicitly
teaching a step-by-step process can be transformative. These are
the core  Test Taking Strategies For Elementary  students
should practice.

STEP 1: THE PREVIEW SCAN (THE "LOOK FIRST" RULE)
Before answering a single question, encourage the child to take
30 to 60 seconds to look over the entire test. This is not about
solving problems, but about understanding the landscape. They
should ask themselves:

How many pages are there?
Are there multiple sections (e.g., multiple choice, short
answer, essay)?
Which sections look easy?
Which sections might require more time?

This simple scan reduces the fear of the unknown and allows the
brain to start organizing information in the background. It is one
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of  the  most  overlooked  yet  powerful  strategies  for  young
learners.

STEP 2: READ DIRECTIONS TWICE (THE "DO WHAT IT
SAYS" STRATEGY)
One  of  the  most  common  sources  of  errors  for  elementary
students is failing to read directions carefully. A question might
say "circle all that apply" but a student circles only one. They
might be asked to "write your answer in a complete sentence,"
but they just write a number. Teaching a "Read, Re-read, and
Highlight" rule is invaluable.

Read the directions completely.1.
Re-read them to ensure understanding.2.
Underline or highlight key words like "circle,"3.
"underline," "compare," "contrast," or "explain."

For example, if a math problem says, "Find the perimeter of the
rectangle.  Show  your  work,"  the  student  should  underline
"perimeter" and "show your work." This physical act of marking
the text forces the brain to process the instruction.

STEP 3: THE "EASY FIRST" TECHNIQUE

Children  often  lose  confidence  and  time  by  getting  stuck  on  a
difficult question early in the test. A highly effective strategy is to
teach them to answer all the questions they know immediately,
marking the ones they are unsure of with a small star or a check
mark.

Start with known answers: This builds momentum and
confidence.
Mark and skip: If a question takes longer than 30
seconds, the student should put a light pencil mark next to
it and move on.
Return later: Once all the "easy" questions are done, the
student can return to the marked questions with a fresh
perspective.

This approach prevents a single difficult problem from consuming
the entire testing period and ensures the student does not miss
easy points at the end of the test due to running out of time.

STEP 4: THE PROCESS OF ELIMINATION (FOR MULTIPLE
CHOICE)
For  many  elementary  students,  a  multiple-choice  question
presents  four  seemingly  correct  answers.  The  process  of
elimination is a critical reasoning skill. Teach students to treat
wrong answers as "clues" to the right one.

Read the question carefully.1.
Cover the answer choices and try to think of the answer2.
in your own head.
Look at the choices and cross out any that are clearly3.
wrong.
Compare the remaining choices carefully. Which one4.
matches your own thinking?

For reading comprehension,  this is  especially effective.  Students
can often eliminate two obviously incorrect options, leaving them
with a 50/50 chance even if they are unsure. This turns guessing
from a random act into a strategic decision.

Managing Time and
Attention Span
Elementary students often struggle with the concept of "pacing."
They may rush through a test in 10 minutes or spend 30 minutes
staring at a single question. Teaching time management is an
essential  life  skill  and  a  core  component  of  Test  Taking
Strategies For Elementary students.

USING A "MENTAL CLOCK"
Before the test begins,  help the student understand the total
amount of time they have. If the test is 45 minutes long, explain
that they should aim to be halfway done around the 20-minute
mark. This is not about strict adherence to a timer, but about
developing a general awareness of the clock.
For  younger  students,  teachers  can  give  periodic  verbal
reminders:  "You should be on page 3 now," or "You have 15
minutes remaining." Parents can practice this at home during
homework, using a visible timer to help the child gauge how long
tasks actually take.

THE TWO-MINUTE REVIEW

A  common  mistake  is  for  a  student  to  finish  the  last  question,
immediately close the test booklet, and declare themselves done.
Teach students that finishing early is actually an opportunity. The
"Two-Minute Review" is a non-negotiable part of the process.
During this review, the student should:

Check for blanks: Ensure every question has an answer.
Re-read any "tricky" questions: Did they misread a
"NOT" question? (e.g., "Which of the following is not a
mammal?")
Verify math calculations: Did they carry the one
correctly? Did they copy the right number from the
problem?

This quick scan can often catch careless errors and improve a
score by several points. It reinforces the idea that carefulness is
just as important as speed.

Addressing Test Anxiety in
Young Children
No  discussion  of  Test  Taking  Strategies  For  Elementary
students  is  complete  without  addressing  the  emotional
component of testing. For some children, the pressure to perform
can be overwhelming, leading to panic,  blanking out,  or even
physical symptoms like headaches or stomachaches.

NORMALIZING THE FEELING

The first step is to validate the child's feelings. "It's okay to be a
little nervous. That just means your brain is getting ready to work
hard." When we label anxiety as a normal and manageable part
of the process, we take away its power.

"BRAIN BREAKS" DURING THE TEST

Teach students that it is acceptable to take a 30-second "brain
break" during the test. If they feel their mind wandering or their
heart racing, they can:
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Put their pencil down.
Close their eyes.
Take three deep breaths.
Roll their shoulders.
Open their eyes and return to the test.

This  physical  reset  can  lower  stress  levels  and  improve
concentration. It is a simple, self-regulating tool that gives the
child a sense of control over their own body and mind.

THE POWER OF POSITIVE SELF-TALK

Children often internalize  negative messages like  "I'm bad at
math" or "I always mess up on tests." Replace this with a mantra
of self-efficacy. Practice simple affirmations:

"I know this material."
"I am a good test-taker."
"I can handle this challenge."
"Mistakes help me learn."

Writing these affirmations on a sticky note and placing it  on the
desk or inside the pencil  case can serve as a quiet reminder
during the test.

Post-Test Habits: Learning

for the Future
The learning does not stop when the test is handed in. How a
student  reflects  on  a  test  is  one  of  the  most  powerful  Test
Taking Strategies For Elementary students can develop for
the long term.

CELEBRATE EFFORT, NOT JUST SCORES

Regardless of the grade, the first conversation after a test should
be  about  effort.  "Did  you  feel  prepared?"  "Did  you  use  your
strategies?" "Did you take your time?" Focusing on the process
reinforces the idea that testing is a skill that can be improved, not
just a measure of innate intelligence.

ANALYZE MISTAKES (THE "OOPS, I LEARNED" FOLDER)
When the test is returned, avoid asking "What grade did you
get?" and instead ask "What did you learn from this test?" Help
the child categorize their mistakes into three groups:

Careless Mistakes: I knew the answer, but I rushed. (Fix:1.
Slow down next time.)
Strategy Mistakes:2.


