
Healthy Body. Many children do poorly on tests because they are simply tired or run-

down due to of lack of sleep or poor eating habits. Without being nosy or judgmental, 

mentors should inquire about the habits of their students insofar as they can affect their 

academic performance. A good activity here is to ask a student to design a checklist of 

the things they need to do to prepare for a test: eat a good breakfast, get eight hours of 

sleep, go to bed at 10, etc. If students continually redesign and use such checklists, they 

will gradually improve their nutritional and sleep habits as well as take charge of their 

own behavior.  

  

Assessing Study Habits. The first step in the planning process is to help students assess 

their study habits. (The worksheet above can be used for this purpose.) The point of such 

a self-assessment is to get students to realize that their worst habit is procrastination. 

Procrastination leads to cramming, poor preparation, and test anxiety. Effective time 

management planning and proper preparation can overcome this problem. (The time 

management checklist has two purposes: to demonstrate to students how poorly they 

budget their time and to show them how little they actually study--relative to their 

recreational activities.)  

  

Improving Time Management. Good time management is the result of planning and 

effective planning requires prioritizing: "Which is more important--to do well on the test 

Friday or to go to the concert on Thursday night?" Planning a week ahead is the only way 

students can be able to enjoy their most "important" recreational activities and still 

adequately prepare for big tests. Once students allot specific times and durations for 

studying, they can begin to understand the connection between preparation time and 

performance. The goal for mentors is to get students to devise and follow a schedule and 

in so doing eliminate "time wasters" that cut into possible study periods.  

  

How To Study: Match Your Preparation To The Type of Test You're Taking. If you 

chop up apples, you can't make a peach pie. If you study for a true-false test, you won't be 

properly prepared for an essay test. As a mentor, you can help by making certain students 

know what types of tests they are taking in their courses. Students also need to learn the 

strategies for preparing for each of the major types of tests: short answer, multiple-

choice, essay, reading comprehension, etc. (Future editions will concentrate on each type. 

Mentors can use the sheet listed above to help students with essay tests.)  

  

Rehearse to Learn. Once the type of test is known, it is then much easier to organize the 

material appropriately. The general rule for test preparation is to "rehearse to learn." 

Students should organize their study materials by appropriating this material--putting it 



into familiar language. (The activity sheets on "Remembering What You Read" and "Test 

Taking Strategies" will teach students how to appropriate information by transforming 

words into concepts and concepts into images.)  

  

Conclusion. Students must use the proper methods for organizing their material 

(outlining, note-taking, and other important study skills will be subjects of later issues); 

over time they will begin to form "templates" of the various types of tests in their own 

minds! In other words, they will be able to identify and focus upon the main issues and 

questions that will be covered in a course, e.g., enabling more effective note taking. 

Practicing effective methods of test-preparation will gradually increase a student's 

understanding of the assessment process to the point where he/she can "master the 

system" by "making it one's own." Perhaps the best activity mentors can use to help 

students prepare for their tests is to have them write down what they think will be the 

questions.  

  

Summary: 

• Good nutritional and sleeping habits are absolutely essential for peak performance 

on tests.  

• Students first need to assess their study habits before they will see a need to 

change them.  

• If students can devise and follow a schedule, they will soon begin to prioritize and 

budget their time.  

• Test preparation methods must be tailored for specific types of test.  
• Test-taking is a set of skills that can be developed by "rehearsal" in the above-

mentioned ways. Students need to learn that academic assessment is a system that 

can be understood and mastered by means of appropriation. The students who 

regularly score highest on tests are not those who merely "know all the material," 

but rather those who can anticipate the questions. 

Self-Assessment. "Am I a passive or active listener?" Mentors who are effective listeners 

will make their students better communicators and in turn build a stronger relationship 

with them. One of the most powerful needs of our students is to have an adult listen to 

and understand them. The first step to becoming an effective listener is self-assessment: 

How do you normally listen to other people? (Try taking the "Listening Awareness 

Inventory" to evaluate your listening style.) The first principle of effective listening is 

active listening. Listening is not a passive reception of information, but a specific set of 

behavioral skills that can be developed and improved through practice. (For a list of these 

behaviors, see above.)  

  



Understanding The Other Person: Empathic Listening. Empathic listening is a 

concept used by many famous authors (Stephen Covey, Carl Rogers) to indicate that 

understanding another person's messages is not merely a cognitive act. The second 

principle of effective listening: listen with your heart as well as your head. Empathic 

listening requires a special commitment to interpret the message of another as an 

expression of feeling. The why of a message is often much more important than the what. 

In other words, students may often say things for underlying emotional reasons. These 

reasons must gradually be brought to light via empathic listening. (For examples of 

empathic listening, see above.)  

Feedback As Positive Reinforcement. Mentors' feedback, both verbal and non-verbal, 

will play a very significant role in the development of their relationship with their 

students. Inappropriate, insensitive feedback will cut off the possibility of future 

disclosures and cause misunderstanding. Feedback should demonstrate empathic listening 

by acknowledging and respecting a student's opinions and feelings (even if one does not 

agree with them). The third principle of effective listening: listen to empower. Empathic 

listening is realized by means of empowering the speaker through feedback. 

(Empowering a speaker does not necessarily mean agreeing with him/her. Learn how to 

use feedback to empower by using the sheet listed above.)  

  

Paraphrasing: Getting Students To Listen To Themselves. As a mentor you listen to 

your student's message and come to the conclusion that there is some inner conflict at 

work or you simply feel his or her opinions and feelings are incorrect, unjustified, or 

potentially harmful. The natural tendency is to want to express your own opinion, but will 

the other person listen? One of the best ways to draw another person out and get him or 

her to reconsider a message is by paraphrasing it in a strategic manner. The fourth 

principle of effective listening is paraphrasing: By means of paraphrasing, a mentor can 

help a student not only to clarify, but also to evaluate his/her own message by considering 

its potential consequences, ramifications, and possibilities. (Read about paraphrasing in 

the tools listed above.)  

  

Knowing When To Speak. Learning when to speak and when to let the student speak is 

very important: Possession of this ability signifies a close relationship with the other 

person. How often do we try to force a conversation when the other person is not ready to 

listen? Worst of all, how many times have we interrupted a person at a crucial point and 

thereby alienated that person? It has often been said that knowing the right thing to say is 

the key to effective communication, but this is merely half the story. The fifth and most 

important principle of effective listening is the ability to recognize when speaking is 

necessary and when it is not. If you are able to practice empathic listening, you will 

eventually acquire this ability to discern the opportune moments when your message will 

have the maximum effect.  



  

Conclusion. The most important skill a mentor can possess is that of empathic listening, 

for it allows him/her to recognize when a message will be most effective. 

  

Summary: 

  

• The first step in becoming an effective listener is to determine if you are a passive 

or active listener.  

• The second step is to practice empathic listening methods in order to interpret 

another's message in terms of his/her underlying feelings.  

• How a mentor responds (verbally and non-verbally) to a student has a great 

impact upon the development of the relationship. Feedback must be positive and 

empowering to a student, even if a mentor disagrees with the message.  
• The best way to get a student to understand and evaluate an inappropriate feeling 

or opinion is by paraphrasing it in a strategic manner: putting it in terms that 

allow him/her to visualize the possible consequences of that feeling or opinion. 

This new perspective will often provoke a student to question and reconsider 

his/her position.  

• The key to effective listening is recognizing when to speak. This skill involves all 

the others mentioned as well as a close relationship with another person. If a 

mentor understands when and how to speak to a student, then in all likelihood 

he/she will know the right thing to say. 

 


