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IMPROVING TEST SCORES: A SECRET INGREDIENT


It’s that time of the year. Throughout the country, students and teachers are working hard preparing for the end-of-the-year exams. Many students are already feeling pain in their hands and fingers as they ‘bubble in’ hundreds of answers on practice tests. Teachers are feeling pressure as they hope and pray their children perform well on these exams in order to meet the No Child Left Behind requirements. Teachers are pondering creative ideas that will help their students pass these exams. Here’s my creative/secret strategy: sugarless peppermint gum!

Yes, let them chew! In my book, 141Creative Strategies for Reaching Adolescents with Anger Problems, I listed numerous benefits of chewing sugarless gum: it helps keep teeth clean, helps burn off angry energy, reduces anxieties, covers up bad breath, is a good substitute for junk food, helps pump oxygen to the brain, and it helps improve concentration. As I wrote the book I uncovered a few research articles to support my belief that gum-chewing is beneficial to students.
*A study of 591 students at Cornell University found that students who chewed gum prior to, and during, test-taking had better scores on exams than those who didn’t chew.

*A study at the University of Northumbria in England has shown that chewing gum while performing memory tests appeared to improve people’s ability to learn, retain, and retrieve information.

*In the February 2, 2004 issue of the New Yorker, Ben McGrath tells of an experiment that Dr. Kenneth Allen did with some of his students at N.Y.U.’s College of Dentistry. In his CD-ROM experiment, half of the students were allowed to chew gum while studying, and half were not allowed to chew. After three days of instruction the students were tested. The gum chewers scored much better on the test.
*Other articles mentioned how athletes, especially baseball players, chew to help them concentrate better.

*Since World War I, the U.S. Armed Services have supplied chewing gum to the field and in combat rations.

*Many teachers today are trying to reverse school policies and let their students chew. They’ve discovered that gum helps with concentration and alertness.


I’m sure any flavor of sugarless gum will help, but I’m pushing for peppermint. Here’s why:

*Washington Post staff writer, Lori Aratani reported in the March 20, 2007 issue, “In the 1990’s, researchers at the University of Cincinnati found that a whiff of peppermint helped test subjects concentrate and do better on tasks that required sustained concentration. Researchers stated that not only did you get an improvement in focus, you get a change in response that affects alertness in target detection.”
*Bryan Raudenbush, an associate professor of psychology at Wheeling Jesuit University in West Virginia found that athletes who had a sniff of peppermint performed better than those who didn’t.

*Another study at Wheeling Jesuit University has added new benefits for commuters on the highway. Results of the study showed that commuters were affected by peppermint and cinnamon while driving. These scents helped to: 1) decrease tiredness, anxiety, frustration, 2) increase alertness, 3) stimulate the central nervous system.
*I went to several websites that sell tea. Almost every tea company highlighted the benefits of peppermint tea. I read numerous comments such as these: Peppermint stimulates the brain and clears the mind. Peppermint tea is one of my favorite afternoon pick-me-ups. A great tea to get you ready for that early morning class and to jump start your day is peppermint tea. Peppermint tea eases my anxiety and improves my concentration.
*For centuries people have discovered the positive aspects of mints. In the early Grecian times students used rosemary (a fragrant shrubby mint) to aid their powers of recall before examinations. The Italians, Arabs, and Chinese also believe it strengthens the memory. In 1597 the barber-surgeon-botanist Gerard wrote that sage (another plant of the mint family) “quickeneth the senses and memory.”

*Ask horse trainer, Tim Rtichey, about peppermint. In 2005 he trained one of the most successful horses of all time, Afleet Alex. The thoroughbred race horse won two of America’s classic races: Preakness Stakes and Belmont Stakes. Afleet Alex had a sweet tooth and loved peppermint candy. Ritchey gave the horse two or three pieces a day but gave him a dozen after his Preakness win.

I say give it a try. Could sugarless peppermint gum be a secret ingredient for improving test scores? I bet we would see improved scores. Finally, I’m not the only crazy educator who thinks it might help. I read about a principal in Maryland who dialed up a local restaurant supply company and ordered 3,600 peppermint candies prior to the Maryland School Assessments in reading and math last year!
