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        Preface

        My sister Maisie recently came up here to
            Boston for a big jiu-jitsu competition. She weighs all of 105 pounds and can pretty much
            take me.

        The day before her tournament, she asked me
            what she should do about her busy mind. She said that she had sparred in practice for
            months but couldn't remember being this nervous. She sounded like most of my test prep
            students, who tend to get more nervous for test day than for practice-test day.

        Maisie said that her mind was like a rave,
            a disorienting onslaught of noise and emotion. I asked her if she could identify the
            loudest and most persistent themes of her mind. She said that the main two were: What
                if your opponent does something you haven’t thought of? and What if you
                forget all your training?

        Maisie had recognized a kind
                of  passenger in her head. Each of us has many. I explained that underneath
            their single-minded rants and misguided tactics, passengers actually have our best
            interests at heart. I said, “Maisie, I hope you have a passenger that’s trying to
            keep you alive. I'm glad it's speaking up. It’s just not doing so in a balanced way. You
            can hear your passenger’s concern without giving in to its panic.”

        By acknowledging and genuinely listening to
            our passengers, we can often lessen the anguish that they can cause. To some degree, the
            passengers will feel like they can put down their megaphones.

        Maisie calmed as we continued talking, and
            as I told her more about the concepts of passengers and drivers, which are central to
            this book.

        The next day, the day of the tournament,
            Maisie said that she was feeling much better about competing. Because I was writing this
            book at the time, I was curious about which parts of our conversation had helped her the
            most.

        She said, “I don’t know. I still hear all
            those ‘what if’ voices and the overanalyzing and the fear, but it’s okay because it’s
            just mind stuff.”

        It’s just mind stuff.

        I love that. Maisie had realized that there
            was no way to banish her passengers. So she accepted their presence, without necessarily
            accepting their particular prescriptions.

        Once relieved of the fight with her
            passengers, she was able to concentrate on the fight with her opponent. She had mental
            and physical bandwidth to remember all of her training and to give herself support. I
            told her that this self-supportive part of her was her driver—the core part of
            each of us that contains tremendous wisdom and kindness. 

        Maisie ended up winning her matches by
            submission and taking home the gold. For the next month, she trained hard and continued
            to engage in many of the practices in this book. She went on to win the silver medal in
            the September 2018 world championship. 

        As Maisie was, you are now preparing for an
            important, stress-inducing event. Not unlike a jiu-jitsu tournament, a standardized test
            requires both a strong skill set and a strong mindset.

        With this book, you can learn to identify
            and overcome your passengers as Maisie did. And you can learn to strengthen and call
            upon your driver, as Maisie did.

        Before we begin, I'd like you the reader to
            know that I will be sharing several anecdotes about my students—students of various
            ages, studying for various standardized tests. Because the techniques in this book
                are equally applicable to a 15-year-old studying for the SAT and a
            40-year-old studying for the MCAT, I will not be divulging the age of the students I
            write about, nor the test each one is preparing for. Hopefully, this will better allow
            you to see yourself in each of the cases presented. 

    
        
            Chapter 1

        

        
            Content and
                Strategy Are Not Enough

        

        Death, Taxes, and Test Prep

        You know how people say there are two
            guarantees in life, death and taxes? One could make an argument for a third category:
            standardized tests. We’re all in the same boat. We all have to fight this huge monster.
            But no one is telling you that you’re doing it with one hand tied behind your back. I’m
            here to tell you how to use your other hand.

        

        Every classroom I’ve been in focuses on two
            things: content and strategy. But those aren’t the only things at play during a test. At
            times, I have mastered the content and the strategy and have still bombed a test. Dozens
            of my students have had the same experience, complaining, “I have memorized everything
            I’m supposed to know, and I get most of the problems right during my homework. But I
            just can’t perform the same way on the test.”

        Have you ever missed a problem on a test
            that you “should” have gotten right, saying to yourself something like, “I know I
            know this!”? Carla, a student of mine, had exactly this happen to her. She told me that
            she just couldn’t figure out the problem. But we both knew that she knew the exponent
            rules.  And yet she said that her mind was blank. 

        It would be understandable for a teacher to
            want to prescribe more exponents practice. After all, Carla was having trouble with
            exponents, right? However, a mind going blank is often unrelated to content knowledge.
            It can be a sign of being overwhelmed. When I inquired, Carla told me that in the back
            of her mind, she was terrified that she wouldn’t perform well on the test and,
            therefore, wouldn’t get into school. After acknowledging and working with that fear in
            several of the ways I will outline in this book, Carla’s body and mind settled, giving
            her access to the content  she already had stored. 

        Lacking an understanding or even an
            awareness of this under-the-surface phenomenon, students often turn on themselves. They
            think, If I’m doing everything the textbook says and everything my teacher says, and
                I’m still failing, it must be me. I must be the failure. It’s
            natural for us to fill the gap between expectations and performance with self-criticism
            and self-blame. But those are temporary fillers that don't offer any dependable
            solution.

        The Other Half of Test Prep

        What is this other thing, besides content
            and strategy, that matters so much? What is this ever-present, rarely mentioned elephant
            in the classroom? The other half of test prep.

        The other half of test prep is the world of
            fleeting thoughts and emotions, always flickering, always murmuring inside your head,
            usually going unnoticed and unremarked upon.

        Individually, these thoughts and emotions
            last just an instant. They’re like sparks from a campfire, flying up and dimming  out a
            moment later. Collectively, though, these streaming sparks in our mind are very
            powerful. They shape our perceptions and perspectives. And they dictate our performance
            on tests.

        We don't often talk about the other half of
            test prep, if ever. We don’t talk about those nagging voices in our heads that tell us
            we can’t do it. We don’t talk about distracting thoughts taking our attention away. We
            don’t talk about how fast a single kernel of self-doubt can sprout into a whole thicket
            of insecurities. We don’t talk about how our bodies can hijack us and shut us down in
            shame or make us want to jump out of our skin with anxiety.

        Whether you're a student or a teacher, it
            can be uncomfortable to talk about the other half of test prep. Some students think it's
            too personal or embarrassing. Some teachers don’t feel qualified enough to broach the
            subject. 

        But ignoring the elephant doesn’t make it
            go away. The other half of test prep is happening all the time, whether we like it or
            not. Your mental and emotional state, your surfacing memories, your underlying beliefs
            are always there. Like the aperture on a camera, your mind and body control the inflow
            and outflow of information. Depending on the state of the mind and body, that flow can
            be open, closed, or somewhere in between.

        The good news is that by acknowledging the
            other half of test prep, exploring it, and working with it, you can gain access to your
            full potential. While this book focuses on test prep, there is no life arena that can't
            benefit from an enhanced awareness of this internal process.

        Root Causes

        Symptoms of the other half of test prep
            often masquerade or manifest as content related, because content is the only thing being
            directly measured. We even talk about the test only in terms of content. We say, “It’s a
            geometry problem.”

        But it’s not just a geometry
            problem. It’s a geometry and a you problem. Everything about you is involved in
            solving that geometry problem. But we don’t have easy metrics for the you part.
            We don’t have students in an MRI machine in the classroom. We don’t have students hooked
            up to biofeedback, EKGs, etc. So teachers rely on the most obvious metric
                available: Did you get the problem right?  In our diagnosis of a student, we
            often only find content issues, because that's all we're looking for. We then prescribe
            you content homework based on the content issues we see, creating a feedback loop that
            often excludes the core learning issue. As Abraham Maslow wrote, “If all we have is a
            hammer, everything looks like a nail.” Too often, as teachers, our tool belt only holds
            a content hammer.

        When we don’t address the root cause, the
            symptoms remain. It’s as if you have a pain in your right hand that is actually caused
            by a pinched nerve in your neck. Massaging and icing your hand would  give you only
            temporary relief, if that. How unfortunate would it be if you never found out that the
            pain was actually coming from your neck? Perhaps as unfortunate as never finding out
            that the reason for your poor performance in test prep was actually caused by something
            that neither you nor your teachers ever addressed.  

        A monk named Ajahn Sucitto once spoke of a
            tree’s leaves as a metaphor for our daily issues in life. Negative issues—a sprained
            ankle, a botched interview, a breakup, a bad test score, etc.—would be represented by
            brown leaves. Sucitto said that an unwise person would try to use green paint on the
            brown leaves, thinking that doing so would restore the health of the tree. The wise
            person would water the roots of the tree, even though that doesn’t immediately and
            directly address the brown leaves.

        If you ever feel like you’re spinning your
            wheels in a certain test area, ask yourself if you are just painting the leaves. For
            example, if you get a bunch of geometry problems wrong even though you know all of the
            formulas and strategies, doing a bunch more geometry problems would probably be painting
            the leaves.

        You will need to be extra vigilant about
            this. Sometimes well-intentioned teachers will assign homework that is equivalent to
            painting the leaves, simply because they aren’t trained in the other half of test
            prep.

        By no means am I saying that learning the
            content is not important. It’s essential. It’s just not enough. An old boss of mine used
            to say, “It’s like speed in sports. It is necessary but not sufficient.”

        You still need the first half of test prep:
            content and strategy. After all, it is half of test prep. There are tens of thousands of
            great resources out there about the first half of test prep, so I'm going to focus the
            next hundred or so pages on the other half.

        Enhancing the Positive, Reducing the
            Negative

        Some people work with a physical therapist
            to fix their bodies in some way. Other people don’t need to “fix” anything but want to
            enhance their physical performance. Those people work with a physical trainer. Just
            because certain people don't need physical therapy doesn’t mean that their bodies are at
            peak performing condition. Maybe they could still benefit from physical training.

        Similarly, you might not suffer from test
            anxiety or critical thoughts. But does that mean your mind is serving you in the best
            way possible? Is it optimally focused? Calm? Energized?

        Addressing the other half of test prep can
            both reduce the negative aspects and enhance the positive aspects of your mental
            performance, serving as your physical therapist and as your physical trainer.

        Unhelpful thoughts and emotions accompany
            all of us, to some degree. Check for yourself. Has your mind been 100 percent clear and
            focused while reading the past few pages? 

        You may have retained most of what you
            read, but that doesn’t mean that 20, 30, or 40 percent of your attention wasn’t
            entertaining other thoughts and voices: How is this stuff gonna help me do better on
                my test? Is he gonna talk about how to do a problem soon? Should I go to the gym?
                What’s for dinner?

        Plinko

        There’s a game on the show The Price Is
                Right called Plinko. A contestant drops a Plinko chip, which looks like an
            oversized checker, down an inclined board that has horizontal pegs sticking out. Gravity
            forces the chip to fall onto several of those pegs, but only chance can tell which way
            that Plinko chip will go when it hits each peg.  After hitting a dozen or so of these
            pegs, the Plinko chip ends up in one of several slots on the bottom. Each of the slots
            represents some sort of prize on the show.

        Our mind-body process is not too unlike
            concurrent games of Plinko, each peg representing moments in our lives that disrupt our
            thoughts and lead us down different paths. Seeing a tree can quickly lead to regrets
            from a past relationship. Hearing construction can cause us to call for restaurant
            reservations. Stepping on a pebble can lead us to invest in a timeshare on the
            beach.

        Consider the following scenario.

        
            	You’re walking your dog down the
                street, and you both see a tree. The tree reminds you that you want to buy an indoor
                tree for your apartment. You start thinking of the different kinds of trees that
                would work in that corner of your bedroom. Your mind sees the picture hanging in
                that corner, which was a gift from your ex. You feel all of the emotions, including
                regret that you weren’t more generous with your ex. 

        

        Meanwhile, you’ve only taken five steps
            since you first saw the tree, yet you have created and are now fully living in an
            entirely different universe, without knowing it.

        

        How does this relate to the test? Every
            sensory input is like a Plinko chip—every thought, every problem you see, every itch you
            feel. Each one can lead us to states of mind we did not plan on visiting. Using the
            techniques in this book, we can learn to tilt that Plinko table more parallel to the
            ground, slowing down the chip’s chaotic descent. We can guide that chip to more desired
            slots.

        Now, imagine a Plinko board that somehow
            developed grooves of the most common chip paths, thereby making those paths more likely
            for new chips to take. That happens in our minds. If a cause-and-effect neural pathway
            is worn well enough, a stimulus will often lead us to the same place. Using mindfulness,
            over time, we can intimately learn each step in the mental flow chart, better allowing
            us to interrupt it at any given time, even at the very first cause-and-effect link. 
             

        The more we pay attention, the more we see
            that each stimulus and response, or cause and effect, often comprises multiple smaller
            cause-and-effect links. For example, if someone isn’t paying very much attention, that
            person may think that seeing a tree led to relationship regrets. But it didn’t. Seeing
            the tree led to something, which led to something else, which led to something else,
            which led to something else, which led to relationship regrets.
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