Test-Taking Strategy: PIRATES
Category:  Study Skills/Organization 

Grade level:  Grade 7-12  

1. What is the purpose of PIRATES? 

PIRATES (Hughes et al., 1993) is a test-taking strategy comprised of a series of mnemonics that assist students in navigating their way through a test. 
This strategy teaches students to use their allotted time effectively, to recognize and focus upon important test instructions, and to attempt all test items in a strategic manner (e.g., recalling what they have learned, discarding irrelevant or incorrect information, estimating answers). By applying these mnemonics, students are able to overcome their difficulties with writing tests and are better able to demonstrate their knowledge.

2. With whom can it be used? 
All students may find the strategies outlined by PIRATES to be useful; however, since higher achieving students have been found to already implement many of these strategies, PIRATES is best suited for youth with learning disabilities (LD). Youth with LDs tend to be more disorganized during a test than youth without such difficulties. Furthermore, the performance of youth with LDs on class tests is often hindered by poor test-taking skills and test anxiety. In light of the difficulties experienced by these individuals, it is likely they would benefit most from receiving this instruction.   
	P
	Prepare to succeed 
	Students use the “PASS” mnemonic, which stands for: put name and PIRATES on test, allot time and determine the order in which test sections will be attempted, say encouraging affirmations and calming statements, and start within 2 minutes. This step reminds the student to have confidence in him or herself while also guiding them in developing a plan for completing the test. The student also considers the difficulty of the test items and establishes a strategic order in which to complete them.

	I
	Inspect the instructions

	Students apply the mnemonic “RUN” which stands for: read instructions carefully, underline what to do and where to respond, and note special requirements. This step guides the student in closely examining test instructions and focusing on details that indicate how they are to respond. 

	R
	Read, Remember, Reduce 
	Students read the item, remember what they have learned, and discard incorrect or inappropriate response options. 


	A 
	Answer or Abandon 

	Students decide to either answer an item or abandon and return to it later (being sure to mark the item with a symbol to remind to answer the item later). 

	T 
	Turn Back 

	Students return to the beginning of the test to answer any abandoned items. 

	E 
	Estimate 

	Students may scan the test for an answer to an abandoned item or estimate their answer. If the student chooses to estimate their answer, they are to use the “ACE” mnemonic, which stands for: avoid absolute words in answers such as “never” and “always”; choose the longest, most detailed choice; and eliminate similar or absurd choices.  

	S
	Survey 
	Students look over the test to ensure they have answered all items 



3. What teaching procedures should be used with PIRATES? 

To facilitate the learning of this technique, teachers should describe the purpose and explain the rationale for using this strategy. They should apply the strategy to an example test and model how to complete the sequence of steps. When modeling the strategy, it is important that the teacher think aloud so that students can understand the cognitive processes involved in each step. Teachers may then verbally rehearse the strategy so that students memorize the sequence of steps. Finally, teachers should have their students apply these techniques to past tests and/or to the practice tests provided in the PIRATES instructional manual (Hughes et al., 1993). When students have mastered the required steps, they should be encouraged to use the test-taking strategy each time they write a test. 
4. In what types of settings should PIRATES be used? 

PIRATES is designed to be used by students in all test-taking situations. Once a student has become proficient in implementing the series of strategies, they are encouraged to apply them each time they write a test. 
5. To what extent has research shown PIRATES to be useful? 

The PIRATES technique has been found to improve students’ performance on both standardized tests and class tests. In addition to improving test scores, PIRATES has been found to lower test anxiety and to improve students’ attitudes towards tests. Students who previously found tests to be anxiety-provoking and discouraging developed more confidence in their abilities and were much more motivated to do well. Furthermore, students with LDs have been shown to not only master this complex series of strategies but also to apply the techniques they learn to a range of tests. In this way, PIRATES is not only a useful technique but also one that students are willing and able to implement. 
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