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Most students notice some anxiety and tension at the thought of sitting exams.
 Some students, however, will experience a degree of stress and anxiety that is
quite defeating. Their fears can affect them physically, e.g. difficulty sleeping
or headaches & mentally, e.g. lack of concentration & irritability.
 It then becomes important to take steps to minimise and reduce these feelings.

What is anxiety?
 It is our natural response to a sense of feeling threatened or in an emergency.
 When we feel under threat, our bodies go into a ‘fight or flight’ response. We
become prepared to fight or to run away. The main bodily change is the release
of adrenaline & cortisol which gives us the surge of energy to act.
 Stores of adrenaline and cortisol not used up by action or fighting off the threat
can have a damaging effect on our auto-immune system, affecting sleep,
memory, the capacity to learn, concentrate and focus, and even speed up the
signs of aging!

Feeling anxious about assessment is normal and to be expected
A moderate amount of anxiety may not be a bad thing. It can sharpen concentration
& performance & help to create the extra energy & momentum needed to keep
studying, when you might prefer to be doing something else.
But too much anxiety can be overwhelming and stop you from being able to
study and get on with life in a satisfying way.

How you can help yourself
 Reminding yourself of your past successes, especially achievements in
examinations and assessments.
 Paying closer attention to your physical and mental wellbeing
 Having some coping strategies to deal with anxiety (see ideas mentioned
below).
 Having a plan of action.
 Visualise (mentally rehearse) completing the assessment successfully.
Repeat this rehearsal hundreds of times.
 Tackle one small piece of work at a time.
 Consider whether studying with others may be helpful.
 Explore new ways of improving your studying techniques.
 Talk with people that you know have a calming effect on you.
Coping strategies
Mental preparation
Sleep – Get as much rest as you can; 9 hours a night is recommended. Even if you
cannot sleep, give your body a chance to rest. Try to have a wind down period
before you go to bed, preferably not watching TV as the programme content might
stimulate anxious thoughts and feelings.

Study patterns
•

Take regular breaks. Few people can concentrate for hours at a stretch.

•

Forcing yourself to sit at a desk for hours while your mind is wandering is not
useful.

•

If you notice that you are distracted, get up and take a short break.

•

If your mind is wandering repeatedly try studying in very short bursts of time
bringing the time down to one that feels manageable, for example, 15
minutes at a time.

15 minutes when you can concentrate is better than 3 hours of staring into
space and then feeling guilty or anxious.

Study skills
Effective study skills can reduce your levels of anxiety and encourage you to feel
more in control of your work. Study skills advice and support is available from
form tutors, teachers, guidance counsellors and numerous websites and books.
Check out: http://wcl.govt.nz/teens/studystoponline.html (Make sure you click on
the ‘Study Style Quiz’ and check out the ‘Online Study Hints and Help’ section) or
studyit.org.nz
Physical preparation
Food – Try to eat at least two proper meals a day which includes protein and
vegetables. Paying extra attention to your diet and ensuring that it is balanced and
protein rich will be of benefit. A good diet has positive effects on mood,
concentration and productivity. Think back to your diet at a time when you felt well
and focussed. Try to recreate a similar diet.
See these websites for further info:
http://www.comfirst.org.uk/files/food_mood_survey_summary.pdf
http://www.foodandmood.org http://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/feedingminds/

Drink – It is important to maintain a good level of hydration. Drinking plenty of plain
water is best and helps you to think clearly. It may be helpful to take some water
with you to the assessment.
Caffeine – There is evidence to show that whilst caffeine consumption in the short
term is an effective stimulant, it is not helpful for people who are experiencing
anxiety.
Exercise – Taking some form of daily exercise will help to relax tense muscles, use
up some of the extra adrenaline and increase your circulation. Frequent short walks
can be helpful.
Breathing and relaxation exercises – Simple breathing exercises can help to calm
you down.
Come in and see the guidance counsellors for an example of a breathing exercise or
check out the SmilingMind website or App. http://smilingmind.com.au/. The app will
talk you through some simple mindfulness/meditation exercises you can do in the
comfort of your room.
It is recommended that you do the breathing exercises three times a day, every
day.
Once you have an effective technique to can be particularly useful because you can
do it anywhere, anytime, for instance, before, during and after your exams.

It is worth maintaining your practice over time. What you will find is that focussing
on your breathing to bring about calm begins to happen automatically when you
feel anxious.

Getting read – space and time to think
 Making time for relaxation – Even in the weeks leading up to the assessment
deadline, it is important to give yourself time off to do something you enjoy.
 Some people also like to give themselves a reward or small treat each day. It
can help to keep you motivated on your task of assessment preparations.
 You could try placing and displaying positive and encouraging images around
your work space.
 Carrying supportive words, phrases, photos with you in a pocket, bag or book
can also help.
On the assessment or examination day
 Don’t try to learn any new topics as this may impair your ability to remember
those you have learnt previously.
 You may find it helpful to review some prepared brief notes or prompt cards.
 Use the release of adrenaline to energise and motivate you.
 Time your arrival at the
exam/assessment room
so that you don’t need to
wait outside with others
who may increase your
anxiety level. Keep away
from

other

anxious

people.
 It may be helpful to use a breathing exercise that you have practised to
regulate your breathing and calm you down.

Tips for during the exam
 Breathe…
 Read through the exam paper, marking easier questions first with a tick and
difficult questions with a question mark.
 Allow time per question according to the marks they are worth.
 Plan your answers.
 Answer the easiest questions first, then try the others. Attempt all questions
if you can. It is often easier to get a few marks for each question then a lot of
marks for one fully answered one.
 Stay until the time is up, checking your answers for spelling, grammar,
legibility etc…
Breathe again… give yourself time to settle before reading the exam
questions and starting to write

You are not your results
Some people say things like: ‘If I don’t get excellence, merit…’
o I won’t get a good job
o Other people will think badly of me
o I will be a complete failure
o People will think I am stupid/lazy
o I will be letting my parents down… and so on.

Whilst it would be disappointing if you do not do as well as you hoped, the chances
are that it will not be as catastrophic as any of the above thoughts suggest.

Challenge these with a more realistic view of the situation

Use positive statements such as:

How you can help others


Listen to their concerns without necessarily offering solutions or advice.



If possible, encourage them and/or
help them to prepare their ideal study
environment.



If appropriate, work together to
prepare for exams.



Encourage them to seek help from
their parents or school guidance
counsellor.

Tips for after the exam
•

Try not to engage in post-mortems.

•

Shift your focus from the exam you have finished to those that may be coming
up.

•

Review your stress management/relaxation techniques to see if they were
effective in helping you to cope. Seek help from parents or the guidance
counsellors if needed.

•

Give yourself a treat or reward yourself in some way.

What if I don’t pass?
o Find out what the consequences and options are if you don’t pass.
o Failing an examination or assessment need not mean the end of your studies
and does not mean that you are a failure. Rather you have not met the required
standards at this particular time.
o Consider the following questions:
 Did you under-estimate the study time you needed to pass?
 Had you over-committed yourself? We all have different work levels.
 Do you need assistance to help resolve personal pressures that have
affected you during the year? If so, visit your school counsellors.
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