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Dealing with the pressure of exams

Signs of personal stress
How to reduce exam anxiety
How to deal with panic





YOU MIGHT FIND THIS LEAFLET USEFUL IF YOU ARE APPROACHING EXAMS


WILL I HAVE PROBLEMS WITH STRESS?

Exams results matter a lot to most people, so taking exams will always be a bit stressful.  Not all stress is bad – a moderate amount will help you produce your best at the time it is needed.  But this booklet is about what happens when anxiety about your exams rises above that helpful level and starts to become a problem.

Some people can tolerate quite a high level of stress without it really affecting them.  Other people find it more difficult.  For everyone, the longer nerves and anxiety continue, the harder they are to manage.


SIGNS OF STRESS

Only you can really know if you are getting seriously stressed.  It will help if you listen to what your mind and body are telling you, and learn to recognise the signs early.

Emotions
· Feeling angry and impatient with other people
· Finding yourself close to tears over trivial things
· Avoiding other people
· Finding it hard to be alone even for short periods
· Putting yourself down (“I know I’ll do badly ….. I’m not very clever …..”)

Physical signs
· Sleeping badly
· Feeling tired all the time
· Not wanting to eat
· Panic attacks and difficulty breathing
· Tight, knotty feelings in the stomach
· Finding it hard to concentrate
· Can’t think about anything except work


HOW TO KEEP STRESS-LEVELS LOW

Although sitting exams can make you anxious, there are lots of things you can do to help make the experience easier.

1.	Well Before the Exam Period …..

If you are not normally the most organised person in the world, then this is the time to make a special effort!  Planning for exams well in advance will help you feel prepared and in control.


· Start early.  A last-minute rush is incredibly stressful.
· Find out the basics:  dates and times of exams, and what is likely to be in them.  Ask if you are unsure about anything.
· Plan a proper, realistic revision timetable, and stick to it.  It’s not true that ‘the best revision is last minute revision’.  People who say this are usually just trying to make themselves feel better!
· Practice skills you will need in the exam, like writing to a time limit.

2.	During Revision and the Exam Period……

Be Realistic

· Don’t try to do too much work each day.  Know the limits of your concentration and energy.  Working beyond them will just make you frustrated and anxious.
· Avoid comparing yourself with other people.  Everyone has their own work-patterns which suit them best.
· Focus on things you have achieved, as well as things you’ve still got to do.

Have some ‘Down Time’

It is not helpful to spend all your time thinking about exams.  Your mind needs time off to work effectively.

· Try to keep sleep regular.  Avoid late nights and early mornings.
· Plan your day to include regular breaks.  If you’ve worked all morning and all afternoon, then think about giving yourself the evening off.
· Leave room in the day for something you enjoy.

Look after yourself

· Eat properly – regular meals, not just snacks.  Drink plenty of juice or water.
· Get some exercise – 20 minutes a day can massively reduce stress and increase your energy levels.
· Avoid too much tea or coffee, especially later in the day.  The caffeine can make you feel agitated and increase stress levels, and it will also affect your sleep.
· For the same reason, steer clear of Pro-Plus, Red Bull and other ‘stimulant’ tablets/drinks.  If you need them to stay alert, then you’re working too hard or not getting enough sleep.

Be Good Friends

Friends’ houses are not always the best environment in which to prepare for exams.  Stress is infectious.  If your friends are all anxious about their exams then it’s hard not to get anxious yourself.  If this is a problem, then try and agree with them not to talk about work outside planned revision times.  Think carefully about whether the best option for you is staying home.
Relax Properly

You could try using a relaxation routine like the one below, perhaps once or twice a day.  Many people find it helpful. 

	
A Simple Relaxation Routine

Find a quiet place.
Close your eyes.
Breathe slowly and deeply.
Find any parts of your body that are tense (forehead, neck and shoulders, stomach etc.) and try to relax the muscles.  Imagine the tension disappearing.
Relax each part of the body in turn, from your feet to the top of your head.
As you focus on each part of your body, think of warmth, heaviness and relaxation.
After 20 minutes, take some deep breaths and stretch.




3.	On the Day of an Exam

· Check the seating plan for the exam room.
· Get to bed on time the night before.
· Make sure you eat properly.  Don’t skip a meal, even if you have butterflies in your stomach.
· Get yourself organised early in the day with everything you will need:  black pens, pencils, ruler, calculator etc.  Double-check you’ve got everything just before you set off for the exam.

4.	In the Exam Room

General Advice

Take a deep breath to calm yourself before starting to read the exam paper.
If you start feeling anxious; try fiddling with a pen lid (or something similar) as an outlet for your anxiety.
Remember that the examiners are not trying to trick you. 
Note start and finish times for the exam, and plan how long to spend on each question.  Remember to allow time to read your answers over at the end.
Read all instructions carefully – much better than discovering half way through that you’ve answered the wrong question!

If you panic during an exam

The stress of exams can make some people experience feelings of panic and being out of control.




Symptoms of panic include
· Your mind going blank
· A desperate desire to get out of the room
· Feeling faint, dizzy or sick
· A sensation that your heart is beating irregularly
· Finding it hard to get your breath
· Sweating, trembling, shaking

Although alarming, most people can bring the panic under control by themselves.  Try this simple technique:

	
How to control panic

1. Place one hand on your stomach and check how quickly you are breathing.
2. Take a slow, deep breath in through your nose and hold it while you count steadily up to five.
3. Breathe out slowly through your mouth, taking another five seconds to do so.
4. Carry on doing this until you are doing it naturally.
5. Tell yourself how well you are doing.
6. Remind yourself that everything is going to be alright.
7. Smile (Really! It does actually make you feel better)




After the Exam
Try and forget each exam once it is over.  Avoid getting into conversation with other people about what you or they wrote.  Be glad that it’s one less exam to worry about!

Finally, remember there is more to life than exams.  Exam results are not the only things that matter in your life, and are not the only things that make you a valuable human being.  Even disappointing results are not the end of everything – new opportunities open up where we least expect them.

	
IF YOU NEED MORE HELP

If you feel you don’t understand the work you are revising, or need help deciding how and what to revise, ask your subject teacher for help.

Currently students are welcome to drop in to Study skills workshops in JP14/15 after school on Monday, Tuesday and Thursday between 3.35pm and 4.45pm for support with a subject specific area which may be causing some concern.
 
 'Dealing with Exam anxiety' workshops will run after school between 3.35pm and 4.30pm from the end of February please contact J.Baxter@oaklandscatholicschool.org if you wish to book a place.

If you have questions about exam timetables, the exam process or any other concerns, then contact Mrs Kendrick, Examinations Officer in the White House.

Talk to your Head of Year/Tutor.

Mrs Floyd is the School Chaplain.  Meetings with her are confidential.
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