
Preparing for exams & 
controlling exam anxiety

Outcomes:

State what anxiety is and describe the symptoms

Explain ways to help keep exam anxiety under control



What is anxiety?

With a partner create a definition of the word anxiety

Anxiety is a feeling of unease, such 

as worry or fear, that can be mild or 

severe. Everyone has feelings 

of anxiety at some point in their life.

What might make you experience 

anxiety?



Can anxiety ever be good?

It depends…

Some stress and anxiety is needed for 

optimal performance

Too little and you are not focused, 

uninterested, unmotivated

Too much – impaired performance

Where on the graph would you have placed 

yourself during June mocks?



Unhelpful ‘catastrophic’ thinking  
(Can lead to ‘burn out’ and worse performance) 

Everyone will 

have revised 

more than me.. 

I’ll never get 

onto the 

course I want 

to do.

I may as well 

just give up 

now ..!!

I’ll have to 

revise every 

hour of the day 

if I want to 

pass ..

I’ll be a 

failure as a 

human 

being!

Everyone will 

think I’m stupid 

My family will be 

so 

angry/disappoint

ed in me

I’m probably 

going to 

fail…

I won’t be able 

to have the 

career I want



Helpful Balanced & Realistic Thinking 
(will lead to less stress & better performance)

I’m unlikely to fail 

but even if I did 

there will always 

be options .

Whatever my 

grades I will find 

a way into a 

career that I 

want.

If I try then who 

knows what I can 

do. I’ll never 

achieve anything 

if I don’t give it a 

go

I need to spend time 

doing other things 

otherwise I’ll burn 

out and not be able 

to do my best

My grades don’t 

represent my 

intelligence or my 

value as a human 

being.

No-one ever feels 

they’ve done 

enough revision but 

in the exam I will 

know more than I 

think I do.

I’m going to 

do my best 

and whatever 

happens it 

will be okay

I’m going to 

try to stick to 

my revision 

plan and make 

sure I look 

after myself 



The physical signs of anxiety
When you're feeling anxious or stressed, your body releases stress hormones, such as 
adrenaline and cortisol.

These cause the physical symptoms of anxiety, such as an increased heart rate and 
increased sweating. The severity of symptoms will vary for individuals and between 
individuals.

Physical symptoms can include:

• a pounding heartbeat

• breathing faster

• palpitations (an irregular heartbeat)

• feeling sick

• chest pains

• headaches

• sweating

• loss of appetite

• feeling faint

• needing the toilet more frequently

• "butterflies" in your tummy



Sources of exam anxiety

Cognitive help: the ‘what is happening in our head’
• How we perceive and process things

Behavioural help: the ‘what is happening in our 
environment’

• How we react to the environment we are in 

By changing the thought we change our 
behaviour.  Changing our behaviour changes 

the environmental reaction, consequence. The 
power of positive thought!



Thought

(cognitive)

Feeling 

Behaviour

Consequence

Gives us a….

Which leads to  

a….
Which has 

a….

Which usually reinforces 

our….

Are you in a vicious cycle?



Watch this video

Tackling Exam Anxiety.mp4

https://dallam-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/personal/s_cox_dallamschool_co_uk/Documents/Attachments/Tackling%20Exam%20Anxiety.mp4?csf=1&web=1&e=ViFvgT


Help to manage signs of anxiety

• Self-care  - diet, exercise, sleep, positive activities

• Relaxation techniques eg controlled breathing, progressive 
muscle relaxation

• Mindfulness – be in the present moment

• Express your feelings - talking, journaling, physical activity/ 
exercise, creatively (art, music, making something..) 

• Reduce unnecessary life stress – what can I reduce/put to one 
side for now?

• Helpful and realistic thinking - challenge negative thinking and 
use a balanced approach to look at the facts and the evidence, 
rather than the worst that could possibly happen.

• Plan – use a revision timetable

• Create balance – plan in time to do other things within your 
timetable



How likely?

It is time to rationalise your thoughts
• How likely is something to happen?

• What will you do if it does happen?

Negative 
thought

Evidence Plan 

Example: You’ve failed one exam out of 100 you’ve taken so that’s actually a 

99% pass rate which sounds far more positive

By addressing 

these thoughts 

and rationalising 

the fear we 

reduce its power



Feelings and emotions

Acknowledging and naming emotions
• Do they have a colour?

• Do they have an image?

• Do they have a name?

(we don’t have to be able to say them out loud)

Are the positive or negative?

How do they make you feel?



Self esteem: I like myself

Self-esteem is how we value and perceive ourselves. It's based on our opinions 
and beliefs about ourselves, which can sometimes feel really difficult to change.

Task 1: one of the hardest things to do is be positive about ourselves
• List the things you are good at

• What do you like about yourself?

• What are your happiest memories?

• Who are you grateful for?

Task 2: What do others say about me?

• Write one positive comment about each member of your form

• Your form tutor will collate them and give you an envelope containing yours 



Top tips for the day of the exam

• Leave yourself plenty of time before the exam so you don’t 
need to rush

• Have breakfast

• Avoid last minute cramming (night and morning before)

• Take a drink 

• Avoid comparing exam prep and stress levels with friends

• Take a moment to breathe before beginning and at intervals 
in the exam

• Take time to read through the paper and write a brief 
plan/notes

• Give yourself time limits for questions and stick to them

• Don’t look around at what everyone else is doing

• Avoid post exam over-analysis 

• Have a reward planned in for after the exam finishes







Scan & read the information



Exam day plan

When we feel prepared we are less anxious

What will I do before school?

Where do we wait?

What will I tell myself when I open my exam paper?

What will I do if my pen runs out?

What if I need more paper?

What if I need the toilet?

Have a read through the frequently asked questions document.

Any other questions? 



Online resources
Articles

• Exam Stress | How To Deal with Exam Stress | YoungMinds

• Exam Season: A stress-free study season - Source Magazine

• Mindfulness meditation for managing exam stress  For Students: Dealing With 
Exam Stress | Scott Langston,

Free Apps

•

MindShift
Free

An app to help you understand, reflect and manage your anxiety, worry panic and/or phobias. It 

provides you with the tools to face your anxiety rather than avoid it.

A meditation and mindfulness app to help with stress, worry, anxiety and sleep problems; 

check-in with how you’re feeling each day, follow guided meditations do yoga and watch 

videos.

Catch It
Free

This app teaches you how to look at problems in a different way and turn negative thoughts 

into positive ones. 

Helps you assess yourself and prepare for the right career by setting goals and a pathway to 

achieving them.

Stop, Breathe 

& Think
Free

(+ in-app purchases)

Student Success
Free

Free, anonymous online counselling support.  Create an account to access 1:1 counselling 

sessions, messaging chat, discussion boards and a range of helpful resources.

https://www.youngminds.org.uk/young-person/coping-with-life/exam-stress/
http://sourcemagazine.org.uk/stress-free-study-season/
https://insighttimer.com/scottlangston/guided-meditations/for-students-dealing-with-exam-stress

