Handout – coping with exam stress

4 main areas to offer support:
1. Lifestyle
• Sleep (teens: aim for 8-9 hours per night)
• Sleep hygiene (e.g.: screens before bedtime)
• Physical activity – supports sleep / helps focus
• Drink lots of water
• Eat well – keep blood sugars level to avoid highs and lows
• Avoid bad things e.g.: caffeine / stimulants (energy drinks) drugs / alcohol.
• Make sure your teen makes time to relax
2. Information needs
• Strategies for exam taking (look at the marks per question, highlight key words in the question, what to do if you “go blank”). Make a
list with your teen?
• Make a clear exam timetable.
• Which exams carry more weight – so you can give more time to revision.
• Mark schemes – what is required?
• Support your teen to get this information from the school if needed…
3.
Studying styles
• Revision timetable spread over a few weeks
• Regular breaks (every 30-45 minutes)
• Parental support with planning
• Take proper breaks- walk away from the desk / get some fresh air!!!!
• Study when it suits you best
• Need to understand to remember! Explain to a study partner…
• If you must memorise – little and often (fridge notes / toilet door)
4. Psychological factors
• Getting trapped in negative thought patterns (see later)
• Worrying / ruminating
• Bottling it up
• Being too self-critical / comparing self to others
• Getting things out of perspective – exams aren’t everything!

The power of thoughts:
•
•
•
•

The way we THINK about a situation impacts on how we feel about it/how our body reacts and how we respond to/ cope with that
situation
Thoughts are not right and wrong – they can be ‘Unhelpful’ or ‘helpful’ thoughts
The more aware we are of our thoughts - the more we can consider other more helpful ways of thinking about situations
Sometimes we experience thoughts as if they were facts rather than just one way of seeing/ thinking about a situation

Challenge your unhelpful thoughts by asking these questions:
Is there any evidence that contradicts this thought?
• I've always done well in my previous exams.
• I've been scoring well in my coursework.
Can you identify any of the patterns of unhelpful thinking described earlier?
• I'm 'predicting the future'. I have no evidence to suggest I'll fail.
What would you say to a friend who had this thought in a similar situation?
• I'd say don't be silly, you've always done well. As long as you've studied hard, you should be fine. Besides, you can only try your
best.
What are the costs and benefits of thinking in this way?
• Costs: It's making me feel sick with worry.
• Benefits: I can't really think of any.
How will you feel about this in 6 months’ time?
• I'll probably look back and laugh about how silly I was being.
Is there another way of looking at this situation?
• I've always done well in the past so I should be ok. I can only do my best anyway; after all I've studied hard. At worst, I'll just have to
re-sit next year.
Once you have asked yourself these questions, you should read through your answers. Try to come up with a more balanced or rational view.

