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A Guide for Parents  

 

Handling Anxiety and  

Exam stress 
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Exam time is stressful for most students, due to the amount of pressure 

they are under to achieve good results. Yet, a short burst of stress can 

be helpful, as it may provide energy and stimulation 

 

 

Signs and symptoms. 

 

There are a variety of signs and symptoms relating to stress, a sign, 

such as short breaths, can be noticed by someone else. A symptom, 

such as a headache, is sensed only by an individual. It is important for 

students to note changes in their body, understand why stress occurs 

and how it can be prevented.  

 

 

 

 

 

What is exam stress?  
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Common worries 

 

Students can feel more stressed if they focus on negative feelings about 

the exams, such as fear of failure, insecurity, worries about 

remembering certain details for an exam etc. These are common 

concerns which most students share, It is important for them to realise 

that this is normal, and not to feel further stressed by them. However, 

these worries can get in the way of studying, especially if learners dwell 

on them.  

Student need to be supported to think about whether their worries are 

justified or whether they are exaggerated or suffering from a negative 

thinking pattern. They can break down negative thoughts by changing 

their perspective.  

 

Worry Reality check New approach 

 
Fear of failure 

Am I really likely to fail? In previous 
exams I have (almost) always 

passed, so why should this exam be 
any different? 

I am revising a lot and preparing well 
for the exam, so I expect to pass, just 

as I did previously. 

 
Too much 
pressure 

Is it possible that I am doing too 
much? Am I taking regular breaks? 
Are my expectations to high? What 
would it feel like if I was aiming for a 

B grade instead of an A grade? 

I am doing the best I can. I will take 
regular breaks and make sure I 

reserve some time to have fun, to 
take the pressure off. Exams will be 

over soon anyway. 

 
Not enough 
time to learn 
everything 

Is my time management good 
enough? Do I have a revision plan? 
Can I skip any topics? Can I ask my 
classmates if they want to study with 
me? We could revise different topics 
and teach them to each other to save 
time and/or share revision materials, 

such as revision cards. 

I am making a priority list and a 
revision timetable to keep on top of 

everything. The material is not new; I 
have already studied it earlier this 

year. I just need to remind myself of 
what I already know. 

 

Worry about not 
remembering 
details in the 

exam 

Has this happened before? Will I 
really fail the exam if I forget a few 
minor details? No! What memory 

triggers can I use? Am I really 
expected to learn all the details? No! 

I already know quite a lot. There are 
only a few details that I find difficult to 
remember. I will use memory triggers 

to help recall these. 
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Good and Bad stress 

 

Many people associate stress with 

negative experience, yet there are some 

positive effects as well. A bit of pressure 

can act as motivation booster and can kick 

learners into action. For revision, it can be 

good for a learner to feel a short burst of 

pressure or stress, as this can push 

students into doing some work. However, it is essential to get the right 

balance. Students need to find a learning state somewhere in between 

comfort and anxiety.  

 

Calm versus stress.  

Exams can be stressful due to the pressure 

to perform well, the need to remember things 

at a specific time, not knowing what 

questions will be asked, and the feeling of 

having too much to learn and not enough 

time. All this can make students feel mentally 

and physically uncomfortable. This is 

because stress effects not only the brain but 

also other body parts. Many body organs 

function differently when the body is calm 

compared to when the body is under stress.  

 

Other factors 

Learners can usually cope well with one stressful 

aspect in life. If other areas are okay, it is easier to 

maintain balance. Sometimes, however, there may 

be additional stressful events such as illness. Such 

situations can lead to anxiety. If this happens, it is 

essential to have a support network. Hobbies, best 

friends, and family members can provide much 

needed help.  
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Coping with exam stress.  

 

There are a variety of strategies that can be used to alleviate pressure 

and anxiety. Students may be able to manage stress better using a 

combination of different tools.  

 

Stress levels. 

It helps to spot the first signs of stress 

and find out what the triggers are. Most 

students can cope with stress up to a 

certain point themselves. They should 

monitor when their stress gets too 

much and take steps to calm down 

before things get to immense. It also 

helps to measure stress levels 

regularly, for example on a scale of 1 

to 10, in order to see if things are 

getting worse.  

 

Manage your time. 

Stress can be the result of poor time management. Trying to remember 

everything that needs to be done takes a lot of energy. Start by making a 

to-do list. Tasks that have been written down do not have to be 

remembered. This frees up additional brain capacity. Having a plan 

helps with managing stress, as 

students do not then have to 

worry about getting everything 

done. Instead, they get a little 

peace of mind from seeing what 

has already been achieved as 

well as seeing the tasks that will 

soon be tackled later.  

 

 



6 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relaxing through breathing. 

Constant stress can often lead to shallow breathing, which means the 

body is getting rid of more carbon dioxide than usual. This affects the 

blood and body functions, and can increase anxiety. Learning how to 

control breathing is an effective way to maintain both carbon dioxide and 

oxygen levels. It is the easiest way to reduce anxiety and calm down, 

and will help with concentration and increase energy. Students need to 

take in deeper and slower breaths by breathing ‘into their stomach’. 

 

7/11 Breathing Technique. 

This breathing technique instantly reduces high anxiety levels and can 

prevent students from having a panic attack during stressful moments. It 

involves breathing in while counting the 7 and breathing out while 

counting to 11. If this is too intense, students can try breathing in to the 

count of 5 and out to a count of 7 or 8. Breathing out for longer for longer 

than breathing in helps to switch the body from sympathetic nervous 

system, which responds to stress, to the parasympathetic nervous 

system, which is responsible for relaxation and calmness. 
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Alternative techniques 

Some alternative techniques, such as the Emotional Freedom 

Technique (EFT), are effective for relieving stress. EFT involved tapping 

on certain body points, using one or two fingers, while expressing the 

anxious feelings out loud. Often, the feeling shifts very quickly, 

especially when they are expressed verbally. Tapping releases the 

energy behind the stress and helps students to calm down. Using this 

technique, students 

can tap away negative 

emotions, such as 

stress and anxiety. It 

is safe and really easy 

to learn, and students 

can either use it on 

their own or with 

friends and family.  

 

 

 

 

Go on an inner Journey 

Another way to relax is to engage one’s 

imagination and go on an “inner journey”. 

Students can imagine a safe space in their 

mind, where they can feel calm and happy. 

They could imagine a holiday spot that 

they have been to, create a scene of their 

own, or use an inspiring picture from a 

magazine. In that safe place, learners can 

forget about their daily responsibilities and 

have fun in their imaginary world.  
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Healthy Studying 

When it comes to learning, a healthy, well rested, and 

well-nourished body usually feels better and provides 

more energy and stamina to a student. 

 

Eat well. 

Nutrition provides the body with the energy it needs. Eating the right 

foods at the right time is important to maintain a regular supply of energy 

during the day.  

 

A good night’s sleep. 

Getting enough regular sleep is just as important as eating well, because 

the body restores its energy levels through the night, repairing and 

revitalising the body. In addition, the brain processes all the information 

and emotions from the day, which means what gets studied gets filed in 

the memory and stress levels are lowered.  

 

Remember to exercise.  

Exercise can help to reduce stress and tension. It 

does not necessarily have to be rigorous – doing 

gentle yoga or going for a walk can help. Exercise 

releases endorphins which help the body relax and 

feel good. Also, it can be a welcome break for 

students from thinking about studies or any other 

worries they have.  

 

Study in comfort. 

Healthy studying may require changes to the study space. Students 

should ensure that they sit comfortably, ideally on a chair at a desk, in a 

quiet room with a pleasant room temperature, with some fresh air and no 

clutter. They need to sit up straight with their back supported by the 

chair, and should adjust the screen so that it directly faces their eyes.   
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Vary study techniques. 

Varying study techniques helps to avoid boredom and keeps students 

motivated, interested, and attentive. It may be that a student has more 

than one learning style, so use several techniques, and do not be afraid 

to try new revision methods. 
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What to do in breaks. 

Regular breaks are essential when learning in order to keep up 

concentration and motivation. Short study sessions of about 45 minutes 

can be followed by a break of at least 15 minutes. Plan for a longer time 

out break every 2 hours. During the break, students need to relax and try 

not to engage in activities that require concentration. The aim is for 

learners to let go of all study related thoughts and recharge their 

batteries. Ideally, students should stand up and move around to get their 

blood circulation going or lie down and rest for a moment. 

 

 



11 | P a g e  
 

Relaxation, visualisation and positive thinking. 

 

Anxiety can be overcome by learning how to relax and by training the 

brain to think positively. Students need to find the right balance between 

work and relaxation. Focusing on positive thoughts and visualising goals 

reduces anxiety and gives motivation. 

 

Motivation booster.  

It is normal to feel anxious occasionally, especially when worrying our 

exams and revision workload. Students can use that worry to kick start 

themselves into action.  

 

 

The importance of relaxation. 

Another way to deal with stress is to focus on relaxation. Studying 

requires a lot of effort. Students needs to build in time to relax and 

restore their motivation. Relaxation has many benefits. It can lead to 

improvements in memory and mood, an increase in motivation and a 

better night’s sleep. Regular relaxation keeps learners physically and 

mentally healthy.  
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Vision boards. 

The brain is a very powerful tool. Visualisations can have a great 

influence on learners’ thoughts and feelings too. Positive and goal-

orientated thoughts make students feel good, and give them the 

incentive to get things done. This makes it more likely that they will 

achieve their goals. One way to do this is to create a “vision board” of 

important goals and dreams to remind students of what they are working 

towards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample Board 

Students should train their brain to 

focus on what they would like to 

happen, not the worst-case 

scenario. Looking at a board such as 

this one would help them to 

visualise their goals.  
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Visualisations. 

The process of visualisations is quite similar to daydreaming, the 

difference being that while visualising, learners focus on a specific 

outcome or goal and imagine that it has already happened. Visualisation 

starts while relaxing, with closed eyes, usually in a seated position. 

Students can try to imagine a goal being reached and feel the joy of 

success. Visualising in this way helps students to create a positive mind 

set, it makes them smile, boosts their creativity, and relaxes them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental Movies. 

Mental movies take visualisation a 

step further by creating and playing 

back an “inner movie” of the 

outcome. As in visualisation, 

mental movies can include the 

imagining of other people’s 

reactions once the goal has been 

reached. So, it is essentially a 

mental slide show with visual 

representations that students 

should “watch” in their mind on a 

daily basis.  
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Know when to seek help. 

 

At times when things get too much and they are unable to cope with 

stress, students may need to seek help. If feeling really under pressure, 

start by trying some stress-relief strategies and share and worries with 

close friends and family.  

 

Assess stress levels and use coping strategies. 

 

Learners need to be aware of their stress level and assess 

it regularly. This gives an indication of when action is 

needed. They can use coping strategies (like ones 

mentioned) to keep their stress under control. Alternative 

they can talk to family or close friends about their worries for support and 

guidance. Students who express their feelings often feel better 

afterwards.  

 

Who to talk to. 

 

Sometimes it may be necessary to seek extra help if coping strategies 

and help from family or friends are not enough. It may be useful to talk to 

a teacher to get extra help. They might be able to offer solution, 

recommend study support groups etc. 

If the anxiety stays high (7 or higher on 

the scale) for more than 2 weeks, or 

after the exams have finished, it may 

be useful for the student to talk to the 

school councillor. A counsellor can 

give a different perspective, and many 

people find it liberating to talk with no 

fear of being judged.  
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Handling Anxiety – Summary 

 

• Learn to recognise stress by checking out physical and 

psychological symptoms. 
 

• Not all stress is bad. A small amount of stress can have a positive 

effect on motivation and can be used to spur students into action. 
 

• Get an understanding of the body’s reaction to stress and learn a 

variety of coping strategies.  
 

• Learners can use a scaling system to measure their stress level 

and act before it gets too high.  
 

• Remember to take regular breaks when studying. This is 

especially important when stress symptoms have already been 

recognised.  
 

• If students practise relaxation methods on a regular basis, they 

can train their body to calm down.  
 

• Learn how to release stress using breathing techniques, by 

tapping on body points, or by going on an “inner journey”. 
 

• Remember that healthy studying also means eating well, getting 

enough sleep, and engaging in regular exercise.  
 

• Develop a positive attitude towards studying. 
 

• Students should use a “time-out” every now and then to recharge 

their batteries and increase creativity.  
 

• Set specific goals, create vision boards based on them, and 

visualise about success. 
 

• If students find themselves unable to cope with pressure, they can 

confide in a teacher, parent, or friend – and look into getting 

professional help or counselling if necessary.  


