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Many students find preparing for and taking GCSEs and A Levels a 
stressful and anxiety-provoking time. This guide will explain some 
important facts about exam stress and anxiety and show some simple 
ways that it can be effectively managed. 
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Many people 
think that stress 
is a bad thing. 
 
What is the truth 
behind this? 
 

 

STRESS IS NOT NECESSARILY A BAD 
THING 
 
Stress is Neither Good Nor Bad in Itself 

People react to stress in different ways. For some students stress can be 
a great motivator and gives them the ‘get up and go’ that the need to 
succeed. Other students are indifferent to stress; they can float along 
without getting affected by stress in a good or bad way. Stress can be a 
bad thing for some people when exam pressures become 
overwhelming.  
 

Should I be concerned? 

They key thing to remember is that stress is nothing be scared of. If you 
are someone who responds well to stress then it can help push you to 
better performance. If you are not there are things that you can learn to 
help yourself cope more effectively.  

 

The Balance Between Pressure and Coping 

When the pressures that we put on ourselves, or the pressures that we 
believe others put on us, outweigh our ability to cope with those 
pressures then stress can lead to anxiety. A high level of exam anxiety 
can be unpleasant and can interfere with your ability to perform well in 
exam situations. However, it is important to remember that anxiety is 
not inevitable; there are many things that you can do to reduce your 
level of anxiety. 
 

 

 
This guide will explain: 
 

 How to recognise the signs of high exam anxiety 

 Learning how to respond effectively to high exam 
anxiety 

 How to control physical reactions to anxiety 

 Learning to think positively 

 How to make revision effective 
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What are the 
signs of high 
exam anxiety? 
 
How do I know if 
I experience 
high exam 
anxiety? 
 

 
 

HOW TO RECOGNISE THE SIGNS OF HIGH 
EXAM ANXIETY 
 

Exam Anxiety Can Show in Thoughts (Cognitive Signs), 
Emotions (Affective Signs) and the Body (Physiological Signs) 

 

Cognitive Signs of Exam Anxiety 

 Going blank during an exam 

 Difficulty concentrating 

 Remembering answers after you have finished the exam 

 Negative thoughts about your past performance in exams 

 Negative thoughts about the consequences of failure 
 

Affective Signs of Anxiety 

 Feeling excessive tension 

 Feeling panic 

 Feeling overwhelmed 

 Feeling not in control 

 

Physiological Signs of Exam Anxiety 

 Fast heartbeat 

 A dry mouth 

 Jelly/ wobbly legs 

 Dizzy or faint 

 A tight or churning stomach 

 Sweating 

 

Remember that most people experience these signs at some 
point when doing an exam. That is entirely natural. High 
exam anxiety is when you tend to experience these signs 
before or during an exam most of the time. 
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Is there 
anything I can 
do to help 
myself if I get 
highly anxious 
about exams? 

 

LEARNING EFFECTIVE WAYS TO DEAL 
WITH HIGH EXAM ANXIETY 
 
You Are Not Alone 

Many people who experience high levels of exam anxiety think they are 
the only ones who do so. High levels of exam anxiety are more common 
than many people think. A survey in 2014 found that just over 16% of 
students in Year 10 and 11 reported high levels of exam anxiety. That is 
approximately 1 in every six students.  
 

Should I Just Ignore it? 

Although it might be tempting to avoid doing anything about it this is 
not the best approach. Many people with high exam anxiety experience 
something that psychologists call cognitive interference. Cognitive 
interference is when anxiety interferes with your memory, attention 
and concentration. This makes it harder for you to understand what 
exam questions are asking for and to remember that you have revised. 
Ultimately it could mean that do don’t perform as well as you could do.  
 

What is the Good News? 

The good news is that there are ways you can learn to control high 
levels of exam anxiety that are simple and can be learnt by everyone. 
These will help to prevent the effects of cognitive interference. 

 
Effective ways of reducing high levels of exam anxiety 
include the following: 
 
- Controlling physical reactions to anxiety with deep 

breathing 
- Learning to believe in yourself 
- Developing a plan for your revision 
- Using effective revision strategies 
 
The remainder of this guide will explain how you can learn 
to use these strategies. 
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What can I do if I 
feel really 
panicky at the 
beginning of an 
exam? 

 

LEARNING TO CONTROL PHYSICAL 
REACTIONS TO ANXIETY 
 
What is Deep Breathing? 

You might have noticed that when you become anxious your breathing 
becomes shallow and fast. This one of several physical reactions to 
anxiety. However, if we breathe slowly and deeply your anxiety can be 
reduced. This is one of the most effective ways to temporarily reduce 
anxiety? 
 

When Can I Use Deep Breathing? 

You can use deep breathing at any time and not just in exams. However, 
it can be an effective approach to use at those moments when you are 
feeling very anxious, panicky or faint, such as at the beginning of an 
exam. Using deep breathing will help you to calm down and feel like you 
are in control. 
 

How Do I Learn Deep Breathing? 

 Sit comfortably with a straight back 

 Place your left hand flat on your chest and your right hand flat just 
underneath your left hand at the bottom of your ribs. This is where 
your diaphragm is. 

 Breathe in and out normally. You should not feel much change in 
the chest or the diaphragm 

 For deep breathing inhale slowly through your nose for about 5 
seconds 

 Hold your breath for about 2 seconds  

 Exhale slowly through your mouth 

 If you are doing the technique correctly you should be able to feel 
more expansion in your right hand placed over your diaphragm 

 Repeat for a minute or two until you are feeling more clam 
 

 
Deep breathing techniques are taught in yoga and 
mindfulness classes. Many people find it easier to learn 
deep breathing by following an instructor. If you want to 
try this there are many examples on the internet. For 
example, try a search for ‘deep breathing’ on YouTube and 
you will find many examples to choose from  
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I am really 
worried about 
failing – is there 
anything I can 
do? 

 

LEARNING HOW TO FEEL MORE 
CONFIDENT ABOUT YOUR EXAMS 
 
What Are Negative Beliefs? 

Many people with high exam anxiety can’t stop worrying about failing 
or the consequences of failing. Sometimes these beliefs can become 
unrealistic and extreme, for instance thinking ‘If I fail my GCSEs my 
whole life will be a failure’ or ‘If I can’t answer the first question on this 
exam I will fail the whole exam’.  These types of beliefs are not helpful 
as they focus on what you can’t do rather than what you can do and 
increase pressure on yourself. 
 

How to Recognise Negative Beliefs 

Many people are not aware if when they have a negative belief and so 
the first step is to learn to recognise them. Whenever you are feeling 
worried or anxious about an exam, you need to pause and ask yourself 
‘what exactly am I thinking here?’. It might be something like ‘I am 
rubbish at exams’ or ‘I am never going to be able to learn this’. You 
need to ask yourself if these beliefs are realistic and if they are not 
replace them with positive realistic beliefs. 
 

Replacing Negative With Positive Beliefs 

You need to decide what positive realistic belief can replace the 
negative belief. For instance, if your negative belief was ‘I am rubbish at 
maths, I always do poorly in maths exams’ a positive more realistic 
alternative could be ‘Even if I will never be the best at maths, I will 
always be able to do better if I have a better revision plan than before’. 
Every time you get anxious or worried you need to then replace your 
negative unrealistic belief with a positive realistic belief. 

 

 Replacing negative beliefs with positive takes a bit of 
time to master and so it is better so start sooner rather 
than later 

 Some people find it is helpful to keep a record of their 
negative and positive beliefs in a diary 

 Over time you become a more confident and positive 
person with a ‘can do’ attitude 
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There is so 
much to revise I 
just don’t know 
where to begin  

 

PLANNING YOUR REVISION 
 
Putting Off Starting Revision 

For many students getting started with revision is the biggest 
hurdle to overcome. One of the reasons is that there is so 
much to revise is that is can seem overwhelming. Some 
students procrastinate and will find any excuse not to start. 
Other students will claim they are not doing any revision 
while finding inventive ways to hide the fact from others that 
they are loads of revision. It is best not to listen to what 
others are doing and instead focus on getting yourself 
started.  
 
Overcoming Procrastination 
The way to get started and overcome procrastination is to 
create a plan where you break down everything you need to 
revise into small topics and just revise one topic at a time. By 
creating a plan you are taking control.  
 
Set Yourself Targets 
Once you have broken down what you need to revise into 
topics, set yourself a target for when to revise each topic. 
Give Yourself a time limit for when to revise that topic by. 
  
Checking Progress 
Check your progress regularly and set yourself a new time 
limit if you need to. Once you have met each target set 
yourself a new one and keep-up the process of setting and 
monitoring your targets. By doing this you will gain 
confidence in your ability to revise everything you need to. 

 

 
Remember... 

 Targets must be achievable and manageable 

 Targets must be short-term and include a time-limit 

 Review your targets and when you have hit your target 
set a new one straight away  
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What revision 
approach 
should I use? 

 

WHAT MAKES EFFECTIVE REVISION? 
 
Learning is About Making Connections 

In order to judge whether your revision is effective you need to 
understand how learning works. Learning is a simple process; it 
involves making connections between something new and something 
that you already know. The stronger this connection is, then the easier 
it will be to remember the things that you are trying to learn. 
 

There are Many Different Approaches to Revision 

 Summary cards help to condense lots of information into key points 

 Highlighting key points helps to identify the most important things 
to remember 

 Mind maps help to show  how key points are related to each others 

 Mnemonics can help to remember facts (e.g., in Chemistry, the 
mnemonic ‘OiL RiG’ could be used to remember that Oxidation Is a 
Loss in electrons and Reduction Is a Gain in electrons) 

 Rhymes and songs can help by using a familiar pattern to hook the 
things you need to remember onto 

 Post-it notes can help to provide a visual prompt 
 
…and there are lots of other approaches 
 

 

 

 
There is no such thing as a right and wrong approach to 
revision. Any approach can be effective if it includes these 
following principles: 
 
- Make revision active and personal 
- Practice 
- Test yourself 
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How do I make 
my revision 
effective? 

 

MAKING REVISION EFFECTIVE #1 
 
Enhancing Connections Between the New and Old 

Remember that learning is about making connections between things you 
already know and the things that you trying to learn. Anything that 
enhances or strengthen those connections will make things easier to 
remember and will make your revision more effective. 

 

Make Your Revision Active 

Whatever approach that you take to revision you need to make sure that 
it is active. You can find lots of revision summaries online. Although it 
looks like someone has done all the hard work for you these are passive 
forms of revision - not active. It is by actively creating your own revision 
materials that you create and strengthen the links between the new and 
old. Active revision is more effective than passive revision. 

 

Make Your Revision Personal 

Things are easier to remember when they have some personal link to us. 
If you make links from the things you are revising to your own life (this 
could be people, places, things, music, or anything) they will be easier to 
remember. This can be as creative or as silly as you like; it does not 
matter. When you make your revision material personal you are making a 
link to something you already know well and so is easier to remember. 

 

Make Sure that You Understand What You Are Revising 

It is very hard to revise things than do not understand. If this is the case 
you need to ask someone to explain it to you (such as a teacher, 
classmate, parent or carer) or look for the explanation yourself. If you do 
not understand something, rather than trying to spend time revising it 
you would be better spending the time improving your understanding 

 

 
Active and personal approaches to revision can be applied 
to any revision technique and it will make it more 
effective 
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How do I 
improve my 
recall for things 
I have been 
revising? 

 
 

MAKING REVISION EFFECTIVE #2 
 
Practice is Essential 

One of the most effective ways to strengthen the connection between 
new and old is practice. The principle applies whether we are learning 
a new sport, an instrument, or revising for an exam. The more you 
practice something the stronger the link between the new and old 
becomes and the easier it is to recall the things you have been 
revising.  

 

Spacing Out Practice 

Practice means that you can’t just revise something once and expect 
to recall it well. It might take two or three or maybe more attempts at 
revising a topic before you can recall it well. Learning improves when 
practice is spaced out. Rather than revising the same topic for three 
consecutive days it is more effective to revise the same topic three 
times but spaced one week apart. 

 

 

 
Overlearning is a term that psychologists use to describe 
practicing something until it becomes automatic. When 
something is overlearned it is easier to recall because it 
requires less processing capacity during an exam.  
 
Overlearning is a useful strategy for people with high 
levels of exam anxiety as it helps to overcome the 
cognitive interference caused by anxiety. 
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How do I know 
if my revision 
has been 
working? 

 

 

MAKING REVISION EFFECTIVE #3 
 

Why Testing Yourself is Important 

The only way to know if your revision is effective is whether you can 
remember the things that you were trying to revise. You need to test 
yourself regularly to see if your revision is not working.  If you can’t 
remember the things you have revised then you need to try a different 
method of revision, make your approach more active and personal, or 
practice more. If you don’t test yourself you will never know if your 
revision is effective or not until your exam.  

 

Keep Testing Yourself 

Even if you test yourself after a revising and you can remember all the key 
points that does not mean that you do not need to test yourself again. 
Learning fades with time and so you need to keep testing yourself as the 
exams approach to ensure that your recall is good. You can combine 
testing yourself with the idea of spacing out practice (explained on the 
[previous page). Keep practicing your revision and keep testing yourself.  
 

 

 
There are many ways you can test your revision: 
 

 Write down everything you can about the topic you 
revised immediately afterwards. 

 Write down everything you can about the topic you 
revised one week later. 

 Explain everything you know about a topic to a friend, 
classmate, parent/ carer, or anyone who will listen. 

 Try a timed practice exam question. 
 
Which every approach you use you need to ask yourself 
afterwards – have I remembered the key points? 
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Prof Dave Putwain AfBPS C.Psychol, 
School of Education, 
Liverpool John Moores University, 
Room H107, 
IM Marsh Campus, 
Mossley Hill Rd, 
Liverpool, 
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https://www.ljmu.ac.uk/research/centres-and-institutes/centre-for-
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