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Performing Positively:

Managing exam 
anxiety 



Welcome & 
Introductions



Feelings of nervousness, worry, fear, or apprehension 
before or during exams or other evaluative situations. 

It is a common experience and can vary in intensity from 
mild to severe. 

Exam anxiety can negatively impact academic 
performance, as well as overall well-being and quality of 
life in the build up to assessments and results

Anxiety is functional and meant to drive behaviour….

What is exam anxiety?



What triggers it? 

• Fear of failure,

• perfectionism, 

• pressure to perform well,

• lack of preparation, 

• negative experiences with exams, 

•  high expectations from oneself or others. 

• low self-confidence, poor time management skills, or ineffective study 
habits can contribute 



The stress response is a natural phenomena 
shared with all other vertebrates 

If there is a perceived threat or stressor our 
nervous system responds/whole body

It enables us to move to keep safe when 
there is a threat and take action 

We have an initial adrenalin response 

Our body will then either: freeze, fight, 
flight, flop or faint according to the situation 
and perceived threat (fear defense 
cascades) 



Life Situation, relationship, practical resources and problems

Altered Thinking

Altered Feelings Altered Physical 
Symptoms

Altered Behaviour

                                                      
The Five Areas CBT Model Williams 
2001; Williams & Chellingsworth, 
2010) 



• Physical: Can include rapid heartbeat, sweating, 
trembling, shortness of breath, nausea, GI upset, 
headache, dizziness, or feeling faint.

• Thinking: Can involve difficulty concentrating, racing 
thoughts, mind going blank, negative self-talk, or 
worrying excessively about the 
outcome/consequences.

• Feelings: Can include feelings of fear, panic, dread, 
irritability, frustration, helplessness, or low self-esteem 
related to exams.

• Behavioural: Can involve avoidance of study-related 
activities, procrastination, perfectionism, restlessness, 
or difficulty sleeping before exams.
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Focusing effects on anxiety among anxious (Przeworski, 
2003)



Growth Hormone (GH)

Estrogen and testosterone 

Cortisol 

Melatonin

Thyroid T3 and T4 

Hormones that impact 
levels, mood and 
cognitive function in 
exam age students  

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://foto.wuestenigel.com/warning-signs-you-may-have-a-hormonal-imbalance/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/




Revision breaks 
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Sleep and exam anxiety 

Sleep is essential 

Keep to a routine as much as 

possible

The bedroom for sleeping only

No revision in bedroom! Use a 

different space 

Limit screen time <1hr before bed



Balance! 

Balance study with social and reward 

behaviours

Take time out and use the 45 minute 

rule for scheduling

Social activities are important – plan 

in regular contact with friends 



16

Diet and exercise 

Good food impacts mood 

Affects performance 

Impacts the body 

Exercise reduces cortisol and stress

Relieves tension 

Walking very helpful 



Mindfulness activities 

Tasks that help focus attention in the 

present

Mindful colouring is an easy way to 

do this 

Meditation 

Walking meditation – notice what is 

around you 
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Any Questions ? 
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