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Goals

• To consider the role of the stress-response in 

relation to exams

• To consider strategies at an individual level to 

support young people through exams

• To consider staff wellbeing during exam season

• To consider what parents can do to help

• To consider class and whole-school 

approaches to supporting young people through 

exams
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Reminder: five ways to 

wellbeing
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Take notice

Connect

Be active

Keep Learning

Give



Demands and resources

• Stress occurs when the demands 

placed on us “tax or exceed [our] 

adjustive resources” (Lazarus) 

• Too little stress is unhelpful and means 

that we don’t perform at our optimum; 

but when demands exceed our capacity 

to cope, that becomes distress.
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Stress response -

perception

• Stress isn’t a purely physiological 

response

• Our perception of the situation, our 

coping skills and the support we have 

around us can contribute to our 

experience of stress
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Symptoms of stress

• Difficulty sleeping

• Irritability

• Changes to appetite (under or over-

eating)

• Difficulty concentrating/ maintaining 

focus

• Tension

• Headaches
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Yerkes-Dodson Law
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Maintenance cycle
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Thoughts

Emotions

Physical

responses

Behaviour



Thoughts

Maintenance cycle
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Anxious

Low in mood

Tense

Heart racing

Stomach churning

Headache

Avoidance/ 

procrastination

Being irritable

Crying

I can’t do this

I’m going to fail

I’m not good enough

Emotions

Physical responses

Behaviours



Challenges: physical 

responses
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Increased 

heart rate

Rapid 

breathing

Muscle 

tension

Headache

Stomach

pains

SweatingNeeding 

the toilet



Strategies for managing 

the physical response

• In order to be able to tackle any of the 

cognitive, behavioural and emotional 

aspects of our stress response, we first 

need to address the physical response.

– Breathing exercises

– Progressive muscle relaxation

– Exercise
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• These are controlled breathing 

exercises.

• The purpose is to interrupt the 

physiological anxiety response 

so that our bodies physically 

calm down.

• Both techniques teach us to 

breathe calmly and slowly.
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Milkshake/ bubble 

breathing



Square/ box breathing

Breathe in 

through 

your nose
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Hold the 

breath in

Breathe out  

through 

your mouth

Hold the 

breath out

4



ReachOut Breathe
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Progressive muscle 

relaxation
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Aimed at 

primary 

school 

children



Progressive muscle 

relaxation
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https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/default/files/MuscleRelaxation.pdf

Appropriate 

for adults 

and older 

children



Challenges: Worries

What do you think are some of 

the common worries that young 

people have in relation to their 

exams?
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Strategies for managing 

worries

• Normalising the experience of stress

Most young people who have upcoming 

exams will feel some level of stress; and 

actually it will be helpful for their 

performance in the exams

• Thought-challenging
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Unhelpful thinking styles



Unhelpful thinking styles



Balanced thinking
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Kanizsa triangle



Challenging unhelpful 

thoughts

https://www.friendsresilience.org/blog/red-green-thoughts/

• Helping children to identify 

unhelpful (red) thoughts 

and more helpful (green) 

thoughts

eg,

“I can’t do it!” versus “I 

might not get everything 

right but I can try my best”



Balanced thinking



Balanced thinking

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/helicopter.htm



Balanced thinking



Task

Challenges: 

Procrastination
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Triggers unhelpful thoughts/ beliefs

Feel uncomfortable and want to avoid 

this feeling

Make excuses and do 

procrastination activities

Consequences (positive 

and negative)



Strategies for managing 

procrastination

• Address the unhelpful thoughts and 

beliefs – use the thought challenging 

exercises

• Acknowledge that it feels uncomfortable 

• Adopt some practical strategies to help 

manage the tasks
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Strategies

• Prioritise what needs to be done

• Break down each task and grade it in 

terms of how easy/ difficult it is to 

achieve

• Estimate how long each task will take –

this is where young people can struggle 

and need support – they’re often not 

good at realistic timings
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Strategies

• Set small targets:

– One easy task

– Just do 5 minutes

– Get the worst one out of the way

• Reward yourself when you’ve achieved 

a task
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Problem-solving skills



Problem-solving skills



Formulation activity

In small groups, try to map out a 

maintenance cycle and identify 

possible interventions
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Factors to consider

What factors do we need to 

consider when helping young 

people to prepare for exams?
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Staff wellbeing

• The exam period is also a very stressful 

time for staff.

• In order to help young people manage 

and contain their anxieties, we also 

need to look after ourselves.
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Staff wellbeing

Task: Your own five ways to wellbeing
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What Parents can do 

• Support messages from school, where 

possible, to avoid mixed messages 

• Parent’s wellbeing is also important

• Be a good role model – honesty!

• Managing expectations (their own and 

their child’s)

• Not comparing their child with others
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What Parents can do 

• Managing parental differences about 

exams and how to deal with them 

• Communication and consistency 

• Balanced response to child’s negative 

thoughts and beliefs 

• Have a copy of child’s exam timetable 

and plan family activies around this 

• Promote self-care and relaxing activities 
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What Parents can do 

• Talk to their child – normalise, validate 

and be available (and balanced)

• Look out for signs of stress and anxiety 

in their child

• Support appropriate contact with peers

• Discuss plans for after exams 

• Monitoring procrastination, avoidance

05/03/2019 38



What Parents can do 

• Discourage cramming

• Encourage getting organised the night 

before exams – and relaxing 

• Balanced response to exam post-

mortems  

• Support regular bed times and good 

sleep hygiene

• Managing phone / screen time
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What Parents can do 

• Help manage distractions

• Dedicated study space

• Revision timetable – creating ; 

adherence to

• Encourage study breaks

• Time off chores 

• Other aspects of environment (noise ; 

music) 
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What Parents can do 

• Promote balanced and healthy eating –

breakfast on exam days 

• Promote physical activity

• Encourage seeking support from others 

(peers ; teachers ; YPCS)

• Support a range of revision strategies 

that suit how their child learns
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Ethos around exams

Young people internalise a lot of 

messages about the importance 

of exams and this can add to the 

pressure they experience.
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Whole school approach
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• Australian website

https://schools.au.reachout.co

m/articles/exam-stress-action-

pack

• Includes lesson plans for 

helping young people 

understand and managing 

stress.

• Also includes resources for 

parents. 

https://schools.au.reachout.com/articles/exam-stress-action-pack


https://www.samaritans.org/your-

community/samaritans-education/deal-developing-

emotional-awareness-and-listening

05/03/2019 45

https://www.samaritans.org/your-community/samaritans-education/deal-developing-emotional-awareness-and-listening


Resources
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Charlie Waller 

Foundation

05/03/2019 52



Mind
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https://www.mind.org.uk/media/

4041539/mind_how_to_cope_wi

th_student-life_web_2016.pdf

https://www.mind.org.uk/media/4041539/mind_how_to_cope_with_student-life_web_2016.pdf


http://www.ucl.ac.uk/student-psychological-

services/other-resources/ExamAnxiety

http://www.studentminds.org.uk/exam-

stress.html

http://www.bath.ac.uk/study/teachers-

advisers-parents/parents/news/exam-stress-

techniques.html
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http://www.ucl.ac.uk/student-psychological-services/other-resources/ExamAnxiety
http://www.studentminds.org.uk/exam-stress.html
http://www.bath.ac.uk/study/teachers-advisers-parents/parents/news/exam-stress-techniques.html


Childline
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https://www.childline.org.uk/glob

alassets/info-and-advice/school-

work-and-college/school-and-

college/exam-stress/beat-exam-

stress.pdf

https://www.childline.org.uk/globalassets/info-and-advice/school-work-and-college/school-and-college/exam-stress/beat-exam-stress.pdf


Moodzone - NHS

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/coping-

with-exam-stress/
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https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/coping-with-exam-stress/

