[image: image1.wmf]How to do well in your exams

A Guide to Reducing Exam Anxiety and Distress 

Professor Terry Looker and Dr Olga Gregson, both biologists from Manchester Metropolitan University , with many years of teaching experience, have written this guide to help you unwind from the stress of exams. Their advice and guidance is based on over 15 years of research and consultancy work in stress and its management. 

Taking examinations and tests of any kind is demanding and it would be unusual if we didn’t worry about sitting them and thinking about the outcome. This worry is quite normal; a little stress and anxiety keeps us on our toes and prepares us for the challenge. The problem comes when too much worrying leads to distress and anxiety that  reduce our  concentration and prevents us from thinking clearly.  If we get into this state a vicious circle can easily, arise leading to further distress and anxiety; things can then go from bad to worse. The good news is that we can prevent this from happening and even thrive on the challenge of exams.

Preparation and belief in yourself are the keys to success. 

Below is a two-stage guide for how you can improve your preparation for taking exams and to build-up belief in yourself.

To do well in exams you must prepare yourself both mentally and physically. If you apply yourself to your studies by attending classes regularly , by having a weekly revision schedule and by submitting all coursework on time, then you will be setting a  benefical study pattern for yourself that will put you well on the road to removing distress and fear from exams and tests.  Remember, the exams and tests are set for you to pass, and you will do well if you apply yourself to your studies in this way.

Preparing yourself mentally and physically is essential if you are to succeed.  A student  preparing for exams is like an athlete preparing to compete. Both need a ‘training’ schedule to get them into peak condition to perform at their best.   

 It is possible to enjoy the challenge and buzz that exams can bring. When you are well prepared you will hardly be able to wait to show how much you know and understand!
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The 2 Stages of Preparation: long-term and short-term.

Long-term preparation
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· It is important to start preparing for exams in advance.  In fact from the time you begin to attend classes, exam preparation is under-way; writing-up your lecture notes, sorting uncertain points, clarifying definitions, finding relevant literature, reading around the subject – are all part of keeping up to date and preparing the ground ahead, so that when you come to revise in your final build up to the exams you are actually revising and not seeing new work for the first time.

· Most important of all, have faith and believe in yourself. Believe that you can do well in exams. Say the following to yourself, first thing every day, (look at yourself in the mirror as you say it) and especially as exam time approaches:

“I know I can do well in these exams”

“I believe in myself and my abilities”

 “I have prepared myself well”

“There is nothing to fear”

“I can do it”

“The exams are set for me to pass”

· Don’t think about or fall prey to negative self-fullfillinging prophecies such as “I’m no good at exams”. Everybody can be good at exams. Exams are not a test of your worth as a human being. They are an indication of your current level of expertise in a particular subject. If you remember this, it helps to keep everything in perspective. If you start thinking negative thoughts, stop yourself immediately by saying:

“I am going to do well in these exams”

“I am preparing myself well”

“I can do it”


Short-term preparation


Start your final revision programme in earnest about  six to eight weeks before the exam. Remember that  preparing your body as well as your mind are equally important for achieving optimal performance.


Preparing body and mind

· Cut down on stimulants such as strong coffee. Caffeine promotes the production of the stress hormones, which in turn can increase anxiety. One or two cups a day are enough. Try to vary your drinks – fruit juice, decaffeinated coffee or tea, non-alcoholic beers, various mineral waters. Do not drink alcohol. Drink at least two litres of water per day.
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· Make sure you are eating properly and regularly and check that it is a balanced diet. Eat a good breakfast – not just a cup of coffee – but some protein as well as carbohydrates. If you don’t eat breakfast you will reduce your concentration and memory ability, and become tired mid-morning.

· [image: image5.wmf]On the morning of your exam, as part of your breakfast, eat a cooked egg – this is one of the most complete food there is; it will provide immediate and sustaining energy through until lunchtime. A similar effect can be achieved  with a bowl of porridge. Don’t wait until the exams to try this out. Experiment beforehand – do a few trial runs and see what a difference it makes.

· Eating too near to bedtime can result in sleeplessness so try not to eat a large meal after 8.00 pm.

· Don’t revise late at night. Keep to your normal sleep routine to ensure that you get to sleep. Sleep is enormously restoring. 

· Relax and unwind before going to bed by listening to soothing music or a relaxation tape or watch a relaxing video or comedy. 

· Cramming your revision just before you go to bed can interfere with sleep and increase distress the next morning.

· If you have difficulty sleeping drink some warm milk or place a hot water bottle on your stomach or feet. Practise a relaxation technique or place a drop of lavender oil on a tissue beside your bed. A five-minute mediation session may help. A good night’s sleep reduces anxiety. 

· Take regular exercise. Walking not only helps keep you fit, it is great for providing time to think clearly. A brisk walk will enhance your study/revision performance, and if taken in the evening it will help you sleep well.

Final Revision

·  Plan your revision by setting yourself targets – revise so much work by such and such a time, then take a break. Break up large tasks into manageable pieces. Keeping to your plan will build confidence.

· Do not attempt to learn any facts you don’t understand at this late stage. You’ll never be able to recall them properly and this may result in unnecessary stress.

· Realise that we all have a limited concentration span so take short breaks every hour or so for 10 minutes. This will restore your flagging efforts. A brisk walk or some exercise several times a day will clear your head and promote concentration.

· Don’t shut yourself away revising for days on end without breaks. The occasional party, social evening or time in the pub will not do you any harm, as long as it is not the night before the exam. Make sure that it’s not all work and no play – reward yourself with leisure activities and interests after an intense period of revising.

· Avoid anxious and distressed friends at this time. Distress can be contagious so try not to stir things up by constantly telling friends about how much work you have or haven’t done. Try not to listen to people who tell you they’re going to stay up all night revising or who say they can’t sleep or are going crazy with worry, drinking, chain-smoking, taking tranquillisers or stimulants. Do not follow their example.

· When revising put a few drops of a favourite essential oil, for example lavender oil, perfume or after-shave scent on your wrist or hanky. This can be a powerful memory enhancer. Use the same fragrance again during the exam to help recall your revision notes but make sure you use only one drop so that you don’t annoy other candidates in the exam room. 

· Check and double-check the dates and times of your exams. Make sure that you can find your way to the room in which these exams are being held. If you are unsure of the location find out well beforehand; go to the actual room itself.

The Exam
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· On the day of the exam do make sure that you set your alarm to allow yourself plenty of time to prepare and enjoy your breakfast , to get ready and to travel comfortably to the exam venue. Make adequate allowances for your journey and for possible unforeseen circumstances such as cancelled or delayed buses and trains, road traffic congestion and car breakdowns.
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· When coming to the exam room make sure you have all that is necessary – two pens (black ink for improved clarity), two pencils (HB and sharpened), pencil sharpener, eraser, ruler, tissues, calculator and spare batteries are basics. Bring a warm sweater. It can be surprisingly cold in a large hall first thing in the morning. Also the sun shining on paper can be dazzling.  If there isn’t the possibility of shutting it out or moving to another place, sunglasses will be helpful.

·  Make sure that you carry out any and all the instructions given by the invigilator in the exam.

· If you need anything during an exam, raise your arm and tell an invigilator. Don’t suffer in silence.

· When sitting an exam try to plan your answers and allocate a time limit for each answer. However, if you find yourself running out of time – don’t panic. Write notes rather than fully rounded sentences.

· Remember that thoughts often flow during the writing of an answer – it’s not always necessary to plan every single part of your answer before writing, however, it is useful to write a general plan to give yourself direction. If you find that during writing your mind goes blank don’t panic. Stop writing, say to yourself “I can do it”, leave a blank space and continue with the next part of the answer. If you find you cannot continue with the question then leave it. Leave a blank page to come back to. Don’t dwell on it there will be time at the end to come back to the missing point.

· Do not indulge in detailed post-mortems with friends after the exam. Post-mortems induce anxiety. Remember that distress can be catching and can be worked up out of all proportions. So don’t moan to friends about what you left out or listen to them telling you what they’ve included. It’s over – forget it. Go and relax before tackling the next exam.

· Remember we all need some pressure to give our best performance. The skill is to keep things in perspective and to prepare as much as is realistically possible. Preparation boosts self-confidence and if you are self-assured then you won’t feel anxious or distressed. What you will feel is the excitement of knowing you’ve done well because you prepared well – it’s as simple as that! Then you can relax and enjoy the sweet taste of success that steady works brings!
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We hope you find this guide helpful. Please email us with your comments and your own tips that you feel we may be able to incorporate into the guide for the benefit of others. We are sorry we will not be able to enter into correspondence with you. 

With best wishes and success ,

Dr Olga Gregson and Professor Terry Looker
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