
Exam Anxiety – a 
parent’s guide

Dr Danielle Shbero

Clinical Psychologist

Education Wellbeing Services, 

Sutton CAMHS

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjtoMij2sLeAhWFbsAKHdQqCpEQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.gettingiton.org.uk/exam-stress&psig=AOvVaw0mzBbokHen9zbaSS9d7Gep&ust=1541694493171447


Exam Stress
Remember, it is normal to worry before an exam – the 
challenge is how to manage the worry so that it works 

for you rather than against you! 
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Aims

• How anxiety presents in relation to exams

• Understanding anxiety

• What your child can do to help themselves

• What you can do to help your child



WHAT SOME YOUNG People SAY EXAM STRESS FEELS LIKE

I am not going 
to get my 
predicted 

grades.

My stress is 
causing me to 

have 
arguments at 

home.

The amount of 
work I have from 
school is piling up 
and I am finding 
it hard to keep 

up. 

I just feel like 
crying all the 

time. 

I have so 
much 

revision to 
do for my 

GCSEs.



How might this stress present itself?

• Untidy bedrooms

• No time for chores

• Arguments

• Lack of sleep

• Not eating properly

• Stop attending extra- curricular clubs

• Avoidance



WE NEED A BIT OF STRESS… BUT NOT TOO MUCH



Fight or flight response



Anxiety 

Bodily Sensations
❑ Associated with 

adrenalin - 
preparing the body 
for action 

❑ E.g. sweating, heart 
beating faster, 
trembling

Anxious thoughts
❑ Over-estimate 

“danger”
❑ underestimate ability 

to cope

Anxious behaviour 
❑ Avoid worrying 

situations 
❑ So you don’t get the 

chance to learn if it’s 
as bad as you think it 
will be or cope 

has three characteristics:



I’m a failure, I’ll 
never get into 

Uni

I’m going to 
have a panic 
attack in the 

exam 

I’ll never 
succeed at 
anything 

My family 
will be 
really 

disappoint
ed in me

I’ll never get 
all this work 

done in 
time

Everyone will 
laugh at me 
when I fail

I’m alone, no one 
will help me 

Anxious thinking

Overestimate chance of danger
Underestimate ability to cope 



I will never 
get a good 

job
They will 

never get a 
good job

I will never 
pass my exams

They aren’t 
doing enough 

work

Everyone will 
think I’m stupid 

What do I tell my 
friends if they fail

I can’t do this
I don’t think they 
can manage the 

stress

Everyone else is 
smarter than me 

What if their 
friends do better 

than them? 

Thinking about 

thinking!
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UNHELPFUL THINKING STYLES… do you catch yourself using these?



What does anxiety look like?
Situation: revising for a French test

Thoughts:

What was going 

through your mind?

I am going to fail

I can’t do this

My parents will be 
disappointed

Behaviours:

What did you do? 

How did you react?

Stopped revising French 

Scrolled through Instagram

Emotions:

What were you 

feeling?

Stressed 

Angry 

Worried 

Bodily sensations:

What was going on 

in your body?

Feel sick 

Heart racing 

Tense muscles



What would a less anxious person look like?
Situation: revising for a French test

Thoughts:

What was going 

through your mind?

I am going to try my best

I can do this

My parents will be 

supportive

Behaviours:

What did you do? 

How did you react?

Revised French 

Took regular breaks

Emotions:

What were you 

feeling?

A little stressed 

Focused 

Determined 

Bodily sensations:

What was going on 

in your body?

Butterflies in my stomach

Feel a little sick



Managing Exam Stress and 

Anxiety



• Boosts focus and helps 
us ignore distractions

• Relieves stress
• Makes us feel happier

Exercis
e

• Helps your brain 
recover from the day’s 
work

• Better sleep can lead to 
better academic 
performance

• Can stabilise mood 
and increase resilienceSleep

• Food is fuel
• Try and include as 

many plants as 
possible in your diet

• Be mindful of the way 
different food makes 
you feel

• Drink lots of waterEat

Doing the basics





Establ ish subject  b ias

List all your subjects

Rate them for difficulty
& disinterest Add up all the totals

We’ll tend to revise certain subjects more than others, which we need to correct for.

The highest scoring subjects are the ones most at risk and need to be given time in your timetable.



Barriers to revising - what gets in the way?
BARRIERS
Leaving it too late
Hate revising

Poor organization
Confusing revision notes

Nowhere to revise

Not enough time
Other things to do
Think you can’t do it
Cramming/too much revision

Not knowing how to revise

SOLUTIONS
Act NOW! Set a day and time to get started

Try different strategies & materials, make it fun, revise with 
friends

Study timetables/lists

Use BBC Bitesize/how to pass revision books/speak to teacher

Find a small area that can be used as a small study space/local 
library

Make time – plan time in your week

How important is this? What’s in it for you?

Reflect on positives/your strengths/past achievements

Start early/use effective planning

Try out different methods taught at school/find one that suits you



Revision… Everyone does it differently!



Map out 
everything 

Create a 
plan

Develop your 
resources

Practice, practice & 
practice

Structured and del iberate preparat ion

• List subjects 
• List content 
• List exam dates 

• Work out what, 
when & how you 
will revise

• Build a timetable

• Cue cards 
• Practice 

questions 
• Apps
• Websites 
• Mindmaps 
• Storyboards 

• Stick to the plan
• Repeat the process
• Memorise 
• Simulate 



After my shower,  

I  wi l l       revise    .

(Current Habit)

(New Habit)

Changing Behaviours

One of the best ways to build a new habit is to find 
something you already do each day and then stack 
your new behaviour on top of it. In other words, your 
current habit becomes the trigger for your new one.

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n  I n t e n t i o n s
You are two to three times more likely to follow through 
with a habit if you make a specific plan for when, where, 
and how you are going to implement it.

I  wi l l  rev ise Engl ish at  

5:30pm in my bedroom.

(Action)

(Time) (Location)

H a b i t  S t a c k i n g



What can we do to manage our anxiety?
challenge our negative thoughts

WORST CASE 
SCENARIO

I won’t know any 
of the questions, I 

will panic, I will 
fail the exam, I 
won’t be able to 

get a college place 
or a good job

SOMETHING IN 
THE MIDDLE

I might not know 
all the answers, but 
I have revised, all I 
can do is my best, 

if I do badly it’s not 
the end of the 

world,  it is not the 
only exam I am 

sitting 

BEST CASE 
SCENARIO

I will get every 
question right, it 
will be a breeze, I 

will get offered 
scholarships, and 
the examinators 

will give me a 
round of applause

SITUATION: SITTING AN EXAM



challenging our unhelpful thoughts

Evidence for the thought
▪ I have so many subjects, and not enough time

▪ I do not have a revision timetable

▪ I find the subjects hard

▪ I do not know how to revise

▪ I failed in my exam last year

Evidence against the thought 
▪ I have a good amount of time for revision

▪ I can create a revision timetable

▪ I have asked for help during lessons when I didn’t 
understand something

▪ When I study with friends it makes it more fun

▪ I haven’t failed all of my exams

Rate truth of statement 0-100%: 70% 

Thought: “I will fail my exam”

Alternative, more balanced thought:
Although I might not remember everything I still have time to revise for my exams. I can make the study fun with 

friends and continue to ask  my teachers for support.                                                                        

 Review truth of statement 0-100%: 30% 

Unhelpful Thinking styles:
Catastrophising, predicting the future



testing out our worriesProblem solving unhelpful thoughts

1. Define what the problem is.
2. List all of the possible solutions. Think of as many ways to solve the problem as you 

can, even if some of them initially feel silly.
3. Think of the Pros and Cons of each solution. How practical are they? How helpful are 

they? What would the long and short term consequences be?
4. Is the plan do-able? What could get in the way? Who could help you with it?

5. Rate each plan from 0-10 in terms of how good you think it is.
6.  Choose one plan to try and set a time to do it.

7. Review what happened after you did it. Did your solution work? If not which other 
option could you try?
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  what is the problem?: I cannot motivate myself to revise for my 
English exam 

Create a revision 
plan

Don’t revise

Revise with 
friends

Take regular 
breaks
Reward myself

+ I can plan a balanced 
timetable. 
- I might find it hard
+ I won’t do my best
- I won’t have to 
motivate myself 
+ More fun
- Might need to focus on 
different areas
+ Rest my brain

+ Increase motivation

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

8

0

7

9

9

List all of the 
possible solutions Pros and Cons of each solution

Is the plan 
do-able? 
Yes/No

How good is the 
plan? 

Rate 0-10
what happened?



testing out our worries

1. Think of a situation that you find worrying

2. Face your fears in small manageable steps

3. Put these steps in order from the least anxiety provoking to the 

most 

4. Begin the first step on the ladder

5. Repeat each step as many times as needed until you feel 

comfortable with it

Is it lower than your 
original rating?

What have you learned 
from carrying out 

this step?

testing unhelpful thoughts



Abilities are static and 

cannot be changed

Abilities can be developed 

through effort and practice 

Growth Mindset vs Fixed mindset



✓ Praise your child for working hard
Say this: ‘’You worked so hard on this!’’
Instead of: ‘You are so smart’’

✓ Talk about the brain
Your child’s brain’s pathways develop through effort and practise. They have control 
over growing their brain!

✓ Accept Mistakes as Learning Opportunities
Speak positively about mistakes and struggles with your child, and this help you and your 
child believe that making mistakes is a natural part of the learning process. 

✓ Understand the Role of Emotions in Learning
Our brains are wired to protect us when we feel threatened. Stress symptoms such as 
feeling sick, stomach aches, and the mind going blank are completely normal. Encourage 
your child to use relaxation strategies to overcome them!

How to help your child to develop a Growth 

Mindset?



✓ Acknowledge and embrace weaknesses
✓ View challenges as opportunities
✓ Know your child’s learning style and use the right learning 

strategies
✓ Remember the brain has the ability to change throughout their life
✓ Focus on the process rather than the end result, enjoy the learning 

process. 
✓ Create a sense of purpose. Make long-term goals
✓ Choose learning well over learning fast
✓ Reward your child for their efforts and actions
✓ Need for improvement does not mean failure. 
✓ Help your child to reflect on their learning every day
✓ Learn from the mistakes of others
✓ Model making mistakes
✓ Think of learning as ‘brain training’
✓ Never stop learning
✓ Remember it takes time to learn

How to help your child to develop a Growth 

Mindset?



coping strategies
• Catch the unhelpful thinking styles 

and reframe the thoughts

• Challenge unhelpful thoughts

• Problem solve

• Positive Thinking

• Relaxation Strategies

• Distraction techniques

• Doing things they enjoy

• Using those around them for support



 I can learn from this and it will be easier next time

 Thoughts are just thoughts

 I have done this before, I can do it again

 Short term pain for long term gain

 Stop, and Breathe, I can do this

 I can use my coping strategies and get through this

 Its okay to feel this way



Relaxation strategies

 Controlled breathing 

 Muscle relaxation



Distraction Techniques

 54321

 5 colours 



Activities they enjoy

Have a bath 

Watch TV/a funny film/
YouTube clips

nails/make up/face mask

Play on the 
PlayStation/Xbox 

Listen to music – have a “relaxing” 
playlist 

Do something physical e.g. go for a 
walk, play football, go 

skateboarding

Spend time with pets

Shopping

Do something creative e.g. draw, 
paint, make, bake
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THE BACK-UP TEAM
Who is in you’re back-up team?

What sort of support can they 
offer?
• Emotional
• Practical
• Motivational
• Companionship

The back-up team works better 
if the people who are in it, 

know they are in it.

How could you let them know 
they are part of yours?

ME



Why do children become overwhelmed 

by academic demands?
• Poor time management skills/organisational skills/

• Procrastination

• Perfectionism

• Career choices

• Personality factors

• Unhelpful expectations and demands

• Specific learning challenges

• Competing demands (hobbies, relationships, friendships)

• Other mental health/physical health issues/life events



What I 

think I 

can do

What they 

think I 

can do



Where do unhelpful 

expectations come from?



What can parents do to help?

Normalise anxiety

Validate your child’s feelings

Encourage self-care (breaks, exercise, sleep, diet)

Offer practical support with planning and time management

Encourage a broader range of “hooks” for healthy self esteem

Speak to teachers if you are concerned

Be mindful of your own expectations and anxieties

Encourage problem-solving

Encourage a Growth Mindset



Encourage self-care

Breaks

Exercise 

Sleep 

Diet

Balance

Laughter

Rewards



Practical support with planning and 

time management

• It is not easy for everyone!

• This is particularly hard for YP with ADHD-type 

characteristics

• Look up strategies for ADHD coaching and Executive 

Function skills: they are useful for most YP.

• Set mini deadlines (and reminders)

• Encourage a structured study routine

• Scaffold homework, where necessary



Encourage a problem-solving approach

What’s getting in the way?

Low motivation

Lack of time

Difficulties getting started

Not knowing what else to write

Chaotic work environment

Poor concentration in class

Distracted by peers

Worrying about the future

What/who can help?  

Teachers

Peers

Parents

Internet

Textbooks

Study strategies

Technology

Study spaces



95%

5%

what makes me feel good about myself…

Grades Other stuff



What makes me proud of you

Humour Effort Kindness Grades Sports Smile



Be mindful of your own 

expectations and anxieties

We communicate a lot through our own actions and 

reactions?

Are your expectations in line with your child’s hopes and 

dreams?

Are your expectations changing as your child grows?

Be mindful of the world your children are growing up in. 

It’s not like it used to be!



Encourage a broader range of “hooks” 

for healthy self esteem

If everything is hanging on good grades, the 

pressure is greater and the feeling of failure is 

greater if we don’t achieve the grades we want.

Encourage a range of hobbies and interests that 

play to your child’s strengths and provide other 

ways to shine.

Remind your child of the many ways they shine!



In Summary
❖ They are putting enough pressure on themselves, 

reduce any additional pressure by offering support

❖ Help focus on the growth mindset through 

conversations you have to help encourage them during 

this difficult time and use it as a practice to learn from, 

for the summer

❖ Discuss the best ways of revising for them based on 

their individual learning style

❖ Help with any organizational difficulties, even if it just 

for them to talk it through to see if it sounds ok

❖ Encourage them to use strategies that help reduce any 

anxiety

❖ Remind them to problem solve or challenge unhelpful 

thoughts

❖ Encourage good sleep, exercise and diet, ensuring 

they take some time out and have regular breaks



Which of these celebs experienced a major failure?



RECOMMENDED APPS  
COVE

Stress & anxiety
companion
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Any questions?
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