exam stress

conquering

about this booklet
Sometimes we all face challenging situations. Preparing for exams
often causes stress for many people. This booklet provides tools
and tips to help you prepare for your exams and manage your stress
levels. You can work on this booklet by yourself, with a friend, or
with an adult you trust.
HeadStart Newham is part of a five-year £56 million National
Lottery funded programme set-up by the National Lottery
Community Fund, the largest funder of community activity in the UK.
The service is delivered in partnership with the London Borough of
Newham.
HeadStart Newham would like to thank the pupils, school staff and
colleagues who helped produce this booklet.
Development of this booklet is informed by the Academic Resilience
Approach created by Lisa Williams and Professor Angie Hart, based
on Professor Hart's work at the University of Brighton and
Boingboing.

2

contents
01

Entering the zone

Introduction and setting the scene
“Flight or Fight” and spotting stress
What’s YOUR starting point?

02

Putting you first

Key strategies for building resilience
What is your “why”?
Positive relationships and support

03

Taking control

Effective revision
Revision planning
Making resilient moves

04

Part 4: Becoming an expert

Becoming an expert
Review

3

before you get started
My name

My school

My coach

Start date

Review date
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Check in about how you are feeling
You spend a lot of time at school, doing activities and
with your friends. The way you feel about those things
can impact on your health and wellbeing. How do you feel
about these things? You can use an emoji or just write
how you feel.

School

Friends

Social media

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Weekend

Exams

Newham

Schedule
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Entering the zone
Introduction and setting the scene
“Flight or Fight” and spotting stress
What’s YOUR starting point?
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What’s the point of stress anyway?
Stress goes back to the days of the caveman when we
reacted to danger by either fighting or taking flight. Our
bodies have a physical reaction to danger including an
increase in adrenaline, faster heart rate, sweating,
increased blood pressure and blood sugar. This physical
reaction helped our cavemen ancestors to run faster, fight
harder, jump higher, think faster and heal better.
Fight or flight, a natural reaction, becomes a problem for
us when we think about a non-emergency situation as an
emergency. This kind of thinking puts our bodies in fight or
flight mode when we don’t need to be and experiencing
this on a regular basis cause stress.
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Spotting Stress

some signs of stress to look out for

Dizziness
Hard to get to
sleep or wake up
in the morning

Forgetfulness

Anxious and
grumpy
Increased
heart rate
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No appetite
or don’t want to
eat

Loss of
interest in
activities

Migraines and
headaches

Always
tired

Aches and
pains

Blurred
vision
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What’s your starting point?
Complete the form below to determine your
starting point and where to focus your energy.

Name:

Form:

How stressed are you feeling about exams? Put a cross on the line.
1

2

3

4

5

Is there an exam which is causing you more stress than others?

What are the signs you are stressed?
What would people see?

How would you feel?

10

Part 1: Entering the zone

Checklist
I know the dates of all the exams I am taking
I know which topics will come up in each exam
I have a revision plan that will work for me
I know the best way of revising for me
I have an idea of where I would like to be next year
I have applied to do this
I have a plan B in case this doesn’t work out
I have someone at home who knows about school
My friends are supportive and positive influences
I eat well
I sleep well
I do exercise
I know how to manage anxiety
I know how to de-stress
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How confident are you about knowing how to prepare for exams?

1

2

3

4

5

What things are you unsure about? What questions do you have?

What are the signs you are stressed?
What would people see?

How would you feel?
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How confident are you about knowing how to prepare for exams?

How confident are you about knowing how to prepare for exams?
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Putting you first

Key strategies for building resilience
What is your “why”?

Positive relationships and support
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How can we all build our resilience
and improve our wellbeing?
There are many different definitions of resilience.
Resilience research has identified actions that students can
take to achieve good outcomes against the odds. We define academic resilience as students achieving good
educational outcomes despite adversity. There are tools that
can help you reach your educational goals.
The Resilience Framework is one of those tools. It
contains strategies to build resilience and improve
personal wellbeing. It has five components: Basics,
Belonging, Learning, Coping and Core Self.
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MY RESILIENCE AND WELLBEING
BASICS

BELONGING

LEARNING

COPING

MY SELF

Where I live is warm, dry and
safe

There are places in and out of
school where I feel I belong

I feel I am coping well
with school

I understand the school
rules and boundaries outside school and I can keep
to them

I have hope for my own
future

We have enough money for
heating, food, and clothing

I feel safe most of the time

I can get places I need to go
safely

I know how to get
I am understanding more about
I can be brave when I need
extra help and support
the world I live in
to be
if I need it

There are good
influences and role models in
my life

I have ideas about
what I’d like to do in
the future

I get practice in solving
problems

I know what I am good at
and where I need help to
get better at something

I am organised

I look on the bright side
when things are tough

I take responsibility for myself and my actions. I don’t
blame others

I know when I have
done
something that I
should be proud of

I have a hobby,
activity, passion, sport that
I enjoy doing

I want to get even better
at the things I’m good at

I have good, stable relationships in my life
People look out for me and I
can count on them

I have access to healthy food
and drink

My friends make me feel good
about myself and my future

I am physically active and
get outside

I focus on the good times and
places in my life

I sleep at least 8 hours a
night and avoid screens before
bedtime

I am comfortable
talking about where I come
from/my home

I do things I enjoy and chill
out

I like trying new things or
meeting new people and have
the chance to do this

I do not feel picked on or
bullied for who I am, how I
live my life or where I am
from

I make new friends and mix
with other young people

I try to understand
other people’s
feelings

If I’m feeling angry, frustrated or sad, I know what
to do to calm myself down
or feel better
I am learning skills
that are useful in real
life

There are people in my life
I can turn to for support

I take advice from others
and try different solutions
to solve the
problems I have

There are people in my life
I can have a laugh with
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Key strategies for building resilience and
managing stress
Look at the strategies in the table. They all help us to
build resilience and develop positive wellbeing. How
many do you think apply to you? How many can you
try and engage with as you prepare for your exams?
Circle all the strategies which would help you
prepare for your exams. See if you agree with the
“answers” on the next page!
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The strategies circled in red will support your
preparation for exams. How many apply to you and
your life right now? Write down 3 strategies you
could start working on today.
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My top 3 strategies

1

2
3
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Knowing your “why”
As you prepare for your exams, it can really help to know
“why” it is important for you to do well and to visualise your
life after these exams.
If you haven’t thought about your next steps yet, take some
time to do that and make some notes about what you want to
achieve in your life. Try to ask yourself these questions:

1. What will success mean to you and your future?
2. Which pathway will you take? Will you aim for college, an
apprenticeship, a job or something else?

3. What have you done already to prepare for that pathway?
4. Do you have a Plan B?

5. If you are anxious or unsure about your “why”, who can
support you to prepare for your life beyond your exams?
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what

how

why
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Positive relationships and support
Our relationships can help us do more, become more, and
reach our goals. Make sure you have the best, most positive
and supportive relationships around you at this time.
You can think about your relationships as fitting
into one of these four categories:

+
ADDERS

SUBTRACTORS

Bring positive influence
into your life, no strings
attached

Take away your confidence, happiness, peace
of mind, and self-esteem

Interested in helping you become a well-balanced person

Can be clever and do it
bit by bit

Always try to help you grow
and mature

You should be cautious
around these people

Help you go outside your
comfort zone
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MULTIPLIERS
Help you carry on when
things are tough
Add to you and increase
the happiness in your life
Caring, sincere and try to
coach you to success
Challenge you to
challenge yourself

DIVIDERS
Demolish you, your
dreams and your goals,
bit by bit
Bring you down and separate you from people who
are good for you

Keep the adders and the
multipliers away from you

23

Fictional friends
Are there examples in films, sitcoms or literature of these
types of friends? See if you can come up with a fictional
representation for each type of friend!

ADDERS

SUBTRACTORS

MULTIPLIERS

DIVIDERS
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Who are your adders and multipliers?
Students who have been through the experience of
preparing for exams say that having someone in your
life that you can talk to about your feelings is very important. Think about the people in your life you can go
to. Make a list and talk to them when you can!
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Taking control

Effective revision
Revision planning
Making resilient moves
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Revision: why and how?
When we experience something new, our brain develops
a new pathway of neurons. This is how we learn. If we
repeat the experience, the pathway becomes stronger
which is why humans can develop very
complex behaviour and skills.
Think about how you learnt to ride a bike or to
swim—you repeated the action over and over until it
came naturally without having to think about it.

Can you think of any other examples?
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Revision: why?
Revision means to revisit. The more we revisit a
topic, the more likely we are to be able to recall it in
an examination situation. Each new piece of learning is a neuron
becoming stronger and making attachments in our
brain.
Every time we revisit that learning, the attachment
becomes stronger.

Revision: how?

Making a mnemonic can
help you remember!

R
E
V
I
S
I
O
N

epeat
xercise
isual
magination
ystematic
nclude breaks
rganised
ot last minute

Revision isn’t just about
reading your text book
and then moving on.
You need to repeat the
activity regularly.
What are the essential
ingredients of effective
revision?
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Can you create your own mnemonic to help you
remember the key ingredients for effective revision?

R
E
V
I
S
I
O
N
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Creating a revision timetable
A revision timetable is key because:
if you plan well in advance, you know you
will be able to cover they key topic areas
if you are well organised, then you won’t
go into panic mode, just follow the plan
if you don’t plan, you are more likely to become distracted or find more interesting
things to do
it will help you focus on subjects you need
to work on, rather than just working on bits
you already know

Top tips
Get all the information
together: dates, times,
length of exam, which
paper when.

Build in free time to
your revision plan—
you will need to take
regular breaks.
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Getting started: a checklist

Try using Excel or a diary
Create a table with time slots: 50 minute revision
slots and 10 minute rest slots
On school days, create 2 revision slots
On weekends, aim for 5 revision slots
Make sure you leave time for leisure activities!
Make a list of all your subjects
Break the list down into sections (Maths—calculator,
Maths—non-calculator etc.)
Fill in your timetable with all the subjects you need to
revise in the slots you’ve created
Keep working through the list until all slots are filled

Prioritise—consider
which topics you may
need to spend more
time on.

Breakdown subjects
into bite size pieces
but consider how long
each topic will take to
cover.
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Creating a revision timetable
Take a look at this example of a simple revision
timetable you could create in Excel.

How confident are you about knowing how to prepare a timetable?

1

2

3

4

5
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Practical tips for conquering stress
Stress is very common in exam situations. Which
of these techniques might you use if you feel
stressed in the exam hall or during revision?

Breathe slowly and
focus on a spot in the
room

Breathe in through your
nose to a count of five
and out through your
mouth to a count of 8

Close your eyes and try
to shut out external
distractions

Write down the
things that have
been your trigger

Think of a place that
makes you feel calm and
happy—perhaps a holiday
location

Repeat positive
affirmations—
’I can do this’ or ‘I have
revised’

What advice would you give to a friend about conquering stress?
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Simple grounding exercise
This simple exercise can help you manage anxiety and stress. You can do it almost anywhere and
it only takes a few minutes.

Stand up straight with your feet apart
Arms and hands are relaxed
Body is relaxed and eyes are closed
Imagine a small balloon in your belly
Breathe in slowly and deeply through your nose

Imagine the balloon inflating slowly
Hold a few seconds
Slowly exhale through your mouth
Image the balloon gently deflating
Blow out as if blowing out a candle

Repeat at least 10 times
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3 minute pre-sleep meditation
Finding it hard to sleep? Try this routine
before bed. Getting a good night’s sleep is a resilient
move!

Lie on your back, feet and arms relaxed. Take 5 deep breaths:
in through the nose, out of the mouth. Repeat this 4 times.

Turn your attention to a sound far outside your bedroom.
Hold your awareness of it for 15 seconds. Then do the same
for a sound that is closer. Then the same for a sound that is
in your room.
Bring your attention back to your breath.

Now take your attention to your right hand, then your right
arm, moving down your body limb by limb. Then repeat on the
left side of your body.

Bring your attention back to where you are. Flex your hands
and toes, then roll over and close your eyes.
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What’s the point of stress anyway?
Some people deal with exam stress in unhelpful ways,
such as ignoring the problem, not making time for
revision or revising without taking care of their physical
and mental health. Everyone feels stressed during exams.
How you handle that stress will play a big part in how well
you do on your exams.
In this section of the booklet, review all the resilient
moves you’ve explored. Think about which ones have
worked for you.
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Resilient moves for students
All of these are resilient moves which will help you
deal with exam stress. How many have you tried?
Are there any others which have worked for you
and that you can recommend to other students?
See if you can complete the sentences.

I have reasons
personal to me for
wanting to do the
best I can in these
exams

I know what I can
do to help relieve
stress and feel
less anxious

I know where
to get help if I
need it

I eat a healthy
breakfast

I get enough
quality sleep

I have an
easy-to-follow
revision plan
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If someone I know is stressing about planning their revision, I can...

If I someone needs to take a break from revising and relax, I can...

If my friend gets stressed in an exam, I would advise them to...

When someone needs to get help with their revision planning, I can...
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Becoming an expert
Can you respond to the different concerns these
young people are having about their exams?

I’m sure I’m going to fail, no
matter how much work I do.
What is the best way to
revise? -Jack

During exams I get
freaked out by the first
question if I can’t answer
it—and then I get stuck. –
Niamh
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My exams are over but I’m
so worried that I can’t sleep.
I need to find out what I got
but it won’t be for week! Alex

Sometimes in exams I break
out in a cold sweat and start
to panic. I’m always afraid it
will happen. - Jas
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Where are you now?
Let’s check back in and see what you have learnt and
changed since beginning this booklet. Answer the
questions below and then go through the checklist
again. Remember, you can go back and review tips
and exercises that helped you.

How stressed are you feeling about exams?
Put a cross on the line.

1

2

3

4

5

How confident are you about knowing how to
prepare for exams? Put a cross on the line.
1

2

3

4

5
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Checklist
I know the dates of all the exams I am taking
I know which topics will come up in each exam
I have a revision plan that will work for me
I know the best way of revising for me
I have an idea of where I would like to be next year
I have applied to do this
I have a plan B in case this doesn’t work out
I have someone at home who knows about school
My friends are supportive and positive influences
I eat well
I sleep well
I do exercise
I know how to manage anxiety
I know how to de-stress

43

References
The Academic Resilience Approach was created by Lisa Williams and Professor
Angie Hart, based on Professor Hart’s work at the University of Brighton and
Boingboing.
The Resilience Framework Reference Hart and Blincow (2007)
www.boingboing.org.uk
Start with Why. How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to action. Simon Sinek 2009

This document was produced by HeadStart Newham Funded by the National

Lottery Community Fund in April 2020 Please use this document in its entirety
and when using tools and resources credit and reference the original source.
Enjoy and Thank you

www.HeadStartNewham.co.uk

44

