Mental Health Matters – coping with the pressures of exams

Undergoing exams is an experience we all have to face at some point. Feeling anxious at such times is understandable, however, for some young people, the pressure can become too much to bear. 

With the exam season fast approaching, the MensSana Project, managed by Action Mental Health, is offering young people and families some advice on getting prepared and learning to recognise and deal with stress.
Experiencing a certain level of anxiety before and during an exam is normal and can actually make us more alert. Stress becomes a problem when it is particularly severe or prolonged, impairing concentration and performance. 

Symptoms of excessive stress include:

· Physical effects, such as headaches, dizziness and stomach upsets.

· Being preoccupied with thoughts of exams and feeling unable to relax.

· Constant tiredness due to problems sleeping.

· Loss of appetite or over-eating.

· Feeling so low and desperate that you are considering stopping school, running away or harming yourself.

If you can relate to any of these feelings, it is important to seek support as soon as possible. There are a number of services listed at the end of this article that offer help and advice. 

You can also help yourself to minimise the stress caused by exams:

· Try to keep a healthy balance between studying and other activities you enjoy. You may need to cut down on some of these in the run-up to the exam period but taking time out will help you to relax and come back with a clearer head.
· Long periods of continuous study can overload your brain, making it difficult to concentrate and be productive. Remember to build regular breaks into your revision schedule. Engaging in some form of physical activity during this time is a good way to reduce anxiety levels and help you relax.

· Try to go to bed at a regular time and ensure you get enough sleep, as this will aid your concentration and performance.

· Try to find the revision routine that best suits you - compare how efficient you are at different times of the day and using different study methods.

On the day of the exam:

· Try to eat something beforehand, even if it is only small, and drink water, as this will improve your concentration. 

· Make sure you know exactly when and where the exam is taking place, and allow plenty of time to get there to avoid last-minute panics.

· Reading over revision notes right before the exam is usually not a good idea – you are unlikely to take anything in at this stage and it may make you more anxious.

· Make sure you read all instructions and questions on the exam paper thoroughly before starting to write. 

· Try to ‘budget’ your time effectively – look to see which questions attract the most marks and spend most time on these. 

· When the exam is over, put it behind you. Going through answers with friends often causes undue panic and is purposeless at this stage.

Young people will find stress much easier to deal with if they receive understanding and support from those around them, especially parents and guardians.

· Try to accommodate their needs by arranging a set time and place for them to study without being disturbed.

· Take an interest in their study, but try to offer encouragement and support, rather than pressure and criticism.

· Help to motivate them by praising their efforts and perhaps providing small incentives and rewards.

· Try to keep things in perspective and encourage them to do the same – remember that exam results are not the only indicator of your child’s capabilities.

Receiving disappointing results can feel like the end of the world, but it is important to remember that people’s strengths and weaknesses lie in different areas and not everyone performs at their best under exam conditions. Failing to get the results you need at this stage does not mean that you won’t have future opportunities to succeed.

If you are finding the pressures of exams difficult to cope with, talk to someone about how you are feeling. Asking for help can be difficult - you may be worried about what others will think of you. However, many people will be able to relate to what you are going through and may offer suggestions that you would not have thought of yourself.

You may prefer to speak to someone you don’t know, like a counsellor, who is specially trained to help people in exactly your situation. Your GP can put you in touch with services like this and may also prescribe medication, if appropriate, to reduce your feelings of stress and anxiety. 

For further information on local organisations and sources of support, contact AMH MensSana on 02838 392314 or e-mail rtallon@amh.org.uk
Confidentiality will be respected at all times.
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