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OBJECTIVES OF THE SESSION

Knowledge: To understand more about exam stress and 
anxiety and their effect on the individual

Skills: To learn about strategies to support young pupils 
in everyday contexts to prevent and manage exam stress 
from escalating

Confidence: To feel more confident in knowing how to 
respond and manage young people with exam stress, 
including young people with ASD.



ACTIVITY

Think of a young 
person who you feel 
is experiencing high 

levels of exam stress.

What do they do 
that makes you 

believe this?

Discuss for 3 
minutes.



STRESS

Chemical reaction to a perceived threat (real or imagined) 

When we feel as if we are not coping with the situation in hand

A natural state experienced by everyone in response to adverse external conditions

When we feel we do not have the skills/resources to cope with a situation

A little stress → good for us (motivation)

Too much stress can lead to anxiety



ANXIETY

A complex combination of feelings (fear, apprehension and worry) 

A natural response to threat and danger (real or imagined)

Leads to the production of the hormone adrenaline 

It can trigger behavioural responses: the instinctive fight, flight, freeze response 

Those who are more anxious present as highly vigilant

Incorporates both the emotions and physical sensations experienced 



PREVALENCE

Recent research suggests:

• As many as 1 in 6 young people will experience an anxiety condition 

at some point in their lives. 

• Up to 5 people in your class may be living with anxiety, whether that 

be OCD (obsessive compulsive disorder), social anxiety and shyness, 

exam stress, worry or panic attacks.

• That’s 20% of your class.

Young People and Anxiety - Anxiety UK

https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/get-help/anxiety-information/young-

people-and-anxiety/

https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/get-help/anxiety-information/young-people-and-anxiety/


PHYSICAL SIGNS OF STRESS AND ANXIETY



PSYCHOLOGICAL 
AFFECTS

• Feeling fearful and panicky

• “Frozen” thought processes

• Nagging sense of fear

• Tearful

• Feeling tired

• Insomnia/ nightmares

• Irritable

• Difficulty concentrating

• Loss of self confidence

• Fear of failure and reluctance to start work



IS STRESS USEFUL?



STRESS-DISTRESS CYCLE



COGNITIVE BEHAVIOUR MODEL





NEGATIVE AUTOMATIC THOUGHTS

Thoughts shape what you think about yourself, how you judge what you do and what you expect will 

happen in the future 

Negative automatic thoughts tend to be: 

• Automatic 

• Distorted 

• Continuous 

• Seem true 

• We listen to them 

• Become very familiar 

• We believe them and accept they’re true 



EXAMPLES OF THINKING ERRORS

• Catastrophising – always thinking the worst will happen –I’ll fail the exam no matter what I do.

• Black and white thinking – its either good or bad with nothing between - I won’t get 100% so I won’t 

try

• Exaggerating –thinking only about the negative aspects, jumping to alarming conclusions – I made a 

mistake and everyone thought I was stupid.

• Ignoring the positive – not acknowledging any positive aspects of a situation. I lost the tennis match 

by 4 games to 6, I’m rubbish at tennis.

• Scanning – searching out evidence for information to confirm fears. I hate spiders, and small fluffy things 

give me a fright in case they are spiders.



BELIEFS ABOUT THE WORLD: GROWTH AND FIXED MINDSETS



STRATEGIES TO HELP 
YOUNG PEOPLE WITH 
EXAM STRESS



EMPATHY AND 
RAPPORT

• The importance of building a relationship with the 

young person.

• Ensuring that the adult has not only understood their 

thoughts and feelings but is able to communicate this 

understanding through empathic comments.

• This can establish trust so that the YP is more willing to 

engage in an exploration of alternative ways of thinking.



EMPATHIC LISTENING

• Need to genuinely empathise with the young person from their point of view.  

This doesn’t mean agreeing with them, just viewing things from their perspective

• Recognise all emotions as being natural and normal and not always a matter of 

choice

• Recognise behaviour as communication (relational vs behavioural model)

• Look for physical and verbal signs of the emotion being felt

• Take on the young person’s perspective (mentalising/mind-mindedness)

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw


PUTTING THINGS INTO PERSPECTIVE



ACTIVITY

• Write down your area of concern (e.g. elections, 

exams, work/life balance, global warming, Middle 

east situation). Then note down what areas of 

influence you can have (e.g. revision/homework 

planning, planned social times, recycling, walking 

to school, writing to your MP).



COGNITIVE BEHAVIOUR APPROACHES –
HOW TO MANAGE NEGATIVE AUTOMATIC 
THOUGHTS

1. Identify the thoughts 

2. Look for evidence

3. Challenge the thoughts with an alternative 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m2zRA5zCA

6M

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m2zRA5zCA6M


IDENTIFYING THOUGHTS

Identifying the thoughts which underpin anxiety is very important 

‘Name it to tame it’ and break the cycle 

Identify the thinking error/trap

First step in changing thinking to become more realistic and helpful

A young person may need lots of prompting to explore this as well as practice 

Get some perspective on the thoughts – distance



HOMEWORK

• Key to the success of cognitive 

behavioural approaches

• Gives the young person time to 

embed and practice the different 

techniques

• Gives you a greater insight into how 

they are feeling which will aid 

intervention  

• Opportunities to try things out 



THOUGHT 
TRACKING 



THOUGHT 
CHALLENGING

• Learn to react to thoughts differently

• To develop alternative, more realistic 

thoughts which enable you to break the 

cycle of anxiety  

• Evaluate whether they are realistic and 

in proportion 

• Is there a more helpful way of thinking? 

• Takes a lot of practice – support the 

young person to do this as well as 

setting them homework to practice 



WAYS TO CHALLENGE 
THOUGHTS 

• Fact vs Opinion? 

• What is the evidence to support? What is 

the evidence against?

• Taking someone else’s perspective 

• What would my best friend say if they heard 

the thought I am having? 

• What would I say to a friend if they had this 

thought? 

• Will this matter in a day, a month, a year? 

• Have I ever responded differently to this 

type of situation? 



EXPERIMENTS

1. What do I want to check out?

2. What experiment could I do to check this 

out?

3. How can I measure what happens?

4. When will I do this experiment and who will 

help?

5. My prediction – what do I think will happen?

6. What actually happened?

7. What have I learned from this experiment?



ACTIVITY –
QUESTIONS TO 
CHALLENGE 
THOUGHTS

1. Nobody likes me so no-one 
will come to my party. 

2. I’m going to fail my exams no 
matter what I do. 

3. I know I’ll get everything 
wrong if I try in Maths.

4. I know that teacher thinks I’m 
stupid.



SPOTTING NEGATIVE AUTOMATIC 
THOUGHTS



PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS



MANAGING THE PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS

• Learning to pause gives more time to think about your response

• Move away from the automatic and often unhelpful response

• Reduce caffeine intake 

• What strategies have you suggested young people use in order to calm down? 

• What strategies have you seen young people use effectively? 



BREATHING

• Diaphragm breathing 

• Counting breaths 

• Use colour and imagery 



CALMING THE 
BODY THROUGH 
BREATHING

A technique called TIP - follow the steps in order:

T = Cold Temperature

• If you apply something cold to your body, it will help you calm down during a 

panic attack. When having a panic attack at work, try finding a bathroom so you 

can run cold water on your wrists or place a cold towel on your neck. If it’s 

cold outside, try going out for a bit.

I = Intense Exercise

• Exercise will also help you calm down before and during a panic attack. Gilpert

recommended running really fast in place, doing some jumping jacks and 

stretching the chest. Make sure you know where you can do these exercises 

without disturbing co-workers.

P = Progressive Breathing

• Breathing in through the nose for five seconds, holding a breath for five 

seconds and then exhaling for five seconds.



MINDFULNESS

What is mindfulness? Paying attention in a 

purposeful way.

• In the present moment

• Without judgement

What is a mindfulness-based approach? An 

integrative, mind-body based approach that 

helps people to manage their thoughts and 

feelings.

Jon Kabat-Zinn (1994)



STRATEGIES FROM MINDFULNESS

Body scan 

Focus your attention fully on another activity/sensation 

Mindful breathing – focus on inflating a balloon, noticing  and moving past thoughts 

Visualisation

Grounding techniques - look around you, what do you see, hear, smell, sense? 



LIFESTYLE CHOICES

Ways to relax that 

work for them
Regular exercise Make sure you have 

time for things you 

enjoy 

Positive social 

interaction  

(belonging, 

connected)

Enough sleep Keep a ‘Looking after 

Myself’ plan

Eat a well balanced 

diet



PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

It’s not easy to transition from a set of negative thoughts to something different

Young people will need a lot of support to persevere 

Practising their responses and self-talk 

Focusing on wider factors which impact well-being is also useful 

Controlled time for worrying if needed 

STOPP! 



STUDY APPROACHES



ANXIETY, STRESS AND EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING

Anxiety can also have a significant effect on the brain’s executive functions, taking up some of the capacity for other 

mental tasks. This is because the chemicals released by the amygdala (‘reptilian’ brain) overwhelm the frontal cortex 

(‘thinking’ brain) and prevent our executive functions from operating effectively. Our executive functions are as 

follows:

• Activation (organising; prioritising; initiating work)

• Focus (tuning in; sustaining focus; shifting attention)

• Effort (regulating alertness; sustaining effort; adjusting processing speed)

• Memory (holding onto and working with information; retrieving memories)

• Action (monitoring and regulating one’s action)

• Emotions (managing frustration; modulating emotions)

As our anxiety about a perceived threat increases, so our capacity to problem solve, reason and plan decreases.



DEMONSTRATE 
LEARNING

• Review and recall

• Pair and Share

• Memory maps, posters

• Quizzes, demonstrations

• Lists, key words



RETENTION AND 
RECALL

• Review frequently

• Use a variety of recall techniques

• Teach memory and recall strategies

• Opportunities to encourage generalisations



REVISION

• Plan your time

• Prioritise:

A = must be done

B = should to be done

C = could be done

• Build in rests – 25 min work 5 min rest



‘TO DO’ LIST

A = must

B = should

C = could 

Agree Study Days/times



TASK – DESIGN AN 
EVENING SCHEDULE

• Turn over and look at the evening timetable 

broken down into hours

• In different colours fill in:

• Dinner / tea

• any clubs, activities with fixed times you 

attend (span the boxes if necessary)

• Any responsibilities you have

• Any favourite TV programmes

• Other recreation, TV, activities (in pencil)

• Now work out where the studying periods are 

going to need to fit in



EXAM STRESS, ANXIETY AND ASD

Differentiation 
of feelings and 

thoughts

Abstract 
thinking 

Repetitive 
questioning 

Ritualistic 
behaviours 

Language delay Self-regulation Sensory needs 
Rigid thought 

processes 

Generalising 



KEY STRATEGIES

Catch anxiety early!  

Adapt the environment to minimise stressful sensory experiences 

Use visual supports and timetables

Support to develop social understanding e.g. comic strip cartoons, social stories, role play

Support to understand and manage emotions e.g. using visuals, scaling emotions

Cognitive behavioural approaches as a proactive intervention

Involving those who know the young person best



TRANSITIONS 

Build up of stress and anxiety may not be as obvious 

Coping with change is difficult due to a need for routine

Focus on detail can mean worrying aspects are given undue attention 

Difficulty noticing and voicing worries

Preparation is key 



ASD AND AVOIDANCE

• Avoidance and refusal - key features of anxiety for students with 

ASD

• Avoidance maintains and worsens anxiety  

• Important to show empathy and increase emotional literacy 

• Recognise the first signs of avoidance

What strategies have you used when a young person starts to avoid 

an anxiety inducing situation?  





REFLECTIONS

What was most helpful from today’s training?

What will you use and how?

Write down 1 thing you’ll do differently.



Please take a minute to 
complete the evaluation form

Many thanks



MINDFULNESS 
RESOURCES

• One minute meditations for both adults and children: 

http://www.just-a-minute.org/resource_centre/

• Mindfulness: A guide to finding peace in a frantic world- Mark 

Williams & Danny Penman http://franticworld.com/free-

meditations-from-mindfulness/

• Mindfulness Apps: Headspace, Smiling Mind

• Quiet the Mind by Matthew Johnstone

• Free meditations, podcasts, http://franticworld.com/resources/

http://www.just-a-minute.org/resource_centre/
http://franticworld.com/free-meditations-from-mindfulness/


BOOKS AND OTHER RESOURCES

• ‘What to do when you worry too much’ Dawn Heubner

• Help! I’ve Got an Alarm Bell Going off in My Head, K L Aspden

• Wellbeing Stories and teacher toolkit 

https://www.wellbeingstories.com/ 

• Think Good Feel Good, Paul Stallard

• Anxiety, Paul Stallard

• Link to workbooks http://youth.anxietybc.com/ 

• www.bbc.co.uk - revision bite size

• www.mindinst.org/ - MIND Institute


