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Supporting Children and Young People with Test Anxiety in School

This accessible and informative book provides educators with a unique approach to supporting children and young people with test anxiety, combining key research and practical guidance to improve wellbeing and test outcomes.

The book focuses on three core areas for promoting wellbeing: test anxiety theory; ‘desirable difficulties’; and self-efficacy theory. Underpinning research is presented in an accessible format and each topic is explored in depth with case studies and reflection points to deepen understanding and bring theory to life. Chapters go on to introduce an innovative, easy-to-implement intervention. The intervention focuses on increasing children’s metacognition of their own learning – from how memory works, to knowing how to revise – lowering anxiety around high stakes exams and boosting overall wellbeing and, ultimately, academic success.

Including a wealth of examples and tips for tangibly supporting children and young people’s learning outcomes, this book is a crucial read for Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs), teachers, and anyone with responsibility for the pastoral care and wellbeing of young people.

Helen Barsham has extensive experience working as a head teacher in both primary and secondary settings. She recently completed a Doctorate of Education at the University of Cambridge, which explored pupil wellbeing, metacognition and desirable difficulties, using the ‘testing effect’ to reduce test anxiety.
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Preface

xiIn writing this book, I have made it as easy as possible for those of you with busy days, in educational settings, to implement the changes suggested here. This is because I know how precious time is, in education. There never seems to be enough of it. But there is a need for this change. I wanted this to be a ‘hands on’, ‘here you go’ approach to helping students with test anxiety. I hope to have provided a book with some theory but, importantly, a book in which there are resources that you are able to ‘pick up and run with’.

As an educator for twenty-nine years at the time of writing, I understand the pressures on the various systems in schools. Many suggestions in this book, are just that – ideas that you may be able to use in your specific setting. I am not trying to teach ‘granny to suck eggs’ at any point and offer this book with due humility to the vast amount of knowledge, experience and love you all have for ‘the kids’ out there. Feel free to adopt, adapt to your setting but attribute credit where credit is due …

I completed my doctorate so that I could help students tangibly through managing the complex and huge problem that is test anxiety, so I hope you will find this book is a tangible resource.

The Interim Curriculum Review has just been published (March 2025). The authors suggest that the primary sector is working. This book is for primary, secondary and beyond. However, we’re missing a chance here! Learning how to learn, learning for life could really happen if you took exams away. Year 6 students are often taught for the Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) exams. You only have to look at the Key Stage 2 and 3 dip literature (how students don’t progress when they move to secondary school) to see how the ‘blocked’ or learned knowledge for tests can drop off over the summer break. It’s more than just a length-of-the-holiday problem. It’s because Year 6 learning is learning for exams. The awe and wonder of the early years firmly behind them. By the time students get to secondary education, learning habits are harder to break. It makes sense to get primary students into great learning habits rather than not using massed or blocked practice (which is what teaching to exams does). Currently, I believe there is so much ‘blocked learning’, aided and abetted by General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) requirements that we’re missing an opportunity to revolutionise how students learn for life rather than for exams.

Educators, there is also a separate ‘user-friendly’ guide called ‘Manage Test Anxiety’ for your students, by Triggerhub publishing, available by searching online.

Teachers/Parents/Anyone who is interested – just email me: helen@fighttestanxiety.com

Web: fighttestanxiety.com




Introduction

I have long been concerned with the pressures of high stakes tests on young people. I am not a fan of the current UK system of examinations but have taken many students through this system in both state and independent schools and, not least, navigated my own children through the system.xii

The problem of feeling anxious about tests, test anxiety, is a huge one.

In this book, I look at test anxiety and explain how an intervention using the theories of self-efficacy (belief in capability) and ‘desirable difficulties’ can be used to reduce test anxiety. I cover the problem of test anxiety and supply the intervention, which is now packaged as a Scheme of Work, and is easily deliverable in schools and colleges. There are three practical resources for rolling out the management of test anxiety in educational settings:


	1. The intervention, now cleverly disguised as a possible Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE), or PASTORAL, Scheme of Work, deliverable to all ages in schools (from 9 years to 18 and beyond) with all the resources. This does not have to be PSHE/PASTORAL lesson or time but this work seems to fit in neatly in this category or however your setting can work it. Its aim is to reduce anxiety around exams through creating excellent revision habits. (See Chapter 6.)

	2. A suggestion for a strand of a School Development Plan aimed at embedding optimal practice around managing tests. It’s no good just delivering a unit of work (in this case it’s also an intervention) as a standalone measure. Changes in the way we approach testing in schools and colleges needs to be from the roots up! (See Chapter 9.)

	3. A programme for Teacher Training on Desirable Difficulties. (See Chapter 8.)



However, before you skip ahead and access the ‘hands on’ resources, I think you will get more out of them if you can possibly take the time to read these first few chapters. I know time is precious but an understanding of what test anxiety is and how it is exacerbated by ‘fear appeals’ is important. Equally so, the information on using cognitive science ‘desirable difficulties’ to manage test anxiety thereby increasing self-efficacy in test taking. Chances are, you will find useful points that you can apply to other aspects of your roles as educators in these chapters too.

Furthermore, I encourage you, as educators, to take a look at how feedback around tests is managed in your setting. This is important.xiii

Occasionally, I step onto a mini-soapbox with my beliefs about the current test-taking regimes in the education system in the UK. I hope I have kept my ‘soapbox’
 focus to just this theme and fairly minimal. I signpost when I am about to step on it!

The golden thread of the book is understanding how we need to give control back to the students who are anxious about taking tests and how we can do this in an educational setting. The theories of test anxiety, retrieval practice (in this book retrieval practice with a difference – see NB) as it is not used for subject content recall (as per the teaching standards) but recall of a wellbeing strategy and self-efficacy theory are explained. I argue that by understanding how the brain learns and particularly how memory works for tests, we can give students back ‘control’.

Throughout, I have often used the words school, college and educational setting. If you don’t belong in one of these categories, it does not mean that the information in this book is not relevant to you. Testing and anxiety and anxiety about testing can happen at any stage of life and in any career (think driving tests), so it may well be that learning how memory works is useful in giving confidence outside of the educational context. I have also used the words high-stakes tests, and tests and exams interchangeably and to mean more or less the same thing – important evaluative assessments that have a lot riding on them in terms of outcomes.

NB: I want to make one point very clearly, hence placing it here. Although the intervention (Scheme of Work) shared with you in this book (see Chapter 6) uses the principles of retrieval practice or the testing effect, I used retrieval practice to recall positive thinking: your testing routes are well-oiled and study, test, test, test is best. There is a great volume of research ‘out there’ dedicated to retrieval practice of content needed for tests. Great! I have drawn on this research but ‘tweaked’ the principle to create a pastoral intervention. I applied the tenets of retrieval practice or recall to a wellbeing strategy to create a mantra for students who are anxious about taking tests. This book is about retrieval practice for wellbeing and about finding solutions to help give control back to students in the often nerve-wracking situations of exams.

At the beginning of each chapter is a summary of what is covered and some key terms. At the end of the chapter, I have isolated some ‘takeaways’ and set you some (optional) retrieval practice homework! In addition, where possible I have given some realistic scenarios so that you can apply what you have read to the issue. These might be useful for Continuing Professional Development (CPD). In doing this, the information in this book is elaborated and cued into your memory more easily! I have also put important summaries into In a Nutshell boxes and, when I need to drive home a point, I use a Nitty Gritty box.

So: feel free to ignore the ‘soapbox’; use the Nutshells for key information to remember; and keep in mind that Nitty Gritty is important for the students (and the world!). At the end of Chapters 1 to 5 I also include a memory hotspot, just a little extra information about memory for fun!


Chapter Overviews/Takeaway Resources

xivThese provide a summary of chapter content followed by the key terms used in the chapters. (A key term appears in bold the first time it is included in the chapter text itself.) In Chapters 4, 6, 8 and 9 plus Appendix A and Appendix B, you will also find resources that you can reproduce for your students to complete or for your own use.

Chapter 1: What is Test Anxiety? is an overview of test anxiety and the issue of giving students back control in testing situations. I have suggested some practical preliminary steps in changing a culture where ‘tests’ are in control rather than students and teachers! An initial parent engagement event is suggested and wording suggested.

Chapter 2: Fear Appeals discusses the research into ‘Fear Appeals’, what they are and how to avoid and use them. It all requires a close look at your own everyday practice.

Chapter 3: Using Desirable Difficulties to Give Back Control is a long chapter as we get to the real recipe for reducing test anxiety through revision skills. I go into ‘retrieval practice’ and the wider brush of ‘desirable difficulties’; knowledge biases are touched upon, as are metacognition of learning and the important issue of feedback. Metacognition of learning resource and optimal testing/revision schedule.

Chapter 4: Self-efficacy in Test Taking delves briefly into self-efficacy theory and the golden thread again of how we can give students back control.

Chapter 5: Intervening in Test Anxiety is a preliminary to the intervention itself and explains why writing tasks feature in the intervention and some other ‘bits and pieces’ that I wasn’t sure where to place in this book.

Chapter 6: Intervention: Giving Back Control – Reducing Test Anxiety – How To Do It is the intervention, the Schemes of Work for all age groups and the accompanying resources. Grab it and go!

Chapter 7: Learning and Metacognition focuses on the problem of blocked practice, metacognition and judgements of learning.

Chapter 8: The Dream for Education: On the Soapbox is where I let my hair down for a bit and discuss my dream for education. Chunks of text for a PowerPoint for training teachers/parents on ‘Desirable Difficulties’ are included.

Chapter 9: School Development Plan to Give Students Back Control for Taking Exams is what it is.

Chapter 10: In Conclusion is where I leave you!
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What to Expect

This chapter includes a brief history of test anxiety and how test anxiety can affect students. It explains that we need to give back control to the students. The chapter includes how to find out which students are high in test anxiety by conducting research in the classroom; using questionnaires; and how to involve parents and train teachers around the subject of test anxiety. The initial parent event that is needed is covered.




Key Terms

desirable difficulties: interleaving, spacing, the testing effect, moving room to room

fear appeals: see Chapter 2, but basically when someone scares you about exams by reminding you of the possible consequences

intervention: what we do/did to increase control, reduce worry and manage test anxiety

perceived control: how much control a student feels they have over the exam

self-efficacy: belief in capability

self-knowledge beliefs: in this context, how a student rates their ability to takes tests

state and trait anxiety: state from current context, trait more likely inherited.

test anxiety: feeling anxious about taking tests

transactional: how students draw in anxiety from test-taking situations

worry/worrying: a cognitive process



We live in an evaluative society. Students must take high stakes tests to access options in life: from SATs (Statutory Assessment Tests) in the UK in Year 6 (10–11-year-olds) to GCSEs (General Certificate in Education) at 16 years of age that determine 16–18-year-olds’ education paths, and then A levels or other pathways at 18 years old that may determine 2university entrance. In independent schools, scholarship papers are taken aged 11 or 13 years to ­determine, scholarship status, which may result in fee reductions or access to some free tuition.

All of these high stakes tests listed can cause anxiety in some students (and their teachers, peers and parents).

In the years since the lockdowns (a result of the global pandemic in 2020–2021), schools have struggled increasingly to get some students to attend school. These students still have the same high stakes tests to take at the end of various key stages of learning. (These stages are: KS2 up to 11 years; KS3 up to 14 years; KS4 up to 16 years; and KS5 up to 18 years.)

KS2 students may sit SATs or other senior school entrance exams and scholarships. KS4 generally covers GCSEs or BTech exams, and KS5 is predominantly A levels, some International Baccalaureate (IB) and a plethora of medical, veterinary, Oxbridge and other tests for university entry.

The topic of increase in anxiety levels for the school age group, especially teenagers, is rarely out of the news. Yet, schools do not have specific programmes for managing test anxiety. Aiming to give students more control over their feelings about taking high stakes tests should be explicitly taught as part of the PSHE/Pastoral curriculum in schools and colleges. Teaching students how to learn so that they can control their test anxiety is kind, helpful and useful. The intervention (see the PSHE/Pastoral Scheme of Work in Chapter 6) is for all students, not just test-anxious ones – all students’ wellbeing can benefit.


A Brief History of Test Anxiety

When I began to research test anxiety, I did not realize what a vast topic I was stepping into. As you may expect, there is a huge array of psychological theories that have underpinned and evolved behind test anxiety theory: attentional, motivational, expectancy and arousal theories (Zeidner, 1998). Concepts include ‘evaluation anxiety’, ‘negative self-beliefs’ and ‘skills deficits’ (Zeidner and Matthews, 2005). There are different ‘models’ of test anxiety and different constructs. Where does test anxiety come from? Is it a cognitive, physiological or behavioural problem or a mixture? Can test anxiety be good for you?

The first thing I did in my research was to identify the model or construct of test anxiety that I felt could reasonably apply to most of the students I knew who were anxious about taking tests. I mainly concentrated on cognitive test anxiety, commonly known as worrying about exams. And I focused on self-knowledge beliefs, which may include: feelings of not being able to ‘do’ the exams; not being able to pass the exams; a lack of belief in ability to be able to get through the exams. Fear of failure! Zeidner and Matthews (2005) model of ‘self-referent executive function’ is my ‘go to’ test anxiety construct as detailed in Figure 1.1. My plan of attack to reduce feelings of worry, give back control and reduce test anxiety was focused on the self-knowledge beliefs box.


[image: A flowchart depicting three sequential components of the S-REF model: Executive Processing, Self-knowledge Beliefs, and Maladaptive Interaction with the Situation. Each component is described with specific functions related to test anxiety.]

Figure 1.1 The S-REF Model – Self-Referent Executive Function (Zeidner and Matthews, 2005).Return to text.⏎




Some students are naturally more anxious than others. This is a result of proximal (near) and distal (more distant) factors (Zeidner, 1998). Zeidner (2014) highlights the school environment as a major proximal factor. For example, this can be the physical context of 3an examination setting, but also the result of many peer and social pressures – not least teacher, parental, and peer pressure that can be conveyed in fear appeals (see Chapter 2) (e.g. Putwain and Best, 2011; Putwain, et al., 2016a,b). Proximal anxiety relates to the status quo, the context and what may be anxiety-producing at the time, the state of the person. Distal anxiety is related to relatives, family, a genetic inheritance. There may be a history of anxiety in the family, or some issue of childhood trauma or other circumstances that have led to anxiety. It may exist some way back in the past either through an event or genetically, but it is a trait in the person. Some students will have trait anxiety that leads to state anxiety and some students may have state anxiety brought on just by the thought of exams themselves.


Spielberger and Vagg (1995) suggested that there is ‘a state’ test anxiety and ‘a trait’ test anxiety. This means there are some people who are naturally more anxious than others and, when placed in an anxiety inducing situation such as an exam, this ‘state’ anxiety can tip them over the edge. However, there are some individuals who are not usually anxious but for whom the state of taking an exam makes them anxious. It’s the idea of the surroundings, the context, all adding to the anxiety.

Importantly, in any given classroom at any time, there will be at least 10–20% of students who feel anxious about taking tests (Cizek and Borg, 2010; Putwain and Daly, 2014). It is important that this statistic is acknowledged, and provision made for these students. In doing so, it is conceivable that a wellbeing strategy around taking tests can be created for all students in education. It is important that this statistic is not just a statistic but motivation for action.

Can test anxiety be good for you? The idea that test anxiety can be facilitative in taking tests is an old one (Alpert and Haber, 1960). It’s worth mentioning but important to keep at the forefront of our thinking the chronic and debilitative effects of test anxiety on many students. For some students, a little bit of anxiety before an important exam might help them perform. However, there is a difference between feeling a bit anxious but being ‘in the flow’ with a test (as described by psychologist Mihaly Csikzentmihalyi in his books and TED Talks) and able to answer the questions and perform, and not being able to perform because of anxiety about the test. Putwain (2020) dismisses the idea of test anxiety being facilitative, as do I. I have watched too many students crumble at the thought of exams and seen too many teachers and parents become needlessly stressed to believe that anything good comes from anxiety about tests.4



Models of Test Anxiety

A key model of test anxiety was proposed by Liebert and Morris (1967) as being a bi-dimensional construct with worry (cognition) and emotionality (behaviour). This is helpful in identifying worry as a cognitive key component of test anxiety separately to behaviour. Some behaviours may include not revising because a student is too anxious or not revising because it’s such an overwhelming experience and it’s easier to ‘fail’ and say ‘I didn’t do any work’ than to try and fail because of anxiety.

The wonderfully named Spielberger and Vagg (1995) started the idea of a transactional model of test anxiety which, with the idea of worry, is the area that my research and resulting intervention, focused on. They define test anxiety as an individual having a tendency to ‘worry and intrusive, irrelevant thoughts’ (Spielberger et al.,1976).


Zeidner and Matthews (2005) consider multiple factors that lead to test anxiety such as: negative self-belief, skills deficits and avoidance motivation. They developed the S-REF (Self-Referent Executive Function) model of test anxiety (see Figure 1.1). This is a transactional model that represents the students as individuals with probable proximal or distal anxiety, drawing additional anxiety from the context they find themselves in such as the preparation or taking of exams, thereby manifesting as trait or state anxiety for the upcoming exam.



Giving Back Control

It is this model of test anxiety (S-REF) that was used as the inspiration for the intervention in my doctoral research that gave students back control in testing situations. It is the idea of being able to control the cognitive process to give back control to the student. The intervention intervenes at Box 2 (see Figure 1.1), the self-knowledge beliefs box, before a student becomes unable to cope with the high stakes test and starts to draw on bad memories or negative thinking. I suggest we could give back control to students by teaching them:


	1. how to recognize their knowledge about their own learning, and

	2. how memory works, how revising for tests works – actually, in the brain.



If a student knows how memory works, they can tailor their revision process to maximize how their memory is working and draw confidence (self-knowledge beliefs) from knowing that they will be able to recall their revision for tests in a high stakes exam. Just feeling more confident means they can perform better in exams (Bandura, 1997).

Let’s recap on Figure 1.1, which appears earlier in this chapter and ask ourselves what’s going on here.


What Is Going On Here?

The process starts with executive processing. A student is informed about an exam or a test, or is aware of a test possibly as soon as they enter a given year of learning. They know what the academic implications are. For example, a Y10 student in the UK knows they 5are starting their GCSE study and that school life becomes very serious from this point onwards (if it wasn’t before!) Box 1, Figure 1.1 (Executive Processing) is when a student will start to process what this really means for them. As this process evolves and there’s revision schedules and lessons, tutoring happens; there’s conversations with friends, parents, teachers and peers. A student who has experienced previous difficulties with tests may start to recall these negative experiences. An anxious student may start to become full of fear. There’s feelings of panic, wanting to give up, believing it’s easier not to try than try and fail, peer pressure, parent pressure, self-pressure, perfectionism, fear appeals (see Chapter 2); there can be a total lack of self-belief in the ability to take the test. The fear and panic will get in the way of any revision process. If we then add the contextual situation of actual exams where students are parted from their phones (identities?), made to take off watches, use clear plastic water bottles, the deafening silence of an exam room etc., the context can be overwhelming. The rules around taking exams are necessarily stringent but has anyone thought about what these military procedures may do to a student with test anxiety? In schools, there are exam briefings, tutor group briefings, constant reminders, posters put up everywhere: ‘SILENCE!’ Can you imagine being scared of taking exams? What might all these exam briefings and rules do to a student who is anxious about taking exams? You have a legal obligation with the JCQ (Joint Council for Qualifications), I know, but can you see what all the ‘setting up’ of exams might do to a test anxious student? We get ‘the crumble’ or ‘the meltdown’, the avoidance, the panic, worry, fear, refusal. This is where we need students to draw on the strategies that the intervention (PSHE/Pastoral Scheme of Work) gives them. Well, just before they go into panic mode actually!

My research with the students intervened in Box 2 to try to avoid the contextual ‘shove over the cliff edge’ of exams that can happen in Box 3, the negative self-spiral of anxiety. My intervention enables anxious students to cope with tests by drawing on positive self-beliefs – self-efficacy in test taking. I don’t know what to suggest about all the JCQ regulations that have to be followed, but I can imagine how this makes anxious and nervous students feel. The following question is designed to prompt your setting into some creative thinking around the necessary strict rules of administration of exams.

How can you minimize the impact of everything associated with the exam context for test-anxious students? For example, even putting a funny picture on a SILENCE notice can make a positive difference! Would that work? What else could you change to lighten the mood, whilst adhering to official regulations?




The Power Of Contextualization

As a trainee teacher (a long time ago, 1996), I was taught that we must contextualize learning. I remember my early days in a big, comprehensive school in the East End of London, always trying to relate what I was teaching to events and circumstances of the students’ lives. As an English teacher, we chose texts with themes that students could relate to: Chandra, by Frances Mary Hendry; Chinese Cinderella, by Adeline Yen Mar and The Outsiders, by S. E. Hinton. We worked hard to engage boys in reading by choosing books that related to their interests. We knew, as teachers, that making learning relatable was key to enjoyable 6lessons and students being able to grasp concepts, thereby improving outcomes. Did we ever think of making the process of taking tests relatable? Did we ever contextualize the process? No, we taught to the exam because that is what we had to do, and we were monitored on our grade successes by the leadership team. (This still happens in schools.) Back in those days, we taught on Saturday mornings too, targeting our D to C grades because we were measured on our A–C grades by the powers that be (and still are!). When I think back, I can see that during the weeks leading up to exams, we were all in a heightened state of being – a ‘got to get the best grade’ being – carried along on a wave of grade anxiety.



Contextualizing Tests So Students Understand How Memory Works For Tests

Returning to Figure 1.1, Box 2 holds two key ideas for supporting students with test anxiety:


	1. knowledge about one’s own learning – metacognition of learning; and

	2. beliefs in capability.



These two ideas led to the creation of an intervention to support students in managing test anxiety. Knowledge about one’s own learning comes from students possessing metacognition about their learning and in the case of exams, metacognition about how their memory works for exams. Do we specifically teach students that in school? How sensible to do so? This led me to the wonderful work of Bjork’s desirable difficulties (Bjork and Bjork, 2020). Belief in capability falls under the umbrella of self-efficacy theory and the wonderful work of Albert Bandura (1997). I thought if I can ‘nail’ Box 2 and prevent Box 3 from happening, it will provide the students who have test anxiety with a strategy that supports them.

I was also able to draw on the excellent research of David Putwain and his colleagues. Putwain and Aveyard (2018) discuss the issue of self-belief showing a small to moderate correlation with exam performance. They say that not much research had been done at this stage to look at how self-belief can act with cognitive test anxiety (or worry) to predict exam performance. They talk about control. How the perceived control a student has about taking the exam can affect performance by affecting the worry or cognitive element of test anxiety. Putwain and Symes (2018) suggest that individuals with high test anxiety compensate with more effort than other students. Interestingly, a student who has trait anxiety and is more naturally anxious may have better coping strategies than someone who has state anxiety and is just anxious about exams. Students with trait anxiety may have developed better anxiety coping mechanisms as a result of being anxious in their lives and are therefore able to transfer coping strategies to test taking contexts.


In a Nutshell

Box 2 in Figure 1.1 holds the key elements of being able to support control by reducing worry by learning about how memory works and therefore altering beliefs about one’s ability to take tests.7



Box 3 (Figure 1.1) suggests some of what can happen to students who have high test anxiety. The context can be overwhelming, and they can only remember previous negative experiences. As people, we are very good at forgetting the ‘good stuff’ but can draw relentlessly on bad memories! Test anxious students may get ‘brain freeze’ as some students have described to me. They have difficulty concentrating and have irrational thoughts. They anticipate failure due to a lack of self-belief. They may have trait anxiety, which is exacerbated in testing situations, or state anxiety, which is a direct result of the exam itself. Or both!



Contextual Exam Anxiety, and State and Trait Anxiety

Many years ago, in an English Language GCSE paper, the writing part of the exam asked students to ‘Describe the room you are in’. If you think of an exam room, and for those of you reading this who may have invigilated, it can be an overwhelmingly anxiety-producing experience. I bet the examiners did not consider that there might be test-anxious students, for whom being in the room, let alone writing about it, was totally overwhelming!

As I have mentioned already, the whole exam experience is so different from ‘normal’ school that it can be totally overwhelming for some students: the lack of sound, the sound of pen on paper, the hushed atmosphere, the no phones (leaving everything a teenager may identify with at the door), plastic water bottles with no labels and the desks, the numbers, the instructions, the rules, the clocks, the strangers – all potentially anxiety inducing. In addition, a student may be recalling a previous negative experience from an exam situation. It’s not difficult to understand how overwhelming this situation can be.

How can we expect students to recall the information and content they know when their brain is in fight, flight or freeze modes? Information needs to be in the long-term memory to be able to cope with test anxiety.

There are strategies that schools and colleges can use to help prepare students for these experiences. Most schools these days run ‘mock’ exams and try to make the experience as near to the real exams as possible. Of course, this is good practice but it’s not the only thing that schools could and arguably should be doing.



Giving Back Control: First Practical Steps in Schools/Colleges


Nitty Gritty

In giving students back control over taking tests, you will need to revolutionize the way you approach tests in your educational setting. As well as an intervention (PSHE/Pastoral scheme – see Chapter 6), you need a whole school/college approach (see Chapter 9).



How do you know if a student has test anxiety? It is usually obvious to a teacher in a classroom. In a busy school day, it’s difficult to find the time to have all the conversations you 8may need to have with individuals, willing them on, trying to give them self-confidence and self-belief. As a teacher, you will try for your subject area, as will a tutor for your tutees, but these can be invariably ‘snatched’ chats simply due to the demands and pace of a school day. A parents’ evening thrown in after mock exams gives precious few minutes to discuss subject-specific strategies (such as, Remember to use PEEL: Point, Evidence, Explanation, Link paragraphs; Check your answers thoroughly; Plan your revision carefully), but at any point, is the issue of being anxious about tests researched for in your educational setting and an intervention delivered to reduce anxiety levels?

Chapter 6 of this book sets out what is effectively a PSHE/Pastoral Scheme of Work for you to follow to address the problem of anxiety about taking tests in schools. There is a week-by-week guide and access to all the resources. The hope is that this will help students who are taking tests, but it will not work as effectively as a ‘standalone’ curriculum delivery unless supported by a whole school strategy about taking tests and how the school approaches this from Day One of a student’s life/experience in a school/college. Hence the need for a whole-school approach, known in the trade as a School Development Plan (see Chapter 9).



Who is Anxious About Taking Tests and Preparing the Way?

It is important for an educational setting to know which students are anxious about their upcoming high stakes’ tests, which parents are also anxious and which teachers experience stress about exams. I think we are all familiar with terms such as ‘helicopter parenting’, where the parents are ‘circling’ the child and the school for the best results. We have heard of ‘tiger mums’ who have trained their prodigies to jump through numerous academic, social, sporty and musical hoops. I think we all understand the concept of parental expectations and certainly all teachers I worked with wanted students to fulfil their potential. The problems come when parental expectations are way above the potential of the child. This is often a result of a parent being highly successful themselves and assuming their child/children will do the same.

Then there is the issue of perfectionism from the child themselves. So many kids are so hard on themselves these days as social media tells them how wonderful they have to be in every way.

The point of mentioning this is that the first port of call in changing the test taking culture of a school should be in engaging the parents with your pedagogical purpose. As staff will need training in these new concepts, and students will need educating, parents need informing and educating too.



Practical: What to do First


Step 1: Hold a parents’ evening

Most of this step will make sense once you have read Chapters 2 and 3 of this book but I have included this here because it is the most sensible first step to take.9

Deliver a ‘parents’ evening’ for the Year groups in question four to six months ahead (or thereabouts) of the main test-taking period. In addition, make the content of the parents’ evening accessible on video, online, on YouTube – whatever works to get the maximum student and parent engagement in your school. You will explain about using desirable difficulties and fear appeals (outlining a parents’ role in both of these – see Chapters 2 and 3) and generally approach the upcoming exams in a different way, explaining that you need parental support.

The evening/online presentation needs to be run by someone who cares about the students’ wellbeing.
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