Exam Stress - Information sheet for parents and carers

Exams can lead to great stress for students and those who live with them.  While a certain amount of stress is inevitable at exam time, you can help to keep things focused and calm for your child.  At this stage in their adolescence it can be difficult knowing how much to intervene. This leaflet offers information and ideas on how you can help.

What can you expect to see if your child has exam stress?

When someone is faced with increased pressure, such as at exam time, their body can go into a 'fight or flight' response which releases increased amounts of adrenalin into the body. This can lead to various symptoms including:

· Feeling extra cranky and irritable 
· Indecisiveness, fuzzy thinking or going over and over worries
· Problems with going to sleep or getting up in the morning
· Strongly beating heart, sweating
· Pains in the body, such as back or neck, stomach upsets or skin breakouts
· Agitated, overwhelmed, fidgety, difficulty relaxing and switching off
· Increased negative thoughts and fears
· Shutting off wanting to run away from or avoid the situation

[bookmark: 7]What you can do for exam stress
A degree of stress is normal around exams and can help to keep your child alert and motivated. But too much stress can de-rail thinking and lead to more anxiety about doing badly or failing. Your support and tolerance is important to your child, even if they seem to reject your help.  Ask your child how they would like you to support them.
The following are possible suggestions to offer:
· Help your child to set up a quiet place to study where distractions are kept to a minimum.
· Help them get into a good work routine, to make a plan, get organised and get started
· Take an interest in the content of their study, not just the results.
· Encourage your child to do as well as they can.  Putting additional pressure can be felt as nagging and lead to more stress or conflict.
· Talk to them about their own ideas for their future so that they are motivated by personal goals, as well as your expectations. Worry about disappointing you can add to stress levels.
· Let them know that you trust them to do their best and value their independence.
· Help them to balance their time between study and exercise, fun and rest.  Be there to share some of their relaxation time and switch off from talking/nagging about work.
· When people feel tension their body needs to do something active, so encourage your child to take physical breaks: go for a run/walk/stretches/gym, things you can offer to do together.
· Gently challenge negative mind-set and self-doubt.  Support their confidence by showing your continued belief in them.  Anxiety can make things seem worse than they are.
· Normalise having some anxiety around this important life event and share with them how you manage stress.  Remind them of times they have met challenges in the past.
· Stay connected to other parents. As with your child, a good support network and talking things over with others is important.
Effective study and learning habits

· Encourage your child to find out exactly what the exam involves – and to understand what to expect.
· Feeling unprepared adds to stress, so help them make an early start to revision.
· Offer to talk through their revision, it helps the memory to explain things out loud.
· Encourage your child to ask their teacher for help, clarity or guidance if they are unsure of something or need extra support.
· Help them to make 'mind maps' to collect ideas and summarise thoughts - use bright colours to help remember important links.  You can then help test them.
· Help them to plan their study schedule early on so they have sufficient time to study. It can be helpful to develop a clear, realistic plan of what they want to cover in each study session, to break it down into small chunks. Help them to pace their study.
· Remind your child to take a short rest and move around in between each part of their study.
· Get involved by offering help sometimes. It can be useful having someone there to listen or practise with.

Healthy sleeping and eating habits

· Encourage your child to stick to a routine of going to bed at a reasonable time. They need to avoid late night screen use.
· Motivate them to eat regularly and make time to have fun and exercise.
· Help them to cut back on coffee or any other stimulants which they may be using, as these can increase agitation. Encourage them to drink lots of water instead.
· Remind them to take time out when they eat, rather than carrying on with study.
· Encourage them to eat fresh fruit, vegetables, cereals, grains, nuts and protein - they are all good for the brain and blood sugar levels.
· Encourage them to eat when they get hungry, rather than graze as a distraction. This keeps blood sugar and hydration levels steady.
· Avoid sweets and junk food if possible. It will bring a sudden sugar high which will fall away quickly, leaving a person feeling tired.

Relaxation ideas to help your child cope with exam stress

· Always encourage your child to relax before they go to bed after concentrating for long periods of time. Activities such as reading a short story may help them unwind and sleep better.
· Encourage them to get some sunlight and fresh air and do some exercise they enjoy.
· Teach them relaxation techniques such as listening to gentle music, getting them to lie down, closing their eyes and taking a deep breath while visualising a calming scene.
· Help your child to develop a positive mindset by encouraging them to visualise success - this can really help with self-confidence.
· Avoid rushing on the day of the exam by checking with them that they have packed everything they need to take with them the night before.
· Avoid a post-mortem after each exam, keep things in perspective and look ahead to the next one.
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Celebrate their efforts as well as their achievements and remind them how proud you are of them as a whole person!
