66

Take the STRESS
out of TESTS
Their final exams may be a way off – but starting GCSE
preparation early can help protect your students’ mental
health and wellbeing, says Jo Wallis

S

tudying for exams
is inevitably a
stressful time.
While a degree
of nerves is to be
expected – and can indeed
prove beneficial – reports
of heightened anxiety and
stress amongst GCSE
students in particular have
led to increasing concerns
from teaching bodies.
This year’s Year 11
students are the first real
cohort to face the challenges
of the sweeping changes
to the exam structure
and mark scheme across
a wide range of subjects,
and teachers and other
teaching professionals fear
that middle to low ability
students and those with
additional needs, especially
dyslexia, will be particularly
badly affected, resulting in
poor exam performance.
As a paediatric

psychotherapist who works
with schools and individuals
both in person and online
to better manage anxiety
and build confidence in the
build up to exams, I would
urge education professionals
to treat mental preparation
with the same importance
as academic preparation –
and begin focusing on their
students’ mental wellbeing
at the start of the academic
year with some basic
revision advice.

Variety is key

One of the most important
things students need to
know when revising is
perhaps also the most
simple: use variety. Memory
is like a muscle, the more
you work it (and in a variety
of ways) the stronger it
gets. Research shows
learning is often context
dependent, and the best

way for students to embed
information when revising
for exams, is to vary the
environments they study
in. Essentially, the more
places in which they revise,
the more likely they are to
recall that information; in
the car, at the kitchen table,
at their desks, in the garden
– the more they move their
study place around, the
more they will retain.
They should vary the
ways they revise, too. The
old way to study was to copy
out notes, condense them,

and copy them out again,
and again, in the hope they
would ‘stick’. While this
is still often the preferred
method for those of us
who like words (readers
and writers), the majority
of learners need a mix of
revision techniques to really
embed the information in
their memory.
As with revising in
multiple environments,
utilising multiple ways to
study further increases
memory and retrieval:
arranging learning in

“Overwhelming research
points to 30 minutes as the
optimum study framework
for memory retention”
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