Test Anxiety

I get nervous at the thought of a test.  What can I do?

Taking a test makes some students tense and anxious.  A little bit of anxiety is useful.  It helps you focus your attention and do well.  Too much anxiety, however, is not helpful.  Some students score lower on a test because they are nervous.  Some become physically upset—sweating or having difficulty breathing.  Some react emotionally and feel stupid or like failures.
If you have test anxiety, don’t waste your time worrying about it.  This is self-defeating.  It won’t help you do better on tests.  Instead, keep your anxiety at a level that will help you, not hurt you, on the test.

Here are some suggestions for how to control your anxiety:

1. Allow yourself plenty of time to get to the test, find a seat, and get settled.  Don’t be in a rush.  This may make you anxious during the test.

2. Have a plan for the test.  Plan your test taking ahead of time.  The suggestions given here can help you plan for the types of questions you will have on the test.  You will feel confident about the test if you have a plan.

3. Take good care of yourself before the test.  Good physical care includes the following:


Get a good night’s rest before the test.


Eat to do well on the test.  Have a protein-filled dinner the night before the test, and a meal high in complex carbohydrates such as pasta before the test.  Caffeine and sugar filled snacks before and during the test can increase your anxiety. Eat fruit instead.

Good emotional care includes the following: Relax before the test. 

 Study carefully, ahead of time. If you cram at the last minute, you’re likely to end up very tense.


Avoid your significant other before the test.  You may be frazzled and upset.  You two could have a disagreement, which will not help you concentrate on the test!

4. Don’t talk to others before the test.  Anxiety is easy to spread.  If you are not anxious already, you might become so.

5. Relax during the test.  Some tension is normal and can help you focus and do well, so accept it.  These exercises can help keep the tension at an acceptable level.  Take several slow, deep breaths.  Exhale as you let your shoulders drop slowly. Here’s an exercise that may help you relax during the test.  Turn your head slowly in a circle — right ear to right shoulder, head back, left ear to left shoulder, head forward.

Some students use test anxiety as an excuse to not prepare.  They feel that because they will worry during tests anyway, why study?  This is not a helpful way to think.  After all, if you prepare well, you should be able to pay attention to the test and do well.

Note: If test anxiety a problem that you can’t seem to overcome?  Talk to someone about it. Speak to your teachers or guidance counselors.  They may be able to help you or refer you to someone else who can.

