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TEST ANXIETY TIPS

What is test anxiety? 
First, test anxiety is real and can affect people of all ages at all levels of education. Particularly in medical school, it has been reported that about 34% of medical students suffer from test anxiety. Test anxiety is a type of performance anxiety that can more often than not prevent you from doing well on a test or exam. Sometimes being prepared for an exam is not enough to prevent test anxiety. Exam stress anxiety can sometimes prevent an individual from reaching their full academic potential. Being a little anxious before a test is a normal reaction and can be helpful, but excessive anxiety will interfere with concentration and your ability to recall information, lower self-esteem, and cause panic attacks. All of these consequences of anxiety can lead to fear and negative thoughts. Understanding the causes of your anxiety is the first way to learn how to better cope with it. 

Causes of Test Anxiety
There are a lot of reasons why someone experiences test anxiety. Below is a list of some of the causes generally associated with test anxiety. 
· Fear of failure can negatively affect performance. Students who tie their feeling of self-worth to the results of a test are more likely to experience this fear. 
· Lack of preparation: Knowing you did not study thoroughly enough and feeling guilty about it can add to your feelings of anxiety and dread. 
· History of poor testing or negative test-taking experiences. If you have performed poorly on other exams or have bad memories of testing situations, you may find yourself in a cycle of negative thoughts that can influence your results on future exams. 
· Underlying anxiety: People who already experience general anxiety are more likely to feel anxious when tests are involved. These students may never feel like they’ve studied enough and may have a feeling of dread around the idea of studying and tests. 
· Always doing well on tests, but now doing poorly. Prior to beginning medical school, many students have never failed an exam. Failing an exam in medical school can be humbling experience and can also cause anxiety. Perfectionism and feelings of unworthiness leads to unreasonable goals, which then leads to test anxiety.  
· Poor time management and lack of organization 
· Poor study habits & planning; cramming versus following a structured plan; inability to anticipate what the exam will cover 
· Lack of confidence and negative thought processes 
· Pressure to perform well and trying to meet others' expectations 
· Focusing on negative consequences of failure rather than preparing to succeed 
· Letting grades determine your self-worth 
· Placing excessive emphasis on a single test 
· Feeling helpless, with no control over what happens 

	Symptoms of test anxiety include but are not limited to…


	Emotional
	Physical
	Cognitive/Behavioral

	Fear and dread
	Headaches
	Racing thoughts

	Anger
	Diarrhea and nausea
	Going blank during test

	Disappointment
	Increased heart rate
	Difficulty concentrating

	Depression
	Light-headedness
	Negative self-talk

	Low self-esteem
	Body temperature changes
	Comparing yourself to others

	Uncontrollable crying or laughter
	Excessive sweating
	Difficulty organizing your thoughts

	Feelings of helplessness
Lack of motivation
	Panic attacks
	Fidgeting & pacing

	
	
	Substance abuse

	
	
	Avoidance

	
	
	


Overcoming Test Anxiety 
Test anxiety can make you feel overwhelmed especially when exam time comes around. Ultimately, you have to embrace the feelings of anxiety and find a way to cope rather than attempt to get rid of them all together. The bottom line is you may always get anxious before a test. However, you don’t have to let it control the outcome of your performance.  There are ways to reduce test anxiety and better deal with it (These strategies can be applied to general anxiety as well.). 
1. Be prepared
· Attend class
· Develop good study habits early on; avoid procrastinating
· Spread studying over several weeks – no cramming
· Ask for help/get tutoring
· Make & do practice tests/questions to be a stronger test-taker
· Be on time
· Learn and practice anxiety management techniques
2. Control the fear & identify emotions & feelings & choosing your thoughts wisely 
· Be mindful of your inner thoughts
· Positive self-talk can help you change the way you think about your performance
· Change “I can’t do it” to “I will do it,” “I’m stupid” to “I’m smart,” “I don’t know” to “I know”
· Avoid catastrophizing
· Stay focused on the present and on what you can control
· Help yourself focus & stay on task by telling yourself what you need to do
· Talk yourself through the task; remind yourself you are succeeding
· Say to yourself – “I am becoming a medical doctor”
3. Stay positive & rely on your support system
· Develop realistic, reasonable expectations of yourself
· Avoid negative & irrational thoughts about catastrophic results
· Reward yourself for dedicated studying & good performance
· Encourage yourself – be your biggest cheerleader
· Allow others to cheer you on & tell you it will be OK
· Look to your support system for guidance and comfort
4. Manage your anxiety during your test
· If you are not confident about a question, flag it and save it for later. This prevents you from wasting time that you could spend answering questions you are more confident about; it also stops you from spending too much time stressing over the fact that you don’t immediately know the answer.
· Use test anxiety to your advantage. Believe it or not, test anxiety is helpful. Changing your mindset about test anxiety can be a powerful strategy to keep it from getting the best of you and preventing your from successfully completing the task at hand. Reframe the stress as something that helps you remember and focus on important things during the test. The mindset shift will help you feel like you have power over your anxiety instead of your anxiety having power over you. 
· You have lots of questions to conquer. Don’t dwell on more challenging questions; this will increase stress and doubt while making it more difficult to focus. Limit flagged questions to go back to be below 10. Remember there are other questions that may lead you to the answer of a flagged question.
· Believe in yourself and your abilities. You have studied long and hard for this exam, and you should be proud of the knowledge and experience you have gained. Believing in yourself and your abilities will increase your confidence and help you answer these questions and pass. Try to think of the exam as another practice test to alleviate stress. If a question seems straightforward, it is because you are well-prepared, and you should be proud of your abilities. 
· Use context clues in the question. Regardless of your preparedness, you will inevitably stumble upon a few questions you may not know. If you cannot answer the question quickly, go back into the vignette and look for 2-3 context clues that can help you determine what the question is looking for. 
5. Practice self-care & relaxation techniques
· Take care of your body, mind and spirit – when you are physically & emotionally exhausted, your body & mind are less able to tolerate stress & anxiety
· Get your rest & nourish your body with good food
· Exercise, take breaks & go outdoors
· Reduce your caffeine intake
· Consider your strengths & reflect on why you chose to become a doctor
· Breathe – often & mindfully – deep breaths or “quick” breaths
· Hang out with your pets or someone else’s pets
· Talk to someone – a friend, a Professor, your counselor
· Try meditation & mindfulness techniques

There is no quick fix to test anxiety. Managing it  However, practicing test anxiety strategies consistently could reduce anxiety experienced during tests and exams. Give some of the strategies above a try and see what works for you. 
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