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Exam Stress Busters
Exam stress is a form of anxiety  
and to manage it, we need to 
understand what anxiety looks  
like in the brain.  

So here’s a neuroscience  
crash course …

There is a little almond shaped blob in your brain (actually there’s two) called 
the amygdala that acts like a guard dog in your brain, warning when there is 
danger or something worth worrying about (“That truck is about to crash into 
my front room! Argh!”). The amygdala also tells your body when something 
fantastic is happening and then you feel excited. (“I won a trip to Paris! Yay!”)

The problem is that sometimes your ‘guard dog’ amygdala gets 
a bit carried away and thinks everything is dangerous. It sends 
hormones and chemicals through your body to make you feel 
the symptoms of fear, even when there’s nothing to be afraid 
about. So the trick is, to train your guard dog to stay calm.  

(“Sit! Good dog.” *pat, pat)

There are loads of trendy calming techniques out there, but the only effective way to 
calm your nerves is to understand what’s happening in your brain and train it. And the 
good news is you can do it!  

Over the page are four common worries around exam preparation and some practical 
solutions to help you train your brain to respond in calm and effective ways. 

When the ‘guard dog’ amygdala is triggered, it sends a burst of chemicals to your body 
and you feel all sorts of physical symptoms like a racing heart, sweaty palms, sick feeling 
in your stomach, feel like crying, feel frozen, hard to breathe, and so on. The guard dog 
jumps up quickly and has a really important role in keeping you safe. For example, if it 
wasn’t for your guard dog, you’d have no trouble dancing down the motorway with 
your eyes closed or getting up close and personal with a salt water crocodile!

The fabulous news about your brain is that it is plastic! It’s not 
actually made of plastic, but it can moulded and changed. 
This means that every time you think a thought, you are 
growing a new pathway in the brain. The more you think a 
particular thing, the stronger that pathway becomes, like a well 
worn footpath. At the same time, paths that don’t get used 
very often, start to get overgrown and eventually disappear.  
This means you can train your brain to stay calm and focused, 
and your old anxious pathways will slowly disappear.
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I feel anxious about my exams. I’m worried I’ll forget everything I’ve 
learned.

Sit down in front of the mirror, breathe slowly 
and deeply and look yourself in the eyes (feels 
weird, I know). Ask yourself … am I anxious 
because I was slack (if so, see below) or am I 
anxious because I am afraid of exams? 

If it is fear of exams, close your eyes and 
imagine the sounds, smells and sights of the 
exam room. Then see yourself walking out of 
that room having successfully finished your 
exam. How does that feel? Remind yourself 
that there is life after exams. 

Worrying about forgetting is natural, but you 
can trust in the incredible system your brain 
has for storing information. It forgets nothing! A 
great way to recall your info in the exam is if 
you use little tricks like rhymes or drawing 
cartoons or diagrams that make sense to you.  

Cramming the night before actually makes it 
harder for your brain to function and 
remember what you know. So to help your 
brain remember during your exam, be sure to 
get some zzzz the night before.

I’m worried I didn’t study enough. I don’t even know where to start 
with my study.

Often students are told to study and not 
taught how to study. The first step is to get an 
overview of the course that will be in the 
exam. Go through the list and tick off the 
things you know and highlight the things you 
don’t - they’re where you start. 

Try to find summaries of topics to help you. 
Check our website for course overviews and 
specific summaries. Once you’ve started to 
work through your gaps, test your skills with 
some past exam papers. 

If you’ve been hitting the books regularly and 
following the suggestions of your teachers, try 
to relax and trust yourself. You’ve got this.  

If you’ve been slack and now you’re starting 
to panic, yes, it’s going to be tougher for you. 
The best thing to do is just own it, and get 
cracking on a system. Dedicate two hours 
each day to two subjects (incl a 15 min break) 
and cover your weakest topics first. Ask 
someone to test you on it, even if it’s your little 
sister. Explaining things helps you learn them.

Four Common Study Worries  (and solutions!)

When nothing is something 
I know that things like pausing and breathing and imagining ‘good thoughts’ feels a bit 
like doing nothing. It seems all a bit silly or pointless. Believe me, I was a huge skeptic, 
until I learned about how the brain functions.  

Science proves that meditation and positive thinking actually physically changes the 
brain. It takes time and discipline, but it is proven to work. If there’s one thing you need 
to know … well maybe two things … it’s these: your brain is amazing & you have the 
ability to change it!  Good luck! 
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Find out more about training the brain, especially for secondary and third level students. 
  
We have free resources and Flourish Generation study skills groups happening online 
and on location in Carlow and Kilkenny. Visit our website at www.loviused.com or email 
us at info.loviused@gmail.com. A real human will respond to your questions!
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