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Breathe in, Score high: Overcoming
Test-Taking Anxiety

Understanding
Test-Taking
Anxiety

Just about everyone has
experienced some form of test
taking anxiety at any level of their
education or lives. You know the
feeling, it’s that uncomfortable and
panicky feeling you get during a big —
exam that could decide your results é?_’ .
in a class orit could be a small A
exam that just gets to your head -
more than you want it to. This form ‘
of anxiety is something that
impacts countless students for a variety of reasons. Research on this phenomenon has been done for
years, many studies agreeing on the foundational principles, however there is discussion about the
phenomenon on a larger scale and how to address it.

Statistics for how widespread this event is among students vary but studies have the number
of students who experience serious test-taking anxiety as high as 40-60%?*. Reasons as to why
students feel test-taking anxiety range from socio-economic factors, pressures by expectation,
actual difficulties with mental health, or simply just the importance of the exam itself.

A friend of mine recently had a huge exam for part of their career pathway and came to me and
asked about how to handle test-taking anxiety. This month’s newsletter is dedicated to young adults
who need help in figuring out how to manage this challenging experience holding back exam scores.

! Phan, H. (2015). A student’s perspective on Test Anxiety. A Student’s Perspective on Test Anxiety.
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/testanx.pdf

1 March 2025 Vol 13


https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/testanx.pdf

History of Test-Taking Anxiety Research

In 1953, professor at Yale University Seymour B. Sarason and psychologist George Mandler
did the first major research? into test-taking anxiety and the psychological effects as well as the
impacts on exam performance in second and third year Yale students in psychology classes. They ran
tests on students and their psychological state and their exam performances which led to the first
major research into this topic, paving the way for more researchers to look further into their findings.
These findings included vastly poorer exam performance when under greater stress and pressure
of success than students who
were given easier conditions.
But this research had greater
implications than just those
findings that correlate with
popular intuition.

Stemming from this research
was a questionnaire created by
Sarason and Mandler called the
Test Anxiety Questionnaire>.
This questionnaire has been
used in subsequent studies done
about test taking anxiety but the
validity of this questionnaire led
to some interesting findings
about this phenomenon that
helped the two scientists with
their endeavor into this field. A
finding when testing this questionnaire’s validity surfaced that students who suffer from higher
reported rates of anxiety scored statistically lower scores on exams such as the SAT and MAT but
documented higher GPA scores. This conclusion differentiates the assumptions we can make about a
student from exam scores and GPA scores and contributes to the thought in psychology of how to
address test anxiety in a more precise way.

Since this research has come out, studies have come out regarding strategies for combating
test-taking anxiety. Throughout the rest of this newsletter, we will be diving into how to do this in
your own life by knowing where the stress comes from as well as general strategies for easing
test-taking anxiety.

?Sarason, S. B., & Mandler, G. (1952). Some correlates of test anxiety. The Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 47(4), 810-817. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0060009
*Sarason, S. B., & Mandler, G. (1952). Anxiety Questionnaire [Database record]. APA PsycTests.
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Where does
test-taking
anxiety come
from?

It should be made
aware that, psychology being
far from a concrete and exact
science, that test-taking
anxiety can come from a vast
spectrum of things, ranging
from systemic pressures or
from personal, unique
challenges and experiences. These can be broken into a few major categories and we will be
expanding on the ideas introduced by the Loma Linda University School of Medicine®.

e Expectations: Whether you think that people have high or low expectations of what you
should achieve, usually our perception of how others perceive us is skewed inaccurately one
way or another. For example, when we believe that others expect us to do very well on an
exam, we feel an added level of pressure to not disappoint those people. Being fearful that
we will not live up to the expectations of others is really the fear of not living up to what we
have told ourselves about how we think others perceive us. As stated before, this is usually
inaccurate to how others really feel.

e Academics or professionalism: A major part in how modern societies tend to function is that
our quality and importance is based on exam scores. Whether that be an exam like the SAT,
ACT, LSAT, BAR, MCAT, or anything in between, our society tends to run on how people perform
on exams. With this in mind, people in such a society tend to grow up with the mindset that
these exams determine their own value to society and their own successes or failures. Big
exams lead to big, heavy pressures we put on ourselves to succeed because the possibility of
failure has the feeling that we are a failure.

e Helplessness or confidence: When you sit down for an exam and read a question that feels
unfamiliar to you, the sense of dread that typically washes over you is a profound sense of
helplessness that can come from our own lack of self confidence in our abilities or
preparation. When your confidence goes down, you forget what you have studied, you lack
the clarity of mind required to focus and retrieve proper information.

* Causes of test anxiety. Loma Linda University School of Medicine. (n.d.).
https://medicin . mics/r r -test-anxi
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How can you
Reduce
Test-Taking
Anxiety?

There are many things
someone can do to reduce their
anxiety experienced during
test-taking, often depending on the
unique individual or the reasons for
why they feel that anxiety. It would
be important for anyone looking to
make meaningful changes to their
test preparation strategies to
experiment with these recommendations to figure out one that works best for them. Here are some
general strategies at reducing and tackling test-taking anxiety:

Exercise before exams: Test-taking anxiety comes from the production of adrenaline that comes from
something perceived as a threat, creating a type of fight or flight response. Exercising at least 10-15
minutes before an exam can burn off and reduce the adrenaline release in your brain®.

Preparation and studying: This is a given that studying improves exam scores but feeling and actually
being more prepared for an exam will ease the sense of distress one might feel during an exam. Look
back at the Norcross MD Advocacy website to read my newsletter about advice for efficient studying.

Set your own goals and expectations: If your test-taking anxiety stems from pressures and
expectations you feel others have about you, attempt to establish your own goals for yourself. Nobody
knows you better than you, it is helpful to set goals and expectations for your performance on exams
that you want and feel comfortable with, something that can ease test-taking anxiety.®

Positive reinforcement: Something | love telling others as a helpful practice to our everyday lives is to
be your own greatest ally. Being there for yourself and motivating yourself to have a positive attitude
and outlook about your exam, future of successes and failures, and yourself personally. Like | said
before, nobody knows you like you. You spend every day of your life with yourself, it helps to be kind.

®> Understanding test anxiety & anxiety reduction strategies. University of Northern Colorado. (n.d.).

https://www.unco.edu/tutoring/pdf/study-skills-resources/Understanding Anxiety.pdf
® Causes of test anxiety. Loma Linda University School of Medicine. (n.d.).
https://medicin mics/r r -test-anxi
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Further resource links:

School of Nursing. Strategies to Reduce Test Anxiety. (n.d.).
https://nursing.lsuhsc.edu/academicsuccessprogram/strategiestestanxiety.aspx

10 ways to manage and overcome test anxiety. Health & Wellness Services. (2024, April 26).
https://www.colorado.edu/health/blog/test-anxiety

The City College of New York. (2022, March 29). Strategies to better manage Test Anxiety.
https://www.ccny.cuny.edu/testing/strategies-better-manage-test-anxiety?srsltid=AfmBOopvv
Ws3Y0f1KOESMHQgFLZz33liu5ba20DeB7ndTrg)Tg OptJbXv

1 March 2025 Vol 13


https://nursing.lsuhsc.edu/academicsuccessprogram/strategiestestanxiety.aspx
https://www.colorado.edu/health/blog/test-anxiety
https://www.ccny.cuny.edu/testing/strategies-better-manage-test-anxiety?srsltid=AfmBOopvvWs3Y0f1K9E5MHqFLz33Iiu5ba2oDeB7ndTrgJTg_OptJbXv
https://www.ccny.cuny.edu/testing/strategies-better-manage-test-anxiety?srsltid=AfmBOopvvWs3Y0f1K9E5MHqFLz33Iiu5ba2oDeB7ndTrgJTg_OptJbXv

	Norcross MD Advocacy 
	Breathe in, Score high: Overcoming Test-Taking Anxiety 
	Understanding Test-Taking Anxiety 
	History of Test-Taking Anxiety Research 
	Where does test-taking anxiety come from? 
	How can you Reduce Test-Taking Anxiety? 


