
TEST TAKING ANXIETY 
 

STRESS MANAGEMENT FOR EXAMINATIONS 
 
The Problem  
 Unhealthy stress can result when your entire future appears to depend on your score on 
one examination. It can occur when you are required to comprehend and assimilate too much 
information in too little time. Participating in any pursuit that requires or even implies 
evaluation can trigger performance anxiety. This is a regular occurrence in medical school, and 
it can interfere with your ability to remember, concentrate, and think clearly. Being exhausted, 
under pressure, and having unrealistic expectations can also decrease your ability to integrate 
all the information that you must understand. Just the sheer amount of material you need to 
know can leave you feeling overloaded and immobilized. Worrying about whether or not you 
will do well on a test can not only affect your score, but it can damage your self esteem and self 
confidence. 
 Negative emotions can range from mild discomfort to incapacitating feelings of fear, 
shame, rejection, helplessness and hopelessness. If these feelings are not addressed, they can 
produce chronic, performance-based stress that can lead to illness. 
 The first step in reversing this stress is to regain a belief in your ability to learn how to 
take control of yourself, your time, your study schedule, and your skill in choosing correct 
answers on exams. By learning how to recognize and manage stress, you can greatly improve 
test scores, as well as your health and happiness. 
 
The Solution 
 Research on the relationships between student study behaviors and academic 
achievement indicate that the single best predictor of high achievement and stress reduction was 
the presence of a measure of self-efficacy and self-confidence. In other words, your belief that 
you have the power to succeed will support and help you when you are academically 
challenged. If you tell yourself you are a failure, you will be. If you tell yourself you can do well, 
you will do well.  

What are you saying to yourself? We all have an inner dialogue that never seems to shut 
up! Most of the time, we are not even aware of it.  But during an examination, if your hands are 
sweating, your pulse is racing, your mouth is dry, and you think you might have diarrhea, it is 
time to become aware of what you are telling yourself about the situation. Have you ever had 
any of these thoughts? 

 
“I can’t do this! I don’t know any of these answers!” 
“I don’t have enough time. Everybody is ahead of me.” 
“I’ll never pass this test. I know I’m going to fail.”  
“I feel like I am going to throw up! My hands won’t stop shaking.” 
“I’m such an idiot! Why did I ever think I could be a doctor?” 

 



Negative self-talk will affect your performance, but you can learn to eliminate it and replace it 
with positive words and actions. 

 
EXERCISES FOR IDENTIFYING AND IMPROVING SELF-TALK 

 
In the spaces below, please write your impression of yourself as a potential success or 
failure as a practicing physician. 
 
What qualities do I have that will make me a good doctor? 
 
 
 
What about myself causes me to think I won’t/can’t be a good doctor? 
 
 
 
 
If I don’t do well, or even if I fail an exam, what can I tell myself about that event? 
 
 
 
 
What can I do to develop competence? 
 
 
 
 
What words will I need to change a negative statement to a positive message about myself? 
 
 
 
 
Remind yourself that you deserve to be in medical school by identifying all your 
academic/personal successes below. What was one of your best moments in school? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________



_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Imagine yourself as you would like to feel while studying. Write that scenario in the space 
below. 
 
 
 
 
How would you like to feel as you are taking an examination? 
 
 
 
 
 
To confront the fear of failure, answer the following series of questions: 
 
What would happen if: 
 

 you  were called on during class and you had no idea what you were supposed to say? 
 

 you barely passed an exam? 
 
 

 you failed the next exam? 
 
 

 you failed a course? 
 
 

 you failed a whole semester? 
 
 

 you passed everything, but could not pass the COMLEX? 
 
 

 you failed medical school and had to consider another profession? 
 
 
 
Are any of these horror statements life-threatening? 
 
 



 
 
The things you tell yourself about yourself affect your mind and body. Try this exercise: 
 
Positive Thoughts 

 Stand upright with your back to a friend or colleague.  

 Extend your arms straight out from your shoulders. 

 Think of as many positive statements about yourself that you can. 

 With a strong voice say those things out loud. For example state: “I am bright and 
intelligent and I can accomplish whatever I decide to do.” 

 State other positive things about yourself that you truly believe. 

 While thinking and saying these positive statements, ask your friend to attempt to pull 
your dominant arm down to your side while you resist the force. 

Negative Thoughts 

 Stand in the same position. 

 Invent some negative things that could be said about you. 

 Say out loud anything you do not like about your appearance or personality. 

 Say that you will probably fail the next exam or that you will hate being a doctor. 

 Keep your arms extended from the shoulders and ask your friend to pull down on your 
dominate arm again.  

 
If you are like thousands of other people, you will have the energy to resist the force when 

you are thinking/saying positive statements about yourself. But when focused on negative 
characteristics (which are usually exaggerated), you will not have the strength to resist the 
downward force.  

Your ability to remain upright and stable is directly affected by what you say and think about 
yourself. 

 
If you want to develop your skills and talents, positive and rational  

self-talk is all you will allow yourself to think. 

 

                       
Adapted from: Study Skills and Test-Taking Strategies for Medical Students by Deborah D. Shain 
 Springer-Verlag Publishers 

I know I can….. 

   I know I can…. 

        


