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First, let’s get to know the monster



How well do you know the monster?

• Have any of you ever experienced test 
anxiety?

• Have you worked with students suffering from 
test anxiety?



My 2 goals today
• Everyone learns something about test anxiety
• Everyone leaves with at least one new test 

anxiety intervention to try out with a student

Anxiety Relief



My background
• 12 years tutoring- I have privately worked with several hundred 

students, several dozen high test-anxiety students.

• My very first and my most recent student were high test-anxiety kids.
• I have a deep bag of tricks, but my success rate with high anxiety 

students remains around 70%.
• High Anxiety testers are some of the most challenging students.

Flexibility and creativity are essential with these 
kids: it’s best to load up your bag of tricks.



Let’s begin with a definition



What is anxiety?
Anxiety is an abnormal sense of fear, 
nervousness, and apprehension about 
something bad which might happen in 
the future. 



What is test anxiety?
• An abnormal sense of fear, nervousness, and 

apprehension about performing poorly on a 
test.

Final examsFinal 
Exams



How is test anxiety distinct from 
Generalized Anxiety?

Generalized Anxiety Disorder = TRAIT Anxiety
Students experience high levels of stress across 
a wide range of situations.

Test Anxiety = STATE Anxiety
Students experience high levels of 
nervousness specific to testing.  

Anxiety lives 
here!



From general to specific
Generalized 

Anxiety 

High Stakes 
Test Anxiety

Academic
Anxiety

Test Anxiety



And even more specifically

• When thinking about the test
• In practice sessions
• During practice tests
• During the official test

When does the anxiety manifest?

It’s more challenging when the anxiety exclusively 
manifests during the official testing condition.



If a test is perceived as a threat, 
anxiety can take root

The student makes a subjective evaluation of the 
degree of threat posed by the test, and the anxiety 
response will vary according to this evaluation.  

This subjective assessment can change!



The amygdala picks up on the threat, 
which sets everything in motion

This is way 
beyond my skill 

level.  I’m in 
serious trouble

Danger!!!!
Time to 
mobilize

Catecholamines 
(i.e. adrenaline)

Cortisol 



Sympathetic 
nervous system 

fires up

Body is getting ready 
for action: physiological 

hyper-arousal



Some stress/anxiety/arousal is good

Too much stress and things start to fall apart

Optimal stress 
on the Yerkes-
Dodson curve



Stress Response is good for avoiding 
tigers, bad for test taking

Fight, Flight, Freeze, or Fold: the 4 options 



The costly sacrifice of Working Memory

Cortisol
(aka the stress 

hormone)

Working 
Memory

What did I just read???.....

Test 
scores



Beyond cortisol, worry squeezes out 
the available cognitive capacity

negative 
self-talk and 
negative 
cognitions in 
relation to 
the test 

Problem 
Solving

Available 
Working 
Memory

Low test 
anxiety

Problem 
Solving

High test 
anxiety

Handling
Anxiety

test performance and efficiency are reduced



Cognitive Obstruction
The degree to which test anxiety disrupts the 
ability of an individual to organize his or her 
thoughts or to concentrate on the task at hand.



The downward spiral of test anxiety

perfectionism- leading to time loss- leading to 
stress over time remaining- leading to more 
anxiety- imagining not finishing and scoring 
horribly- leading to frustration, helplessness, 
feelings of defeat, being trapped in the testing 
room.



Students suffering from test anxiety

• are more susceptible to procrastination
• spend more time preparing for tests than those 

with low levels of test anxiety
• Dedicate up to 40% of their time on task-

irrelevant thoughts* 
• Perform at a lower level on standardized tests
• Frequently exhibit 

– Poor motivation 
– negative self evaluation
– concentration difficulties

*Deffenbacher (1978)



Behaviors associated with test anxiety

Difficulties with concentration, attention, and memory 
that interfere with the following:
• Reading and understanding test directions and items
• Retrieving words, facts, and concepts
• Organizing thoughts and answers

Performing poorly on tests when the content
• has been studied
• has previously been mastered as demonstrated on 
non-testing performance assessment activities 



Behaviors associated with test anxiety 

• Experiencing repeated mental blocks and 
forgetting 

• Feeling overwhelmed during testing
• Seeking unnecessary assistance from others
• Cheating on tests
• Feigning illness and being absent on testing 

days



Diagnosing Test anxiety



Test-Anxiety Diagnostic Inventory
Social Humiliation Questions
• I am worried that people will make fun of me if I fail a test. 
• I worry about my teacher’s reaction to me if I fail a test. 

Physiological Hyperarousal
• My mouth feels dry while taking a test. 
• I feel sick to my stomach before I have to take a test. 

Worry
• I worry about how well I did on a test until I receive my grade. 
• I worry the night before a test. 



Performance Enhancement/Facilitation Anxiety
• I will do well on a test if I am slightly nervous 

before I take it. 
• When I worry about a test, I do better. 
Cognitive Obstruction/Inattention
• I forget the material I know when taking a 

test. 
• My mind wanders before I take a test. 

Test-Anxiety Diagnostic Inventory



There are many free test anxiety 
diagnostic tools online

Test Anxiety Scale
http://www.learningskills.com/test.html

Questionnaire on Attitudes Toward Examinations
http://www.psych.uncc.edu/pagoolka/Testanxiety.html

Test Anxiety Questionnaire
http://www.wwcc.edu/student_services/online_adv/success/test_test.cfm

Are You Test Anxious?
http://istudy.psu.edu/FirstYearModules/TestTaking/AnxietySurvey.html

Achievement Anxiety Test
http://www.wright-counseling.com/checklists/TestAnxietyAssessment.html

Westside Test Anxiety Scale
http://www.peacewithmyself.com/tests/scaleauto.htm



How prevalent is test anxiety?

61% of high school students reported 
suffering from test anxiety at least some of 
the time, as many as one-quarter (26%) were 
afflicted ‘‘almost always.’’

Beidel, 
Turner, 
and Trager 
(1994)



Test Anxiety is more prevalent in later 
grades
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Methia (2004)

Research suggests that elementary students are more 
likely to show the physical signs of test anxiety, and older 
students are more likely to experience the behavioral and 
affective symptoms associated with test anxiety.



Test Anxiety is becoming increasingly 
common

Research reveals an increasing trend in test 
anxiety over time,  potentially as a result of the  
increase in testing and testing requirements in 
U.S. schools.

According the World Health Organization study, 31 percent of Americans are likely to suffer 
from an anxiety problem at some point during their lifetimes  40 million American adults 

suffer from anxiety disorders.



Which students tend to experience 
high rates of test anxiety

• Students with disabilities 
• Students in classes for the gifted and talented 



Girls are more likely to experience 
anxiety in its many forms

• From elementary school onwards, girls display 
a greater degree of academic anxiety than do 
boys and a greater degree of test-anxiety than 
boys.



Is Test Anxiety behind the gender 
score gap?

• Test anxiety accounts for gender differences 
in SAT-V, SAT-M, and overall SAT scores. 

• Performance-avoidance goals accounts for 
gender differences in SAT-V, SAT-M, and 
overall SAT scores. 

• When both test anxiety and performance 
goals are considered simultaneously, the 
gender differences become trivial.

Anxiety, Stress, & Coping (2011).  U of FLA research



Contributing Factors/Correlations

• Anxiety, attention, or obsessive compulsive disorders
• Perfectionist tendencies and unrealistic expectations
• Negative self-esteem, self-statements, and criticism
• Poor motivation, lack of confidence, and procrastination
• Stereotype threat
• Inadequate study and test-taking skills
• Poor prior testing performance
• Pressure from peers, family, and teachers
• Unfavorable testing environments
• Invalid, flawed, and timed tests
• Ineffective teaching



Processing Speed 
Deficits

Skill Deficits

Learning 
Differences

Potential Confounding Factors



Students with disabilities experience 
test anxiety at higher rates than their 

peers without disabilities.

During exams, students with LD reported more 
stress, nervousness, frustration, helplessness, 
and uncertainty than students without LD. 
Students with LD also had more concentration 
difficulties in evaluative situations than their 
peers without LD.



Other contributors to LD students’ 
heightened test anxiety

• negative academic self-concepts
• poor past performance on tests
• attention, concentration, motivational, and 

organizational difficulties 

 (Heiman & Precel, 2003; Lufi, Okasha, & Cohen, 2004; Peleg, 2009; Whitaker Sena, Lowe, & Lee, 
2007; Woods, Parkinson, & Lewis, 2010).

Test 
Anxiety

Learning 
Differences

Test 
Accomodations?



For many students test anxiety is 
intimately tied to the clock



Anxiety may be whole test or section 
specific

Jed’s anxiety on the October ACT administration

English Math Reading Science

My anxiety level hinges directly on my differential 
processing speed for particular tasks.



There is nothing to fear but….

"The same part of the brain that responds to fearful situations, such as seeing a spider 
or snake, also shows a heightened response in children with high math anxiety.“  

----Vinod Menon, PhD, Stanford  

Math itself

One of the biggest drivers of test anxiety



For some kids- math lights up the 
amygdala

Amygdala, 
the fear 
and threat 
processing 
center.

Prefrontal 
cortex (Yeah 
Problem 
Solving!!)



 For others- it causes pain!
U Chicago FMRI Research

• Visually cue up math
• High Math Anxiety students 

experienced a rush of 
activity in parts of the 
brain* associated with pain 
perception. 

• Higher Math Anxiety = more 
activity in pain centers

*dorso-posterior insula 
and mid-cingulate cortex, 



Several of my students who grappled 
with test anxiety



Christine

• Hated Being judged or evaluated 
• rejected the whole premise of 

standardized testing 
• Had a hard time focusing on the 

questions, when she felt her self-
worth was being evaluated



Taylor

• Scholarships and admission on the line- ran 
out of the SAT, crying hysterically, three times

• Her goal: sit through the test
• Redefining mastery experiences
• Redefining success



Rob

• Successful PGA Golfer
• Freaked out on standardized tests
• Wanted to score high enough on the 
    GMAT for top level MBA programs
• Rob’s Death Spiral of anxiety:

Look left.  Look to the right. Look up at the screen. It’s 
still there. Okay. Get a hold of yourself. Back to the test. 
Read the passage. Wait. What did I read? Read it again. 
Blank. Look left. Look Right. Back to the screen. Repeat.



Anna

• Fixated on the testing environment.
• Her success hinged on the everything being 

just right, the proctor, the noise level…
• We had to shift the focus to the things she 

could control, self-regulation.



Case Studies: listening to my tutors

We’re 
in the 

trenches!



MK’s student: The Jogger-naut

• student was scared of 
the test

• had a problem with 
getting distracted mid 
test and wasting time  

• Once she lost focus 
she would get totally 
frazzled and give up  



Pull from other domains of competence

How do you deal with anxiety and maintain 
concentration during lacrosse?

Prescription:
1) build in a jog before the test  
2) Repeat visualization exercises- the "perfect test day"

I always go for a run 
before games.



Outcome
• 100% Compliance.  Joggernaut ROCKED the 

ACT.  Personal bests in every section.

Lacrosse

Testing

Lacrosse

Testing

Borrow from one domain, where self-regulation 
is strong, to fill the empty vessel

Self Regulation Levels



Angela’s kid: Agoraphobic Ali
• She was scoring high on all of her practice 

exams, but on test day, she would score much 
lower. 

• she would get nervous when she would see all 
of the students on test day.  



Prescription
• I suggested taking the practice tests in a 

public place (like Starbucks), to overcome the 
anxiety of other people being present.

Recreate, as best as possible, the anxiety-
inducing condition



Adam: Belittle and degrade the test- 
it’s not an assessment of your worth!
• I recently tutored a student with some pretty 

intense anxiety issues. Her particular anxiety 
stemmed from a pre-conceived notion that 
the ACT was judging her on a very personal 
level.  

• Even during at-home practice tests, she would 
start freaking out because she felt deeply that 
this one test was the only factor that would 
determine the rest of her life.



Declawing the test
• We compiled a list of reasons why the test was "stupid" 

and impersonal and predictable and just plain 
BORING.  By essentially "de-humanizing" the ACT, my 
student was able to start looking at the test differently

• We took an ACT, put it on the table in front of us, and 
actually laughed at it for 2 minutes straight. It sounds 
silly- mostly because it was.



John’s competitive racer
My student felt like he had to pace himself 
with the other people in the test. Every time 
they turned a page, he thought that if he 
wasn't moving to the next page, he was going 
too slow.  He was a cross country runner, and 
number 2 in the state….



Another cognitive reframe

Once we realized he was applying his running 
mentality to the test, we talked about how to 
stop that from happening.  

I can’t fall behind!! It’s just me.
I’ll pace myself.



Tina’s appropriate self-disclosure
• With all of these students, I shared my own 

experience, because I have had test anxiety 
for my entire life and it has always been a 
challenge that I needed to overcome. 



Tina shares her self-care regimen

• Talking about my anxiety and getting comfort 
from my loved ones

• Before the test, taking some time to myself 
• Eating a breakfast of my favorite foods
• On the drive there, listening to my favorite music
• Reaching the test center early so that I had time 

to center myself prior to the test beginning 
• Once the test began, repeating to myself that it is 

important but that I can do it



Caroline’s Perfectionists

• They'll come across something they don't 
know and panic 

• or they realize they aren't going to finish 
every question (even if I've told them they're 
NOT supposed to finish every question) and 
they panic 

• This happens even with some of my top 
scoring students



Going Zen: Working through 
perfectionism

• I've started talking to them 
a lot about being "zen 
masters" and taking a 
few moments to breathe, 
reset, remind themselves 
that this is just one 
question that they don't 
know and there will be 
many more they do know, 
etc. I've definitely had 
success with this.



Eliza: Nip it in the bud, every time
• The instant anxiety comes in, no matter 

when, they must do one thing. Close their 
eyes slowly, basically take a long blink, take 
a very deep breath, quietly and slowly let 
it out. Empty the front mind. Look down at 
the paper. Start again. This must be done on 
homework, mocks, with me, on the real test. 



Tom’s holistic relaxation 
• Beyond all the cognitive tricks, I teach some 

simple physical stress relief techniques like 
clenching and unclenching your fists, forced 
yawning.



Wendy’s creative visualization
• Jenny burst into tears nearly every time I 

asked her to do a math problem. 
• Visualization: the SAT authors were 

Hollywood super villains who wanted to beat 
her by making simple things seem super 
complicated. 

• Every time Jenny got angry at a problem 
she had to identify which villain wrote the 
problem, and how she'd beat him. 



Dr. Evil can help turn down the anxiety

Adding some humor takes the edge off, and it 
becomes more fun



Quote from Caroline
• helping students cope with their anxiety or 

increase their self-efficacy is probably the 
most satisfying element of tutoring for me 
because it makes me feel like I may have 
made a difference in their lives beyond the 
SAT. I'm looking forward to learning to do this 
better!!

Self-regulation skills 
generalize way beyond 

testing



Potential Interventions to consider

Mastery 
Experiences

Mindfulness
Practice

Meditation

Beta Blockers Cognitive 
Rehearsal

Hypnotherapy

Educating 
about Anxiety

Writing about 
Anxiety



Writing about test anxiety improves 
performance: U. Chicago

“Somewhat counterintuitive: drawing attention 
to negative information typically makes it more 
rather than less salient in memory.”  

Expressive 

Writing
Reduced 
Rumination
Greater Self-
awareness
Metacognition

I’m so nervous 
about screwing up 
tomorrow….
I get stuck, then I 
look around…..

Enhanced 
Performance



Writing about test worries: Ramirez 
and Sian L. Beilock U Chicago 2011.



Hypnotherapy

You’re going 
to ace the 

SAT

I’ve never done this- have heard a mixed record of its success.



Normalizing test anxiety for your 
student

• Let them know, it’s a human thing.  It’s okay.  
• Tell your story if you have one, the time you 

got all bent out of shape for a test, how you 
dealt with it.



Identify the source of the anxiety 

Who’s anxiety is it anyway?



Reducing parental hovering and 
anxiety-stoking

Negotiate directly with the parents to have 
them withdraw their attention and decrease the 
pressure on their child’s testing outcome.



Help your student make cognitive 
adjustments

Learn how your brain works, and how you can regulate 
your own thinking and performance



Carol Dweck: On testing

Students with a fixed intelligence mindset 
struggle with tests of any sort because each 
represents an opportunity for failure and 
identity crisis, rather than an opportunity to 
learn, grow, and improve.  It's where statements 
like "I'm just not good at math” come from. 

If you can help your students adopt a flexible mindset, 
which allows learning and growth, the stakes drop.



Explain to your student how anxiety 
works inside the student’s brain

The following are a few screen captures from an online 
session I had with a high test anxiety student.



Explore the student’s self talk



Describing the physiology- at a basic level



Describing the physiology- and reframe the self-talk



Imagining the testing room conditions



Give them some success: Mastery 
Experiences

• Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory
• Give them success- make them take 

ownership that their success stemmed from 
their effort and ability

Mastery 
Experiences

Increased Self-
Efficacy

Decreased Test 
Anxiety



Starving old Dysfunctional Neural 
Pathways

MATH Boy do I 
stink at 
Math

How Many Times has this pathway been reinforced?  By whom?  How long before this
external message became internalized?



Insist that student actively attend to 
new evidence and reinforce the new 

neural pathway!

Math Test
Maybe I’m not so 
bad at Math

Boy do I stink at Math

Reinforce

starve



Correcting maladaptive Self-talk: key to 
self-regulation and anxiety reduction

• Put “I’m bad at test taking” to bed.
• Replace it with “You own this test. You're 

more ready for this than anything.”

I’m bad at test taking



Preparation
One way to reduce your students' anxiety during 
testing is by teaching them to use effective test-
taking skills and strategies



Cognitive Rehearsal

Imagined Practice Makes perfect



Various Relaxation Training Techniques

• meditating 
• praying
• smelling fragrances
• taking deep breaths
• focusing on past successes
• listen to guided imagery, affirmations, mediations, or 

calming music 
• visualize positive and relaxing images and experiences
• tensing and relaxing muscles, doing yoga, exercising, 

or using a squeeze ball

Remember: There’s an App for that.  I have 2!



To medicate or not to medicate?

Beta Blockers

Benzodiazepines

Antidepressants

Sometimes the students will self-medicate, sometimes the 
parents will push the pills.  They can become a crutch.



Timing: Try out your interventions early 
• Trying out a new interventions right before 

the test can stoke the flames of anxiety
• Nothing new on test day- ever.
• Use practice tests for experiments



Learning from the audience

• What interventions have you tried?  
• What has been effective for you?
• What have you learned about helping 

students with test anxiety?


