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INTRODUCTION
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Exams are stressful and most people don’t love them! The good news is that some stress improves performance. But I can help you control it, so you avoid problems and have the greatest chance of doing your best.


Exam Attack is about more than managing stress, though. It covers the latest discoveries about the science of learning techniques – and these can really help you.


[image: Image] It’s also about essential well-being. Well-being directly affects performance. It’s not an optional luxury but how we give our brain and body the best chance of success.


So, Exam Attack shows you how to manage stress, learn effectively and prepare your brain and body to be super-fit for exams!


I follow my own advice, too! I am naturally anxious and my work involves tough deadlines and public speaking. Exams are like public speaking: preparation; nerves; winding down afterwards and winding up to do it again. I often speak on different topics one after the other, so I must allocate enough time for each. I have to plan carefully and manage energy levels, sleep and appetite problems.


That’s a lot like facing exams.


I also have experience (like most people) of not doing as well as I wanted in exams. But exams are only one step to a destination and there are lots of ways of being successful in life without great school results. In fact, look at high-achieving people and you’ll find that school exam success doesn’t feature for many. Sometimes, we learn more from not getting top grades: it makes us try harder, think differently, be more determined. And those are important for a successful life.


[image: Image] But, of course, you want to get the best grades you can, because you’ll feel good and because exams do open doors and smooth paths. That’s what Exam Attack is for: to help you get through as successfully and smoothly as possible. It will give you the tools to control your body and mind during this challenging phase. And the tools will help you at many other stressful times of life. These are the sort of skills that employers are always looking for.


You’ll find advice on food (and how to cope when you lose your appetite), sleep, panic, revision, getting help, managing screens and social media. And there’s up-to-date advice on note-taking and learning. Take on board as much as you can and feel yourself gradually gain control.


WHEN SHOULD YOU READ EXAM ATTACK?


Ideally, several months before exams. Then come back to it nearer the time. Some of the advice is best followed well in advance and some is designed to help you on the day. But don’t worry if you don’t have much time left: there are many strategies that can be started quite close to exams.




ACTION!


As you’re reading Exam Attack, some of the advice will feel especially important or useful for you. You might think you’ll remember but the way to be sure – and the best way not to overload your busy brain – is to jot down the most important points somewhere, including page references. Then, if you’re having a day when it’s hard to be motivated to study, refer to your list and reread sections to help get you in the revision mindset and spur you into action once again.
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SECTION 1



THE RIGHT MINDSET
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This section is all about your mental attitude. It will grow your confidence, as you discover that you have the power to affect your results.


It’s equally important whether you’re someone who finds schoolwork easy or not; whether your ambitions are high or more modest; whether in the past you’ve succeeded often or struggled.


IMAGINE YOU’RE AN ATHLETE


If you were a top athlete approaching a competition, your coach would not only focus on the skills for your sport. A coach would create a programme that included:


[image: Image] Self-belief and a positive attitude


[image: Image] Managing stress


[image: Image] A planned timetable of training


[image: Image] Nutrition


[image: Image] Hydration


[image: Image] Sleep


[image: Image] Relaxation


[image: Image] Dealing with setbacks


[image: Image] Asking for help


[image: Image] Growth mindset – the belief that hard work is how we become skilled


[image: Image] How to practise


[image: Image] What competition day will feel like; what will happen


[image: Image] Stamina


[image: Image] Preventing and dealing with injury or illness


[image: Image] Dealing with disappointment


Exams are just like a sporting competition and you are the athlete. Meet your exam coach: me! Through Exam Attack, I will coach you as you approach your big day, so that you produce your best performance. We will cover everything on that list.


[image: Image] You’re going to be so exam-ready!


As with sport, there are things we can’t control: the questions you’ll get, for example. Also, exam grade boundaries are often adjusted according to the overall performance of students that year. You can’t completely control things, such as feeling ill or events going on in your life, that might not be related to exams. What this book will do is give you the best chance of being at peak performance and so the best chance of success. No guarantees, but improved chances.


Let’s get started!


GROWTH MINDSET - LEARNING BY DOING


People used to believe talents were simply things we were born with: we were either going to be good at something or we weren’t. Now we know that we become expert at things far more through good teaching followed by practice and determination, rather than through ‘talents’ we were born with.


[image: Image]


A ‘GROWTH MINDSET’ IS A WAY OF THINKING THAT SAYS ‘I WILL LEARN NEW SKILLS AND BECOME BETTER AT THEM THROUGH MY OWN EFFORTS, ACTIONS AND DETERMINATION.’


[image: Image]


The opposite of this, a ‘fixed mindset’, is a way of thinking that says, ‘I just don’t have the skills to be good at this, so no matter how hard I try I’ll never master it.’ The more you can do to build a growth mindset for yourself, the more you will feel empowered. You’ll also be able to allow yourself to take small steps towards your goal, rather than giving up at the start because the goal looks impossible.


[image: Image] However, we need to recognise that some people are also born with advantages: perhaps not inborn talents but childhood experiences and opportunities, meaning they ‘practise’ certain skills from a young age. Imagine your parents are an engineer and a writer; imagine they’re both keen to share their passions and skills. They bought you a construction kit and praised what you built; you were motivated to create even better constructions; your engineer parent showed (taught) you how force and motion work. Your writer parent praised your early reading and writing, sharing books and word games. Both parents loved seeing you develop skills and confidence. You went to science museums and libraries while your parents shared their enthusiasm and explained everything to you. They were teaching and you were practising, although it seemed like play.


You started school more advanced in those areas than some classmates. But some classmates had more exposure to painting, or sport, or swimming, or musical instruments. They seemed ‘talented’ at those things. You seemed ‘talented’ at the things you were good at. But you were all only good at those things because:


[image: Image] You had loads of teaching even if you didn’t notice.


[image: Image] You’re genuinely interested and like these activities (because young children imitate their parents and because you enjoyed praise).


[image: Image] You’ve been practising even though it didn’t feel like practising.


[image: Image] As an example, a child who reads for 20 minutes a day every school day for the first six years of school – which children who love reading will do – will have read (practised reading) for just over 60 school days by the end of primary school. A child who has only read for five minutes a day – because they didn’t really like it so just did it when they had to – will only have read for 12 school days. Which one will be likely to be a ‘better’, more confident reader and know more words? So, not cleverer or more talented at reading: they just practised more because they liked it more.1 Children who also read at weekends and in holidays will have even more hours of practice.
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A ‘GROWTH MINDSET’ MEANS BELIEVING THAT WHEN WE PRACTISE AND WORK HARD AT SOMETHING WE GET BETTER. THIS PUTS POWER IN YOUR HANDS INSTEAD OF THE HANDS OF CHANCE.


[image: Image]


There’s more about this in ‘Practice and your brain’ on here.




ACTION!


Think of something you can do better than you could a year ago. Write a note to congratulate yourself for working so hard. You made that happen.







[image: Image] IN SHORT [image: Image]




Everything you can do, you can only do because you practised it. Anything you want to do better will happen if you persevere. You need to start with the right teaching but then it’s down to you: listen, understand, revisit, practice.





___________________


1 Based on 190 days of school in a year and a school day of 09.00-15.00


STRESS - DON’T FEAR IT


We usually talk about stress negatively. ‘I feel so stressed’, ‘He’s off work with stress’, ‘That’s caused by stress.’ There are whole websites, organisations and books – including mine! – devoted to teaching people how to reduce it.


Let’s look at what stress actually is.


[image: Image] When I was about 13, I was chased by a goose. Don’t laugh: geese are aggressive, fast, and can deliver a painful bite. I did the sensible thing: I ran. Very fast – far faster than I normally could – and vaulted a huge gate. Safe on the other side, I wondered how I could possibly have jumped that high or even dared try.


Now I understand how: stress. It’s a response evolved in early humans (and other animals) to keep us safe from attacks, whether by lions, snakes or enemies. When the brain detects any threat, it instantly triggers hormones – mainly adrenaline and cortisol – through the body, creating many immediate changes and making us ready to act in whatever way might be necessary.


The most obvious effects of these chemicals are to speed heart-rate and breathing, taking blood away from where it’s not likely to be needed (skin, for example) and to where it may be needed (large muscles). Another noticeable effect is that we focus our attention intensely on the threat, with the result that we often don’t notice other things, sometimes even pain.


[image: Image] This is sometimes called the ‘fight, flight or freeze’ response. Our brain instantly makes us ready either to fight against an enemy, run away super-fast or freeze so that our enemy doesn’t see us. To get a sense of how quickly it works, think about when you jump in shock. Your physical reaction comes before the thinking parts of your brain interpret the actual situation.


We tend to talk about adrenaline but you’ll also hear of noradrenaline, which is closely linked but different in complex ways. You may also hear of epinephrine and norepinephrine: these are alternative words for adrenaline and noradrenaline. Adrenaline and cortisol act together in many ways to create the stress response that we experience.


So, stress evolved to keep early humans safe by helping them run extra fast, fight extra hard or be extra strong. But what does this have to do with our lives now? After all, genuinely life-threatening situations such as being chased by a predator are rare.


This is where we need to understand the word ‘threat’.


[image: Image]


A THREAT MIGHT NOT BE PHYSICAL. IT MIGHT BE A MENTAL CHALLENGE.


[image: Image]


It might be meeting a stranger, speaking in public, being watched or judged. A threat is anything, big or small, which requires us to react in some way. It can even be a negative thought, or something imaginary. For example, ‘I have exams soon.’ Or ‘What if I get cancer?’


[image: Image]


[image: Image] At the instant of the stress response, the brain hasn’t had time to work out what the stress is. (This is why we jump at the sound of a bang, before immediately realising that it was just a car backfiring or a door banging.) The brain triggers our super-performance, just in case.


Our daily lives are full of occurrences which trigger stress responses. They can be things that dominate the mind and are impossible to ignore, such as a medical symptom, worrying about parental break-up or being bullied, or smaller events, such as realising you’ve done the wrong homework, being asked to speak up in class, or having to deal with a nasty comment.


[image: Image]


ONE THING THAT TRIGGERS
A STRESS RESPONSE IS CRITICISM.


[image: Image]


That makes sense when you think about how you feel when you’re criticised. You feel threatened. You are threatened, through your self-esteem. So, when an adult says something that makes you feel your work isn’t good enough or suggests that you’re not on course for passing an exam, your body interprets this as stress, a threat to you, something you have to react to.


These events trigger the stress chemicals in our bodies each time, raising our heart rate and making us alert, tense. That’s why stress can be such a negative thing nowadays: modern life brings more (but usually less life-threatening) stresses than for ancient humans.


That’s what stress is. But what practical problems does it cause?


NOTE: we also use the words ‘nervous’ or ‘anxious’ to describe feelings of stress. We might say we feel nervous before a test, or we might feel generally anxious about the future. But your body’s reaction and the biology of this response is the same for feeling for feeling nervous o.


[image: Image]


Stress can be a problem in three main ways:


[image: Image] The adrenaline problem. This can take two forms:


[image: Image] Too much – we feel panicky, so it’s hard to do our best. It can also become a panic attack (see here).


[image: Image] Wrong time – we might feel anxious when we don’t need to. For example, feeling anxious as you walk towards an exam and turn the paper over should help you perform, but feeling anxious when trying to sleep or relax isn’t useful.


[image: Image] The cortisol problem. Cortisol takes longer to disappear from our system than adrenaline. If you have lots of stresses during the day, cortisol builds up. This will cause problems with sleep, mood, concentration, self-control and your immune system. Because some of these problems might not appear immediately, people often don’t realise they’re stress-related.


[image: Image] Brain bandwidth over-occupation. There’s something we talk about called ‘attention span’ or ‘brain bandwidth’: how many things we can focus on or do at one time. Our attention works a bit like broadband or wifi bandwidth or even a computer processor: we only have a fixed amount of ‘bandwidth’ or ‘processing power’ so if a lot of our brain’s attention is occupied by certain actions, it becomes harder or impossible to do other actions or do them well. We have a fixed amount of ‘bandwidth’ and everything we consciously do occupies part of it.


Some things occupy a little bandwidth (typically things that are easy or familiar, such as walking or wiggling your fingers or counting from 1 to 10) and others occupy a lot (things that are difficult or unfamiliar, such as learning a new dance routine or piece of music, reading something difficult, or working out 17 + 158 + 49.) When we have too much ‘on our mind’, we struggle to find bandwidth to focus on our work, for example. It feels stressful, unpleasant, overwhelming. We might cope for a while but soon we need a break. You’ll have experienced the feeling of being overwhelmed by information, instructions, noise, things you’ve got to do, two people talking to you at once. That’s brain bandwidth overload.


Try listening to two people talking at once and you’ll find you can’t take in what they’re both saying. This is because listening to the human voice typically occupies over half your brain bandwidth.


[image: Image]


One thing that takes up a lot of bandwidth is worry: so, if you have something major on your mind, you’ll find it harder to divert your attention to a task such as school work.


I will show you strategies to stop these negative stress effects becoming a problem and to allow stress to do what it’s there for – super-performance – rather than become a negative force. You’ll find the strategies in the section on Relaxation (see here), specifically:




[image: Image] To solve the adrenaline problem and feelings of panic you’ll need the breathing and relaxation exercises on here–here.


[image: Image] To solve or avoid cortisol build-up, you’ll need to inject relaxation activities into your day, such as these on here–here.


[image: Image] Solutions for preoccupation and negative thoughts, having too much ‘on your mind’, are on here–here.





You need all of these strategies if you’re to have the best control over your stress and the best well-being. And it’s much better to learn about them and practise before you need them.


[image: Image]


THESE STRATEGIES ARE NOT JUST FOR EXAMS BUT FOR YOUR WHOLE LIFE.


[image: Image]


Your adults will benefit from them, too!




[image: Image] IN SHORT [image: Image]


Stress is natural and has evolved to make you super-perform. But you need to keep it in control so as to avoid it creating poor health and reducing performance. Luckily, the strategies for this are tried and tested and not complicated. You can be in control of your stress and that control will help you perform at your best.





THE IMPORTANCE OF WELL-BEING


Well-being is not a soft optional extra or luxury. It will affect your performance, whatever gender, age, background or education.


[image: Image]


WELL-BEING IS A STATE OF BODY AND MIND WHICH MEANS YOU HAVE A STRONG FOUNDATION OF PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH.


[image: Image]


It gives you the best chance of succeeding at whatever you’re trying to do.


Well-being doesn’t change quickly. With good well-being, you could catch a minor virus or have an emotional upset, but your well-being would remain strong. However, if too many negative things happened and you hadn’t had a chance to top up your reserves (see here), you would notice it diminish.


[image: Image] I talk about a ‘well of well-being’. If yours is full, you can afford to lose some – during a stressful period such as exams, for example. But you have to keep topping it up or eventually it will run dry. If your well isn’t very full to start with, it will be drained more quickly.


[image: Image]


WELL-BEING GIVES YOU RESILIENCE: THE ABILITY TO BOUNCE BACK AFTER SOMETHING BAD OR DIFFICULT.


[image: Image]


It gives you perspective: you had a bad day, or were ill, or perhaps failed in some way, but you can pick yourself up and try again. It gives you optimism: today is tough and this feels bad but tomorrow or next week or next month can be better. ‘I’ve been well and strong before and I will be so again.’


I can do this.


[image: Image]


WELL-BEING IS NOT SOMETHING YOU’RE BORN WITH. IT’S SOMETHING YOU BUILD UP, WITH SMALL POSITIVE ACTIONS.


[image: Image]


You might need help – and that’s what I’m here for. Some people need more help than others, perhaps if they lack support from people around them, or their life contains tougher challenges. But everyone can have better well-being.


Your well-being is at the heart of my thinking as your exam coach. Happily, there are loads of ways to build it. Simple, tested ways, which aren’t difficult! In fact, most are enjoyable and fun. You’ll feel great.


Well-being advice runs through this book but the most practical section is SECTION FOUR on here.




[image: Image] IN SHORT [image: Image]


Well-being is not a luxury. It helps you be successful and achieve more of your goals. Feeling better is the foundation of doing better. Don’t ignore it and don’t let it wait till after exams: you need it now!






DIFFERENT CHALLENGES


[image: Image]


You are all different, all with a variety of personalities, conditions and home lives. You might be too stressed or not stressed enough; you might just need help in one area. And not everyone has the same support at home or a comfortable, quiet place to work from.


PERSONALITY AND EXAMS


I never suggest trying to change underlying personality but there are traits which can have a negative effect on how we feel and perform. It’s worth seeing how we can moderate some of our unhelpful behaviours.


Type A or Type B personality?


One personality division, dating from the 1950s, categorises us as ‘Type A’ or ‘Type B’. Some people are strongly one or the other, while others may be less easy to categorise. See whether you recognise yourself in one of these descriptions.


Type A people tend to be ambitious, driven, impatient, serious and in a hurry to get anywhere; they often cope badly with failure and drive themselves hard. They get irritated easily, especially by people messing around or not taking life seriously. They tend to be worriers and overthinkers. Some of these behaviours improve exam performance, such as working hard, and others hinder performance because Type As may not relax enough.


[image: Image] If you think you are a Type A personality:


[image: Image] Pay extra attention to my advice on looking after yourself and particularly on relaxation (see here).


[image: Image] You may have difficulty sleeping, so take note of those sections, too (see here–here).


[image: Image] Look out for (and then avoid) unhealthy behaviours such as working late at night, getting up very early, missing meals or avoiding friends.


[image: Image] When something goes wrong, be your own best friend: treat yourself as you would a friend who has just had a bad day.


[image: Image] A stress-buddy could be really useful for you (see here).


Type B people tend to be more laidback. They don’t worry too much or overthink. They don’t rush about or overburden their workload and they are more patient with other people and themselves. Some of these behaviours improve performance, protecting them from stress-related illness, and others hinder, because they might not be motivated to work hard enough or early enough.


[image: Image] If you think you are a Type B personality:


[image: Image] If you lack motivation or leave your work too late, pay special attention to the sections on goals, planning and schedules.


[image: Image] Even though you seem more laid-back, you can be just as vulnerable to low self-esteem, which might happen when you feel yourself getting behind. Ask a teacher or other adult to help you create a schedule that keeps you motivated and on track.


[image: Image] Could you set more ambitious goals and targets (see here–here)?


[image: Image] A revision partner (see here) could be really useful for you.




ACTION!


Do you completely lack motivation and feel like not getting out of bed because there’s no point? Please talk to an adult and perhaps see your GP. This can be a sign of a form of depression. Or there could be some simple underlying reason that a doctor or other adult could spot and solve.





A perfectionist personality


Many Type A people also have perfectionist tendencies. Perfectionists find it hard to be satisfied with anything less than the best and will focus on what they didn’t achieve, rather than what they did.


Being ambitious is good because you’ll set high targets and often achieve them. But the downside is that when you don’t achieve your goals, it will affect you worse than someone with a more laid-back personality. Even if it’s not your fault that you didn’t do well, you may still blame yourself. Perfectionists fret for too long about what went wrong rather than picking themselves up and trying again.


Fear of failure might stop a perfectionist from trying. Self-esteem can drop and opportunities may be missed.




How to deal with perfectionist tendencies


[image: Image] Speak to yourself with the voice of a friend who cares. What would this friend say? Probably that no one’s perfect; you’re doing really well; everyone makes mistakes; mistakes are there to learn from; failing at first will make eventual success feel even better when it comes.


[image: Image] Take extra care of your stress and energy levels by doing all my relaxation tips later in the book.


[image: Image] Make your goals high but not too high. See here–here for how to set SMART goals.


[image: Image] Praise someone else – it will make you and them feel better.





Lack of confidence


Both Type A and Type B people can lack confidence: it’s not a personality type but more of a mindset.
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