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Test Anxiety 

We all experience some anxiety before taking a test.  However, test anxiety is uneasiness and 
apprehension that students experience before and during examination that interferes with their 
performance. Symptoms of test anxiety can be cognitive, physical, and emotional. Stress symptoms, 
in general, come from “fight or flight” response because your body perceives a situation as a threat.  

What causes test anxiety? 

• Lack of preparation  
• Fear of failure 
• Pressure to perform well on high-stakes tests 
• Focusing on negative consequences if failing a test 
• Having only one test in class 
• Negative experience with test taking in the past 
• Many medical students never failed a test in college, so failing a test in medical school 

might cause anxiety     
• Inadequate time management 
• Cramming before exam 
• Lack of sleep 
• Perfectionism  
• Performance on exam is related to self-esteem 
• Competitiveness and comparison with other students’ grades  

Symptoms of test anxiety 

Cognitive symptoms  

• Negative self-talk  
• Racing thoughts 
• Negative comparison of yourself with other students during examination  
• Difficulty to concentrate 
• Difficulty to remember material that you studied during examination (going “blank”)  

Physical symptoms 

• Sweating  
• Light-headedness 
• Headache  
• Nausea  
• Diarrhea 
• Rapid heart rate 
• Muscle tension 
• Shortness of breath 

Emotional symptoms 

• Fear  
• Anger  
• Frustration  

Adapted from Albert Einstein College of Medicine, Office of Academic Support and Counseling  
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How to deal with test anxiety 

Prepare for a test 

• It is helpful to learn ahead of time how many questions and what type of questions will be on 
the test, scoring of questions, and how much time you will have 

• Take practice tests  
• Don’t cram before the night before an exam  
• Get enough sleep, so your brain can work 
• Eat breakfast/high protein  
• Ask for consultation on study skills and test taking strategies if you don’t think your preparation 

was adequate 

• Improve your time management  

Changing your negative self-talk 

• It is important to change your negative self-talk in positive statements and to encourage 
yourself.  For example, say “stop“ to your negative thinking. 

• Change “I cannot do it” to “I can do it” and “I am going to fail again” to “I am going to do well 
this time” 

• “This is just an exam, not the end of the world”. 

• Don’t let yourself believe that test anxiety reinforces itself and becomes a habit; you are in 
control!  

The testing environment 

• Come on time (not too early or late).  
• Try to find a seat outside of high traffic area. 
• If you feel tense take a deep-breath and relax for a minute.  
• Don’t chat with other students in the room about possible questions on exam. 
• Tune out distractions. Say to yourself to “stay calm”. 
• Don’t think about other students performances in the room. 
• Take several, deep breaths in the middle of test and concentrate.  
• If you go blank, take a deep breath, relax, and try to focus again. 

See additional tips for overcoming test anxiety on the Study Guides and Strategies website. 

Breathing and relaxation exercises 

• When you start feeling anxious, take a couple of long, deep breaths and exhale slowly. 
Visualize a peaceful and relaxing setting or scenery from nature.  

• As you inhale, contract the group of tensed muscles (usually neck and shoulder area) for a few 
seconds.  

• Relax them as you exhale slowly and imagine that tension is leaving your body. Repeat the 
exercise and try to relax muscles longer each time.   
See additional tips for reducing test anxiety:  The Praxis Series: Reducing Test Anxiety (2005).  

 
To learn progressive muscle relaxation and change your negative thinking or negative self-talk, 
consider contacting a counselor at the UAMS Wellness Center at 501-686-840. 

http://www.studygs.net/tstprp8.htm
http://www.ets.org/s/praxis/pdf/reducing_test_anxiety.pdf

