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The Wigan CAMHS Mental Health Support Team (MHST) works alongside a selection 
of schools in Wigan to provide 3 core functions:

Core Functions 
of the MHST

To deliver evidence-
based interventions 
for mild-to-moderate 
mental health issues

To support the 
senior mental health 

lead (where 
established) in each 
school to introduce 

or develop their 
whole school 

approach

To give timely 
advice to school and 

college staff, and 
liaise with external 

specialist services to 
help children and 

young people to get 
the right support and 

stay in education
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Aims of todays session

• To develop your understanding of exam stress and anxiety.
• To support you to identify signs and symptoms of exam stress 

and anxiety.
• To provide an overview of healthy habits which can  support 

your child’s mental health and wellbeing during Year 11. 
• To provide you with resources and practical tips to support 

yourself and your child during Year 11. 
• To inform you of the support available through school in Year 

11. 
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Impact of exams on our mental health

Exam stress describes the emotional, physiological 
and behavioural responses caused by an imminent 
test or exam. It can be related to negative previous 
experience of exams, poor preparation, worry about 

failure, or pressure to perform. For children and young 
people who are generally anxious, the experience of 
taking exams can be threatening and could lead to 

unmanageable increases in anxiety levels.

(Reference: Anna Freud Centre) 
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Worry is a normal part of child development 
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Exam stress and the fight or flight response

• When we have a thought our bodies respond to what we are thinking. 
• Fearful thoughts set off a warning alarm in the body to give us a better chance of 

survival (Fight or flight response).

• The warning alarm causes changes in our body (increased adrenaline, faster heart and 
breathing rate, muscle tension, decreased digestive activity, movement of blood to key 
muscles and the brain). These changes help us to run and think faster, see better, be 
stronger, heal better and heal quicker. 

• If you don’t know why you these changes in your body happen it can feel frightening.
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Anxiety experienced 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=mprhqMRz5PU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mprhqMRz5PU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mprhqMRz5PU


Stress can sometimes 
be useful to enhance 

our motivation or 
performance, but it can 

become a problem when 
it interferes with our 
everyday life. This is 
when we might need 

some extra help.



Amygdala & Frontal Lobe
T H E  A M Y G D A L A

T h e  a m y g d a l a  i s  a l w a y s  o n  t h e  
l o o k  o u t  f o r  d a n g e r  a n d  w h e n  
i t  s e n s e s  d a n g e r  i t  s e n d s  
s i g n a l s  a n d  c h e m i c a l s  t o  o t h e r  
p a r t s  o f  t h e  b o d y .  T h a t  d a n g e r  
m i g h t  b e  r e a l  d a n g e r  ( i f  y o u r  
s a f e t y  i s  t h r e a t e n e d )  o r  i t  
m i g h t  b e  a c t i v a t e d  w h e n  y o u  
e x a g g e r a t e  h o w  d a n g e r o u s  
s o m e t h i n g  i s .  E i t h e r  w a y ,  
w h e n  t h e  a m y g d a l a  i s  r e a l l y  
a c t i v e ,  i t  f i r e s  s i g n a l s  a n d  
c h e m i c a l s  a r o u n d  y o u r  b o d y  
t h a t  p r e p a r e  u s  t o  f i g h t ,  f l i g h t  
o r  f r e e z e .  W h e n  t h i s  h a p p e n s  

This is your human brain responsible for 
thinking, planning, making logical 
decisions, imagining things and 
remembering things.

FRONTAL LOBE - THE THINKING BRAIN
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Group task and discussion

How might exam stress impact 
on a child’s:

• Physical health
• Mental health 
• Relationships 
• Behaviour
• Academic performance 
• Future goals
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Possible signs and symptoms of exam stress 
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Anxiety explained 

Anxiety is caused by our perception of threat. Anxiety put simply is the 
overestimation a perceived threat and underestimation our ability to 

cope. 



What is Anxiety?

14

Stress 
& 

Anxiety
Excessive worry 
about a range of 

future topics

“What if…” type 
thinking

Appearing anxious/ 
tense/ agitated/ 

irritable

Difficulty 
concentrating or 

restlessness

Difficulties with 
sleep/ frequently 

tired Avoidance of 
anxiety provoking 

situations

Reassurance 
seeking and 

checking 
behaviours

Procrastination and 
indecisiveness 

Physical symptoms 
e.g. shaking, 

increased heart 
rate, shortness of 

breath



Symptoms of Stress 
& Anxiety

Muscle tension 

Restlessness

Fatigue

Irritability

Sleep

Concentration



Tips to Help with 
Exam Stress
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Top tips to help with exam stress 

• Encourage your child to take care of themselves by eating the right kind of foods, 
drinking water and getting enough sleep. For teenagers 8 – 10 hours sleep is 
essential as tiredness can impair concentration and increase anxiety.

• Provide reassurance by reminding your child of past/current successes and give 
giving them the opportunity to say how they are feeling.

• Support them to develop a realistic revision timetable and encourage them to 
take regular breaks. 

• Promote regular exercise to get rid of physical tension. Improved blood flow to 
the brain can improve a young persons ability to think clearly, learn, concentrate 
and remember.

• Encourage relaxation techniques such as controlled breathing and mindfulness. 
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Group task and discussion

Sharing ideas

What are you already 
doing to support your 
child to manage their 
stress and look after 

themselves?
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Healthy habits – Sleep 

Good sleep is essential for a young 
person’s wellbeing and has proven 

advantages for memory and 
performance. However, during 

adolescents changes in the brain can 
mean that teenagers’ body clocks are 
not set for early starts. Over time this 
can lead to ‘sleep debt’ which might 
impact on their everyday functioning. 

Sleep problems can also be associated 
with mental health difficulties, and life 
stressors at school and/or home. They 

can signal that something is not right for 
that young person and they need help.

(Reference: Anna Freud Centre)



Our Top Tips For Sleep…

Ask them how they slept and keep an eye out for any changes to their sleep pattern.

Advise them to cut out any after school napping.

Avoid stimulants such as caffeine, nicotine and energy drinks after 4pm.

Exercise: Even 10 minutes can drastically improve sleep quality. But avoid strenuous 
workouts close to bedtime.

Make sure that their sleep environment supports sleep. Encourage them not to keep their 
phones by the side of their bed and to put their phones away before 9pm.

Encourage them out of their rooms: Exposure to sunlight during the day helps to maintain a 
healthy sleep-wake cycle.. 

Support them to establish a regular relaxing bedtime routine.
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Healthy habits – Communication 

Our brains are not fully developed until we 
are between 22 - 25 years old. It is normal 
during adolescence for there to be lower 

reasoned/rational thinking, more 
impulsiveness and a tendency to respond 
emotionally. In addition, taking another 
persons perspective into account can be 
difficult. Because your child’s brain is still 

developing you can help during their GCSEs 
by supporting them to;

1. Regulate their emotions, 
2. Plan their revision
3. Think more realistically
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Healthy habits – Regulate : Relate : Reason 

Step (1) Empathy “Connect before correct” – Recognise all emotions as 
being natural, normal and not a matter of choice. Take on the child’s 
perspective.
Step (2) Validate and label their feelings Be present, take notice and 
really listen. “You appear to be feeling angry, It’s understandable that 
you might feel angry given how much pressure you are under. I 
sometimes feel angry when I am under pressure too”. 
Step (3) Set limits “You are angry that I’ve taken your phone. We agreed 
that I would take your phone away when you are trying to revise 
because it helps you to stay focused. Shouting at me is not ok. I will keep 
your phone safe and you can have it back in one hour”.
Step (4) Problem solving Next time you are feeling like this what can you 
do? What options do you have? What is the best option? What do you 
need to do to give this a try?
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Healthy habits: Revision balance

• Our mood can be greatly 
affected by what we do, 
when, and with whom. 

• In order to maintain a 
healthy sense of wellbeing, 
we need to balance what 
we do.  We can use the 
acronym ACE to help us 
remember:

• Achieve: Revision/chores/work
• Connect: Friends/family
• Enjoy: Play/fun/pleasure 
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Activity planning 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/doc
s/WeeklyPlanner.pdf

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/docs/WeeklyPlanner.pdf
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/docs/WeeklyPlanner.pdf
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Coping Self-Talk

When faced with a threatening or stressful situation, young 
people tend to think very negatively about themselves and 

their performance, predicting the worst.

Coping Self-Talk aims to replace worrying thoughts with 
more helpful thoughts that are likely to support resilience. 

For example: “I’ve done this before even though I have 
worried about it” 
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Coping Self-Talk

“This might be 
tricky but I will be 
able to cope”

“Trying my best is 
enough”

“This test does 
not define me as 
a person”

“I have many 
talents and skills 
in other areas”

“I have coped with 
difficult things 
before, I can do it 
now”

“This is a 
temporary 
emotion, it will 
pass”

“Although I feel 
scared, I am not 
in danger”

“I am loved”

“It is ok not to 
know everything.  
I am still learning”

“I am proud of 
myself for what I 
have already 
achieved”

NB: Coping self-talk needs to 
be realistic. (Not “everything 

always goes well”)
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Healthy habits – coping self-talk

• If you notice you or your child worrying, you can practice 
replacing the unhelpful thought with a positive, coping thought.

• It may be helpful for your child to identify 3 coping sentences to 
repeat to themselves when they are worrying.

• Some young people also find it helpful to write their coping 
self-talk statements down.
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Healthy habits: Problem solving  
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Helpful apps – Mindfulness 

Smiling Mind
https://www.smilingmind.com.au/smiling-
mind-app

3 Good Things    

https://www.smilingmind.com.au/smiling-mind-app
https://www.smilingmind.com.au/smiling-mind-app
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Helpful apps – Anxiety 

• Mindshift 
https://youth.anxietycanada.com/

https://youth.anxietycanada.com/
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Helpful apps – Anxiety 
Clear Fear 
https://www.clearfear.co.uk/

• The Clear Fear app provides ways 
for children and young people to 
manage symptoms of anxiety. Clear 
Fear uses a Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy (CBT) framework to help 
change anxious thoughts and 
emotions, alter anxious behaviours 
and calm fear responses.

• It has helpful descriptions of the 
different ways in which anxiety 
shows, resources and a ‘grit box’ to 
boost resilience. 

• Clear Fear is recommended for the 
ages of 11-19 years. 

• It is not a substitute for a mental 
health professional.
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Helpful websites

https://www.annafreud.org/selfcare/ https://youth.anxietycanada.com/

https://www.annafreud.org/selfcare/
https://youth.anxietycanada.com/
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Healthy habits - Home as their safe space 

• Be available Actively listening when they are trying to tell you how 
they feel.

• Respond sensitively Even if you think they are being unreasonable or 
you disagree with what they are saying. Take into account your own 
stress and frustration.

• Accept their feelings Validate how difficult they are finding things 
and ask how you can help.

• Cooperative enabling Agree a realistic revision timetable in advance, 
recognise their effort and encourage them to look after themselves by 
planning breaks and having opportunities to relax and spend time 
with friends.

• Promoting family membership Agree a cut off time for revision and 
encourage them out of their bedroom. Spend time as a family 
watching television, going for walks, eating together etc.
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When to seek further advice and support 



35

Further support in school 

• School inclusion staff: Mrs Waring and Mrs Naylor 
• Safeguarding Officer: Mrs Bailey
• HOY
• Wigan MHST Team: Amy Sixsmith (Education Mental Health Practitioner)
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Parent ‘GCSES’ during Year 11 

Good enough relationships at home

Chill out time

Success reminders

Encourage effort and exercise

Sleep


