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Contents 
 

Page 3 - Introduction 
Page 7 - What type of learner are you? 
Page 8 - How do I organise myself? 
Page 9 - Reading 
Page 10 - Note taking  

- Linear 
- Cornell method  

Page 14 - Mind maps  
Page 16 - Improving memory retention  
Page 17 - Revision  
Page 21 – Dealing with Stress and Anxiety  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 
 

Independent study is crucial to succeeding in your A levels, Higher Education and 
employment. Sixth Form students spend a limited amount of time in lessons. Therefore, the 
time you spend studying independently is central to you achieving your potential. 

At KS5 students need to refine and hone these independent skills, garner super curricular 
knowledge to underpin those learnt in class. This booklet is designed to and equip you with 
the independent study skills. 

 

What is independent learning? 
 
Independent learning is the work that you do outside of your lessons. As part of your A level 
provision you will have timetabled sessions for independent study. During these sessions, 
you will consolidate your lessons’ learning, engage with super curricular reading resources. 
You will find an extensive list of resources at the back of this booklet. 
  

What is super-curricular? 

Strong applicants to competitive universities tend to have explored their chosen subject 
through wider reading outside the classroom, as well as doing very well in their GCSEs and 
A-levels. This form of academic exploration is called ‘super-curricular’, as it builds on and 
enhances what you are studying in school. 

It is important to read critically by thinking carefully about the arguments, assumptions and 
evidence presented by the author. Reading is a great way to explore subjects that you find 
interesting – but there are many other ways to deepen your understanding: investigate your 
local museums, monuments, galleries and natural features, and think analytically about 
nature, machinery or the built environment.  

After the COVID-19 lockdown, perhaps you can visit some of these! The best thing about 
super-curricular activities is that there are no exams or deadlines to worry about – you are 
free to follow your own lines of enquiry into the areas that interest you the most. Rather 
than seeing this as a ‘tick box exercise’ to give you something to write about in your 
personal statement, you should take time to explore things that you genuinely find 
interesting and see where your investigations lead you.  

This selection of suggested reading lists and resources has been gathered from the 
Cambridge departmental and College websites, other universities and other sources on the 
internet. These lists are certainly NOT ‘required reading’ for Cambridge applicants 

The list below shows some suggestions for places to start exploring your own interests in 
your chosen subject independently - you do not need to engage with any of the specific 
websites, books, podcasts etc mentioned and can easily find your own alternatives. The 
following lists are suggestions only:  

 



 

Name Website Details 

BBC News online https://www.bbc.co.uk/  News 

BBC Radio 4 podcasts 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/podca
sts/radio4 

News podcast 

British Physics Olympiad 
Question Bank 

https://www.bpho.org.uk/res
ources/question-bank 

Good source of interesting physics problems with 
solutions 

Cambrdige Super-
curricular subject 
reading list 

https://www.undergraduate.st
udy.cam.ac.uk/sites/www.und
ergraduate.study.cam.ac.uk/fil
es/publications/super-
curricular_suggestions.pdf  

This selection of suggested reading lists and 
resources has been gathered from the  
Cambridge departmental and College websites, 
other universities and other sources on the  
internet 

Edge Magazine https://www.edge.org/  

The ideas presented on Edge are speculative; they 
represent the frontiers of knowledge in the areas 
of evolutionary biology, genetics, computer 
science, neurophysiology, psychology, and physics 

FutureLearn  https://www.futurelearn.com/  

Learn 100% online with world-class universities 
and industry experts. Develop your career, learn a 
new skill, or pursue your hobbies with flexible 
online courses. 

Gresham College 
Lectures 

https://www.gresham.ac.uk/s
chools?mc_cid=eeed5b3d5a&
mc_eid=d234f3c574 

Lectures for A-Levels, and also for career and study 
decisions, for personal statements, for ‘stretch and 
challenge’ and to those planning to do Extended 
Project Qualifications (EPQs) 

HE+ https://www.myheplus.com/  

Each topic is produced by Cambridge postgraduate 
students and academics at the cutting edge of 
research in their field. The topics provide guided 
activities, questions to think about and suggestions 
for further reading. 

History of Ideas 
https://www.talkingpoliticspo
dcast.com/history-of-ideas 

History Of Ideas is a new series of talks by David 
Runciman in which he explores some of the most 
important thinkers and prominent ideas lying 
behind modern politics – from Hobbes to Gandhi, 
from democracy to patriarchy, from revolution to 
lock down. 

IOPSpark https://spark.iop.org/ Institute of Physics resources for teachers 

Isaac Computer Science 
www.isaaccomputerscience.or
g 

A level  

Isaac Physics https://isaacphysics.org/  

Physics problem-solving for GCSE, A level and 
beyond. Teachers can set up accounts and group 
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students into classes, setting them "boards" of 
problems through the website. 

LSE LIFE PODCASTS 
https://info.lse.ac.uk/current-
students/lse-
life/resources/podcasts 

This series of 11 episodes covers basic study skills - 
from reading, making notes, and essay writing, to 
dissertation research and exam revision. Each 
episode is accompanied by a summary of key 
points, further resources, some tasks to get hands-
on practice, and a transcript of the podcast 

Mooc https://www.mooc.org/  

Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are free 
online courses available for anyone to enroll. 
MOOCs provide an affordable and flexible way to 
learn new skills, advance your career and deliver 
quality educational experiences at scale. 

New Scientist magazine, 
news section 

https://www.newscientist.co
m/section/news/ 

Science periodical  

Next Time Questions 
http://www.physicslab.org/Co
mpilations/NextTime.aspx  

Intriguing physics problems to set, with solutions 

Oxplore https://oxplore.org/  

Oxplore aims to realise aspirations, promote 
broader thinking and stimulate intellectual 
curiosity 

PhET Simuations https://phet.colorado.edu/  

Simulations of science and maths problems, can be 
used to replace practicals 

Philosophy pod casts  
https://www.southampton.ac.
uk/philosophy/outreach/philo
sophy-podcast-archive.page  

Philosophy podcast 

Physics.org (IOP) 
http://www.physics.org/index.
asp  

News/activities, puzzles, experiments and 
database of 4000 physics websites – designed to 
engage all ages with Physics 

Reuters 
https://uk.reuters.com/ 
(change 

(change edition for international news) 

Seneca Learning 
https://www.senecalearning.c
om/ 

Free online learning for various subjects 

Speakers for schools 
https://www.speakersforscho
ols.org/inspiration/vtalks/vtalk
s-video-library/ 

peakers for Schools Inspiration Programme 
provides a network of today’s most inspiring 
figures across business, arts, politics and more 
donating their time to help inspire students to fuel 
their ambition.  
Speakers in thier network range from CEOs of 
major companies to notable national journalists, 
arts people, scientists, leading entrepreneurs and 
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academics. You can find out more about our 
1,500+ speakers .  
Use the virtual talks to library to access many of 
these sessions 

Ted Talks https://www.ted.com/talks  3400+ talks to stir your curiosity 

The Economist  www.economist.com Online periodical  

The New Statesman 
magazine: 

https://www.newstatesman.c
om/uk 

Online periodical 

Times Higher Education 
podcasts 

https://www.timeshighereduc
ation.com/academic/opinion/
podcasts 

Podcast 

UniTalks podcasts 
https://iai.tv/education/podca
st  

Podcast 

Univ resource hub  
https://www.univ.ox.ac.uk/ap
plying-to-univ/resource-hub/ 

Explore the resources below or select a subject 
area such as Humanities or Social Sciences, 
followed by a specific subject (Classics, English, 
etc.) 

Univ resource hub  
https://www.univ.ox.ac.uk/ap
plying-to-univ/resource-hub/ 

Reading Bank are packed with book reviews by 
Univ students 

University Of Cambridge  

https://www.undergraduate.st
udy.cam.ac.uk/sites/www.und
ergraduate.study.cam.ac.uk/fil
es/publications/super-
curricular_suggestions.pdf  

Sselection of suggested reading lists and resources 
has been gathered from the  
Cambridge departmental and College websites, 
other universities and other sources on the  
internet 
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What type of learner are you? 
 

Having taken your GCSEs, you may know the learning methods and revision techniques that 
work for you. If you don’t, you may want to find out what type of learner you are. 
 
Use the grid below to learn about the different types of learners. If you don’t know which 
type of learner you are, visit the following link and complete the test.  
 
http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-assessments/learning-styles.shtml 
 

Learner How do you 
learn? 

How should I revise? 

VISUAL Reading or seeing 
pictures 

• Use flashcards to learn new words 
• Write down key words, ideas, or instructions 
• Draw pictures to help explain new concepts 

and then explain the pictures 

AUDITORY  Hearing and 
listening  

• Use flashcards to learn new word and read 
them out loud 

• Read stories, assignments, or directions out 
loud 

• Record yourself spelling words and then listen 
to the recording 

TACTILE Touching and 
doing  

• Use flashcards and arrange them in groups to 
show relationships between ideas 

• Trace words with your finger to learn spelling 
(finger spelling) 

• Take frequent (but not long) breaks during 
reading or studying periods 
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How can I organise myself? 
 
Organisation is integral to successful independent study. This means being prepared for 
both your contact and non-contact hours.   
 

Stationary  
 
Students should have their own stationary. This includes the following items: 

• A4 lined paper 

• Pencil case including; pens, pencils and highlighters 

• Flash cards 

• Diary – for you to write homework, deadlines and events in 

• Subject specific textbooks 

• Have a "working day file". The file will be used everyday. Using dividers, split the 
folder into the number of subjects you are studying.  

 

Subject Files 

Have a lever arch file at home for each subject. At regular intervals - daily or weekly - 
transfer material from your working day file to your subject file. Be strict about dating all 
papers and storing them in chronological order. Do not take subject files into school in case 
you lose them!  At home have a file for each subject, or maybe each teacher (probably lever 
arch) so that during each day you can rewrite your notes neatly and put them in a file. 

Consolidation of learning 
 
Try to have a half hour each day when you 'process' your documentation; alternatively make 
it a Friday/weekend task. If you manage your notes and resources efficiently, you can make 
good use of them. If you scatter them around in a haphazard fashion you will lose valuable 
worksheets and your working patterns and revision will be adversely affected. 
 

Revision Summaries 
 
Have your revision summaries in another file. Complete a summary at least every two weeks 
so that the material is fresh in your mind and they are ready to be used when tests/exams 
loom. The revision summaries can be in whichever format works best for you eg mind maps 
and flash cards. You can find out more about how to create these in the revision section. 
 

 
 
 



 

Reading  
 
Reading is one of the core activities of studying. At A level you are faced with three particular 
challenges:  
• The volume of reading  

• The complexity of the material you will read  

• Trying to remember what you have read 

There are several different approaches to reading. Here are some of the main techniques 
you can use: 

 • Skimming: this involves looking quickly through the book and reading only things like 
contents, headings, introductions and conclusions. It is a quick and efficient way of 
familiarising yourself with a publication and is useful if you wish to check whether a book is 
relevant, or for finding particular information or ideas quickly. Skimming is particularly 
useful for finding your way around a publication. You may skim the newspaper to find the 
articles you want to read, or a textbook to identify a relevant chapter. 

 • Scanning: this is a very rapid search for important points. It may be a diagram, a title or a 
key word. The essential thing is that you deliberately ignore everything except the one item 
for which you are scanning. Scanning is useful when you want to identify a particular piece 
of information – for example some specific chemical formulae.  

• Reading to understand: this involves detailed study of a chapter, passage or article in 
order to absorb all the major facts and ideas. You may read it more than once, and take 
notes to summarise what you have read. Reading to understand is useful when you want to 
study something thoroughly. 

 • Word-by-word reading: very occasionally you actually need to read every word extremely 
carefully – for example, when reading an English Literature text or an exam question. To 
study efficiently you must learn to vary your reading style and become proficient at each 
type of reading. By developing the ability to switch from one method of reading to another 
you will vastly increase your studying efficiency. Language Difficulties Reading is more 
difficult when the author uses technical terms or complex language. In this situation you 
should never guess meanings, but instead use dictionaries and subject glossaries to help you 
with definitions.  

You should be thinking about what you read … 

 • Do you agree with the author? 

 • What is the quality of the author’s argument?  

 • Do you have a different point of view? 

 • What counter arguments could you use? 

 
 
 



 

Note Taking 
 

What is the purpose of note taking? 

Taking notes is an important part of the life of every student. There are two main reasons 
why note-taking is important: 

1. When you are reading or listening, taking notes helps you concentrate. In order to 
take notes - to write something sensible - you must understand the text. As 
listening and reading are interactive tasks, taking notes help you make sense of 
the text. Taking notes does not mean writing down every word you hear; you need 
to actively decide what is important and how is related to what you have already 
written. 

2. Notes help you to maintain a permanent record of what you have read or listened 
to. This is useful when revising in the future for examinations or other reasons. 

Good notes should be accurate, clear and concise. They should show the organisation of the 
text, and this should show the relationship between the ideas.  

Making notes helps you to: 

• stay active and engaged during your lectures, reading and revision 

• understand what you are learning and clarify your thinking 

• be selective and identify key ideas 

• remember the material 

• organise your ideas and make connections 

• plan and structure written assignments 

• review and revise before exams. 

 

Notes are a summary and should therefore be much shorter than the original. Thus, 
abbreviations and symbols can be used whenever possible. The table below shows some 
conventional English symbols and abbreviations. You will need specific ones for your own 
subject 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How to take notes 

When you're reading, first survey the text to find the main points and how they are related. 
Then read for the subsidiary points; see how they are related to the main points and to each 
other. Then, reduce the points to notes. Make sure links and relationships between the 
ideas are shown. 

Good notes need to be organised appropriately. There are two main methods for this; 
Linear note taking and the Cornell Method. 

 

 



 

Linear note taking 

1. Know what kind of ideas you need to record 

Focus your approach to the topic before you start detailed note taking. Then you will read 
with a purpose in mind, and you will be able to select the relevant ideas. 

• Make a preliminary list of the key facts/issues you would expect to find in your 
reading. This will guide your attention and you will know what to look for in your 
reading.   
 

2. Don’t write down too much 
• Only copy out exact words when you might use them as actual quotations in your 

essay. 
• Compress ideas in your own words. Choose the most important ideas and write 

them down as labels or headings. Then fill in with a few sub points with key words. 

 

 
 
This format provides the perfect opportunity for following through with the 5 R's of note-
taking: 

Record 
During the lesson or when reading an article, record in the ‘notes section ‘as many 
meaningful facts and ideas as you can. (1) 

Reduce 
As soon after as possible, formulate questions based on the notes in the right-hand column. 



 

Writing questions helps to clarify meanings, reveal relationships, establish continuity, and 
strengthen memory. (2) 

Recite 
Cover the Note Taking Area with a sheet of paper (1). Then looking at the questions or cue-
words in the question and cue column only (2), say aloud, in your own words, the answers 
to the questions, facts, or ideas indicated by the questions in the cue column (2). 

Reflect 
Reflect on the material by asking yourself questions (3), for example: 

“What’s the significance of these facts? What principle are they based on? 
How can I apply them? How do they fit in with what I already know? 
What’s beyond them? 
 

Review: 
Spend at least ten minutes every week reviewing all your previous notes. If you do, you’ll 
retain a great deal for current use, as well as, for the exam. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Mind maps  
 

Example 1 

1. Start in the centre of a blank page 

• Turn the page sideways 

• Your brain has more freedom to spread out in all directions 
 

2. Use an image or picture for your central idea 
 
3. Use colours throughout 

• Colours are exciting to the brain 

• Colours add vibrancy and life to your mind map 

• Colours add energy to your creative thinking 
 

4. Connect main branches to the central image 

• Connect second and third level branches 

• The brain works by association 

• The brain likes to link things together 

• Linking the branches creates structure 
 

5. Make your lines curved 
 
6. Use one key word per line 

• Single key words give your mind map more power and flexibility 

• Each word or image creates its own associations and connections 

• Each Key Word is able to spark off new ideas and thoughts 
 

7. Use Images throughout 

• Each image is worth a thousand words 

• 10 images will give you 10 000 words 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Example 2 
 
 

1. The title of the subject you're exploring in the centre of a page and draw a 
circle around it, as shown below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Draw lines out from this circle as you think of subheadings of the topic or 
important facts or tasks that relate to your subject. Label these lines with 
your subheadings. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. Dive deeper into the subject to uncover the next level of information (related 

sub-topics, tasks or facts, for example). Then, link these to the relevant 
subheadings. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

How do I improve my memory retention? 
Below are ways to improve your memory retention when revising, making your study time 
more efficient: 

1. Take notes by hand 

2. Read notes out loud 

3. Repetition 

It’s a simple fact that the more something is repeated, the more it is embedded in your 
long-term memory. So when you’re studying, go at a slower pace, and after every couple of 
lines, repeat the previous sentences 1-2 times (either aloud or in your head). 

4. Use Memory Triggers - Flash Cards 

Using flash cards utilises many techniques - they are repetitive and force you to write 
out your notes by hand. 
 
On the FRONT OF THE CARD, you write the:  

- Key idea or concept you want to learn 
 
- Organising term or phrase (upper right-hand corner). This is  
the category or term that allows you to see how your key ideas  
or concepts are organised. 
 
On the BACK OF THE CARD, you write what is most important to know and learn about the 
concept, in your own words. To ensure you do more than just memorises the information, 
include examples, summaries, and synthesis of main points as well as definitions. 
 Include diagrams, time lines, or other visuals that will help you understand the information 
at the level your professor expects. 
 
5. Use Memory Triggers - Colour Coded Writing 
This can apply to your notes or even the flash cards listed above. Using different 
coloured pens to break up your notes into sections creates visual stimulation which is a 
great memory trigger. 

6. Memory Triggers - Mnemonic Exercises 

Creating a song, a rhyme, or an acronym out of important information will spark your 
memory and make you much more likely to remember information. 
 

7. Write it down from memory 

 
 



 

Revision  
 

Creating a realistic plan for your revision is key to exam success. You need to build a clear 
picture of what you need to revise and where you may be less confident. It is also useful to 
create a revision timetable to help you manage your time. 

Plan your revision timetable 

Making a realistic timetable and managing your time for revision is crucial to exam success. 
You may want to study as much as possible in the weeks leading up to your exams, but if 
you try cramming too many study hours into the day, you will struggle to maintain focus. 
Timetables relieve stress as they enable you to methodically plan all the topics and subjects 
you need to revise. Effective timetables are specific and detailed e.g Paper 1, topic 1 – revise 
quadratics not ‘Maths’. 

Before making your timetable, write a list of all the topics that need to be covered. This will 
make filling in your timetable much easier and more efficient. 

To help you structure your revision, please see some exemplar timetables below: 

Holiday or study leave 

 

 

 

 

 
MONDAY  TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY SUNDAY 

9:00-9:45  
  

      

9:45-10:00 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

10:00-10:45   
      

10:45-11:00 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

11.00-11.45 
      

  

11.45-12.00 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

12.00-12.45 
      

  

12.45-2.00 LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH 

2.00-2.45  
  

      

2.45-3.00 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

3.00-3.45  
  

      

3.45-4.00 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

4.00-4.45   
      

4.45-500 BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK BREAK 

5.00-5.45   
      



 

Weekday revision and homework 

  
 

MONDAY 
 

TUESDAY 
 

WEDNESDAY 
 

THURSDAY 
 

FRIDAY 

5.00-6.00 
     

6.00-7:00   
    

7:00-8:00  
 
 

DINNER 

 
 
 

DINNER 

 
 
 

DINNER  

 
 
 

DINNER 

 
 
 

DINNER 

8:00-9:00   
    

 

Revision apps  

My Study Life allows you to timetable, create to-do lists, and schedule reminders. You can access My 
Study Life online or download the app to your own device. My Study Plan automatically creates a 
revision timetable for you. It keeps track of how long you have spent revising each subject, so you can 
see which areas might need a little more attention. 
 
Calm or Buddhify for guided meditations, or if you’re after something a little more creative, 
try the “Colorfy” app available from the app store for mindful colouring! 
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The revision do’s and don’ts  
 

Do’s 
 

1. Create a detailed revision timetable at the beginning of every week. 
2. When revising on the weekend or during the holidays, treat it like it is school - at 

least 6 sessions a day. 
3. Wake up early- the earlier you start, the earlier you can finish. 
4. Put in rest breaks and things to look forward to. 
5. Turn your phone/laptop off- only use in breaks. It will feel much more satisfying. 
6. Early nights and lots of food! 
7. Do not listen to how much revision your friends have or haven’t done. Do as much as 

YOU feel you will need to be confident when walking into that exam. 
8. You only get one chance- so put the social life on hold. It will all be over before you 

know it! 
 

Don’ts  

1. Basing your revision on what your friend has done. It is not your friend’s results you 
should be concerned about. It’s your future! 

2. Attend a revision session without consolidating the work after before and putting 
into practice what you have been taught after the session 

3. Complete night before revision 
4. Using a laptop to type (unless you use one in exams). You need to foster the habits 

and techniques you will use in your exams. 
5. Reading a revision guide without doing something with the information e.g mind 

map/ practice questions 
6. Filling in revision booklets and returning to them the night before. This is just the 

start of your revision- now do practice questions and quizzes.  Revision needs to be 
consistent. 

7. Highlight the wrong way:  

• The most effective revision is that which draws links between information, 
not isolating it. The more links you have joining different areas together, the 
more you have to help you recall something if your mind goes blank in an 
exam (It can happen).  

• Highlighting lots of separate bits and not thinking about how they relate to 
each other can make it hard to get your mind round all the material you need 
to cover. Plus, drawing comparisons is a key exam skill that can grab you 
those top marks. This is why mind-maps or brain-storms are a good study 
technique as they encourage you to link ideas and structure your thinking. 

8. Just reading: Firstly, this technique is incredibly boring! Revision is already hard 
enough - don’t make it worse with passive reading for hours. In order to actually 
take in what you read, making (brief) notes to summarise large sections is important. 
By reading alone, it's unlikely that you'll transfer that information into your long-



 

term memory (unless you have a photographic memory, which sadly does not apply 
to most of us). If notes really aren't your thing, you can record yourself reading 
aloud, and then play it back while doing the washing-up or tidying. You'll be 
surprised how much you can absorb unconsciously just by listening.  
 

9. Copying full sentences: Not only is this far more time-consuming than summarising, 
but it makes reading back through the notes even more of a chore than it already is. 
Detail is great, but not if it overwhelms you - especially if it isn't relevant (in which 
case, you're just wasting your time by writing it out). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Dealing with Stress and Anxiety 
 

Stress is the body’s natural response to a potentially dangerous or challenging situation. It 
gives us the ability to perform as effectively as possible when facing a ‘threat’ by confronting 
it or running away – the “fight or flight” response. The body primes itself to face the threat 
by releasing chemicals into our system which speed it up ready for action. This can be a 
beneficial thing in the short term to allow us to achieve peak performance when required, 
and to help us be more aware, concentrated and effective. Too much stress, however, can 
be harmful. When this happens our thinking, planning, analytical ‘front brain’ switches off 
and our automatic, instinctive, emotional ‘back brain’ switches on. With the front brain 
switched off we struggle to plan or make rational decisions or access our natural stress 
responses. This is when we experience negative reactions to stress, and what is generally 
meant when we say we are “stressed”.  

Key things to help manage stress and anxiety: 

 • Keep the body systems regulated.  

• Eat and drink a balanced diet, if not daily then over the course of each week.  

• Take daily exercise- even 3 sessions of moderate exercise a week will help reduce 
stress and anxiety.  

• Develop good sleeping habits and bedtime routines. 

 • Learn to enjoy mindful relaxation as well as active fun 

• Connect to others, especially people you trust rather than bottling things up.  

• Give to others - even small acts of kindness and care towards others can make us 
feel better.  

• When experiencing unpleasant feelings such as anxiety or sadness, notice what you 
are thinking and saying to yourself. Ask yourself the following questions: 

 - Is there really any evidence for thinking this way? 

 - Are there other ways of thinking about this situation?  

- Is my thinking faulty? (e.g. Am I concentrating on my weaknesses and ignoring my 
strengths?)  

- How is thinking in this way affecting me?  



 

• Replace negative thoughts with more balanced rational and positive thoughts. 
Finally: Tackling and eliminating the things in your life that cause unnecessary stress 
is a good thing. It is important to go about this in the right way, otherwise this can be 
adding to your stress burden, rather than reducing it.  

 

Action Plan to Counter Exam Stress  

• Expect the presence of stress hormones: we need them to be attentive and ready for the 
challenge of exams. However, if stress stays around for long periods, you can do something 
about it.  

• Physical exercise is often one of the first victims of the exam period. Keep going to the 
gym, walking, cycling etc. Exercise helps switch off the production of the stress hormones, 
relaxes tense muscles, enables us to think more clearly, and provides time when you are not 
concentrating completely on exams. It doesn’t have to be strenuous or overly time 
consuming; try walking vigorously from your accommodation to university.  

• Get as much sleep as you can. Try to resist working late into the night fearing there are not 
enough hours in the day to study effectively. It is important to protect your sleep hours as 
the right quality and quantity of sleep is essential for our physical and emotional health. 
Leave space between revising and going to bed so you don’t take exam pressures with you. 
Have some time for yourself before going to bed – talk to friends, listen to calming music, 
use relaxation techniques, read a book.  

• Find a relaxation technique that works for you. Consider attending our Meditation group, 
you might also want to try the MP3 downloads on our website.  

• Spend time on interests not related to your course or exams; allow yourself a night out 
with friends or a few hours at the weekend to relax. This will allow you to realise there is life 
beyond exams and help you return to study feeling more refreshed.  

• Reward yourself; exam preparation is tough – give yourself a reward every few days like 
watching your favourite programme or eating your favourite food – try including it as a part 
of your revision timetable!  

• Create support networks; take time out to talk with friends and family. Arrange to meet in 
natural breaks such as during lunchtimes or evening meals. Agree to not talk about exams. 
This will allow you to think about other concerns and interests.  

• Know how you study best and plan accordingly. Be honest and realistic about how long 
you can effectively concentrate for, 45 – 60mins, and allow short (10-15 min) breaks 
between each period of study. This helps build a ‘wall of knowledge’ with each study period 
being a brick in the wall. Or try the Pomodoro technique: 
cirillocompany.de/pages/pomodoro-technique  

• Avoid large quantities of caffeine as a means of dealing with stress or keeping going.  



 

• Eat a good diet; often during stressful periods we are tempted to reach for the fast food 
like pizzas, chips and chocolate. Your body, however, needs the restorative power of 
proteins, complex carbohydrates, vitamins and fibre.  

Mindfulness meditation has been shown to be effective in reducing anxiety and stress 
levels. There is a huge range of mindfulness meditation apps, useful during study breaks or 
to help you cope just before an exam.  

So remember:  

• deal with one problem at a time  

• be kind to yourself  

• recognise each day is a new beginning 

Managing exam stress 

Most people feel nervous before an exam, but it's important not to let anxiety have a 
negative impact on your performance. This includes avoiding stress during your exam 
preparation as well as on the day. 

Try to see it as an opportunity for you to make a good impression and get credit for what 
you know. This gives you a much more positive outlook about exams. 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 


