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When exam nerves strike, they don’t all hit at once. The anxiety and tension you feel the night before your exam
can be very different from those last nervous moments in the minutes leading up to the test. Understanding these
differences—and how to manage them effectively—is key to unlocking your best performance. In this post, we’ll
explore the science and strategies behind exam nerves focusing on the inverted-U arousal curve, pre-session
routines, breathing techniques, and attention strategies. We’ll also link these ideas back to practical guidance,
including the GOV.UK advice on exam anxiety.

What Happens When Nerves Kick In: The Night Before
Anticipatory worry often starts the night before an exam. This is when your brain begins to churn over possible
scenarios: “What if I blank out?,” “I didn’t revise enough,” or “This is important for my future!” This kind of
rumination can disrupt sleep, make you restless, and interfere with memory consolidation.

The night-before anxiety is mostly about thinking. Your working memory gets overloaded with "what-ifs," which
you already know is useless for actual problem-solving during the test. GOV.UK advises simple practical steps like
making sure you get enough sleep, avoiding caffeine late in the day, and keeping distractions low to calm this
anticipatory anxiety.

The Science of Arousal and Performance: The Inverted-U Curve

To understand exam nerves, it helps to keep the inverted-U arousal curve motorsportweek.com in mind. This
principle suggests there’s an optimal physiological arousal level (stress and alertness combined) that enables peak
performance. Too little arousal, and you’re drowsy or unfocused. Too much, and anxiety paralyzes you.

Physiological Arousal Level Performance Effect Exam Nerves Example Low Underperformance due to boredom,
fatigue Feeling drowsy or disinterested while revising Optimal (Mid-range) Peak focus and quick thinking Alert,
calm, and focused right before exam High Over-arousal causes panic, mistakes Racing thoughts, sweaty palms,
blanking out

https://www.motorsportweek.com/2026/08/10/nerves-at-200mph-how-racing-drivers-manage-anxiety-and-focus/


The challenge is that your arousal can drift outside the sweet spot easily. The night before may see you trapped in
high arousal through worry, while the minutes before the exam, you might either spike your anxiety or feel too
passive if you haven’t prepared a solid routine.

Managing Working Memory: Your Pre-Session Routine
Anyone who’s coached drivers or athletes knows that nerves before an event can consume your working memory
with distracting thoughts—which is exactly what happens at exam time. That’s why a pre-event routine is not
just a ‘nice to have,’ but a powerful psychological tool.

Think of your pre-session routine as managing your mental workspace. It’s about replacing automatic worry loops
with simple, reliable habits that clear your mind and anchor your attention. For example, a student might have this
2-minute routine just before the exam door opens:

1. Close eyes, take three extended exhales (breathing technique explained below)

2. Visualise calmly walking into the exam hall and reading the first question confidently

3. Quietly repeat a cue phrase like “I’ve prepared well, I do my best”

Giving your working memory a job to do—like following a mini routine—pushes out negative thoughts and focus-
sapping distractions. This is exactly why expert coaches stress routines for performers at all levels: track drivers,
musicians, and public speakers alike.

Why Pre-Session Routines Work

Structure and predictability: In uncertainty, routines restore a sense of control.

Reduces cognitive overload: Utilises chunks of habit memory, saving working memory.

Anchors attention externally: Helps shift focus away from internal worries.

Breathing Techniques for a Quick Physiological Shift
It’s common to hear the advice “just breathe,” but vague breathing instructions can be frustrating and ineffective.
Instead, the key is an extended-exhale breathing technique designed to activate your parasympathetic
nervous system, calming your body quickly.

The method is simple:

1. Breathe in slowly through your nose for approximately 4 seconds.

2. Exhale gently through your mouth for about 6-8 seconds—longer than the inhale.

3. Pause briefly after the exhale.

4. Repeat 3 to 5 times.

Why extended exhale? Because exhaling more slowly signals your brain to “relax and recover,” lowering heart rate
and blood pressure. Unlike fast or shallow breathing, this approach essentially cools down the fight-or-flight
response ignited by exam nerves.

Try this right before you walk into the exam room or anytime you feel your heart rate ramping during revision
breaks. Remember to do it gently—there’s no need to force it or hyperventilate.

Attention Strategy: External Process vs Outcome Focus



A huge pitfall with exam nerves is getting sucked into the outcome obsession: grades, results, future prospects.
This mindset drives anticipatory worry and fuels physical symptoms of anxiety.

Instead, focus on the external process. This means anchoring your attention on cues you can directly control
during the exam:

Reading the question carefully.

Organising your paper clearly.

Checking your calculations step by step.

Monitoring time without panic.

Focusing on process shifts your attention from “What if I fail?” to “What am I doing right now?” This improves
concentration and guards against the mind going blank under pressure.

Many professional coaches advocate for a simple “process mantra” that you briefly repeat when distractions creep
in — something like: “Focus on one step at a time”.

Summary: What Would You Do in the 2 Minutes Before Your Exam?
Based on the evidence and expert best practice, here’s a practical checklist you can use in the crucial 2 minutes
before your exam starts:

1. Settle your breathing: Use the extended-exhale breathing technique for at least 3 cycles.

2. Run your pre-event routine: Visualise confidently tackling the first question; repeat your motivational cue
silently.

3. Anchor your attention externally: Remind yourself to focus on the process, not the outcome.

4. Stay positive but realistic: Accept nerves as normal, don’t try to fight or deny them.

By managing your working memory, calming your physiology, and redirecting your attention, you can shift your
state from overwhelmed to optimally aroused—right in line with the inverted-U performance zone.

Share This Guide and Help Others Beat Exam Nerves



If you found this useful, why not share it alongside your revision tips? Here are some easy ways to pass it on:

Facebook: Post with your own experience managing exam nerves and tag friends in exam groups.

Twitter/X: Tweet the key tips as a thread using #ExamNerves and #PreEventRoutine.

Reddit: Share in subreddits like r/Exams, r/GetStudying or r/AnxietySupport to spark discussion.

LinkedIn: Post to encourage student connections, emphasize the science behind anxiety management.

Pinterest: Pin graphics summarising breathing techniques or routines for visual learners.

Remember, exam nerves are normal and manageable—not an insurmountable barrier. With effective routines,
breathing, and focus shifts, you can harness that energy to drive your best performance.

Good luck—you’ve got this!
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