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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Students are facing increasing Social, Emotional and Mental Health Received 16 January 2026
needs, including coping with test anxiety. Despite research demon- Accepted 5 October 2026

strating the significant impact test anxiety can have upon young KEYWORDS

people in multiple ways, in many countries there is little support Test anxiety; intervention;
available for schools to better support young people with test students; young people;
anxiety. The purpose of the current review was to provide insight reflections

into young people’s views of test anxiety interventions they parti-

cipated in, to identify which aspects of the interventions are of most

value and to understand the difficulties students may have acces-

sing test anxiety interventions. Database searches were conducted

and eight studies met the criteria for inclusion in this review. The

findings highlighted the positive impact of interventions through

enabling young people via cognitive reappraisal to develop strate-

gies to cope with test anxiety. Interventions enabled pupils to

improve their well-being and elicited positive emotions. The review

identified the importance of practical planning considerations such

as group composition and timing factors. The implications for

future intervention development and implementation are also

discussed.

Introduction

Young people in education are known to experience test anxiety which can have
significant implications for their mental health and well-being (Hembree, 1988). Test
anxiety is a situation-specific form of anxiety experienced in performance-evaluative
settings and is characterised by panic and intrusive, worrisome thoughts typically
centred on fears of failure and its consequences (Spielberger & Vagg, 1995). It is widely
considered to comprise related but distinct cognitive (worries and cognitive interfer-
ence) and affective-physiological (tension and perception of physiological arousal)
dimensions (D. W. Putwain et al., 2021). Test anxiety contributes to poor student mental
health, as it is associated with low self-esteem and reduced well-being (Albulescu et al.,
2024; Hembree, 1988). These highlight the importance of understanding and addressing
test anxiety as part of broader efforts to promote young people's’ mental health, well-
being and educational outcomes.
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Prevalence and impact of test anxiety

Test anxiety is particularly relevant within education systems in which young people are
required to undertake high-stakes examinations. A number of studies have highlighted
the concerning rates of test anxiety in young people. For example, in the UK D. Putwain
and Daly (2014) found that 25% of female and 8% of male students aged 14-18 years
reported high levels of test anxiety when preparing for high-stakes General Certificate of
Secondary Education (GCSE)" and A-level exams.? Internationally, a prevalence rate of
39% was found in Canada (Gerwing et al., 2015), while 48% of students reported increased
test anxiety in Turkey (Kavakci et al., 2014). Research has also highlighted that a greater
proportion of young people undergoing high stakes exams are reporting high levels of
test anxiety (D. Putwain, 2007; D. W. Putwain, 2020; D. Putwain & Daly, 2014). The
prevalence of test anxiety, therefore, represents an important concern for schools, parti-
cularly given the challenges schools face in supporting students’ mental health during
examination periods. For example, a survey of secondary school teachers in England
conducted by the Association of School and College Leaders following the 2015 central
government reforms to GCSEs reported that 77% of respondents observed students
experiencing mental health difficulties related to exam anxiety, and 65% had students
who avoided school due to such anxiety (ASCL, 2024).

Test anxiety can have significant impacts upon young people’s mental health and
academic performance. Research consistently shows that heightened test anxiety is
negatively associated with academic achievement (Hembree, 1988; Robson et al., 2023;
Von der Embse et al., 2018) and with lower levels of well-being (Albulescu et al., 2024;
Hembree, 1998; D. W. Putwain et al.,, 2021; Steinmayr et al., 2016). Test anxiety has also
been linked to reduced self-esteem (Hembree, 1988; Nawaz et al., 2021; Sari et al., 2018),
which has been defined as a ‘feeling of self-appreciation’ (Hosogi et al., 2012). Test anxiety
has also been associated with poorer physical health outcomes, including disrupted sleep,
which in turn negatively affects academic performance (Hamilton et al., 2021). These
findings underscore the importance of understanding and addressing test anxiety as part
of broader efforts to promote mental health and well-being within schools.

Importance of addressing test anxiety in schools

The continued use of high-stakes examinations means that addressing test anxiety
remains important for schools. Despite research evaluating the impact of high-stakes
tests, governments continue to utilise high-stakes testing to evaluate learning and
teaching. This has been conceptualised by Puttick (2025) through the concept of ‘exam-
ification’, whereby exams have become embedded within educational accountability
systems and hold a role in shaping curriculum, pedagogy and definitions of success
within education. Therefore, governments now find exams hard to replace, as exams
provide a visible and politically acceptable method of regulating education standards
(Puttick, 2025), as well as providing cost-effective and administrative appeal in processing
large quantities of information (Moses & Nanna, 2007). Consequently, young people are
likely to continue to encounter high-stakes examinations within many education systems,
making it important that schools have appropriate resources and support to address test
anxiety and its potential effects on young people’s functioning.
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Promoting the mental health and well-being of children and young people have
become an increasing priority within schools (L. Fox et al., 2025). Educational settings
play a pivotal role in fostering environments that support students’ emotional, social, and
cognitive development, as these factors are closely linked to academic success and
lifelong well-being. This is reflected in the Every Child Matters programme (DfES, 2004),
Every Child Achieving and Thriving (2026) and, internationally, the Mental Health in
Schools: A manual (World Health Organisation, 2021) which highlight the role of schools
in supporting students’ mental health and well-being. However, access to support
resources and interventions for test anxiety varies significantly across contexts and
according to need. For example, countries with high-stakes exam cultures such as the
UK or US tend not to have sufficient access to support in comparison with contexts such
as Finland which place greater emphasis on student well-being with low-stakes
assessments.

Supporting highly test anxious students

Previous research has examined the impact of interventions designed to reduce test
anxiety, including systematic literature reviews evaluating a range of interventions
for pupils (Soares & Woods, 2020; Von der Embse et al., 2013). This literature has
predominantly assessed intervention outcomes using quantitative measures of test
anxiety. However, changes in measured outcomes provide only partial insight into
how interventions are experienced and implemented. This is particularly relevant
given the evidence that school-based mental health interventions often produce
small and short-term improvements, with longer-term benefits less consistently
demonstrated (Foulkes & Stapley, 2022). Moreover, implementation can be affected
by factors such as poor fidelity and logistical barriers (Gee et al., 2021). Qualitatively
examining young people’s experiences of interventions can therefore provide com-
plementary evidence regarding the factors that facilitate or constrain engagement,
and the extent to which intervention content and strategies are perceived as useful,
accessible and relevant.

To reduce the impact of test anxiety on students’ outcomes and mental health, schools
require access to appropriate resources and interventions that equip young people with
strategies for managing exam-related anxiety. Although some research has examined
students’ views of test anxiety interventions, there is currently a lack of systematic
synthesis of their qualitative perspectives and experiences. Such perspectives can provide
important insights into how interventions are experienced by young people and can
inform their future development and implementation.

The importance of gathering young people’s perspectives qualitatively

Young people’s qualitative views of test anxiety interventions can provide insight into
their lived experiences, including perceptions of the intervention’s context, content,
usefulness, and applicability. Synthesising these perspectives across studies and contexts
can identify barriers to engagement, as well as valued intervention features, that may not
be apparent from individual studies. Such evidence can inform the adaptation and
development of interventions to improve accessibility, engagement and outcomes.
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Effective intervention development should incorporate the perspectives of key stake-
holders, including the young people for whom interventions are designed (National
Institute for Health and Care Research, 2024). This is particularly relevant given evidence
of barriers to engagement with test anxiety interventions. For example, D. Putwain et al.
(2014) identified poor completion rates of self-help interventions as a limitation when
evaluating intervention effectiveness. Understanding young people’s perspectives may
therefore help identify the factors that facilitate or hinder engagement and inform
approaches to reducing barriers to accessing and completing interventions.

Young people’s qualitative perspectives may also contribute to the development and
refinement of test anxiety interventions by identifying elements they find useful, as well
as aspects that could be improved. Neill et al. (2022), for example, used a co-production
approach that incorporated school staff perspectives into intervention design and sub-
sequently used students’ feedback to inform further testing and modification. This
approach was associated with participant engagement and enjoyment of the intervention
(Neill et al., 2022). Such findings illustrate the potential value of incorporating young
people’s perspectives not only when evaluating existing interventions but also when
developing interventions that are accessible, engaging and responsive to their
experiences.

Review purpose and research questions

There is limited research investigating students’ perceptions and experiences of partici-
pating in test anxiety interventions. Furthermore, the available qualitative findings have
not yet been systematically synthesised. Bringing together this evidence can provide
a broader understanding of young people’s experiences of aspects of interventions that
facilitated engagement and those that presented barriers or require further consideration.
Such insights can inform the development and implementation of interventions that are
more accessible, engaging, and responsive to young peoples’ experiences. Therefore, this
systematic literature review aimed to synthesise qualitative studies that explored young
peoples’ reflections on taking part in test anxiety interventions to answer the following
question: what are students’ reflections of taking part in a test anxiety intervention?

Method
Review strategy

We utilised an investigative approach to explore students’ reflections on taking part in
a test anxiety intervention, including exploring aspects of the intervention that were
identified as most or least beneficial. This systematic literature review was completed
using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA)
framework (Page et al., 2021).

Identification of studies

Searches were completed between August and December 2024 using three online
databases: PsycINFO, Web of Science and Education Resources Information Center
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(ERIC). The search terms used for each of these database searches were: (student* OR
child* OR youth OR adolescent OR pupil* OR young people OR teen* OR ‘high school’
OR ‘secondary school’ OR ‘school aged’ OR ‘primary school’) AND (attitude* OR view
OR experience* OR reflection* OR evaluation OR feedback) AND (‘academic stress’ OR
‘exam stress’ OR ‘test anxiety’ OR ‘exam worries’). Additional searches on Google
Scholar (first 5 pages) and a thesis repository were conducted to that ensure saturation
was reached and that all relevant papers on test anxiety interventions have been
identified. Reference harvesting was also conducted on the included studies to identify
other potential papers that meet the inclusion criteria. Despite qualitative data being
a key focus of the systematic literature review, the authors selected search terms
relating to qualitative data such as ‘reflection’ rather than methodology-related search
terms, as the possible methodologies for obtaining qualitative data can be so varied.
This approach was intended to ensure that all possible studies were identified through
the searches.

Database searches yielded 3439 potentially relevant articles, and one thesis was
identified from the University of Manchester's thesis repository. Reference harvesting
yielded 30 potentially relevant articles. Following the removal of 608 duplicates, 2862
articles were screened by title and abstract for relevance to the review. This then left 60
articles which were retrieved and screened against the following inclusion criteria:

(@) participants were school-aged children,

(b) gathered qualitative data of children and young people’s views about test anxiety
intervention(s),

(c) published between 2000-2024,

(d) focused on the implementation and/or evaluation of a manualised test anxiety
intervention.

A total of 51 articles were excluded, with the most common reasons being that some had
included adult participants, a lack of qualitative data on student views and/or not
implementing and evaluating a manualised intervention approach. This resulted in nine
articles being included within the systematic literature review (see PRISMA flow chart in
Figure 1).

Quality assessment phase

The remaining nine articles were evaluated using Gough’s (2007) framework for assessing
methodological quality (Weight of Evidence A [WoE A]) and appropriateness of focus
(WoE C). Methodological quality was assessed using the scoring frameworks developed by
Woods (2020). Studies that scored between 0-6 were deemed to be of ‘low methodolo-
gical quality’, 7-13 as ‘medium methodological quality’, and 14-20 as ‘high methodolo-
gical quality’. A Cohen'’s kappa inter-rater reliability score of 0.95 was achieved following
independent scoring of three articles by R1 and R2. This increased to 0.97 for all the
studies that gathered qualitative data and 0.91 for studies that also gathered quantitative
data following moderation discussions between R1 and R2. This high level of inter-rater
agreement meant the first author was able to proceed with scoring the remainder of the
papers independently.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.

Appropriateness of focus (WoE C) was assessed using the criteria developed by
the lead authorin Table 1. Studies that scored between ‘0-1" were considered as
having ‘low appropriateness of focus’, between ‘2-3" as ‘medium appropriateness of
focus’, and ‘4" as ‘high appropriateness of focus’. One study was deemed to have low
appropriateness of focus and was therefore excluded from the systematic literature
review at this stage, resulting in eight papers included in the literature review.

Data extraction and synthesis

In order to identify key themes in students’ views of test anxiety interventions, the eight
included papers were analysed using thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008). The
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Table 1. Woe C criteria.
Criteria Score

Relevance of participants
Qualitative data gathered only from children and young people (CYP). 2
Qualitative data gathered from CYP and other participant groups but sources of data are clearly stated.

—_

Qualitative data gathered from CYP and other participant groups but sources of data are not clearly stated. 0
Exploration of positive and negative reflections of test anxiety interventions’ efficacy

Gathered data on CYP’s positive and negative reflections in equal extents. 2
Gathered data on CYP's positive or negative reflections or did not explore both to an equal extent. 1
Did not gather CYP's reflections of test anxiety interventions’ efficacy. 0

first author initially reviewed each paper, focusing on the findings sections in each paper,
to code data regarding students’ views inductively. Codes were then synthesised into
inductive descriptive themes. The first author discussed the inductive themes with the
other authors to ensure the accuracy of the themes.

Overview of studies

All eight studies were deemed eligible for the review and are summarised in Table 2
below. The studies were published between 2005 and 2024. Three studies were con-
ducted in the United Kingdom (Brown, 2020; Gregor, 2005; Soares & Woods, 2022); two in
the United States (Beauchemin et al., 2008; Tenenbaum, 2011); two in Norway (Dundas &
Binder, 2024; Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022) and one in Canada (McLeod & Boyes, 2021). Two
of the studies used a qualitative design (Dundas & Binder, 2024; Vestad & Tharaldsen,
2022) whilst the rest used a mixed methods design. The data gathering methods included
semi-structured interviews which were used by three studies (Brown, 2020; Dundas &
Binder, 2024; McLeod & Boyes, 2021). Three studies also used focus groups (McLeod &
Boyes, 2021; Soares & Woods, 2022; Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022) and three studies also
used questionnaires which gathered qualitative responses (Beauchemin et al., 2008;
Gregor, 2005; Tenenbaum, 2011). Four studies were completed by practitioner
Educational and School Psychologists and four were completed by researchers with
backgrounds in psychology, social work and philosophy.

In total, approximately 267 students, ranging in age from eight to 18, drawn from four
countries, employing varied methods (feedback forms with qualitative responses, inter-
views, focus groups), over a 20-year lifespan, reflected on their experiences of the inter-
ventions. Hence, this sample demonstrates considerable variation and diversity,
strengthening the weight of the following findings.

Findings

The purpose of this systematic literature review is to explore students’ reflections on
taking part in a test anxiety intervention. The following section presents the three themes
and related subthemes identified. The first main theme is ‘Reduced stress’, with sub-
themes of ‘Building connections’, 'I've learned a way to calm myself' and ‘Enhanced
wellbeing’. The second main theme is ‘Cognitive reappraisal’, with subthemes of
‘Psychoeducation’ and ‘Sense of control’. The final main theme is ‘Practical planning’
with subthemes of ‘Timing’, ‘Group compositions’, ‘Nature of activities’ and



8 L. SMITH ET AL.

(panuruo?)

Bunjonoud A1aixue

‘Inyssa1}s g 0} SIS3) punoy sudpnIs ()

9douewopad 1531 s1amo| A1aIxue 153 (q)
ssais

|eos aininy inoge Auom sjuapnis (e)

-sialueg

puSWWOd3I PINOM /|NJISN SEM 3SIN0D) (Y)

9JUaJ3Y0d ulelg-Heay jnoge pauies (6)
HINH

Bupyey 1591 /Apnis mau jo uonisinbdy (§)
$$911S S9SEIDIP Hoeq

-pasjolq yum buiyieaiq passndoy LesH (3)

00}3no bupjei-1sa1 panoidwy (p)
Koeoyya-yjes pue

ssaualeme-j|as panoidwi ey syuapnis () uona|dwod epeue)

uondadiad swuweiboid 1e (s1e9h /|| pabe) (Lz0z) sakog pue poaPW

ur abuey> e padusuadxs suspnIS (q) pais|dwod dnoib sndoy e Z1-6 Sapeib woyy sjouod se bunde A13IXUE 153] JUIDSI|OPE JO UO[IdNPaI

9duewopad anoidwi pue Avixue pue ‘suonsanb paaibe 0/ pue ‘uonuandlul 3y} ‘dnosb 9y) U0 ydeqpasjolq yum buiyieaiq

(€ (S£LL) 1591 abeuew o) salbaresls padojanag (e) -21d Q1 ‘smalniul painy |ejuawIadxa ay3 ul Wed ayel 0y |nypuiw pue salbajelis bujuies)
wnipayy  wnIpay -SJ0JeYl|IDe4 -DNUIS -IW3S [BNPIAIPUL (L)  P31I3|9s SIUSPNIS GE YUM ‘SJUspnIs 5oL |RUOIIOW-[BID0S JO SSDUIAIIRYS Y|

uonisodwod dnoig (q)
1eak Jo sawiy pue
Jooyds Buunp /19)e -suoissas Jo sbuiwi] (e)
-s10)oe} X9|dwo)

‘buibuojaq jo asuas e S,0OANIS T e
padojaaap siuapnis “dojaasp 01 adueins (s1eak z1-91
-Se3J PUB SSAUP3IIUUOD ‘SSAUIBY3IaH0) pabe) syuapnis z| Jeak djews) / e N
(€) (Sz'SL)  Jo asuas e oy Kianldp dnoib Jo 1yauag (e) (s1eak /1-1L (ZZ0T) SPOOM puUB S2IROSUOIIUSAIDIUI
wnipapy ybIH -slojeyl|ioey dnoub snxo4 pabe) suapnis oL Jeak dews) / e paseq-jooyds e :A19IXue uoljeuiwexy

syueddiued sjew aiow Jo uonippy (9)
SUOISSIS Ul SWiI} dI0W J0j PaaN (q)

Sa1IAIDe
uo-Spuey Ss3| YMM Suolssas paylsiq (e)
-slaleg
juawAofua
10} 10308} JuRLOdW] S3IAIIE UO Spuey
pue £AyaA0u d1eiodiodul — pakofua vsn
1SOW 3J9M SUOISSIS UO spuey /[edndeld () 7102
SUOISSaS J)je aduUapyuod paseadu] (q) (91e2s uayIT § wnequaua|
*s91691e13S [NJISN pue SUOISSIS ‘asuodsal 9314 G) AMjiqerdadde sioeyljpejinpe o JSENL
(€) (s0L)  pakolud ‘uoissas ynoge sbulja) aAINSOJ (B) buninseaw suonsanb o| (s1eak 1591 Bupuauadxa syuapnis apesd
wnipapy  wnipay -slojeyl|ide ‘swioy uonenjeay  0L—8 pabe) uaipjiyd speib pic 9L e PJIY} 10§ UOIIUSAIDIUI PISEQ-|O0YdS
J3oM vV Iom sbuipuy Ay Buniayieb mala Jo poyrsy (9be “saquinu) syueddiued 9lep ‘Joyine Q1

*salpnis papnpul jo Alewwns 'z ajqej



PASTORAL CARE IN EDUCATION (&) 9

(panunuo))

)
ybiH

wnipapy

(sczy)
wnipap

(Sz9l)
ybIH

aleys

01 dnoib Buimouy pue awi} jo Ayndyig
$5941S DIWIPEd. Ul 3Sh 0] piey

2I9m saibalens uonenbai [euonows
*351]1IN 01 pJeY 3I9M S||INS

diysuonejas pue uonejnbas jeuonows

0)
@
(®)

-s9pualadwod buibuajeyd

‘sayoeosdde sayelsiw bupyew

‘Buiuies) 4oy uoneanow- ‘sanijigissod
Huiuiea| pue JuswdojaAap ulelq “yiom
JO UoI123Uu0d Inoge uies| pad|ay 195
-puiw yimoib ‘uoneaow pausylbusng
[njasn

sem >iom 03 yoeoidde uejd o3 aunpad
-0id 3simdays e buiuses| -sued bupepy
ssal1s yum adod 03 -adueidadde [nypuly
59415 DIWIPLIR YIIM

Huidod oy jnydjay sem 1aspuiw yimoib
pue buiajos-wa|goid ‘ssaujnypuiw 5,735

c

@

(®

-s9pua3adwod aAsoddng
payiuap! sapusledwod

Buibuajjeyd pue sapuaedwod aauoddng

(s)1Ms buidod dojansp pue syybnoyy
]0Ju0d> 01 3|ge) |osuod pue Adousby
syybnoy) |nydjay siow Jo ssaudleme
Auiyy, o1 djqe buiag

sybnoyy

snoixue Jo pu bumab, pue buirowsi,
(padjay samiAnde buiyieaiq) wois|ew
9y3 yumadod 03 yiealq ayy 03 buipuany
-uonuane ay3 o1 buipualie pue buoON

-s101e31|1De4

sdnoib sndo4 ¢

SMoIAI1UI PaIN1dNJIs-IWLS

sdnoub sndoy

€ Ul Led %001 SUIPNIS ASAY1 JO 97
NOLETS

yl-€L pabe) sispesb yig Sps

"pamalAIRIUl suapnis Ino-doip 7
SUET

jooyds ybiy maiasRlul pars|dwod
0T Yd1ym jo uonuanidul pasld
-wod syuapnis jooyds ybly ze

KemioN (zz0z) usspleteyy

pue pe1sap|o0ydS A1epuodas JaMoT

ul spuapnIS buowe ssailg dIWLpedy

yum buido) 1oy sapusisdwod)
[euonows3 pue [eos buipjing

KemioN

(¥z0T) J9puIg pue sepungswexa

Buidey uaym ssaujnypuiw

PasN S1UIISI|OPR MOH-WOIIS|IeW
9y3 ur ybned uaym yuiyy o3 3jqe burag

J3oM

vV Io0M

sbuipuy Ay

Buniayieb mala Jo poyrsy

(abe “uaquinu) syuedpdiued

a1ep ‘loyine ‘dL

“(panunuo)) 'z 3|qel



(panupzuo))

SUOISSas
19110y 10} YSIM SIBYIO J[IYM ‘SUOISSS
196UO| 10§ YsIM SIUIPNIS WS -Buiwi] (e)

-x3|dwo) VSN'(8007) '[e 32 ulwaydneag

sbul|93y ||eIaA0 193334 JO ‘ssaujnyadead "san|Igesip buiuies| yum syudsajope

‘uoniexe[as 4ainb ‘wyed jo sbuijaay 0} Buowe

P3| uolelpawW 3y 1ey) passaidxs pue suonsanb SIYIeA 7 o Sduewlopad diwspede aroidwi pue

(€ (S'6)  uoneupaw ay} noge sbulddy dARISO4 () papua-uado g pue suoisanb (sieah gL-€1 ‘s[|s [e1os arowold ‘A1dIxue uosss)
wnipal  wnipay -sJ03e|1de I € yum alleuuonsanp pabe) ‘syuspnis jooyds ybly v e Aew uoreypaw SsauUINIPUIN

1abuoj 104 adoy awos
INQ PaYIOM SuOIsSaS Yy | 9 -sbuiwil (9)
9|qenojwod
pue wje> 3g ISNW -JUdWUOIIAUT (q)
3noYIp sem K1aA0dsip papinb
se ydons sanIAIRde swos bujop dnoib
Jlews 1nq yoeoudde dnoib |jews pakofug (e)
-x3|dwo)
101E}1|1DB) UOIIUSAIDIUI [eUIIXT (1)
wye>
9q pue eaiq e aAey 0} Anunuoddo (y)
sanbiuysa) Juasayip Ino K11 01 Auu
-nuoddo pue adeds ‘aw buirey jo asn (6)
Inydjay
sl sanbiuyday jo asbues e Buiuiqwod (})
K131xue 1531 Jo saduaLRdXa Inoge
jnpe /si193d 01 yer o1 AuunuoddQ (d)
spedwl Japim ()
Bunjuiyy
JO |011u0d /BulpuelsIdpUN JO ISUIS
mau -susaned Bupjuiyy |nydjidy aso (9)

] JUdWUIRYIR DjWIpPEedR Paseanu| (q) n

M SUOIIOWS JO [0J3U0D (0Z07) umolg

M ul Jow pue Jaw(ed bulPa 9dudred 19797 (35DD)

= -WOd PUe |043UO0D JO JSUIS ‘DIUIPYUOD uonednp3 A1epuodas Jo a1edyie)

p= () (S1) paseasnul -Ayaixue 3dnpas 01 |nydidH (e) |eJaudn) 1e Bulag-[|a IUIpNIS

_ ybIH ybIH -slojey|ide SMBIAIIUI PRINIDNIIS-IWLS suuapnis || Jeak G| Buinosdwi pue A1a1xuy 1591 Bupdnpay
JJoM VY Iom sbuipuy Ay Bupiayieb mala Jo poysy (abe “Jaquinu) syueddiued 3lep ‘Joyine QI

‘(p3nuiuod) "Z 3qey

o
—



way) Joj |nyasn
1sow 1eym 31| skemje 1ou pip sjidng (q)
wiayy Joj sem 11 334 A9Y1 JueA3al
MOY ‘S]USpnis JO suoldeal [enuaJaylg (e)
-x3|dwo)
suoissnasIp
ul Jed 3xe) 01 padIoy 3q 10U 01 Poon (q)
00] 3JI| Jo sdadse

=z
Q
=
<<
v
]
[a)
wi
z
w
oc
<<
v
-
<<
oc
o
=
2]
<
a

13410 1n0ge paleAlloOW pue paxe|dl sidyoes) ¢ e MN*(5002) 406319j004dS

(€) (§'LL)  2Jow Bulday pue juses| saibaens buisn (e) aJreuuonsanb (sieak £1-91 {NOA 10} YIOM 3] e 10 Y
wnipapy  wnipap -slojey|ioe dA1IBN|RAD dARMeND Pabe) siuapnis jooyds ybiy SoL e [0J3U0) ‘Y YUM dAIT :A13IXUY UOlRUIWEXT
JIoOM YV IoM sbuipuy Aoy Buniayleb mala Jo poysy (9be “1aquinu) syuedidiyied 91ep ‘loyine ‘{1

“(panunuod) 'z 3|qel



12 (&) L SMITHETAL

‘Environments’. The quotes used within each theme are from the studies included within
the systematic literature review to capture the young people’s reflections of their
experiences.

Reduced stress

Building connections

Students shared that taking part in group discussions supported their feelings of belong-
ing and enabled them to create a shared understanding of exam anxiety (Gregor, 2005;
Soares & Woods, 2022). Group discussions enabled young people to gain reassurance that
anxiety is a normal experience; ‘participants appreciated the normalising effect of hon-
esty’ (Brown, 2020, p. 63). These group discussions and reflections were helpful in
improving individuals’ confidence in the group and in sharing their own reflections
(Soares & Woods, 2022).

‘I've learned a way to calm myself’

Interventions which provided young people with the opportunity to learn and practice
strategies were found to be ‘enjoyable and beneficial’ (Brown, 2020, p. 63). Young people
highlighted the importance of having the ‘time, space and opportunity to try out different
techniques’ (Brown, 2020, p. 63).

Practical strategies such as mindfulness (referring to relaxation techniques and mind-
fulness meditations) and breathing techniques were also cited as helpful in reducing
anxiety and feeling calmer in relation to their exams, as well as schoolwork (Brown, 2020;
Gregor, 2005). Mindfulness exercises were identified as supporting young people during
stressful events in relation to schoolwork and tackling negative thoughts about new work
or challenging learning (Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022). Others discussed how strategies such
as relocating attention or body scanning techniques helped to improve focus and be
more present with their learning (Dundas & Binder, 2024).

Beyond academic benefits, mindfulness was also cited by the young people to support
their well-being by helping them to identify their anxiety before overwhelming feelings
‘take complete control’ (Dundas & Binder, 2024, p. 6). Breathing techniques were identi-
fied as helpful by some young people; they found that using ‘breath to decrease anxiety’
gave pupils ‘more control over their emotions with new tools’ (McLeod & Boyes, 2021,
p. 834). Students additionally identified that the use and practice of the strategies enabled
greater self-awareness and understanding of when they would benefit from coping
strategies (Brown, 2020). Young people also identified that strategies for learning, such
as problem-solving strategies, enabled them to better understand how they appraised
and coped with school-related tasks. Problem-solving and revision techniques gave
young people a greater understanding of ‘how to make plans and structures’, supporting
their ability to cope with exam stress (Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022, p. 914).

Enhanced well-being

Students reflected upon the impact of the interventions on improving their well-being
and emotional state. Studies highlighted the numerous positive emotions that the inter-
ventions elicited such as feelings of acceptance, calmness, relaxation and happiness.
Young people shared that the interventions improved their well-being by enhancing
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their sense of control over their emotions (Dundas & Binder, 2024). Interventions enabled
young people to feel calmer and more relaxed in the lead-up to their exams. Negative
thoughts were also reduced as a result of the interventions, enabling young people to
foster a more positive mindset about exams (Brown, 2020; Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022).

The importance of improved emotional well-being and reduced negative thoughts
was also considered to lead to young peoples’ increased ability to focus (Dundas & Binder,
2024). Through the improvement of emotional states, young people felt more equipped
to tackle and cope with their exam and school-based pressure. As anxiety and negative
thoughts were reduced, it was felt students had greater capacity to focus and concen-
trate, likely supporting improved academic outcomes for the young people.

In summary, this theme captures the experienced benefits of the intervention in relation
to student wellbeing, as young people developed positive connections and a sense of
belonging with their peers while learning strategies to cope with test anxiety. Hence, young
people reported improved emotional states and wellbeing. This theme was captured from
a diverse selection of studies and experienced by young people across the diverse sample.

Cognitive reappraisal

Psychoeducation

Some interventions provided young people with greater understanding of themselves
and their mental health, through psychoeducation and learning (Brown, 2020;
Tenenbaum, 2011; Soares & Woods, 2021). For example, one study taught the effects of
heart rate and breathing (McLeod & Boyes, 2021). Students reported understanding ‘that
anxiety triggers a fast heart rate and that breathing can slow the stress down’ and shared
the usefulness of the ‘use of heart rate focussed breathing whenever | am overwhelmed’
(McLeod & Boyes, 2021, p. 836). Interventions that explicitly taught a range of strategies
for learning and revision techniques also enabled young people to improve their
approach to exams and develop their exam preparation skills. For example, one student
shared that they learnt ‘'new memory techniques’ to use on tests and reported their ‘test
grades have actually gone up now’ that they've used them (McLeod & Boyes, 2021,
p. 836). Techniques such as learning how to plan and structure their approach to work
have also been useful, with students sharing: ‘Before, | was stressed about doing home-
work, spending every minute of my time [on it]. Now, | prioritise ... I've become better at
structuring’ and ‘It makes it easier for me to make plans’ regarding how to approach the
different tasks they must complete (Vestad & Tharaldsen, 2022, p. 914). These changes in
how the students approach exams and schoolwork have supported young people to feel
that their workloads are more manageable and hence feel less pressured when faced with
academic demands.

Sense of control

Interventions were reported to improve students test awareness. This means students felt
more in control of their thoughts and able to focus on their exam preparation and hence
reported feeling more able to make plans to cope with their anxiety (Vestad & Tharaldsen,
2022). Through greater ability for adaptive coping and planning, the students shared that
they experienced more positive outlooks with regard to their exam and school-related
stress (Brown, 2020).
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This theme highlights how the interventions have been positively experienced by young
people due to the opportunity for cognitive reappraisal that they provided. Through
psychoeducation about test anxiety, young people gained a greater understanding of
themselves and developed an improved sense of control over their anxiety and exams.

Practical planning

Timing

Students highlighted the importance of careful consideration of the timing of sessions, as
young people’s preferences varied, with some students preferring sessions during the
school day while others preferred after school (Soares & Woods, 2022). It was also shared
by young people that it is crucial to ensure that sessions do not interfere with lessons, as
missing lessons can further increase their anxiety because they would have to ‘find time to
complete the work missed’ or explain their absence to peers (Soares & Woods, 2022,
p. 446).

Pupils also reflected that consideration is required regarding session timing within the
academic school year, to ‘'maximise adherence to the programme’ (Soares & Woods, 2022,
p. 448). Pupils identified that they would benefit from accessing the interventions close to
the start of the year (Soares & Woods, 2022). In addition to planning the intervention
within the school year, students also reflected that it would be a useful intervention to
receive earlier in their school career. This would allow them to develop the key coping
skills before critical exam periods (Brown, 2020). Many participants suggested Year 10 or
the start of GCSE assessments could be an optimum time for the interventions to take
place (Brown, 2020).

Others identified contrasting views regarding the duration of the sessions and the
importance of this in improving their ability to engage with the programme. For some
young people, more time is required in the sessions (Brown, 2020). In Beauchemin’s et al.
(2008) study, 20% of young people reported they would make the mindfulness medita-
tion sessions longer, compared with 16% who would make the sessions shorter.

Group compositions

Students discussed the importance of considering who the person delivering the inter-
vention will be. Brown (2020) found that young people expressed a preference for the
facilitator to be an external adult from the school setting where possible. Students shared
that they felt more able to learn from someone new and felt an external adult enabled
them to feel supported in a different way than a familiar teacher could. This highlights the
importance of facilitator relationships in creating a safe atmosphere for the intervention
to be effective and for young people to feel safe to engage.

Young people also highlighted the importance of group composition consideration in
relation to the students taking part. Young people reflected that the group delivery was
useful to ‘see how other people cope with their anxiety’ (Soares & Woods, 2022, p. 446).
This highlights the importance of group selection to ensure positive rapport and facilitate
a space in which people feel able to share. The gender composition of groups and group
dynamics may be important factors to be considered when devising a group, as one male
student in Tenenbaum'’s (2011) study expressed a desire for greater male participants to
take part.
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Nature of activities
The nature of session content and activities was also found to be a significant factor in
improving student engagement and enjoyment of sessions. Students reflected on the
benefits of sessions which enabled them to practice novel or hands-on activities such as
progressive movement relaxation; these activities were interesting and more enjoyable
(Tenenbaum, 2011).

Practical activities such as using art materials were endorsed by all students in
Tenenbaum’s (2011) study, and intervention sessions which included art activities were
rated highly by young people. Content such as worksheet-based activities was not
enjoyed by young people, with students sharing, ‘some of the sheets were not useful ...
class discussions were more helpful’ (Gregor, 2005, p. 628). This indicates that activities
which fostered collaboration and active participation were more useful and engaging for
young people.

Environments

Students reflected upon the importance of considerations regarding the environments in
which the interventions take place. Young people shared that they preferred sessions to
be completed in a ‘comfy’ space to support them to feel calmer and more able to share
(Brown, 2020, p. 64). Students shared, for example, space such as libraries were nice as it
created a calm and quiet environment.

This theme captures how practical planning of interventions impacted the young
peoples’ experiences of the interventions. Test anxiety interventions require careful and
considered planning of logistical factors such as timing, group composition, the nature of
activities and the intervention environment.

The papers identified key aspects of the interventions that young people valued
including the emotional impact of interventions through improved well-being and coping
strategies, as well as the cognitive impact of the interventions through an increased sense
of control and psychoeducation. Practical and logistical factors were identified as key
considerations such as timing, the nature of activities and group composition.

Discussion

This systematic literature review aimed to explore the reflections of young people taking
part in a test anxiety intervention. The review considered eight papers and used thematic
synthesis to identify shared themes across papers. This review captured a collective
student voice through a number of diverse papers and research approaches; this holistic
review and understanding has improved the weight of the findings of this paper.

This systematic literature review found that participants expressed positive feelings
regarding their experience of and learning from test anxiety interventions. In the majority
of studies, young people expressed that the interventions were useful experiences which
provided them with opportunities to learn about test anxiety and develop effective
coping strategies to support their approach to exams. Participants also valued the
improvements interventions had on their well-being, through eliciting positive emotions
and learning coping strategies. Interventions that taught strategies including mindfulness
and revision techniques were reported to support students to find and plan effective
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techniques for their exams. Research into the coproduction of a test anxiety intervention
with students, similarly, found that increasing knowledge, understanding of anxiety, as
well as providing advice on how to cope with anxiety and developing coping skills was
valued (Neill et al., 2022, 2023). The cognitive and emotional impact of the intervention
was highlighted as supportive for student well-being, through re-appraisal of how they
perceive exams and learning. This enabled young people to develop growth mindsets in
relation to exams and more helpful thinking patterns.

The participants in the included studies also reflected upon how test anxiety interven-
tions could be developed in the future, to support student engagement and enjoyment.
Young people provided helpful feedback through their reflections upon group dynamics
and relationships in mental health interventions; therefore, improvements to future
interventions may consider group dynamics and group facilitators. Previous research
has also highlighted young people’s feedback on interventions, which valued the impor-
tance of safety and group discussions to reflect and share experiences with mental health
related to test anxiety, to reduce stigmatisation of mental health issues in schools (Neill
etal., 2022, 2023). Consequently, the findings of this review highlighted the importance of
careful consideration by future intervention developers when planning interventions to
improve the utility of the intervention and improve outcomes.

Implications for practice

The findings of this review have several implications for practice, which are informed by
the views of young people. First, schools and professionals must implement support for
test and academic anxiety. Young people are experiencing increasing rates of mental
health challenges due to increased perceived pressure on academic attainment. Hence, it
will be important for schools to take action and create policies to ensure ongoing support
for test anxiety, to promote well-being and better outcomes.

In line with Neill et al. (2023) research, young people felt that effective interventions for
test anxiety must provide psychoeducation to support a greater understanding of the
physiological, emotional and cognitive impact of their anxiety. It is important that
educational professionals hold an awareness of the impact of test anxiety upon young
people. Test anxiety interventions were regarded as valuable to students when they
provided an opportunity for them to access, learn and practice a variety of coping
strategies. This enables young people to find approaches which work best for them and
to develop their ability to use these long-term to support their outcomes.

It will be important for intervention developers to consider several logistical factors to
support engagement of young people. In particular, the important factor of facilitators’
role in creating a sense of relatedness and belonging for effective outcomes. Intervention
implementors will need to undertake careful planning of group dynamics to support
a healthy and open space to be facilitated. It will also be important for the adults chosen
to deliver the intervention to hold positive relationships with the young people. This will,
in turn, improve students’ engagement and enjoyment of the intervention and facilitate
an open space to reflect upon their anxiety difficulties.

Another key logistical factor for developers will be consideration of the most useful
time for the intervention to be completed, to support young people’s engagement and
long-term outcomes. Young people shared that they would have had greater benefit from
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receiving the intervention earlier in their academic career, as they first approach exams.
This early intervention will enable the students to develop adaptive coping strategies and
reduce the impact of academic pressure on their well-being.

Limitations and implications for future research

There are two key limitations of this systematic literature review which require considera-
tion. Firstly, very few of the studies included achieved a high weight of evidence in
methodological quality and appropriateness of focus, with the majority gaining a medium
weight of evidence. Hence, the quality of the studies held limitations. Secondly, it should
also be considered that we were only able to include eight studies which gathered
qualitative views of students regarding their experiences of interventions. The lack of
qualitative research on test anxiety interventions may be due to a desire for quantitative
research evaluating intervention effectiveness to support evidence-based practice.

It will be important for ongoing research into young people’s reflections on taking part
in interventions to support continuous evaluation and development of interventions for
test anxiety (Foulkes & Stapley, 2022). Pupil feedback will support intervention devel-
opers’ decision-making in the design of interventions, informed by collaboration between
all stakeholders (Hawkins et al., 2017).

The current global education system is under significant strain and often facing
pressure to obtain results through a shift to test-based accountability (Browes, 2021);
hence it would be important to gather young people’s lived experiences of different
educational systems and how these contexts and pressures may be impacting upon their
mental health, as well as what support young people feel is most helpful for them.
Furthermore, schools are experiencing barriers to effective intervention implementation
such as staff buy-in and support, poor intervention fidelity or logistical issues including
a lack of resources (R. A. Fox et al., 2022; Gee et al., 2021). Hence, it will be important for
these barriers to be explored to inform policies and procedures to reduce their impact on
students reaching support.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this systematic literature review explored the reflections of young people
upon completion of a test anxiety intervention across eight studies from a 20-year period,
involving approximately 267 students. This diverse sample of young people shared
positive experiences of taking part in test anxiety interventions and reflected upon the
useful learning and coping skills that they gained from their experience. They also shared
key evaluations of the interventions which will allow future development of intervention
programmes based upon their views such as considerations of improving group relation-
ships and feelings of safety within the interventions, as well as practical suggestions to
improve engagement with the intervention through timing considerations and session
delivery. These reflections will be useful to inform future intervention development, based
upon young people’s views.
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Notes

1. General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) exams are secondary school exit
examinations taken in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland by students aged 15 to 16
years. In England and Wales, students typically follow the GCSE programme of study in
Years 10 and 11 (the final 2 years of secondary education; Years 11 and 12 in Northern
Ireland).

2. A-level exams are advanced-level qualifications, typically taken in the UK by students aged
17-18 years.
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