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CONFERENCE RESOURCE 

DEVELOPING RESILIENT LEARNERS 

Coping with exam stress through developing resilience 

Mental health difficulties can be exacerbated in the run-up to exams. Suzanne 
O’Connell describes practical ways to help pupils stay strong in the face of 

pressure. 

Exam stress is a key factor in the development of mental health difficulties. Both the stress of 

the exam itself and the increased pressure that pupils are under in the run-up can lead to 

mental health difficulties such as eating disorders, self-harm, anxiety and even depression. 

Schools cannot remove the need for exams or the external pressures that make them 

increasingly accountable for results. However, there are ways in which they can help reduce 

the stress this places on their pupils. Developing resilience is one. 

The importance of resilience 

A resilient child resists adversity, manages to cope with uncertainty and can successfully 

recover from trauma. They have an ability to ‘bounce back’. Some resilience factors are 

already present in the child’s external environment. Others can be helped along and 

developed by the actions of the school. 

The children’s charity NCH has identified the common factors associated with resilience. 

• Individual factors such as having empathy with others, problem-solving skills and 

social independence. 

• Family factors such as having a close bond with at least one person and lack of 

parental mental health or addiction problems. 

https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/media/3420/resilience_in_children_in_young_people.pdf
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• Wider community factors such as peer contact, good school experiences and positive 

adult role models. 

There is a balance between factors that help develop resilience and those that place a child 

at risk. Some of the resilience factors mentioned above are the reverse of risk factors. For 

example, parents with mental health or addiction problems are a risk factor for a child but 

absence of these difficulties becomes a resilience factor. 

Helping pupils develop resilience 

Resilience factors accumulate. To be most effective a number of different approaches should 

be built into the ethos of your school. It is no good expecting a school with an ethos of 

competition, a total focus on academic attainment and no examples of extra-curricular sports 

clubs to suddenly reassure children that exam success isn’t vital. 

Finding the right balance of challenge and support must run throughout your school culture, 

from the school vision to the messages that children pick up from staff, timetabling and 

resourcing. The welfare and wellbeing of children should never be far from the agenda, 

however pressured the school feels as a result of pending Ofsted inspections and 

performance table comparisons. 

Positive school experiences and good, trusting relationships with teachers should underpin 

your school offer. Structured routines, clear expectations and consistently firm but caring 

practice are all helpful in developing resilience. These factors are important throughout the 

year and for every age group. However, in the run-up to exams you might want to make sure 

that the timetable retains opportunities to help your pupils keep the balance. 

Strategies to help develop resilience 

In many respects, the strategies that a school might use to help a child develop resilience 

are the same as you would expect to use for general child development. These include: 
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• providing time to talk 

• opportunities for children to recognise their strengths 

• maintaining key relationships with trusted adults 

• the opportunity for peer and parental support. 

Time to talk 

With the pressure to pack every minute of the primary timetable with revision sessions and 

catch-up periods, the importance of maintaining PSHE and discussion opportunities during 

exam times can be overlooked. During this time ensure that pupils have chance to develop 

and extend their emotional vocabulary. 

It is vital to provide these opportunities for pupils to discuss and explore their feelings. 

Knowing that others have similar concerns, sharing unrealistic worries and putting the 

importance of the exam in perspective are crucial. 

Self-esteem 

If all that young people have to base their self-esteem on is their performance in exams, then 

understandably the stress and anticipation can become too much for them. Children and 

young people should be encouraged to see themselves more in terms of their broader 

strengths and time should be allocated to this even during exam times. 

Use opportunities to find reason for praise and celebration, particularly among those who you 

suspect might be finding it difficult to get the right balance. Plan in a PE lesson as part of the 

exam schedule; physical activity when pupils have perhaps been revising for long periods of 

time can be therapeutic in many different ways. 
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The importance of adults 

The adults that surround the child at these crucial times are key. Children will pick up 

messages from the way in which they behave and the example that they set. For example, if 

the adult taking the pre-exam classes appears to be stressed and anxious about them it isn’t 

surprising if some of this rubs off on pupils too.  

This isn’t to undermine the importance of exams, but adults should ensure that their 

importance is kept in perspective and shouldn’t convey a feeling of panic themselves. 

Involving parents 

You cannot alter the fact that for some pupils their resilience might be lowered due to 

incidents at home. However, you can remind parents of their important role in supporting 

their child at exam time, not only in terms of the revision timetable but also by providing them 

with opportunities to discuss their feelings and reinforce security and confidence. 

Peer relationships 

Positive peer relationships are key aspects of the successful school. A supportive ethos 

where pupils can turn to each other for support as well as their teachers is extremely 

beneficial. It can be particularly useful if peer mentors help younger pupils in planning 

revision timetables, talk through their own experiences and share advice. 

Pupils who have developed supportive friendships are more likely to cope well with the 

setbacks they might face around exam times. For those who perhaps haven’t got close 

friends to support them, you might consider taking a ‘circle of friends’ approach, with 

volunteers from the class supporting an individual pupil. 

What is most important is that pupils recognise their own strengths and their own ability to 

cope. Support is a vital component on the way to this but, ultimately, it’s also about helping 

your pupils to develop an awareness and belief in themselves. 


