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“I’ll draw a blank,” “I won’t have enough 
time” and “If I fail, it’ll be a disaster.” These 
thoughts often focus on the possibility of 
failure, not remembering the exam infor-
mation and the negative consequences of 
a bad outcome.

At the behavioral or motor level, this 
anxiety can produce restlessness (mo-
ving your legs or feet without stopping, 
fidgeting with a pen), putting off studying 
or taking an exam, and having difficulty 
sitting still and concentrating for long pe-
riods of time.

As a result, it may become difficult to 
read and understand questions, organi-
ze ideas and remember words and con-
cepts. People often suffer from a mental 
block or go blank. It’s impossible to re-

member anything, even after studying 
and knowing the subject matter.

These reactions are often accompanied 
by emotions of apprehension, pressure, 
restlessness, self-directed anger and fe-
elings of helplessness.

In addition, anticipatory anxiety can affect 
your sleep in the days prior to the exam 
by making it difficult to fall asleep and 
causing you to wake up many times du-
ring the night. A bad night’s sleep not only 
worsens your mood and makes you feel 
more irritable or discouraged, but it can 
also affect your academic performance, 
given that sleep helps you consolidate the 
information you’ve studied and perform 
better the next day.
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What can  
students do to 
reduce anxiety?

The following behavioral strategies can 
help students cope with test anxiety. They 
are more effective when they are included 
in your daily routine, not just in the days 
leading up to the exam.

It’s also important to gradually expo-
se yourself to the situations that pro-
duce anxiety. Tending to avoid exams 
for fear of drawing a blank may pro-
vide short-term relief, but generally 
results in feeding a long-term pro-
blem. Taking exams (starting with 
partial tests and mock exams and re-
fusing to avoid these situations) will 
enable you to develop coping skills 
little by little. Developing these skills 
is a gradual process that takes hold 
as students accumulate satisfactory 
assessment experiences.

 First of all, it’s important to work preventively throughout the academic year. Plan-
ning the term in advance, distributing the study of the subjects and using good study 
habits (regular review, outlines, self-evaluations) gives you a greater sense of control 
during exam time. This organization enhances self-efficacy (the feeling that you are 
capable of coping with tasks), which is usually accompanied by less anxiety when 
taking the exam.

 It’s also useful to adopt emotional regulation techniques that include time for rest 
and relaxation. Setting aside short periods of time to disconnect, practice deep brea-
thing and muscle relaxation helps you release your body from a constant state of 
alertness. We know that it’s difficult for a body to be relaxed and experience very 
high levels of anxiety at the same time. Therefore, if you learn to calm your body, your 
anxiety is more likely to decrease.

 A simple tool is diaphragmatic or deep breathing techniques (it’s easy to find des-
criptions in reliable resources). For example, they include breathing in slowly throu-
gh the nose so the air expands the abdomen and then exhaling slowly and gently 
through pursed lips and repeating the process several times.

ESSENTIAL POINTS TO MANAGE ANXIETY

IMPORTANT

In addition to these tips, you 
should know that these changes 
in behavior must be worked on 
over time and implemented little 
by little, like any other skill. If 
necessary, ask for professional 
help. If you wait until just before 
the exam without working on 
these techniques, it will be more 
difficult to apply them.
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 Abdominal or diaphragmatic breathing, as indicated above. Take a few minutes to 
breathe slowly and deeply.

 Tense and relax different muscle groups: for example, tense your shoulders for 
a few seconds and then let them drop while concentrating on the feeling of relaxa-
tion. This helps you identify when your body is in tension so you can relax it sooner.

WHILE STUDYING

Allocate enough study time to do all the things you need to do before the exam, in-
cluding reviewing the material, making outlines, reviewing the topics and doing prac-
tice exams from previous years. Planning your studying in advance and distributing 
it over several days or weeks often helps reduce the feeling of being overwhelmed.

Increase your self-confidence by actively using your study time: review material fre-
quently, ask yourself exam questions, explain concepts in your own words, develop 
your own examples and try to teach them to someone else. These self-assessment 
strategies allow you to check what you know and what you need to work on.

Set specific study goals and tackle them one at a time so you don’t get overwhelmed. 
For example, you can use the Pomodoro Technique, which involves working intensely 
for specific periods and then rewarding yourself with a short planned break. Don’t 
forget to hydrate and take short breaks to move around a bit.

If you feel nervous, try using one of these techniques to relax:

Instead of always demanding that 
you think positively, try not to jud-
ge yourself for feeling fear or ner-
ves. If you have a negative thought 
(e.g., “I’m going to fail”), acknowle-
dge it and realize how it makes 
you feel with the understanding 
that this is a difficult time for you. 
Then try to formulate a thought 
that will generate less discomfort 
and be more useful, such as “I’ll do 
the best I can with the preparation 
I have” and “I can make progress 
if I divide my studying into small 
parts.” This way, you won’t deny 
what you actually feel, but you’ll 
give yourself a kinder, more realis-
tic message.



BEFORE THE EXAM

DURING THE EXAM

The night before, try to get as much sleep as possible and try to arrive at the exam 
after eating and drinking plenty of water. The state of your body (rest, nutrition, 
level of activation) influences how you recall the information you’ve studied and how 
you feel during the exam.

Arrive early enough to sit where you feel comfortable and can concentrate. As 
much as possible, avoid people who may cause you to doubt your readiness or who 
are speaking in a way that increases your nervousness.

When you’re given the exam, read the instructions a couple of times to organize 
your time efficiently, decide where to start and approximately how much time to 
spend on each part. Don’t rush if you see your classmates finish first: each person 
has their own pace and the important thing is to respond as calmly and clearly as 
possible.

Trust in yourself and the work you’ve done. If you’ve studied, remember that your 
goal is to do the best you can with what you currently know. If you make mistakes, 
learn from them for future exams rather than considering them a personal failure.

Some of the relaxation techniques that you do during the study stage can also help 
you during the exam, such as deep breathing and tensing and relaxation techniques. 
If you think it’s necessary, rest for a couple of minutes to practice them.

On the exam, start with the easiest questions, which will reinforce your self-belief 
and make you more confident to tackle the more difficult questions.

Ask the professor any questions you have during the exam.

Think of positive things that help you stay focused during the test, such as “This is 
just a test” and “I’m familiar with this material.”

Remember that, after the exam, you’ll be able to treat yourself.

If, despite applying these techniques, you notice that your anxiety 
level is very intense, blocks you frequently, prevents you from 
taking exams or significantly affects your daily life (sleep, mood, 
relationships), it may be a good time to ask for help. You can consult 
with the university’s psychological support service (Compass) or 
with a mental health professional, who will help you assess your 
situation and find strategies better suited to your case.

Website
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The development 
of competencies 
for academic 
success based 
on the Tu&Co 
program

03
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University success is the result of the 
combination of two essential factors: 
hours of work and the method applied. 
However, such success is about more 
than obtaining a degree: it seeks to make 
the university experience an experien-
ce of personal and intellectual growth. In 
this context, the University of Navarra’s  
Tu&Co program proposes a method that 
combines academic training and human 
development. It defines competencies as 
“observable, habitual behavior that allow 
for success in an activity or role,” and 
stresses that professional development is 
underpinned by learners’ personal deve-
lopment.

This program is carried out by students 
with their mentors through mentoring in-
terviews and advice on the platform. The 
itinerary begins with a diagnosis based on 
self-assessment and external feedback to 
establish the competency profile, which is 
used as a plan for improvement designed 
with specific actions. Three competen-
cies are key to successful exam results: 
time management, capacity for effort and 
emotional balance.

Time management is the ability to defi-
ne, prioritize, organize and focus on tasks 
to achieve objectives. Given that univer-
sity work requires an average workload 
of no less than 45 hours per week, plan-
ning is essential to prevent urgent work 
from displacing important tasks such as 

ongoing review. Competent students use 
an agenda and limit distractions, inclu-
ding the indiscriminate use of cell pho-
nes and social media, to ensure intense, 
productive study sessions that allow for 
the assimilation of knowledge before as-
sessment.

Capacity for effort shapes the profes-
sional’s work ethic for intellectual acti-
vity. It makes it possible for students to 
undertake demanding, worthwhile tasks 
that can help them persevere when faced 
with difficulties. It involves finishing what’s 
been started and doing what’s necessary 
at each moment in time to overcome the 
urge to work on the easiest, most imme-
diate tasks. This makes learning constant 
and avoids last-minute binges, which in-
crease anxiety.

Finally, emotional balance is the ability 
to react suitably to each situation and 
maintain stability despite constant chan-
ge. This competency bolsters self-effi-
cacy, a belief in our ability to complete a 
task, and reduces test anxiety. Balanced 
students accept their limits, learn from 
mistakes and keep negative thoughts 
and disproportionate reactions from 
affecting their performance.

In summary, this competency training 
makes it possible to handle assessment 
with control and confidence based on 
solid habits. By cultivating order, perse-
verance and serenity, students don’t just 
prepare to pass an academic test, but 
also strengthen their character for the 
challenges of their future professional 
life. This foundation facilitates effective 
application of the test-taking strategies 
described in the previous section.

Tu&Co 
Program
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mentoring@unav.es

tuandco@unav.es

compass@unav.es

Enlaces de interés
Links of interest

Contacto
Contact

Unidad de 
Mentoring

Portal del 
Mentor

Unidad de Orientación 
y Bienestar (Compass)

Programa Tu&co


