


 
 
EXAM STRESS How to boost your exam score 
PETA RASDIEN September 24, 2014 
 
The secret to success for students undergoing the WACE exams this year will be ensuring not only that 
they have they studied hard but also that they have primed their body and mind to function at their best. 
Linda Woodrow, Year 11 and 12 ATAR co-ordinator at Australind Senior High School, estimated getting it 
right could deliver a benefit in the order of 10 Australian Tertiary Admission Rank points and make the 
difference between getting into your preferred course at university, or not. 
“If they can get the balance right I think it has a tremendous impact on their ability to achieve — it helps 
them go the distance,” she said. 
Good nutrition, exercise, sleep and a well-mapped timetable that allowed for about 15-18 hours a week of 
study, over and above school, were all important for achieving the best result. 
“It really is a long, intense year . . . so to have a balance gives them the ability to go through and sustain 
the whole year,” Ms Woodrow said. 
“I’ve seen it in some of our students who did really well last year, they were the students who were 
balanced but they also had good, level-headed support from their parents as well and that’s something you 
just can’t buy.” 
Prioritising their time was also key. One of the biggest obstacles for some was part-time work. 
Many students studying for the WACE exams worked part time, on average eight to 10 hours a week. 
However, some did more than 20 hours, Ms Woodrow said. 
“They are not able to get their homework done, without even committing themselves to being able to do 
any study, that’s probably the biggest bugbear we have here at Australind,” she said. 
“If we feel that part-time work is interfering in the student’s ability to achieve their potential we do not 
hesitate to bring parents in and we do have a discussion. 
“Often we find that our very best students — the ones who will achieve 90 plus — they have already made 
the decision not to work in their Year 12 year.” 
While sport, too, could make demands on a student’s time it was encouraged. 
“We really like the students to play sport, it just gives them that feel-good factor that they really need to 
have after sitting down all day in school,” Ms Woodrow said. 
“The expectation is three hours’ homework and study in the evening so we are looking at sitting for eight to 
nine hours a day and so sport is something we really encourage.” 
Parents were integral to a student’s success, although that did not mean they needed to “molly- coddle” 
their children. 
By Year 12 students should be mostly independent, however, parents should still be on hand to offer 
guidance. Parents providing too much concern could have a negative impact. 
“Students who are very, very anxious are often those who have not had the opportunity to make mistakes 
and be independent,” Ms Woodrow said. 
“Usually what I get my students to try to understand — I say ‘It’s only two more months’. For students who 
are really stressed I get them to tick it off day by day. It’s only a short period of your life but it is so 
incredibly important to the rest of your life.” 



 
 
EXAM STRESS Add sleep to exam equation 
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Sacrificing sleep in favour of study is likely to backfire, according to sleep experts who say the sleep is vital 
to support cognitive function. 
Bhajan Singh, head of department at the West Australian Sleep Disorders Research Institute, said there 
was good evidence that both long-term and short-term sleep deprivation could adversely affect the very 
things students needed to succeed — concentration and memory. 
Sleep deprivation also worsened symptoms of anxiety and stress for those prone to the conditions. 
“And it has effects on metabolism, people with diabetes for example, if they are deprived of sleep then their 
diabetes control deteriorates. People with other medical problems are likely to find that their issues are not 
as well controlled.” 
Adequate sleep was a prerequisite for anyone wanting to perform their best in an exam. The average sleep 
requirement for an adult was seven to eight hours but slightly higher for adolescents at eight to nine hours. 
Dr Singh said the best way to gauge how much sleep you needed was to base it on how much sleep you 
had on holidays, when you did not have to wake for school or work. 
“If you are someone who has a certain number of hours of sleep each night and then you find you have to 
have daytime naps and those naps are restorative, then that indicates that your overnight sleep is not 
enough,” he said. 
“We should be able to perform satisfactorily through the daylight hours if we are getting enough sleep.” 
That said, short 20-minute power naps could be helpful for learning in some cases. 
“There is evidence that if you test someone after a power nap where they have had some stage-two sleep 
they will perform better than they did before that,” he said. 
Whether you are a night owl or an early riser, when you sleep does not seem to have an impact on brain 
function. 
“The only caveat is that if you are someone who stays up all night and then sleeps all day and you are 
sitting an examination that’s during the daytime — which they usually are — then you are unlikely to 
perform as well as someone who is used to being alert at that time,” Dr Singh said. 
“You need to make sure if you are preparing for an exam, that the timing of that exam fits in with the timing 
of when you are maximally alert.” 
While the understanding of the particular roles that each stage of sleep plays in cognition and memory is 
still fairly basic, some theories have proposed that REM sleep or dreaming sleep was a period of sleep 
when memories were organised so that retrieval was easier. 
“The memory is there, the question is how do you organise it and remove all of those irrelevant 
experiences from clouding your opportunity to retrieve that bit of information,” Dr Singh said. 
“REM sleep seems to be important in that process of putting things in the right place for us to retrieve.” 



 
Tips to succeed in exams 
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STUDY TIPS 
 
Nutrition 

 Never skip breakfast. 
 Drink plenty of water. 
 Avoid caffeine and energy drinks while studying. 
 Eat healthy snacks such as fruit, nuts, low-fat yoghurt or wholegrain toast. 
 Eat meals away from your desk. 
 Have a light meal before an exam — make sure you include carbohydrates and protein. 
 Avoid a large meal before an exam — too much food will make you feel sleepy. 

Exercise 
Exercise, preferably at least 30 minutes a day, can help elevate mood and improve wellbeing, promote a 
good night’s sleep and help keep stress, anxiety and depression to a minimum. 
It doesn’t really matter what kind of exercise you do to gain the benefits, so choose something you enjoy 
and are able to do on a regular basis, whether that’s a team sport, taking the dog for a walk, going for a 
bike ride or to the gym, or something else. 
Sleep 

 Have a sleep routine, whether it is a warm bath, listening to music or something else, a set routine 
helps as the body becomes accustomed to the behaviours that precede sleep and it is therefore 
easier to drift off. 

 Go to bed about the same time every night. 
 Avoid stimulants such as caffeine for about six hours before you go to sleep. 
 Try not to study, watch television or use electronic devices in bed because it can negatively affect 

the body’s connection between bed and sleep. 
 For those having trouble getting to sleep, relaxation music and meditation may help. 

General 
 If you haven’t already, think about whether your part-time workload is eating into valuable study 

time. If it is, consider taking a break from work until exams are over. 
 Organise your leavers celebrations now, so you can focus on preparing for exams. 
 Take the opportunity for a family holiday and some much-needed downtime over the term-three 

school holidays, before the big study push for the WACE exams. 
 You don’t need to ban all social media, although some students choose to, however, limit the time 

spent online chatting with friends and consider using the Education Department’s Connect or Curtin 
University’s Student Box websites to chat about exams instead. 

 
SOURCES: Fuel Your Future, Australind Senior High School ATAR co-ordinator Linda Woodrow, Sleep 
Clinic Dr Bhajan Singh, Leavers WA, studentbox.com.au 



Sugar high a bad idea for study 
 
PETA RASDIEN September 24, 2014 
 
Students have been warned not to fall into the trap of relying on caffeine or sugar to see them through the 
hard study slog. 
Sugary snacks provide a rush of glucose and a short burst of energy but that is used quickly by the body 
and cannot supply what students really need which is sustained energy for long periods of concentration. 
For that they need to eat slow-acting carbohydrates. Wholegrain foods such as brown rice or oats, 
wholegrain pasta or wholemeal toast as well as fruit and vegetables are all good options. 
Melissa Davis, program co-ordinator for Fuel Your Future, a new project to teach young people how to 
make healthy meals, said excess sugar could in fact make you feel sluggish and, combined with long 
periods of sitting, could lead to weight gain. 
“To get the sustained energy release that you need, you should be looking for slow-acting carbohydrates. 
This means carbohydrates that are high in fibre and low in glycaemic index and they take hours to be 
digested — so they release a steady stream of glucose into your system. There are no sugar-induced 
highs or lows.” 
Ms Davis said caffeine in energy drinks, coffee and to a lesser extent in tea, stimulated the body to produce 
hormones, including adrenaline and dopamine, which could temporarily make you feel more alert. 
“When the effects of caffeine wear off, however, people will tend to feel more tired,” she said. 
“If you drink too much caffeine you can end up feeling anxious, irritable or restless — none of which is good 
for concentration. It can also cause headaches and heart palpitations and make it difficult for you to sleep.” 
Ms Davis recommended limiting coffee to one or two cups a day and to avoid drinking it after 6pm. 
Brain food – healthy snacks for studying 

 Fresh, tinned or frozen fruit. 
 Vegetable sticks with low-fat hummus or low-fat cream cheese. 
 A handful of unsalted nuts (30g is one serve). 
 A piece of raisin toast or multigrain toast with a small amount of spreads. 
 Low-fat, no-fat or diet yoghurt. 
 Half a cup of low-fat custard. 
 A mini can of baked beans. 
 Two small sushi rolls. 

 
SOURCE: Fuel Your Future 
 


