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WHAT IS TEST ANXIETY?

Test anxiety is worry or fear caused by having to take tests. It is a specific type of
performance anxiety similar to stage fright, or the anxiety which sometimes comes
with athletic performance or a job interview. A person with test anxiety may know
the material but "blank out" on the test or only remember the information after the
test is over: .

Test anxiety may cause a number of physical symptoms: insomnia, "butterflies in the
stomach", headache or body aches, loss of appetite or nausea, rapid heartbeat or
breathing, sweating, etc. Some psychological symptoms are: blanking out (not being
able concentrate or think clearly, an extreme sense of time pressure, obsessive
thinking and self doubt, worry and nervousness). No one experiences aU of these
symptoms, but even a few of them can make it hard to perform effectively on tests.

The "blanking out" which people often experience with test anxiety is probably related
to what psychologist call "state specific learning". It has been discovered that
information is best retrieved from memory (remembered) when a person is in the same
state (mental/emotional/physical) when they try to remember it as they were when
they learned it. Students generally learn material (study) in a non-stressed, non-time-
pressured sta~e. The more anxiety and stress they have during a test, the more their
mental/emotional/physical state differs from the state in which they learned (and can
best remember) the information. In othe"rwords, the memories are specific to the
state in whicb they were learned and less accessible in other states.

CAUSES OF TEST ANXIETY

Test anxiety can be caused by a history of unpleasant school experiences; parents,
siblings, or teachers who intimidate of ridicule; fear of failure based on past
experience; stress in other areas of a person's life; pressure to succeed, and many
other factors" I knew someon~whose mother punished her by making her do math
problems. This person had a severe case of test (and math) anxiety.
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