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‘Signposts to Success’

Key Stage Four Students.

Stress-Busting Tips & Advice On 

Coping With Your GCSEs
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Key Stage Four Students.

Introduction:

The aim of this document is to help you achieve the best GCSE exam results possible. Success in exams is not simply just a matter of intelligence or ability. Other factors can seriously affect the final outcome. We all need a little help from time to time – and here you will find just what you need. Some students can cope with exams better than others. Some may underachieve causing them to feel disappointed and upset or even angry with themselves. Have you ever wondered what it is that makes the difference? What do people who are good at exams do that others don’t? In this booklet, you will be provided with signposts to success in your exams. The advice is based on conversations with students who have experienced exactly the same GCSE journey as you. It contains realistic and practical suggestions on things like boosting confidence and self-belief, eating sensibly to avoid stress, coping with coursework, relaxation tips and surviving the exam itself. Follow the signposts carefully, prepare thoroughly and you will become that person who is good at exams. Read through this booklet as a family, keep it somewhere accessible and use it alongside the support material in your Key Stage Four planner. You are guaranteed to find some advice that is of use to you.
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Believe in yourself. Remember that success in life is when planning and preparation

meets opportunity. You have been given the opportunity to study for your GCSEs at St. Joseph’s. If you plan carefully, prepare thoroughly and follow the signposts provided by your subject teachers you should do fine. Therefore, there is no need to worry. 

Don't try to be perfect. It's great to succeed and reach for the stars, but keep things in balance. If you think that "anything less than A* means I've failed" then you are creating mountains of unnecessary stress for yourself. Aim to do your best but recognise that none of us can be perfect all of the time. 

Take steps to overcome problems. If you find you don't understand some of your coursework, getting stressed out won't help. Instead, take action to address the problem directly by discussing the matter with your subject teacher, Mrs Machin, Mr Murray or Mr Gilligan you can also ask for help from your classmates. 

Don't keep things bottled up. Confiding in someone you trust and who will be supportive is a great way of alleviating stress and worry, the most obvious being your parents. Most of us feel anxious particularly when facing exams but together we can solve most problems if we talk. You are not alone or the first to be in this situation so if you are finding things tricky, communicate!

Keep things in perspective. The exams might seem like the most crucial thing in your life at the moment, but in the grander scheme of your whole life they are only a small part.

Eat well to stay stress free. You can reduce the effects of stress by eating foods that restore depleted nutrients. Carbohydrates (starches) such as rice, pasta, even popcorn. Proteins such as meat and fish, Fruit such as bananas, melon and strawberries. Vegetables such as, broccoli, carrots, spinach and other green leafy vegetables are all rich in vitamins and nutrients. Milk (low fat), whole grain bran and nuts are sources of potassium, a mineral that helps muscles relax. It is believed that eating the above will enhance mental performance in stressful exam situations. Recent research also indicates that omega – 3 fish oil supplements may aid concentration. Try sardines in a salad or on toast! Too much sugary or processed food will leave you feeling sluggish, irritable and unable to concentrate. Drink too much coffee, tea and fizzy drinks and the caffeine will 'hype' you and make your thinking less clear. I am not suggesting you become some kind of health freak! Of course you can still have the occasional McDonalds, KFC or Burger King just in moderation.

In a nutshell: Eat healthily, drink water, do moderate exercise and get plenty of sleep. 


Developing self – confidence. One of the main causes of stress is an individual’s sense that they are not in control of their circumstances. In the run up to your exams, there are likely to be times when you feel that, however hard you try, life has presented you with an overwhelming set of obstacles. Perhaps you will set aside time to revise all weekend only to find that you develop the flu, or perhaps you will decide to get up early but forget to set your alarm and have to rush to catch the bus. Occasionally, life will present you with unfortunate obstacles, therefore, expect them to happen, build them into your planning, stay ahead of the situation and stay confident throughout. By doing this you are in control.

Some advice on maintaining self-confidence in the run up to exams. 
· Set yourself ambitious but realistic and achievable goals.

· When completing entries in your planner, make a list of all your daily

          achievements, however small they might appear.

· Develop a sense of satisfaction and enjoyment in the whole process of    preparing for exams, rather than focusing on the results alone.

· Recognise mistakes as offering opportunities for feedback rather than as failures.

· Remember that success is a direct result of preparation and hard work not just chance or luck.

· Celebrate and reward yourself for short-term achievements.

· Complete tasks rather than leaving them unfinished.

· Share your feelings with your friends and family.

Support networks. Research suggests that students who benefit from positive support from a few close friends experience lower levels of stress than those who lack such support. Make sure that you avoid temptations and tendencies to isolate yourself in the run up to exams. Similarly, take care to keep an eye on and support your friends and classmates. Identify other people who might be able to support you, such as family members, teachers and friends. The personality types most at risk are known as ‘type A’ personalities and are characterised, in particular, by highly competitive, self protective and aggressive attitudes towards other people when completing tasks. In contrast, students who adopt a more communal and caring attitude towards one another tend to experience lower levels of stress. It is therefore very important to view classmates as companions rather than competitors and to make an effort to maintain close friendships in advance of exams. This will ensure you are provided with the social support that you require while preparing for and completing your GCSEs. 
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People who are good at exams have certain abilities in common. They do these things well – to become good at exams, you also need to be:

Motivated – Organised – Rested – Calm - Confident
You already have some idea where your strengths and weaknesses are in these key areas. Follow the instructions and signposts in the rest of the booklet now and begin the process of becoming good at exams. 
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Identify your own strengths and weaknesses by ticking each box in the chart below. Score yourself in each of the 5 key areas. You can mark yourself 1 – 5 in each box, where 1 is clearly an area of weakness and 5 is as good as it gets.
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You will now be able to see clearly the areas you already do well in and those you most need to work at. Prioritise the areas you are going to work on. The key area with the lowest score should be your main concern. Start with the key area with the lowest score and enter it onto the chart below. For example, if your lowest score was on the confidence line make that priority 1 for improvement.

	Lowest Score
	Priority
	My Aims

	Example:

‘Rested’ – I gave myself a score of (1)
	
	Example: I always seem to feel tired during the week. I am going to have a two – week period of earlier nights and see if this helps.

	
	1
	

	
	2
	

	
	3
	

	
	4
	

	
	5
	


Coping with Coursework – Read alongside Page 14 in your planner.
This really isn’t rocket science just MEET THE DEADLINE. Even if it’s not your absolute best work at least by handing it in the teacher has time to assess the work and provide you with signposts for improvement.

Think about this: Our day ends at 3.35, if you go to bed at 10.35 that’s 7 hours, the working day all over again! It’s very important that you invest in this time sensibly and don’t waste it. I interviewed several pupils in Y10 and asked them how they used the time between school and bed to prepare coursework and complete homework on a typical day.

Pupil 1: 

“I have a 1hr-30min bus journey home on 2 buses. That’s approximately 5pm

before I get in and by the time I’ve eaten it’s around 6pm. Then I work non-stop on coursework, homework and revision until at least 10.30-11.00pm every night. My parents say I do too much”. Nobody can concentrate non – stop for this amount of time. Build in some breaks, slow down and reflect.        Total study time: 4.5 – 5.0 hrs
Pupil 2:

“I get picked up straight after school and I am home by 4.15 at the latest. I feel I deserve some chill time so I play footie with my brother or help him with his paper round. After my tea it’s about 6ish. Coursework is from 6pm-7.30pm then I am a soap fan so 7.30 until 8pm is Coronation Street followed by 8pm until 8.30 East Enders. Back to the C/W & revision until about 10-10.30ish. More realistic, create a sensible balance between work / relaxation & exercise.               Total Study time: 3.0 - 3.5 hrs
Pupil 3:

“I am in homework club usually until about 4.45 and when I eventually get home I have to do my chores. Walk the dog, water the house plants and Hoover upstairs. After Tea on Mondays I go to visit my Nan she looks forward to seeing me and I like spending time with her. I start my coursework & homework at about 8.30 and work through until about 9.30. I am not a big telly fan but I always talk to my friends using MSN for about an hour”. Caution! Drastic change needed       Total study time: 1.0 hr
HOW DO YOU INVEST IN YOUR 7 or 8 HOURS??

Divide the time up into bitesize boxes that include i.e.: - 


If a coursework deadline is approaching or you have a written exam/test dedicate more time to this box. If the work becomes overwhelming, ask for help! 
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Relaxation tips for the exam revision period. 
· Start your revision early so that you don't get into a situation of having to do last minute cramming. This approach will help to boost your confidence and reduce any pre-exam stress. Divide revision topics into small manageable chunks.

· Draw up a timetable so you can track and monitor your own progress. Make a note of anything that interferes with your work so that you can avoid it. Make sure you allow time for relaxation and exercise so that you don’t burn out. See page 20 in your planner.

· Make a list of the work you want to cover in order of importance, setting realistic goals, so you have a plan for the day. Go through the list, finishing one job before moving on to the next. Any unfinished tasks should be transferred to the following day’s plan.

· After an intense revision session you will notice a dip in your concentration level, at this point stop working immediately and take a short break. If you continue after your concentration is broken nothing will sink – in and you are wasting your time. This is not easy, it may be the evening before an exam and stopping will seem out of the question. But full concentration is essential for effective revision. Try the following relaxation techniques to boost your concentration: - 

1. Count backwards to yourself from 40, after you say each number repeat

      the word relax like this: 40 relax, 39 relax, 38 relax and so on. 

2. Breathe deeply, inhaling through your nose. Hold your breath for 10 seconds and then exhale. You should feel your stomach expand with each breath. Sometimes it helps to close your eyes and picture a pleasant place or view.

3. Stretch to help break physical tension. Stand up, walk around and shake your arms and legs. Roll your shoulders forwards, then backwards.

4. Place your fingers and thumbs on your scalp, apply as much pressure as is comfortable and massage gently.

5. Soak in a warm bath and listen to your favourite music.

6. Find an activity that you enjoy. Rugby, swimming, cycling, football, netball or anything as long as you have chosen it because it interests you and involves fresh air and exercise.

· You will then come back to your revision refreshed and may even be able to find a new way around a topic that had previously frustrated you.

· Experiment with alternative revision techniques i.e. revise with a friend or online so that revision is more fun and your motivation to study is high. 
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Tips for the exam itself: Avoid panic. It's natural to feel some exam nerves prior to starting the exam, but getting excessively nervous is counterproductive as you will not be able to think as clearly. Make sure you have an early night and take a bottle of water in to the exam room with you.

The quickest and most effective way of eliminating feelings of stress and panic is to close your eyes and take several long, slow deep breaths. Breathing in this way calms your whole nervous system. Simultaneously you could give yourself a mental pep-talk by repeating, "I am calm and relaxed", "I know I will do fine" or “I am fully prepared for this exam” 

If your mind goes blank, don't panic! Panicking will just make it harder to recall information. Instead, focus on slow, deep breathing for about one minute. If you still can't remember the information, move on to another question and return to the problem area later. 

When answering questions, try and be as clear and detailed as you can. Some people think of the examiner as a nasty character who tries to trick you out of marks. Nothing could be further from the truth - the examiner actually tries to give you marks, but only if you can demonstrate that you've earned them! If you think you don't know the answer to a question, try and tell the examiner what you're thinking - you may find that you actually understand more than you realise! 

After exams don’t spend endless time criticising yourself about where you think you went wrong. Often our own self-assessment is far too harsh. Congratulate yourself for the things you did right, learn from the bits where you know you could have done better, and then move on. 

In a nutshell: These tips will only help if you've done solid revision before the exam itself. However, there is no doubt that the better prepared you are the less nerves you will feel because preparation reduces anxiety!


You already have some excellent advice in your planner pages 13 - 16. Including guidance on Good Time Management, Coursework and Revision Techniques .Use it together with this document. It will help you.
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	We did a survey of students in our school, below are some of their comments: -
	

	“I have a special timetable and I take a break every half hour or so to refresh myself. Sometimes if I get too stressed out I will put my music on low and that calms me down a bit. I also try for a good night’s sleep and eat healthily! I enjoy athletics and getting out onto the sports field really relieves my stress levels”. 


	Nat, Y12

	“I get so stressed when I revise, so what I usually do is this meditating thing I read about from China. It takes practice but when you've got the hang of it you just get inner peace. Then I can revise and be calm. You can buy books on meditation or borrow them from the library it really works”.  A very wise man once said “ if worrying was constructive I’d do it”!



	James, Y11



	“When I get stressed over exams, I just go into the kitchen and scoff choccie biccies and drink milk shake”! 






	Josh, Y11

	“Stressed? Come on, why get stressed? Just as long as you have worked hard and revised properly, there should be nothing to worry about. I think stress is a wasted emotion, it'll never benefit you”. 




	Nathan, Y13

	“My mock exams are coming up next week and all my teachers keep telling me not to panic and just relax. They are right because when in an exam and I panic I forget what to do. So I'm trying to remain calm and focused on the topic and I will do my best!!!! Good Luck, everyone who's preparing for exams”! 


	Sally, Y11.

	“I have a brill way of revising. Make an organised timetable with plenty of breaks, relaxation and activities in. And stick to it!! Then, go through all the stuff (concentrate more on the difficult stuff) and have a piece of paper with important formulas and notes and things to remember. And the day before the test just go through those notes it really works.



	Caroline, Y11.

	“Get your coursework in early if possible. Do a good job the first time then you don’t get it back. Once it’s done it’s a huge relief and you can tick it off your task list. Also, try revising with your music on low in the background. You can have that advice for free”! 








 
	Joe, Y11.

	“Looking back on my GCSEs I wish I had started my revision earlier, concentrating on the subjects I found most difficult. Everyone will suggest you do this but honestly do it! You can’t start early enough. Also use the online stuff like BBC Bitesize”. 
	Kayleigh,

Y13



	“Things went wrong for me for lots of reasons. If you feel it’s all too much talk to your HOY. I was surprised how much extra help there is in school. Study support was a lifesaver for me.
	Luke,

former

Pupil.






Mentoring at key Stage Four

What is mentoring? The introduction of Learning Mentors at St Joseph’s College came about as part of the Excellence in Cities Initiative. This is a package of measures for improving inner city education. The role of a Learning Mentor is not one that is easily explained, but our main objectives are to help overcome barriers to learning and to help our students to achieve their full potential. As Learning Mentors we communicate with the pupil’s subject tutors and Head of Year in order to target areas where pupils may benefit from mentoring. 

1:1 Mentoring 1:1 Mentoring takes place once a week at lunchtime or after school and each session lasts around twenty minutes. There are many reasons why a pupil might be referred to 1:1 Mentoring, for example they may be finding a particular subject difficult, they may be having problems at home or school, or they could be disorganised. These sessions are designed to offer the pupils extra support in whatever area they need it. This could include study and revision skills, organisation techniques, subject specific help or simply a friendly chat with someone who is willing to listen.

Study Support: In some cases studying for ten GCSE’s is not always the best option. Some pupils will drop one (or more) subject as they work towards their GCSE’s. In this instance study support takes the place of the dropped subject on the pupil’s timetable. The majority of time in these lessons is spent working on coursework and revision. There are plenty of resources, such as revision guides and computers, for the pupils to use.

How do I access mentoring?

If you feel that mentoring could help you the first step is to talk to either:

Your Form Tutor - Head of Year (Mr. Gilligan or Mr. Murray) - Inclusion Manager (Mrs Machin) or Mrs Blunstone in the study support department.
They will work with you and your parents to find the best option for you.

Alternatively, the mentors have lunch time ‘drop in sessions’ and all pupils in Y10 & 11 are welcome!
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Feedback from students receiving mentoring: 

“I want more mentoring!” 

“You explain in a way I will always remember.”

“Mentoring has helped me complete coursework and stick to deadlines.” 

“I feel encouraged!”

“The big kids in the little room”

“Somewhere to escape the pressure”

“Never new mind maps could be so useful”

“Confidence boosting sessions”

Feedback from Parents:

“Raised self belief and confidence”

“Gives hope to others of what can be achieved”

“The main benefit was the encouragement given”

“Without the help he would not have achieved the results that he did”

“Put my child back on track”

“Sensible, practical solutions to help with GCSEs”

“An essential part of the GCSE process”

“Ten subjects is overwhelming, thank you for your support”
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‘Signposts to Success’

Parents Comments: - 

We would appreciate your view on this evening’s presentation. Please write a few words commenting on the format, content and any suggestions on how we might improve the information for future students. 

St Joseph’s College


Read through this booklet as a family. If you find one piece of advice that helps it has served its purpose.
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Pages 13 - 16 in the KS4 planner:


Student Support Material for GCSE studies.


Need some help with Maths?


See pages 19 - 22
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“The first step in coping with GCSEs is to use your planner effectively: At GCSE level the planner is not just a homework diary it’s an exam resource. If it’s used properly it will make a significant difference in helping you prepare for the exams”.			     Mr. G








What do Mr. G & Mr Murray keep going on about?
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Confidential:





Reminder: The PowerPoint presentations used by staff will be uploaded onto the school website & VLE. � HYPERLINK "http://www.stjosephstrentvale.com/" ��http://www.stjosephstrentvale.com/� 



























































Thank you for taking the time to provide this information.





Please Return To Mr. Gilligan or Mr Murray		Signed (optional) _________________________
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