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Stress Reappraisal Activity 
 
What problem is this change idea designed to solve?  
 
Students, particularly developmental students and at-risk students, can have heightened anxiety about 
taking tests (repeated failure, little positive experiences with test-taking, likely doubt their ability etc.). 
They often misinterpret normal signs of working hard and feeling stressed during a test as something 
negative, and can perseverate on it, getting in the way of their ability to focus and perform.  
 
What are teachers seeing in their classroom that needs to be improved?  
 
Students feeling unnecessarily anxious, to the point where they are unable to perform on a test and have 
lower scores. Also, “choking behavior,” where students who teachers know have a good grasp on the 
material are not able to perform under testing circumstances.  
 
What core concept(s) is this most related to? 
 
Learning Strategy: Students learn to train their interpretation of stress and other negative arousal as a 
challenge and that their body is getting ready to be in a state of focus.  
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COVER SHEET 
 

Change Idea: A 10-minute activity in which students read a brief article 
about stress and respond to a few writing prompts to help 
them learn how to reappraise stress. 

Routine or One-time activity (time of 
year?):  

We recommend using the Stress Reappraisal activity for the 
first 10 
minutes on the day of the first exam. If you do not have 
enough time on the day of the first exam, alternatively you 
could have students 
participate in this activity during the class period before the 
first 
exam. 

Goal of the Change (Why might they 
use it? What problem does it solve?): 

Stress is commonly thought of as inherently bad; however, 
recent research shows that adaptive responses to stress are 
actually associated with improved health outcomes. This 
activity helps students reappraise stress so that they view 
stress as a tool that maximizes performance. 

Brief overview of the research behind it: By teaching students how to reappraise and rethink about 
how their body reacts to times in class when one can feel 
stressful, students gain a valuable strategy of how to reframe 
their thoughts in a more positive manner. For additional 
information please click here 

Suggested measures to watch (How will 
you know if it’s working?): 

As this change idea is an activity, you will only need to collect 
measures when you are doing this change idea  

● Record of individual students' attendance and what 
happens after the student has been absent (i.e. 
whether student was emailed and whether student 
returned to class the following day). A percentage 
reflecting the behavior of the class 

● Rate of students fully completing work on time 
● Percent of assignments turned in each week; average 

of the whole class 
● Pre/Post survey of students in regards to their stress 

level 

Practical Success: Multiple classrooms have reported drastic decreases in math 
anxiety of students, the subject where this change idea 
originates with some classrooms reporting over a 50% 
change in math anxiety.  
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How to do it 
 

● Preparation required: Print out and distribute the materials (linked here and found below) to your 
students on the day of the exam 

○ Alternatively, this activity can be completed on a review day or the class period before the 
exam 

● Students will need between 10-15 minutes to complete the activity 
● Do not say that this article and writing activity will help students immediately 
● Afterwards, collect the materials and see how students responded to the information they learned 

in the article (see below for tips from experienced faculty about common situations that they have 
encountered) 

 
Suggested adaptations: 
 

● Go over ideas quickly/informally as a refresher before high-anxiety situations – don’t need to do the full blown 
activity more than once. 

 
Potential pitfalls/challenges: 
 

● Some students think this trivializes stress – always acknowledge that there is a point where stress 
can become counterproductive and pathological in a one-on-one setting with students who seem 
to be above the average in terms of anxiety. 

● For high-performing students, this can sometimes decrease their stress levels too much, to the 
point where they no longer feel the amount necessary to put forth good effort. It is important to 
emphasize that some level of stress is good for you, and if you feel none at all, that can have 
negative implications for academic behavior (like attendance, study routines etc.).  

 
Remaining learning questions about this change: 
 

● How often can you repeat this activity before it no longer has an impact, and is instead just 
wasting class time?  

● Does taking time away from instruction stress students out even more, neutralizing the impact of 
this intervention? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ARTIFACT 
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Your Improvement Toolkit  
 

● Stress Reappraisal materials (see below) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
CASE STUDY/EXAMPLE 
 
Below is an example of two classrooms that have had significant changes in their student’s self-reported 
math anxiety. The stress reappraisal activity was done in these classrooms a few days before each exam.   
 

 
For additional information, an experienced faculty member gave a presentation about the Stress 
Reappraisal Activity at a conference, her post for the conference can be found linked here 
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As you might expect, taking a math test can be a very stressful experience. Before 
starting your exam, we are going complete a short reading exercise designed to 
help you perform well.  

 

In the following pages, you will be presented with scientific research. Because 

scientific research articles can be long, complex, and difficult to understand we 

asked students like you to summarize of the research articles in the following 

materials. 

 

The research presented in the following materials was conducted with people with 

anxiety disorders to help them cope with feelings of overwhelming anxiety. More 

specifically, materials provide you with information about how stress can help 

improve performance.  

 

While you read each summary, please try to think about how stress can help you. 

Then, after each one, you will be asked to write a short summary using your own 

words describing how the information presented can help maximize your 

performance on today’s exam. The information you write here will be included in 

messages to future Quantway and Statway students designed to provide students 

with the confidence to thrive in testing situations.  
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This excerpt is adapted from Jamieson & Mendes' 2010 study that appeared in the 
Journal of Experimental Psychology 
 
 

In stressful situations, people experience changes in their body. They might experience 

these changes as “unsettled feelings” or “butterflies in their stomach,” and conclude that 

they are nervous. However, the bodily changes that happen during stress can be good, 

not just bad. For instance, scientists have found that feelings of “butterflies” or 

nervousness indicate that the body is gathering resources to meet the demands of the 

situation. In other words, the body needs energy to perform and stress helps deliver this 

energy to where it is needed.  

 

Stress can be “good” or “bad,” and the type of stress we experience depends on our 

perceptions and beliefs. To demonstrate how the body and mind work together, imagine 

you are a skier staring down a steep, icy slope with no other way off the mountain than 

going down this dangerous trail. Regardless of whether you like skiing, this situation 

would cause stress. Expert skiers may experience the stress as “excitement” if they 

believe they can handle the difficult trail, whereas novices are more likely to experience 

the stress as “fear” if the difficulty of the trail exceeds their skill level. Thus, the skier’s 

response (excitement vs. fear) depends on how they perceive the situation and their 

body’s responses. 

The negative consequences of stress are the direct result of people’s beliefs that feeling 

anxious will make them perform poorly. However, our research from people with anxiety 

disorders indicates that stress does not hurt performance, but can actually help 

because our brain releases chemicals that help us think quickly. So, during the test today, 

try and view stress as a coping tool. 

 
In your own words please briefly describe how this information can help you perform 
well on your exam today:  
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_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This excerpt is adapted from Nock et al.’s (2011) study that appeared in the Journal of 
Clinical Psychology 
 
 
Stress is a normal physical reaction that helps you face the challenges in your life. It is 

not harmful. In fact, if we did not have stress reactions we could not survive. If stress is 

helpful, then why do most people see it as a negative experience?  

 

Research from patients coping with anxiety disorders indicates that negative reactions 

to stressful situations like taking an exam in class or going on a job interview are the 

result of how we think about stress (also known as ‘cognitive appraisals’). When the “fight 

or flight” system activates, our brain searches for potential sources of harm. However, in 

modern society there is often no physical threat. When no explanation can be found, the 

search turns inwards and the brain invents explanations such as, "There must be 

something wrong with me." Nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

During stressful situations remember that your body's responses are good. Increased 

heart rate, sweating, and heavy breathing all help deliver oxygen where it is needed. 

Remember, if you find yourself experiencing stress during tests, focus on the benefits of 

your body's responses. 
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In your own words please briefly describe how this information can help you perform 
well on your exam today:  
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
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The following is an illustrative diagram that shows the biological changes that happen 
when we experience stress. Please take a minute to note where the changes occur and 
how these help us do well.  
 

 
 
In your own words please briefly describe how this information can help you perform 
well on your exam today:  
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
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Great job! You have finished the reading exercise.  

 

Remember during the test today, we ask that you to try to remind yourself that 

your body’s responses to the stressful testing situation will help you to perform 

well.  

 

Good luck!  

 
 
 
 


