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Teaching context
The Escuela Normal de Coatepec Harinas is a public 
teacher training school which offers three undergraduate 
programmes – Primary Education, Inclusive Education 
and Special Education, and it is located in the southern 
part of the State of Mexico.

The group Citlalli worked with for this project, was a 
Year 2, third-semester class from the Primary Education 
programme. The group consisted of 21 students (15 
women and 6 men) aged 19–21 at English level A2. Citlalli 
had been teaching them since their first year at the school 
and describes them as very enthusiastic and creative, a 
group that enjoys activities and commits to challenges. 
As she had been teaching them for some time, Citlalli 
noticed they had a very hard time when it came to exams. 
They were very negative about them, had poor results, 
and no matter how diverse the activities used to reinforce 
topics, it seemed to Citlalli that their grades did not truly 
reflect their English knowledge and abilities.

Citlalli considers exams to be an important part of the 
learning process since assessment is necessary and 
relevant to get some idea of the students’ progress and 
areas to work on in relation to specific skills and topics. 
Undoubtedly, exams cannot be avoided and students 
have to learn how to cope with them. Additionally, 
results provide a rich source of information which Citlalli 
can also use to reflect on her teaching practice and 
improve.

1. What do my students think and feel about exams?
2. What do my students think about their performance 

in exams?
3. How do I support my students in order to prepare 

them for an exam?

Then, in an attempt to gather some information to help 
her answer these, she designed some exploration tools.

Data collection tools
The first tool Citlalli chose to use was a questionnaire. 
This consisted of multiple-choice and open questions 
and was written and completed in Spanish. In the first 
part she asked about how well the practice activities 
corresponded to the requirements of the exam and also 
how well students felt their results reflected the effort 
they put in. In the next section she focused on how 
students felt when sitting exams and when receiving their 
results. The final part focused on the activities students 
found most useful and what more they felt they needed, 
both inside and outside class to help them prepare. 

Additionally, Citlalli asked her students to complete 
a reflective writing task, also in Spanish. This was 
structured using specific questions related to students’ 
performance in English exams and factors which could 
influence their results.

Finally, Citlalli analysed her lesson plans and materials 
to get an overview of the activities and resources she 
used to support her students and prepare them for the 
exams. This analysis was carried out in a template to 
answer the following questions:
• What did I do to familiarise students with the exam 

tasks?
• How did I help students to answer tasks similar to 

those in the exam?
• How often did students ask for help or clarification 

regarding the mock exam tasks in class?

The categories included for the analysis were: 
• Look for tasks similar to those in the exam. 
• Cover all the skills that will be evaluated.
• Make extra tasks involving games.
• Answer questions and clarify terms, when doubts arise.

Exploring the issue
Having reflected on the situation, Citlalli decided to look 
into this issue with exams, and to do this, she came up 
with the following questions:



Ci
tla

lli 
Ar

ce
 P

al
ac

io
s

53

Co
nf

us
io

n

Nervousness

Worried

Uncon!dent

Stress

Fe
arAn

gu
ish

Frustr
atio

n

Anxiety

Uncertainty

Sadness
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Exploratory findings
Once Citlalli had the information from her exploratory 
tools, she analysed it and identified some answers to 
her questions. 

What do my students think  
and feel about exams?
Citlalli confirmed her assumptions about her students’ 
negative feelings regarding the English exams. 
Questionnaire responses showed that the vast majority 
did not feel positive. In fact, a lot of negative feelings 
were selected including confusion, nervousness, 
worried, stress, fear and more.

WRITTEN REFLECTION

Instructions: The purpose of the following activity is for you to reflect on your performance during 
English tests. Take some time to think carefully about it; use the following questions to guide you.
1. How would you describe your performance when you take an English test? Describe in detail.
2. Mention the factors that you think influence your performance when taking an exam.
3. Finally, in a general way, write the word you would use to rate your performance in English tests.

Thank you very much for your cooperation!

In the reflective writing, students expanded on some of 
the reasons for these negative feelings, e.g.

When I have the exam in front of me, my 
performance is not suf!cient, because 
it makes me feel nervous, stressed and 
it’s not possible for me to project my 
knowledge. My mind blocks and I can’t 
clearly understand the exam, it makes 
me feel anxious and as a result, I don’t 
answer properly.
(Student response)

Emotions  
and feelings 

regarding 
English exams
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At the beginning of the exam, I am 
blocked. I believe it’s because I feel 
nervous. After, when I read, I start 
establishing relationships among words 
and it’s possible for me to remember. I 
try to answer the things that I know !rst. 
Sometimes, I can’t remember the topics.
(Student response)

Even if I study, and the exam contains 
topics we have reviewed in class and 
I understood, I feel frightened in the 
exams, because I know they are going  
to have a grade.
(Student response)

In class we are given the necessary tools 
to solve it, however, sometimes I consider 
we need more.
(Student response)

Exams are without any doubt about things 
that we saw in class, nevertheless, the 
exam is frustrating, and it doesn’t re"ect 
my knowledge.
(Student response)

Very frequently we do reviews, mind 
maps, and other activities that help us 
studying. All the exams are according to 
the topics we deal in class and they are 
properly explained.
(Student response)

All the assignments and activities we do  
in class are the ones included in the exam.
(Student response)

The exercises in the exam present 
similarities with the activities we do  
in class.
(Student response)

Citlalli also got to know that almost half of the group even 
experienced physical reactions, such as headaches, 
stomach ache, tiredness, etc. and these affected their 
performance. As soon as she learned about this, Citlalli 
was already thinking about introducing some relaxation 
exercises to help students feel better and less stressed.

What do my students think about  
their performance in exams?
In most cases, students thought their performance was fair 
(10) or good (5); just six students considered it to be bad, 
unsatisfactory or poor. This surprised Citlalli considering 
their proficiency levels and grades were not that good, 
but it did indicate that they had a positive view of their 
performance. She also wondered whether they perhaps 
didn’t expect to get good grades because they considered 
English a difficult subject. Factors they identified as 
influencing their performance included emotions, the 
effort and time they dedicated to study and revision, study 
habits, stress, workload and personal issues.

How do I support my students in order  
to prepare them for an exam?
After analysing her lesson plans and materials using the 
questions and codes outlined above, Citlalli realised that 
she did in fact support her students on a regular basis 

by providing exercises that helped them practise inside 
and outside class, and she dealt with some strategies on 
how to answer questions and complete exercises. She 
was also able to confirm that everything that was going 
to be evaluated in the exam was practised. 

Her students agreed: 20 considered that the class 
activities prepared them for the exams and they all 
considered that the activities they did in class were 
relevant to those which feature in the exams.
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Additionally, all students felt they were supported with 
exercises to practise all skills in addition to activities 
like notetaking, using online practice platforms, doing 
reviews and playing games. Citlalli was reassured and 
pleased that students were aware of the variety of 
activities used in class.

It made me feel great, because on one level I 
thought that my students’ performance was 

influenced by a lack of activities and reviews, but 
after looking at the data I could see that they 

had a clear idea of all the different activities and 
techniques we apply in order to learn and reinforce 

knowledge. It also made me think more about 
what could be having a negative impact on their 

performance, and this led me to think more about 
the emotional aspect.

Action plan
After realising that the emotional factors associated with 
exams were impacting so negatively on her students’ 
performance, Citlalli decided to focus on addressing 
this. She thought about it, did some research online and 
consulted a friend of hers, who is a yoga and meditation 
teacher. As a result, she decided to introduce her 
students to some activities focused on mindfulness and 
relaxation which they could use before the exam. 

First she decided on a breathing exercise, which is easy 
to do and doesn’t take a lot of time. Then she introduced 
a technique to practise concentration which involved 
focusing on one object for two minutes. 

At the same time she introduced music to help with 
managing emotions. First she tried lively music, so 
that students would be more active and focused on 
the activities. For this she used children’s songs which 
students could move and dance to. At other times 
she played relaxing music while they were working on 
activities.

Citlalli applied these exercises and techniques during 
the three sessions prior to the students’ practicum 
phase and kept notes on what she did in each session. 
Citlalli noted that students found the activities relaxing:

Session 1:
They worked in teams and discussed some 
reflective questions regarding alternatives that 
they can perform as individuals, in group and in 
the class to deal with stress. After that, I asked 
them to stand up and dance a children's song 
(Baby shark). 

Session 2:
I taught them the respiration technique and we 
did a couple of exercises. After the first practice, 
we tried with the respiration exercise and an 
affirmation. Finally, they tried the concentration 
exercise, in which they focus their attention in one 
object. After this, they shared their experience and 
said that they felt relaxed.

Session 3:
They were working with a review of verbs in past 
simple with the computers in the English lab. 
I played some relaxing music while they were 
performing the exercises. In this lesson I asked 
them to keep the record of their practices and 
breathing exercises.

Citlalli had also planned to give her students a mock 
exam so they could assess their strengths and 
weaknesses and get ready for the ‘real exam’, and in 
preparation for this she had planned to include a special 
focus on different exam sections during each lesson. 
However, unfortunately none of this was possible due to 
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the practicum schedule, and in the end she only had the 
opportunity to explain and practise some of the exam 
preparation activities, e.g. reading techniques, in class. 
In an attempt to make up for this, what she decided to 
do for the practicum period was to ask her students to 
a) practise the relaxation exercises and keep a record 
of when they did this; and b) keep a record of the time 
they dedicated to revision in preparation for the exam.

Evaluating the action
Data collection tools and questions
Two weeks later, to find out the impact of her actions, 
Citlalli again decided on a questionnaire but this time the 
questions were designed to uncover students’ views on 
the effects and benefits (if there were any) of using the 
relaxation techniques and music, and to find out which 
kind of music they preferred and when it proved most 
helpful, e.g. before, during or after an activity. She also 
asked whether keeping a record of when and how much 
time they spent on relaxation and revision exercises 
during the practicum had proved useful and why. 

As already mentioned, Citlalli had also got her students 
to keep records of a) when they used techniques and/or 
music during the practicum, and b) the amount of time 
they dedicated to study and preparation for the exam. 
These student records also served as data collection 
tools.

And finally, Citlalli decided that it would also be 
interesting and useful to organise an informal interview 
with her students, so that she could ask them some 
questions about the effects of the techniques on their 
performance in the final exam. Unfortunately, because 
of the timing of the practicum, the exam and the winter 
break, the interview couldn’t be carried out face-to-
face. However, Citlalli’s students were committed to the 
research project and keen to give feedback, so agreed 
to answer her questions via WhatsApp: Citlalli sent them 
the questions, they voice-recorded their answers and 
sent them back via WhatsApp. Citlalli then transcribed 
and analysed them.

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Taking into account that we practised activities for mindfulness, breathing 
techniques and using music, what has been the most effective activity to promote 
mindfulness within you before taking an exam? 

2. How do you think music has affected (either positively or negatively) your 
performance before taking an exam/dealing with an activity of an exam?

3. Have you noticed a difference in your performance in an exam when listening to 
music for concentration?

4. Do you consider there was an impact or a difference in your (final) results after 
having practised all the relaxation techniques?

5.  Do you consider there was an impact or a difference in your results after solving the 
mock exams and preparation exercises?

6. Was the reflective journal useful for you to practise the activities of mindfulness and 
relaxation on a daily basis? 

 How did you do it? 

 To what extent do you think it helped you to improve your performance / get ready 
for an exam?
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Findings
Feedback from the questionnaire and the WhatsApp 
recordings revealed that most of the students 
considered the relaxation activities and the use of music 
useful before the exam because they felt more focused, 
less stressed and relaxed. 12 believed the techniques 
had had an effect on their grades, whereas six felt they 
were useful to concentrate and relax but had not had an 
impact on their exam results.

Various reasons were given by students in their journals:

The exercises help me a lot. It’s a good 
way to relax and take good decisions. 
I also applied some music with my 
practicum group to calm my students  
and call their attention.

After doing the breathing exercises  
I kept calmer and more con!dent in  
front of the group.

I did the breathing exercise, before 
entering to the group every day during 
the practicum period, because I was very 
nervous. During the second day, I did the 
technique even in the classroom, because 
the children were misbehaving, but I 
didn’t want to get desperate. I consider 
the breathing technique a very good way 
to be relaxed and make proper decisions.

During my practicum period, I was tense 
because the teacher would be absent and 
I would be in charge of the group for 6 
hours. I applied the techniques, and they 
were very useful.

The majority of students also reported that they thought 
their exam results were better after applying the 
breathing techniques. As an experiment, Citlalli decided 
to compare their results to previous scores, and she 
found that only two students achieved the same grade 
while the rest had improved, some of them markedly (3 
or 2 points above their previous grade). Citlalli believes 
that even though they may not have been aware of it, 
students performed better because they were more 
relaxed and able to concentrate.
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Finally, an encouraging finding was that students found 
the mindfulness techniques useful not only for study, 
but also for dealing with their emotions out of school at 
other times in their daily lives when they felt stressed. 
Moreover, they reported that they will use them during 
their practicum as teachers in training and for their 
future professional lives in education.

The most important part is that 
I not only use the strategy in my 

practicum, but also when I feel tense.

I’m still practising the 
exercises some days.

I liked doing the breathing 
exercises, because I was relaxed 

and could study better.

At the beginning I thought that my students 
would consider the relaxation techniques as 

something crazy or unusual, not appropriate to 
the classroom, but fortunately, they enjoyed 

and adopted the techniques for stressful 
moments and some of them have made it part 
of their daily routines. Furthermore, some of 

them want to implement these practices in the 
future in their own classrooms.

Final reflections
Considering all her findings, Citlalli believes that her 
outlook has changed. At the start, she believed that a 
lack of study was the main reason for poor exam results 
but thanks to this research, she now understands that as 
a teacher it’s not only necessary to teach the lessons, 
review topics, use technology and practise games in the 
classroom, but also to listen carefully to her students, 
be aware of their emotions and to create conditions in 
the classroom for opportunities to embrace new ways 
to deal with stress and workload.

Analysing the situation not only with my eyes 
but also from my students’ views and opinions 

in an organised way nourished my outlook 
and I understood that they were dealing with 

plenty of work and problems at the same 
time, and this could make a difference to 

their performance at school. Learning to deal 
with stress and negative feelings is something 

important for both students and teachers.

It was also interesting for Citlalli to find that asking students 
about their thoughts and feelings was something ‘new’ 
to them, and that applying relaxation techniques was 
perceived as innovative and interesting, too.

Finally, as a result of this experience, Citlalli has decided 
that she will continue to practise relaxation and 
mindfulness with her students, learn more about this 
and share her experiences with her colleagues, because 
they too need to cope with stress on a daily basis.
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Reflection

As a result of her research, Citlalli realised how important it is to analyse 
situations not only through her own eyes but also through her students’. By 
doing this she was able to appreciate the powerful impact that emotions have 
on learning and success. How do your students react to exams? How well do 
they cope with stress and workload? How could you find out? Do you think 
relaxation techniques would benefit you, your students and your colleagues?  


