Young Minds campaign exposes rising exam anxiety and calls for radical assessment reforms
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Every morning, I’d wake up to the same sight: felt-tip drawings of chromosomes on white A4 paper. My home was adorned with maps of tectonic plates and layers of volcanoes, each scribble and chart a testament to my attempts to tackle the intense pressure of exams during my GCSE year. In 2019, this not-so-ordinary scene was a daily ritual as I prepared for 26 exams over a mere three weeks. The relentless cycle of “exam, cram, exam, cram” transformed my living spaces into reminders of academic stress.
Chloe, a 22-year-old activist with Young Minds, captures a shared experience that has only intensified in recent years. A recent survey from the Association of School and College Leaders highlighted that more than three-quarters of teachers noted mental health issues linked to exam anxiety among students in the 2023-2024 academic year. This concern has been echoed in findings from Childline, which reported a staggering 10% increase in counselling sessions for children grappling with exam-related stress compared to previous years. This uptick is particularly alarming given the backdrop of disrupted education due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which has left many students feeling unprepared and overwhelmed.
In light of these findings, Young Minds has called for a comprehensive reform of the current examination system, advocating for the abolishment of SATs, which impose stress on children as young as ten. Their proposal suggests diversifying assessment methods for GCSEs and A Levels, favouring portfolios, project work, and presentations over traditional exams. This call for change resonates deeply with Chloe, who believes that the intense scrutiny of exams exacerbated her own struggles with anxiety and depression.
Reflecting on her experiences, she recounts a particular geography mock exam that was nearly ruined by a panic attack, where she achieved just 20%. Fortunately, with supportive educators helping her make necessary arrangements, she overcame immediate challenges. However, the burden of expectation loomed large, as she was repeatedly reminded of the significance of her GCSEs in securing her future.
In a world glorifying “StudyTok”—where students share their perfect notes and meticulous revision schedules—Chloe initially felt inspired. Yet, this app fostered a sense of inadequacy in her, amplifying the isolation felt among peers equally burdened by academic demands. As mutual stress replaced social connections, library gatherings morphed into silent, anxious study marathons. 
Despite her successes in achieving all 9 to 7s (the former A* to A), the culmination of pressure led her into even more challenging conditions when she transitioned to sixth form. Working up to 20 hours a week while trying to study positioned her at a disadvantage against peers from more affluent backgrounds. A report from the Higher Education Policy Institute revealed that a record 56% of students now engage in part-time work while studying, which contributes to a widening educational gap. Many of these students, like Chloe, report that their work commitments negatively affect their studies.
This systemic pressure culminated in Chloe experiencing “ambition burnout” by the time she reached university in 2021, leading her from being a high-achieving student to struggling significantly, even receiving a zero in exams. The path to recovery necessitated a change in universities and a conscious decision to avoid high-pressure assessments, ultimately enabling her to earn her degree in politics. Now pursuing a master’s at Cambridge University, she continues to reflect on the enduring pressure faced by today's youth.
Calls for systemic reform are gaining traction, with various reports proposing investments in mental health initiatives and spreading exams over extended periods. Yet, Chloe supports Young Minds’ recommendation that a fundamental overhaul of the assessment system is necessary. She argues that these traditional exams fail to truly reflect students' intelligence, particularly for those who may be neurodivergent or struggling with mental health issues.
The immense pressure associated with exams, especially during pivotal adolescent years, raises critical questions about the effectiveness and relevance of the current educational framework. Chloe passionately concludes that no student should have to navigate the chaos of adolescence under the added weight of securing their future through one-off exams in a cold sports hall. Those seeking to support reform can engage with Young Minds’ campaign online, advocating for a healthier future for all young learners.

While the challenges of exam stress are profound, expert advice on managing anxiety during this period can provide critical support. Stevie Goulding, interim head of services at Young Minds, suggests that students find revision methods tailored to their individual needs, include regular breaks, and engage in hobbies outside of study to maintain balance. It is essential for students to have support from friends and family, and to seek professional help if anxiety impacts their daily lives.
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