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As the exam season gets into full swing, it’s time for parents to support their kids - not add to their stress 

Across the country thousands of young people are sitting public examinations, from GCSEs to AS and A levels. 

That’s a lot of stress. But while I remember fretting my way through endless papers in a stuffy school hall more than 25 years ago, I don’t recall my parents going into their own stress-related meltdown. 

That’s because it didn’t happen. 

Exams were a fact of family life and my parents (and most others) got us through them in the same way that they potty-trained us and taught us how to say please and thank-you. 

So I was surprised to read that Relate, responding to the demand from stressed and unhappy couples, is offering families guidance on “how to cope” during exam time. What is this all about? Is it simply because exams are more difficult and our children’s stress represents their inability to cope with the excessive demands? 

I don’t buy this. Maybe parents are falling apart because of the pressures of living in an age of competitive parenting. The stress is less about what their child is going through and more about what they will or, heaven forbid, won’t achieve and how that will reflect on the family. 

I see increasing evidence of this. It starts with children aged from 3 to 6 who are referred to me because they will not toilet train and are faecally withholding. These children are the victims of excessively anxious parents who try to force them out of nappies to get them into the “right” nursery. This nursery feeds into the prep school that feeds into the school that leads to Oxbridge and lifelong happiness. 

As far as I know, the criteria for getting into Oxford, Cambridge or any other higher education establishment do not include being prematurely potty-trained. 

My final hypothesis could reflect something more fundamental about the dynamic between children and their parents. Maybe we have lost the important ability to enable our children to do something that they instinctively may not wish to but that we know would be in their best interests. 

I hated revising. I hated exams. I did not have a flair for (or interest in) any of it. My school told my parents that I “would never be a high-flyer”. I was happy with that. 

But my mother wasn’t. She was determined that I would try to do my best, and laid down the law in such a way that I had no choice but to work. It was hard and there were rows, but her authority won through and I learnt that all-important life lesson: what you put in you get out. 

So, what should Relate be advising today’s exam-stressed parents? 

Here are my top six tips: 

1 Help your child with revision organisation. Find a good revision space and help with a timetable that embraces the “little and often” approach. 

2 Help with revision approaches. Condense notes into key facts on index cards or on to your child’s MP3 player, or set up a study group with friends. Make quizzes and games to test their knowledge and stick key word notes around the house. 

3 Downtime is vital. Revise only in 30 to 45-minute slots with 10-minute breaks. Set up family fun time to break the routine. 

4 Teach your child how to manage anxiety. Rational thought declines when anxiety increases — be an effective role model. 

5 Invest in resources such as good-quality (but not too many) revision guides and past papers. 

6 Enable them to ask for help. 

If they don’t understand something, find a way to help them work it out or find someone who can. 

If our kids are to become happy, healthy and successful adults, we need to enable them to embrace challenges, even those that they find difficult. 

We need to help them to be brave in the face of stressful situations; to help them learn that they should always have a go and do the best that they can. 

We also need to show them that as they learn these tough life lessons we will be alongside them — and we will hold firm because we believe in them. 
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