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Teachers’ own anxieties or their own personal entity views of ability in certain subjects may 
send subtle but powerful messages to students, especially girls (Reyna, 2000). For example, a 
recent study by Beilock et al. (2010) showed that in Grades 1 and 2 classrooms with female 
teachers who had math anxiety, girls but not boys were more likely to endorse the stereotype 
that “boys are good at math” at the end of the school year. They also generally performed 
more poorly in math on end-of-year assessments compared to boys. Because there was no link 
between a teacher’s math anxiety and her students’ math achievement at the beginning of the 
school year, one might conclude that the teachers’ math anxiety subtly influenced the beliefs of 
their female students.

Teachers can use varied approaches for reducing students’ anxiety, depending on when stu-
dents experience anxiety during the instructional process, as Table 15.3 outlines. Developmental 
level is also an important consideration in choosing methods to reduce anxiety in students. 
Because younger children are more responsive to praise and feedback from adults than are older 
children, teachers can alleviate anxiety by providing additional support and encouragement 
and by ensuring that academic tasks are at an appropriate level of difficulty so students do not 
experience multiple failures (Wigfield & Eccles, 1989). Older students may benefit more from 
techniques that focus on changing their negative views of ability and attributions for failure and 
worries, in addition to study skills training (Wigfield & Eccles, 1989). Relaxation techniques 
involving writing about one’s emotions prior to the stressful activity, such as taking an exam, 
have been shown to reduce negative thoughts that might overburden working memory and 
increase performance in high school and college learners (Frattaroli, Thomas, & Lyubomirsky, 
2011; Park, Ramirez, & Beilock, 2014; Ramirez & Beilock, 2011).

Can you remember a time when you felt anxiety or helplessness? Think about what 
may have caused these feelings and what you did to overcome them.

Teaching efficacy: See 
Module 16

TABLE 15.3	 Understanding and Reducing Anxiety in Students

STAGE OF 
LEARNING

ANXIETY IMPAIRS 
ABILITY TO EXAMPLE OF OUTCOMES REDUCE ANXIETY BY

Preprocessing learn new material Impaired ability to

•• pay attention

•• take notes

•• listen carefully to teacher’s 
explanation

•• providing clear, unambiguous instructions

•• presenting organized lessons

•• allowing students to reinspect material, 
such as a video that was shown in class

Processing retain information 
after material is 
presented

•• less effective study skills

•• poor performance even when 
studying more

•• teaching effective study skills

Output retrieve information in 
evaluative situations 
(i.e., test anxiety)

•• divided attention between the 
task and thoughts about one’s 
performance

•• lack of attention to important 
information during testing

•• more off-task behavior

•• poor test-taking strategies

•• using relaxation techniques prior to testing 
situations

•• teaching test-taking strategies

•• relaxing time limits

•• describing tests in a way that 
de-emphasizes ability

•• providing instructions that reduce 
students’ worries about being evaluated

SOURCES: Bruch, Juster, & Kaflowitz, 1983; Linn & Gronlund, 2000; Naveh-Benjamin, 1991; Naveh-Benjamin, McKeachie, & Lin, 1987; 
Nottlemann & Hill, 1977; Plass & Hill, 1986; Sapp, 1999; Stipek, 2002; Tobias, 1992; Topman, Kleijn, van der Ploeg, & Masset, 1992; Vagg & 
Spielberger, 1995; Wigfield & Eccles, 1989.


