
Anxiety

At your tables, use the discussion prompts (pink sheets) to talk about the  
“table tent anxiety” (yellow).  
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In the math-anxious brain, the thought 
of doing math activates pain 
networks. 

(Just the anticipation, not the actual 
doing of math.)
Lyons IM, Beilock SL (2012) When Math Hurts: Math Anxiety 
Predicts Pain Network Activation in Anticipation of Doing 
Math. PLoS ONE 7(10): e48076 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0048076 



Today’s program:

The experience of anxiety vs the experience of mastery (table 
discussions)

Different types of anxiety
Which are exacerbated by test-taking or assessment?

What can we do?

Classroom environment, mitigate stereotype threat.

Scaffold assessments and include growth mindset development 
moments.

Create assessments using Universal Design for Learning (UDL).



Mastery requires:

Autonomy 
Effort
Independent Learning
Clarity of purpose: Why am I doing this? How is my learning 
significant in a larger context?

How do we motivate students to achieve mastery?

 



What is motivation?
Motivation is any force that energizes 
and directs behavior.

What is engagement?
Engagement is the outward 
manifestation of motivation



Two major types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic: 

Intrinsic motivation involves engaging in a behavior because it is 
personally rewarding; essentially, performing an activity for its own sake 
rather than the desire for an external reward. 

Mastery is a great byproduct of intrinsic motivation. 

Extrinsic motivation occurs when we are motivated to perform a behavior 
or engage in an activity to earn a reward or avoid punishment. 

In academic settings, assessment is often used as an extrinsic motivator to 
incentivize performance. 

What we know: 
Intrinsic motivation works far better than extrinsic motivation. 



Dan Pink The Candle Experiment 
● 1945 experiment designed by Karl Duncker 

challenges people to overcome functional fixedness
● Sam Glucksberg at Princeton used this to examine 

incentivized motivation that should sharpen thinking 
and accelerate creativity (found opposite)

● Replicated often over 40 years and is one of the most 
robust findings in social science



(Deci et al., 1999: Kohn, 1993; Lepper & Greene, 1978; Rummel & Feinberg, 1998; 
Sutherland, 1993)

1)  Extrinsic rewards diminish intrinsic motivation and interfere with learning 
(and the quality of learning) by drawing attention away from the thing to be 
learned and to the reward.

2) Extrinsic rewards interfere with the development of autonomous 
self-regulation.

BUT: 

Research does show that engagement predicts students' 
academic progress and achievement. 

(Ladd & Dinella, 2009; National Research Council, 2004; Alexander, 
Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997)





How can this be done? 

-- Build community in the classroom; having students interact with and support each 
other leads to more confidence. Collaborative projects, small discussion groups, 
discussion leaders, etc. 

-- Recognition of different learning styles to reach the many different types of 
learners. If/when professors approach topics in different ways, it can help more 
students have a sense of agency in the classroom.

-- Provide access to practice tests; this allows your testing style to be known.

-- Communicate clearly what will be on a test -- and what the purpose of the test is. 

-- Flexible deadlines.

-- Schedule review sessions before a test.

-- Have projects, presentations, and papers in addition to tests. Provide multiple 
types of assessment. 

-- Support a growth mindset. Praise students for hard work, not intelligence; give 
them chances to take risks and push themselves safely; remind them that failure is 
part of the process, not an end or a determination of ability. 



What is the purpose for the assessment?

Is it to take stock of student understanding?
If so -- are there opportunities for students to re-learn? 

Is it a chance for students to solidify their knowledge and perhaps push it further in 
the process of completing a test? Have there been reviews and discussions? Are 
there creative opportunities for students to engage in? 

Is it a chance for ranking and measuring? 

In other words, what is the pedagogical purpose for the assessment? If you are 
sure, your students will be as well. If you are not sure, your students may not be 
either, and this often contributes to anxiety. 



“People like me are not supposed to have 
degrees in engineering.” 

“You belong at Smith, you’re meant to be here”  
from “It was very difficult deciding to leave my 
mother and to come out of state.” 

"I left the lab feeling confused and down 
because chemistry was something that I really 
enjoyed but it had always been a struggle."

“I knew it was a daunting task, but I figured that 
if Valerie believed in me, I could do it.” 

“I put on the facade of being a girl from their 
version of Los Angeles.”     

Failure reaction to organic chemistry.



Narratives Project 



Narratives Project 







Test-taking anxiety starts long before the test.

Early school
Fixed mindset messaging from 

adults, early frustration.

Middle School
Lower frustration  tolerance, 

feels “not good at this.”

High school
Find a college with an open 

curriculum and avoid subject.

College

Problem set or exam 

causes acute anxiety, 

experienced as pain.

College course
Lack sense of 

belonging or 

community.





Phrases that can help:

Many people feel 
anxious, some 
experience it more 
severely than 
others. It’s ok to 
feel anxious.

Feeling 
challenged or 
frustrated is part 
of the learning 
process.  

You were 
carefully 
chosen to be 
here. You 
belong here. 

There are more phrases on handouts at your tables.



Designing material for students with 
accommodations helps all students.

UDL Universal Design for Learning
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We do support 
students around 
anxiety:



Wurtele Center for 
Leadership:  
Narratives Project 



https://www.smith.edu/about-smith/disability-services







Next Workshop: 
12:20-1pm
Wednesday March 28th

Test preparation & 
test-taking

in Seelye 307



Information from Counseling Services 
helps us understand the breadth of 
anxieties that can be a constant 
backdrop for many students.



In closing:
➔ Create a sense of community

Some group work in class, include growth mindset 
language in syllabus, share part of your story. 

➔ Create assessments using Universal Design 
for Learning
What are you assessing? What is the best way to do that? 
Are there ways you can be flexible in assessment? 

➔ Scaffolding around assessments 
Offer smaller, low-stakes assessments before larger ones, 
offer practice questions and a review session, have a 
transparent rubric.



Contact us -- we 
would love to have 
more conversations 
with you!

Thank you!


