Exercise & Mental Rehearsal

Exercise
Vigorous exercise can burn off tension and counterbalance the passivity of studying and relaxation. Taking a brisk walk or doing some simple yoga postures can also be effective at reducing stress.
Mental Rehearsal

Imagine yourself "doing" the dreaded thing - for example, taking an exam - and visualize yourself emotionally coping. Mental rehearsal can help clarify the task in terms of steps and can help desensitize you to the fear through imaginary exposure. 

• Close your eyes and run through the entire exam situation
• Watch the exam unfold as if on a screen
• Mentally step into the screen, with a sense of calm and composure
• Take in the scene with different sensory organs, all the while imagining yourself coping with the exam and any surges in anxiety


Eat the Right Kinds of Food

Some foods are more calming than others. Milk and bananas for example contain naturally occurring morphine like substances which help to calm you down. Other healthy "comfort foods" include mashed potato, bread and baked beans (although I would not recommend baked beans the night before or morning of the exam!). Lettuce and other raw vegetables are also helpful. Some foods on the other hand, just help to wind you up. Sugar is the main culprit here. It may give an instant "energy hit", but that's at the cost of making you even nervier than you were before. Interestingly, chocolate seems to be the exception. It is possible that the theobromine in the chocolate has a calming effect and cancels out the effect of the sugar. If you absolutely must eat sweet things during your exam time, then try to keep to small portions of chocolate rather than directly sugary ones.

Get Rid of Nervous Energy Through Exercise

In addition to, or in place of relaxation exercises, you may choose to work off your stress through physical exercise. Apart from calming you down, exercising also increases the rate of blood flow around your body, and to the brain as well. It appears that this can really help you to think more clearly, and to learn better.

It doesn't really matter whether you cycle, swim, play tennis, kick boxing, or do anything else as long as it's your whole body you're exercising. Sorry, chess just isn't good enough! Try going for a brisk thirty minute walk. And focus on letting go of body tension. Most students return from such walks feeling decidedly more relieved and relaxed.

Avoid Stress Enhancing Drugs

Caffeine is a very powerful drug - its acts directly on the central nervous system and heightens emotional arousal. You will have enough emotional arousal just from worrying about exams, it seems an extremely bad idea to fill your system up with a drug that will activate that.  Nicotine can act as a stimulant, so if you have given into peer pressure and started smoking, be aware that although you might smoke to relax, the nicotine increases your blood pressure and makes it difficult to sit still. Find something else to distract you.

Manage Outside Pressures

Often unrealistic performance expectations and demands placed on us by other people make us feel pressured and stressed. Monitor your performance regularly so that you can become the best judge of your own achievements and set your own realistic standards.

Managing Competition For Scarce Resources

This is a common cause of paralysing stress, in particular, for final year students. We are increasingly witnessing more and more people chasing fewer and fewer opportunities. Remind yourself of your step by step approach to achieving your goals and contemplate other ways of achieving the same goal or alternatives to your primary goal.

Positive Self –Statements

The way we see ourselves and the way we think/talk to ourselves controls the way we will respond in stressful situations. Each time you start thinking or saying something negative such as "I failed last time, I'll probably fail again this time," challenge this attitude with a strong logical, forceful self-statement: "OK, so I failed last time but that doesn't mean I'm going to fail again this time. I'm better prepared and I've got a new approach to my work". Change your paralysing stress to motivating stress.

Reward yourself whenever you succeed; if you manage to halt a negative thought and turn it into a positive one, tell yourself so, if you managed to concentrate in class or get through a difficult piece of work, congratulate yourself. You'll get to feeling good about yourself and your self-confidence will improve.
Practice Negative Thought Stopping

Banish negative thoughts by visualising a STOP sign and saying forcefully: "Stop!" follow this exclamation with a positive saying such as: "I am capable, competent and in control!"

Rehearse Your Exam Two Days Before the Time

During WWII, researchers found that soldiers who mentally and physically prepared themselves for battle by vividly rehearsing in their minds what was about to occur in combat, experienced relatively little battle stress compared with those soldiers who went into battle without prior mental rehearsal. If possible, locate and visit the room where your exam will be held and pretend it is the day of your exam. Rehearse the whole process, from you waiting outside with other students to you completing the paper and handing it in feeling satisfied.

Increasing the effectiveness of Your SLEEP
Like exercise and good nutrition, adequate sleep is essential to health and peak performance. 

How Much Sleep Is Enough? 

In general, most healthy adults need an average of seven to nine hours of sleep at night. However, sleep needs vary. It isn't simply how many hours of sleep time you're logging in that matters, but how you feel and how well you're able to perform each day. So, how do you measure how much sleep you truly need? If you have trouble staying alert during monotonous situations when fatigue is often "unmasked" you probably aren't getting enough good-quality sleep. Other signs are a tendency to be irritable and having difficulty remembering facts. 

What Is Insomnia? 

Insomnia is the inability to sleep, or to sleep satisfactorily. It may involve one or more of the following:  

· difficulty falling asleep 

· waking up frequently during the night with difficulty returning to sleep 

· early wakening 

· unrefreshing sleep 
What Causes Sleep Problems? 

Certain conditions seem to make individuals more likely to experience insomnia e.g. chronic depression, internalised and unexpressed anger, anxiety, physical problems. Transient and intermittent insomnia can occur if you experience: stress, an unsatisfactory lifestyle, jet lag, and an inadequate sleep environment. 
WHAT CAN I DO THAT WILL HELP ME SLEEP BETTER? 

Not all of sleep hygiene rules suit all people, you will need to try them and devise strategies that seem to work best for you: 

· Exercise regularly. 

· Go to bed at the same time each day. 

· Keep the temperature in your room comfortable. 

· Eat a light bedtime snack. Hunger can disrupt sleep. 

· Drink a glass of warm milk before bed. Milk contains an amino acid that is converted to a sleep-enhancing compound in the brain.  

· Try relaxation exercises when you go to bed. Think about a relaxing scene. Practice deep muscle relaxation exercises. Relax your muscles, beginning with your feet and working your way up to your head. Use a relaxation tape or come in for some relaxation training at the Counselling Centre. Practice the self-relaxation technique of focusing intently on a soothing word of 'mantra', or on breathing in and out slowly. 

· Keep the room quiet when sleeping. 

· Keep the room dark enough. Use dark blinds or wear a mask if needed. 

· Use your bed only for sleep and sex. If you believe that reading, listening to the radio, or some other in-bed activity helps you to fall asleep, then do so but do it no longer than about 20 minutes. 

· Sexual intercourse has a relaxing effect for many people. 

· Establish a regular, relaxing bedtime routine that will allow you to unwind and "send a signal" to your brain that it's time to go to sleep. In general, try to build into your schedule, time for seven to eight hours of sleep, and follow this routine as regularly as possible. Even on week-ends. 

· Have a warm bath with soothing oils such as lavender or rosemary. 

· Eliminate the bedroom clock. You can set your alarm by placing it in a position that is not visible from bed. 
Avoid The Following: 

· Never try to sleep. The more you try to sleep, the more aroused you will get. Do something to distract yourself. Adapt the ancient task of counting sheep with a more modern day boring task. 

· Don't count the hours you sleep; whenever you wake up reasonably refreshed you have had enough sleep. You may be sleeping more than you think. Sleep laboratory studies have shown that we tend to underestimate the amount of time we sleep. 

· Don't exercise just before going to bed. Exercise at least three hours before bedtime. 

· Don't engage in mentally stimulating activity just before going to bed. For example, watching  an exciting or disturbing program on TV. 

· Avoid caffeine, nicotine and alcohol in the late afternoon and evening. Caffeine and nicotine can delay your sleep, and alcohol may interrupt your sleep later in the night.  

· Don't lie awake for more than half an hour.  
Stress Management 

· If you are not sleeping because you are worrying about something that is happening in your life, the best thing to do is to do something about the problem. Perhaps you can't remove the problem but you can do some constructive things like:  

· During the day, talk to someone about the problem. Seek support from friends or a professional counsellor.  

· Most of the thinking and worrying that we do in bed needs to be done - it just does not need to be done in bed. If you are lying in bed and not being able to get off to sleep because you are worrying, sit up and write about the problem. Keep a journal of your thoughts and feelings which you write in your journal when you feel the urge. 

· Try an imagery of storing your worries away for a night. This works very effectively when used in conjunction with some physical relaxation exercises.  

· Devote some time during the day (5-60 minutes) for thinking and worrying. This should end at least a couple of hours before going to bed. Then, when the thoughts come when you are in bed, say gently: "Stop, I thought about this today. I will think about it again tomorrow. Now is the time to sleep". 

To Nap Or Not To Nap? 

The mid-afternoon slump most of us experience, even when we've slept well, suggests that the human body may be meant to nap. There's increasing evidence that a 15-20 minute nap can improve alertness, sharpen memory and generally reduce the symptoms of fatigue. If you're coping with the impact of lost sleep from last night or you know you're going to lose sleep tonight, a nap can help you through. A few cautions. First, a nap is not a substitute for a full night's sleep; it is only a short-term solution. Second, if getting to sleep or staying asleep at night is a problem, naps are probably not for you. Explore napping, it may or may not be useful in improving your night time sleep.

A Note On Drug Treatment
When sleep problems are a result of general stress, dealing with your lifestyle and associated problems is better than using sleeping pills. Sleeping tablets are mainly used to treat short-term insomnia that may occur as a result of things going on in your life. Take sleeping tablets only if prescribed by a doctor.
IF YOU STILL CANNOT SLEEP:
If you have tried the above suggestions and your sleep problems continue to persist it may be a good idea to schedule a session with us on jmd@dannerup.com or 011 888 1110. 
To get the most of this visit, you'll find that it may be helpful to keep a diary of your sleep habits for about ten days to identify just how much sleep you're getting over a period of time and what you may be doing to interfere with it.  In your diary record sleep and wake times, what you orally consume, how often and when you exercise.
