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The approach to exams and sport: Are you trying to win or not fail? 

The exam season is very much a period of stress for pupils, but many of the same fears and anxieties 

they encounter are replicated when playing sport. The dominant motivating factor in both exams 

and sport can often be a need to avoid failure rather than looking to be as successful as possible.  

Being motivated to avoid or approach a particular event or challenge is a biological characteristic of 

humans and is fundamental to how we learn. Based on the pleasure/pain principle, we act when 

there is a chance of a pleasurable reward, and we avoid action when there is the probability of 

discomfort. Renowned psychologist Jeffrey Allen Gray (1991) identified the behavioural activation 

system (BAS) and the behavioural inhibition system (BIS). The BAS activates when there is a 

likelihood of receiving an enjoyable prize or outcome. However, the BIS responds to signals of loss or 

pain. These two types of response are often evident in sporting situations but it is easy to see the 

parallel in exams as well. If pupils are driven by a desire not to let teachers and parents down or be 

seen to publicly fail in comparison to their peers they are being motivated by external factors which, 

despite being potentially successful in the short term, does not actually develop the most 

appropriate learning strategies for long term success.  

In a sporting context, we might see a hockey or rugby team striving for a victory but when they take 

a lead in a game, they often drop deep and try to hold on for the win. This often provides more 

possession and territory to the opposition and unsurprisingly they often score as a result. This is 

reflected in a change of attention from desperation to win to a fear of losing the match. This shift 

from BAS to BIS occurs when the anxiety of losing the lead overtakes the desire to win.  A cricket 

player may become paralysed by the desire not to lose his or her wicket rather than having the 

confidence to play aggressively as they have been encouraged to do. Making the correct decision 

under pressure but failing to execute the skill properly is something that can be easily rectified with 

practice, but not making the decision in the first place is far more difficult to address.  

Wanting to avoid failure is not unusual in competitive sport and often results from not wanting to let 

people down, being worried of what others will say if we do not play well, and selfishly not wanting 

to damage our own ego. This can often be a subconscious event for an athlete as their self-

confidence has eroded over time such that negative thoughts dominate their thinking in a 

competitive sporting environment. However, simply replace the words competitive sport for exams 

and the justifications are identical even though the competition is more oneself than an opponent 

when sitting in the exam hall.  

Research suggests that it is beneficial to have higher BAS levels, but not such low BIS levels that the 

athlete becomes bored if there is no challenge. So if negativity, self-doubt and panic begin to impact 

upon an athlete’s performance what can be done to stimulate BAS levels? Attention must be applied 

on what it is an athlete wants to achieve and how they can maximise their enjoyment. Reframing the 

match or competition as a chance to face a stimulating challenge and opportunity to win can help 

alter our perspective. This deliberate alteration of the direction of thought will reduce self-doubt 

and fears and subsequently enhance levels of drive, application and pleasure. 

In simple words, the focus should be on the key processes involved in performance rather than the 

outcomes. It may well be difficult, if not impossible, to see enjoyment as a key part of sitting an 

exam but there can be a degree of reflected satisfaction if a diligent and effective revision 

programme has been followed. Of course, the exams are a means to an end in terms of achieving 

target grades – the ultimate outcome – but the pleasure of learning and developing one’s knowledge 

is a vital process we want all our pupils to embrace.  
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