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Understanding The NCBTMB Exam

1.1 	� Demystifying The NCBTMB Board Certification Exam:  
Structure, Content, And Scoring
The NCBTMB Board Certification exam rigorously assesses a massage therapist’s 
advanced knowledge and skills. Understanding the structure, format, and content 
of the exam can alleviate anxiety and allow for focused preparation. Additionally, 
knowing the scoring methods and passing criteria helps set realistic expectations  
for success.

Structure and Format
• �Computer-based: The exam is administered electronically at Prometric  

testing centers nationwide.

• �Number of Questions: You will face 140 multiple-choice questions.

• �Time Limit: You’ll have 140 minutes (2 hours and 20 minutes) to complete the exam.

• �No Breaks: There are no scheduled breaks during the exam, so plan bathroom  
and refreshment needs accordingly. 

Exam Content and Topics
The NCBTMB Board Certification exam covers a broad range of topics related  
to massage therapy, with a focus on advanced knowledge and application.  
Here’s a breakdown based on the information available on NCBTMB.com:
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CONTENT AREA PERCENTAGE  
OF QUESTIONS DESCRIPTION

Assessment, Care Planning 
and Documentation

25%
This section evaluates your ability to assess clients, take  
history, and formulate treatment plans.

Anatomy, Physiology  
and Kinesiology

24%
This broad category encompasses anatomy, physiology and 
kinesiology. It tests your in-depth understanding of these  
sciences as they relate to massage therapy.

Massage Techniques,  
and Modalities

24%
This section assesses your knowledge of  
various massage techniques and modalities.

Professional Practice 14%
Knowledge of business practices, emergency preparedness, self-
care and professional development are covered in this section.

Law and Ethics 13%
This section evaluates your ability to assess clients, take history, 
and formulate treatment plans.



Scoring and Passing Criteria
The NCBTMB Board Certification exam uses a scaled scoring system. Your raw score 
(number of correct answers) is converted to a scaled score, which considers the 
difficulty of each question. The passing score is not publicly available, but it’s set at a 
level that ensures only those demonstrating advanced knowledge and competency  
in massage therapy pass.

NCBTMB.com Resources
For the latest information on the NCBTMB Board Certification exam, including content 
areas, scoring methods, and candidate resources, it’s recommended to visit the Board 
Certification resource page on the NCBTMB website for the most up to date information.

By familiarizing yourself with the structure, format, content, and scoring of the NCBTMB Board 
Certification exam, you can approach your preparation with greater confidence and focus 
your studying on the most relevant topics. Remember, the information provided here is 
based on publicly available resources from NCBTMB.com.

1.2 	 Building a Winning Study Plan
A well-structured study plan forms the foundation for effective learning and successful 
exam performance. Here’s how to create a winning study plan incorporating best 
practices for knowledge retention and self-assessment.

Leveraging the NCBTMB Content Outline
The Board Certification resource page provides a roadmap for exam preparation. 
Here’s how to utilize it effectively:

• �Identify Key Areas: Review the exam content breakdown. The study guide  
specifies the percentage weight assigned to each category helping you to 
prioritize study time based on the exam’s emphasis.

• �Targeted Focus: Within each category, the study guide details specific topics  
to be covered. This granular breakdown allows you to identify areas requiring  
more attention based on your existing knowledge and comfort level.

Dividing Topics into Manageable Sessions
Once you have a grasp of the exam content, create a study schedule that breaks 
down the material into manageable learning blocks. Here are some tips  
for effective time management:

• �Estimate Time: Be realistic about the amount of time each topic requires. Allocate 
more time for complex subjects and less for areas you’re already familiar with.

• �Schedule Flexibility: Plan your study sessions in advance, considering your daily 
commitments. Build in flexibility to accommodate unforeseen circumstances  
and ensure you stick to your schedule as much as possible.
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• �Shorter, Focused Sessions: Research suggests that shorter, focused study sessions 
are more effective for knowledge retention than longer, marathon cramming 
sessions. Aim for multiple sessions per week, ideally at least 30-minute intervals,  
to enhance focus and engagement.

Review, Self-Assessment, and Continuous Learning
Effective learning goes beyond simply reading or attending lectures. Actively engaging 
with the material through review and self-assessment is crucial for solidifying knowledge 
and identifying gaps in understanding. Here’s how to integrate review into your study plan:

• �Review Strategies: Utilize various review methods like practice questions, flashcards, 
and summarize key concepts in your own words. This creates multiple pathways for 
information to solidify in your memory.

• �Self-Assessment Tools: Take advantage of self-assessment quizzes or practice 
exams available online or in textbooks. Analyze your performance and identify 
areas that need more focus.

• �Continuous Learning: Learning doesn’t end with the exam. Remain current on 
advancements in the field through professional journals, continuing education 
courses, and conferences.

By effectively utilizing the NCBTMB resources, creating a well-structured study plan, and 
incorporating review and self-assessment techniques, you can approach the NCBTMB 
Board Certification exam with confidence and a solid foundation for  
continued success in your massage therapy career.



Test anxiety is a specific type of performance anxiety directly related to academic or 
professional examinations. It is characterized by a cluster of physiological, emotional,  
and cognitive symptoms that can significantly interfere with an individual’s ability to  
accurately demonstrate their knowledge and skills. Essentially, test anxiety represents  
a fear of negative evaluation within an academic or professional testing context.

Prevalence
Studies consistently demonstrate the widespread nature of test anxiety. Research 
indicates that the prevalence of test anxiety among university students ranges from 
25% to 40% [1]. This highlights the significant impact this issue has on the academic 
experience. Further emphasizing this point, a study of medical students revealed that 
38.1% of males and 43.8% of females reported average levels of test anxiety, while a 
substantial portion, 26.7% of males and 21.9% of females, experienced high levels of test 
anxiety [5]. These figures underscore the prevalence of test anxiety even within highly 
competitive and academically demanding fields.

Symptoms and Impact
Test anxiety manifests through a range of interconnected symptoms:

• �Physical Symptoms: These include physiological responses such as increased 
sweating, rapid heartbeat (palpitations), headaches, nausea, stomach upset, 
shortness of breath, trembling, and muscle tension. These symptoms are often the 
most immediately noticeable and can contribute to a sense of panic.

• �Emotional Symptoms: These encompass feelings of overwhelming fear, worry, 
nervousness, irritability, and a sense of dread or impending doom. These emotions 
can create a negative emotional state that further hinders cognitive function.

• �Cognitive Symptoms: These involve mental processes such as negative self-
talk (e.g., “I’m going to fail,” “I’m not smart enough”), difficulty concentrating, 
racing thoughts, mental blocks (blanking out), impaired memory retrieval, and 
catastrophizing (imagining worst-case scenarios). These cognitive symptoms  
directly interfere with the ability to focus on the test and recall learned information.

The impact of test anxiety on academic performance and overall well-being is well-
documented. Research has shown that students with high test anxiety scores often have 
poorer academic outcomes, not because of a lack of knowledge, but because their 
anxiety interferes with their ability to demonstrate that knowledge during exams [1]. 
Furthermore, high levels of test anxiety can contribute to increased stress, decreased 
self-esteem, and avoidance of challenging academic situations.
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Performance Anxiety: A Broader Perspective
Performance anxiety, sometimes referred to as “stage fright,” extends beyond 
academic settings to encompass any situation where an individual feels pressure 
to perform well in front of an audience or under scrutiny. This can include public 
speaking, athletic competitions, musical performances, job interviews, and even social 
interactions. It shares many of the same core features as test anxiety, including fear of 
negative evaluation, physiological arousal, and cognitive interference.

• �Prevalence in Professional Musicians: A systematic review of performance anxiety 
in professional musicians found that the prevalence of music performance anxiety 
(MPA) varied considerably, ranging between 16.5% and 60% [4]. This wide range 
may reflect differences in study methodologies and populations. The review 
also highlighted important demographic trends, noting that MPA tends to affect 
more women than men and that older musicians (generally those over 45-50 
years) report less MPA than younger musicians. These findings suggest that factors 
such as gender roles, career stage, and coping strategies may play a role in the 
experience of performance anxiety.

• �Factors Contributing to Performance Anxiety: Several factors contribute to  
the development and maintenance of performance anxiety:

—  �Fear of Negative Evaluation: This is a core component, reflecting a  
concern about how others will perceive one’s performance and  
a fear of judgment, criticism, or rejection.

— �� �Perfectionism: Individuals with perfectionistic tendencies often set 
unrealistically high standards for themselves, leading to increased  
anxiety and fear of failure.

— � �Past Negative Experiences: Prior experiences of poor performance 
or negative feedback can create a sense of learned helplessness  
and increase vulnerability to future anxiety.

— � �Lack of Preparation: Inadequate preparation can exacerbate  
anxiety by increasing uncertainty and reducing confidence.

Test anxiety is a specific manifestation of performance anxiety, both of which are 
everyday and manageable experiences. By understanding the underlying mechanisms 
and utilizing appropriate strategies and interventions, individuals can effectively 
manage their anxiety and achieve their full potential. Recognizing these forms of  
anxiety as normal responses rather than personal failings is crucial in developing  
a healthy and constructive approach to high-pressure situations.
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2.1 	 Practical Strategies for Managing Anxiety
This section provides a comprehensive toolkit of techniques to manage anxiety before, 
during, and after study sessions and the exam. Recognizing that anxiety can manifest 
at various stages of the preparation and testing process, this toolkit offers a range 
of practical strategies designed to address these distinct phases. From calming pre-
study jitters to maintaining focus during the exam itself and processing the experience 
afterward, these techniques aim to equip individuals with the resources they need to 
navigate the emotional and mental challenges associated with high-stakes evaluations. 
By implementing these strategies, candidates can cultivate a sense of control, reduce 
the debilitating effects of anxiety, and optimize their performance.

This toolkit emphasizes a holistic approach to anxiety management, encompassing 
techniques that address the physical, cognitive, and emotional aspects of stress. 
It recognizes that anxiety is not solely a mental phenomenon but also has tangible 
physical manifestations, such as increased heart rate, muscle tension, and difficulty 
breathing. Therefore, the strategies presented include relaxation techniques designed 
to calm the body’s physiological response to stress. Furthermore, the toolkit addresses 
the cognitive distortions and negative thought patterns that often accompany anxiety, 
offering methods for reframing negative thoughts and cultivating a more positive and 
empowering mindset.

By providing strategies applicable to each phase of the exam process—before, 
during, and after—this section empowers individuals to create a personalized anxiety 
management plan. This personalized approach acknowledges that each individual 
experiences anxiety differently and that a one-size-fits-all approach is rarely effective. By 
understanding the various techniques available and experimenting with them to find what 
works best, candidates can develop a robust and adaptable toolkit that they can draw 
upon whenever anxiety arises, empowering them to approach their studies and the exam 
with greater confidence and resilience.

Cognitive Techniques
• �Cognitive Restructuring: Cognitive restructuring, a cornerstone of Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy (CBT), offers a powerful toolkit for managing anxiety, 
particularly in performance-related contexts like preparing for high stakes exams. 
It centers on the process of identifying, challenging, and replacing negative 
automatic thoughts (NATs) with more realistic and balanced ones. NATs are 
spontaneous, involuntary thoughts that pop into our minds, often in response to 
specific triggers. They are frequently distorted, pessimistic, and self-defeating, 
fueling feelings of anxiety, stress, and low self- esteem. Cognitive restructuring 
provides a systematic approach to interrupt this negative cycle.
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• �Identifying Negative Automatic Thoughts: The first step is cultivating awareness  
of these intrusive thoughts. This involves paying attention to your internal dialogue, 
especially in situations that provoke anxiety. Ask yourself: “What am I thinking right 
now?” or “What just went through my head?” Keeping a thought record can be 
helpful. This involves noting down the triggering situation, the associated emotions, 
and the automatic thoughts that arose. For example, a student preparing for an 
exam might experience the following:

—  Trigger: Sitting down to study muscle origins and insertions.

—  Emotion: Overwhelmed, anxious.

— � �Automatic Thought: “There’s just too much to memorize.  
I’ll never remember all this.”

• �Challenging Negative Automatic Thoughts: Once identified, the next step is critically 
examining these negative thoughts’ validity. This involves asking questions like:

— � �What is the evidence for this thought? What is the evidence against it? In 
the example above, the student could consider: “Have I actually failed 
every memory task I’ve ever attempted? No. I’ve successfully memorized 
many things in the past.”

— � �Are there alternative explanations for this situation? Perhaps the feeling of 
being overwhelmed is due to fatigue or a lack of focused study time, not 
an inherent inability to memorize the material.

— � What are the cognitive distortions at play? Common distortions include:

a. �Catastrophizing: Exaggerating the potential negative consequences 
(e.g., “If I fail this exam, my life is over”).

b. �All-or-nothing thinking: Seeing things in black-and-white terms  
(e.g., “If I don’t get a perfect score, I’m a failure”).

c. �Mental filtering: Focusing only on negative details while ignoring 
positive ones. 

d. �Personalization: Taking responsibility for events outside of  
one’s control.

Replacing Negative Automatic Thoughts (NAT) 
with More Realistic and Balanced Ones:
The final step involves replacing the challenged negative thoughts with more realistic, 
balanced, and helpful alternatives. These replacement thoughts should be grounded in  
evidence and promote a more positive and empowering outlook. See examples below:

• �NAT: “I’ll never remember all this”
• �Replacement: “”It’s normal to feel overwhelmed sometimes. I can break down  

the material into smaller, more manageable chunks.”
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• �NAT: “I’m going to blank out during the exam.”
• �Replacement: “I’ve practiced recalling this information many times. I can  

use relaxation techniques to stay calm and focused during the exam.”

• �NAT: “Everyone else is going to do better than me.”
• �Replacement: “I’m focusing on my own preparation and performance. 

Comparing myself to others isn’t helpful.”

• �NAT: “If I fail this exam, I’m not cut out to be a massage therapist.”
• �Replacement: “This exam is one step in my journey. If I don’t pass this time,  

I can learn from the experience and try again.”

By consistently practicing these three steps, individuals can effectively manage their 
anxiety, improve their self-efficacy, and enhance their performance in high-pressure 
situations. This process empowers individuals to take control of their thoughts rather  
than being controlled by them.

Thought Stopping 
Thought stopping is a cognitive technique designed to interrupt and eventually reduce 
the frequency of unwanted, intrusive, or repetitive negative thoughts. It’s a relatively 
simple yet effective method that empowers individuals to gain control over their thought 
processes, particularly when plagued by rumination, worry, or self-criticism. The core 
principle involves using a mental or external cue to abruptly halt the negative thought 
pattern, creating a mental “break” and allowing for a shift in focus. The process of 
thought stopping involves several key steps:

• �Thought Identification: The first step, as with many cognitive techniques, is  
to identify the specific negative thoughts you wish to target. These might be 
recurring worries about the exam, self-deprecating thoughts about your abilities, 
or intrusive images or memories. It’s important to be specific; rather than a general 
feeling of anxiety, pinpoint the exact thoughts that contribute to that feeling. For 
example, “I’m going to fail the practical portion of the exam,” or “I’ll never be a 
good massage therapist.”

• �Deliberate Thought Induction: This might seem counterintuitive, but it’s a crucial 
part of the process. For a designated period (e.g., a few minutes), deliberately 
allow yourself to think the negative thoughts. This helps you become more aware 
of the thoughts themselves, their frequency, and the associated feelings. This also 
allows you to practice the next steps more effectively.

• �Cue Implementation: Once you’re consciously engaged in the negative thought 
pattern, introduce your chosen cue. This can be either a verbal cue, such as shouting 
“Stop!” (either aloud or silently in your mind), or a visual cue, such as vividly visualizing 
a stop sign, a red light, or a barrier. The cue should be sudden, distinct, and attention-
grabbing. The key is to interrupt the flow of negative thoughts abruptly.
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• �Thought Substitution: Immediately after using the cue, it’s essential to replace 
the negative thought with a more positive, neutral, or constructive thought. 
This prevents a mental vacuum that the negative thought is likely to refill. The 
replacement thought should be realistic and relevant to the situation. For example, 
if the negative thought was “I’m going to fail the practical portion of the exam,”  
a suitable replacement might be “I’ve practiced the techniques thoroughly, and 
I’m well- prepared,” or “I can focus on one step at a time and do my best.”

• �Consistent Practice: Like any skill, thought stopping requires consistent practice 
to be effective. Initially, you might need to use the cue frequently. However, with 
regular practice, the frequency of the negative thoughts should decrease, and 
you’ll become more adept at interrupting them with the cue. Eventually, the cue 
itself might become less necessary as you develop an increased awareness of your 
thought patterns and the ability to shift your focus more readily.

Examples in Exam Situations
• �Negative Thought: “I’m going to blank out during the exam and forget everything 

I’ve studied.”
• �Cue: Visualize a large, bright red stop sign.
• �Replacement Thought: “I’ve prepared well for this exam. I can use the techniques 

I’ve learned to manage my anxiety and recall the information I need.”

Additional Tips for Effective Thought Stopping
• �Choose a Cue That Works for You: The cue should be personally effective and  

easy to remember.

• �Be Consistent: Practice thought-stopping regularly, even when you’re not feeling 
particularly anxious. This will help you develop the skill and make it  
more readily available when you need it.

• �Combine with Other Techniques: Thought-stopping is often more effective when 
combined with other cognitive techniques, such as cognitive restructuring or 
relaxation exercises.

• �Be Patient: It takes time and practice to change ingrained thought patterns.  
Don’t get discouraged if you don’t see results immediately.

By consistently employing thought-stopping, individuals can gain greater control over 
their negative thought patterns, reducing anxiety and improving their overall mental 
well-being, particularly in performance situations.
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Positive Self-Talk
Positive self-talk is a powerful cognitive technique that involves consciously replacing 
negative and self-critical inner dialogue with positive, encouraging, and self-
compassionate statements. It’s about cultivating an internal voice that supports and 
motivates you, particularly during challenging times or when facing stressful situations. 
This practice isn’t about denying reality or engaging in unrealistic optimism; rather, 
it’s about fostering a more balanced and constructive perspective that promotes 
resilience, self-efficacy, and emotional well-being.

The core principle of positive self-talk is to consciously choose thoughts that are 
supportive, encouraging, and realistic. This involves several key aspects:

• �Identifying Negative Self-Talk: The first step is to become aware of your current 
inner dialogue. Pay attention to the thoughts that arise when you’re studying, 
taking practice tests, or simply thinking about the exam. Are these thoughts critical, 
judgmental, or pessimistic? Common examples include: “I’m not smart enough to 
pass this exam,” “I’m going to forget everything I’ve studied,” or “I’m a failure if I 
don’t pass.”

• �Challenging Negative Self-Talk: Once you’ve identified negative self-talk, 
challenge its validity. Ask yourself: Is this thought truly accurate? Is there evidence 
to support it? Are there alternative, more positive ways of looking at the situation? 
For example, if you think “I’m going to forget everything I’ve studied,” you 
could ask yourself: “Have I forgotten everything in the past when I’ve studied for 
something? What strategies have helped me remember things before?”

• �Replacing Negative Self-Talk with Positive Affirmations: This is the heart of positive 
self-talk. Replace negative thoughts with positive affirmations—statements affirming 
your abilities, effort, and potential for success. These affirmations should be:

— � �Present tense: Phrase them as if they are already true  
(e.g., “I am capable,” not “I will be capable”).

— � Personal: Use “I” statements to make them more personal and impactful.

— � Specific: Focus on specific skills or qualities rather than general statements.

— � �Realistic: Choose affirmations that you genuinely believe or can at least 
aspire to believe.

Examples of Positive Self-Talk
• Instead of: “I’m going to fail this exam.”
• �Try: “I have studied diligently, and I am prepared to do my best.” or “I can pass  

this exam.”



13

• Instead of: “I’m not good enough to be a massage therapist.”
• �Try: “I am developing my skills and knowledge, and I am committed to becoming 

a competent massage therapist.” or “I have valuable skills to offer clients.”

• Instead of: “I’m going to blank out during the exam.”
• �Try: “I have practiced recalling this information, and I can use relaxation 

techniques to stay focused and calm.” or “I can access the information I need 
when I focus and take my time.”

• Instead of: “I’m so stressed, I can’t handle this.”
• �Try: “This is challenging, but I can manage my stress with the techniques I’ve 

learned.” or “I am resilient and I can get through this.”

�Incorporating Self-Compassion 

Self-compassion is a crucial element of positive self-talk. It involves treating yourself  
with the same kindness, understanding, and support that you would offer a friend  
who is struggling. It means acknowledging your imperfections and setbacks without  
self-judgment. Self-compassionate statements might include: “It’s okay to feel anxious; 
this is a challenging situation.” “I’m doing my best.” or “Everyone makes mistakes; 
I can learn from this and move forward.”

By consistently practicing positive self-talk and incorporating self-compassion, you can 
cultivate a more supportive inner dialogue that reduces anxiety, boosts confidence, 
and enhances your ability to perform at your best, not only on the NCBTMB exam, but
in all areas of your life. It is important to remember that changing ingrained thought 
patterns takes time and consistent effort.

Relaxation Techniques
Deep breathing exercises are a powerful and readily accessible tool for managing 
anxiety and promoting relaxation. They work by activating the parasympathetic  
nervous system, the body’s “rest and digest” response, which counteracts the 
physiological arousal associated with stress and anxiety. Regular practice of these 
techniques can significantly reduce feelings of tension, improve focus, and enhance 
overall well-being. Below are detailed instructions for several effective deep breathing 
techniques. Links to videos with further instruction on these techniques are here.

• �DIAPHRAGMATIC BREATHING (BELLY BREATHING): This technique focuses on using 
the diaphragm, the large muscle at the base of the lungs, to facilitate deep, full breaths.

HOW TO:
— � Find a comfortable position, either lying down or sitting with your back straight.

— � �Place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen, just below your ribs.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wemm-i6XHr8
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—  �Inhale slowly through your nose, allowing your abdomen to rise while your chest 
remains relatively still. You should feel the hand on your abdomen moving 
outward while the hand on your chest moves only slightly.

—  �Exhale slowly through your mouth, gently contracting your abdominal muscles  
to push the air out. The hand on your abdomen should move inward.

—  �Repeat this process for 5-10 minutes, focusing on the rise and fall of your abdomen.

BENEFITS: Diaphragmatic breathing helps slow the heart rate, lower blood pressure, 
and promote a sense of calm. It also improves oxygen exchange and can relieve 
muscle tension.

• �BOX BREATHING (SQUARE BREATHING): This technique involves visualizing a square  
and using its four sides to guide your breathing.

HOW TO:
— � Find a comfortable position.

— � Exhale completely, emptying your lungs.

— � Inhale slowly through your nose for a count of four.

— � Hold your breath for a count of four.

— � Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count1 of four.

— � Hold your breath again for a count of four.

— � �Repeat this cycle for several minutes, visualizing the four sides of a square as  
you move through each phase of the breath.

BENEFITS: Box breathing is a simple yet effective technique for quickly restoring 
balance to the nervous system. It’s constructive for managing acute anxiety or 
stress in the moment.

• �4-7-8 BREATHING (RELAXING BREATH): This technique promotes relaxation and can 
be particularly helpful for falling asleep or managing anxiety before stressful events.

HOW TO:
—  �Find a comfortable position, either sitting or lying down.

— � �Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of your upper teeth, and keep  
it there throughout the exercise.

— � Exhale completely through your mouth, making a “whoosh” sound.

— � Close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose for a count of four.

— � Hold your breath for a count of seven.

— � �Exhale completely through your mouth,2 making a “whoosh” sound, for a  
count of eight.3

—  �Repeat this cycle four times.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G25IR0c-Hj8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H6O0xX8jj1E


BENEFITS: The 4-7-8 breathing technique helps to slow down the heart rate and 
calm the nervous system. The longer exhale helps to activate the parasympathetic 
nervous system and promote relaxation.

Emphasis on Regular Practice 
Regular practice is the key to reaping the full benefits of deep breathing exercises. Like 
any skill, consistent practice strengthens the mind-body connection and makes these 
techniques more readily available when needed. Aim to practice these exercises daily, 
even when you’re not feeling particularly anxious. This will help to build a foundation of calm 
and resilience that can be invaluable in managing stress and anxiety in the long term.

• �Start small: Begin with a few minutes of practice each day and gradually increase 
the duration as you become more comfortable.

• �Find a routine: Incorporate deep breathing into your daily routine, such as first  
thing in the morning, before bed, or during study breaks.

• �Use reminders: Set reminders on your phone or use visual cues to prompt you to 
practice.

• �Combine with other techniques: Deep breathing can be effectively combined  
with other relaxation techniques, such as mindfulness meditation or progressive 
muscle relaxation.

By making deep breathing a regular part of your self-care routine, you can develop a 
powerful tool for managing anxiety, enhancing focus, and promoting overall well-being, 
especially during periods of stress like preparing for and taking the NCBTMB exam.

• �PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION (PMR): a relaxation technique developed  
by Dr. Edmund Jacobson in the 1920s based on the principle that physical tension  
and mental anxiety are interconnected. By systematically tensing and then 
releasing different muscle groups throughout the body, PMR helps to reduce 
overall muscle tension, which in turn promotes a sense of calm and reduces 
anxiety. This technique is particularly useful for managing stress, insomnia,  
and various anxiety-related conditions.

Here’s a step-by-step guide to practicing PMR:

PREPARATION:
—  �Find a quiet and comfortable environment: Choose a space where you won’t 

be disturbed. Dim the lights and minimize distractions.

—  �Wear loose clothing: Ensure your clothing is comfortable and doesn’t restrict 
your movement.

—  �Find a comfortable position: You can either lie down on your back or sit in a 
comfortable chair.

—  �Begin with a few deep breaths: Start by taking a few slow, deep breaths to  
help you settle into the exercise.

15
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THE MUSCLE GROUPS AND TENSING/RELEASING PROCESS:
The general principle for each muscle group is to tense the muscles for  
about 5-10 seconds, holding the tension without straining, and then release the 
tension abruptly, focusing on the feeling of relaxation for about 20-30 seconds. It’s 
important to pay close attention to the difference between tension and relaxation.

• Hands and Forearms:
— � ��Tense: Make tight fists with both hands.
— � ��Release: Release the tension suddenly, letting your fingers unfold.  

Focus on the feeling of relaxation in your hands and forearms.

• Biceps:
— � ��Tense: Bend your elbows and tense your biceps by touching your shoulders.
— � ��Release: Straighten your arms and let the tension go.

• Shoulders:
— � ��Tense: Shrug your shoulders up towards your ears.
— � ��Release: Let your shoulders drop down.

• Forehead:
— � ��Tense: Raise your eyebrows as high as you can, creating wrinkles on  

your forehead.
— � ��Release: Relax your forehead.

• Eyes and Nose:
— � ��Tense: Close your eyes tightly and wrinkle your nose.
— � ��Release: Relax your eyes and nose.

• Jaw:
— � ��Tense: Clench your jaw by biting down gently.
— � ��Release: Relax your jaw, allowing your mouth to open slightly.

• Neck:
— � ��Tense: Press your head against the surface you are lying or sitting on.
— � ��Release: Relax your neck.

• Chest:
— � ��Tense: Take a deep breath and hold it briefly, tensing your chest muscles.
— � ��Release: Exhale slowly and let your chest relax.

• Stomach:
— � ��Tense: Tighten your stomach muscles as if preparing for a punch.
— � ��Release: Relax your stomach.

• Upper Legs (Thighs):
— � ��Tense: Tighten your thigh muscles by pressing your legs together.
— � ��Release: Let your legs relax.
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• Lower Legs (Calves):
— � ��Tense: Point your toes towards you, tensing your calf muscles.
— � Release: Relax your calves.

• Feet:
— � Tense: Curl your toes downwards.
— � Release: Relax your feet.

COMPLETION:
—  �After completing all the muscle groups, take a few more deep breaths  

and focus on the overall feeling of relaxation in your body.

—  �Remain relaxed for a few minutes before gradually returning to your usual 
activities.

IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS:
—  �Avoid straining: It’s crucial to tense the muscles only moderately. Avoid tensing 

to the point of pain or strain.

—  �Focus on the release: The most important part of PMR is the release of tension. 
Pay close attention to the sensation of relaxation as you let go of each muscle 
group.

—  �Regular practice: Consistent practice is key to developing proficiency in PMR. 
Aim to practice daily, or at least several times a week.

—  �Adaptations: If you have any injuries or physical limitations, you can adapt the 
exercises accordingly. For example, if you have back pain, you can modify the 
neck and back exercises.

—  �Combine with other techniques: PMR can be effectively combined with other 
relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing or mindfulness meditation.

Regularly practicing PMR allows you to recognize and release muscle tension, 
reduce anxiety, and promote a greater sense of calm and well-being. This can be 
especially helpful in managing stress-related events.

• �GUIDED IMAGERY AND VISUALIZATION: are powerful techniques that harness 
the mind’s ability to create vivid mental images and sensory experiences. By 
intentionally visualizing positive outcomes, such as success on an exam, you can 
prime your mind and body for success, reduce anxiety, and boost confidence. 
This process engages multiple senses, creating a more immersive and impactful 
experience. Here’s a guided visualization exercise designed to help you imagine 
success on exam day, feeling calm and confident:
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PREPARATION:
—  �Find a quiet and comfortable space: Choose a place where you won’t be 

disturbed. Dim the lights and minimize distractions.

—  �Assume a relaxed position: You can either lie down or sit comfortably in a chair.

—  �Begin with deep breathing: Take a few slow, deep breaths to help you relax  
and center yourself.

�THE VISUALIZATION: 
Now, close your eyes and begin to imagine the following scenes, engaging all  
your senses as much as possible:

—  ��The Day Before the Exam: Picture yourself the day before the exam. You’ve 
completed your final review, and you feel a sense of accomplishment. You  
see yourself organizing your materials, laying out your clothes for the next day, 
and getting a good night’s sleep. Imagine the feeling of calm and confidence 
as you prepare for the exam.

—  �Waking Up on Exam Day: Visualize yourself waking up on the morning of 
the exam. You feel rested and refreshed. You see yourself eating a healthy 
breakfast and feeling energized. Imagine the feeling of anticipation and 
excitement as you prepare to leave for the testing center.

—  �Arriving at the Testing Center: Picture yourself arriving at the testing center.  
You see the building, the entrance, and the check-in area. You feel calm  
and composed as you go through the check-in process. Imagine the sounds  
of the testing center, the quiet hum of computers, and the rustling of papers.

—  �Entering the Testing Room: Visualize yourself entering the testing room. You see 
the computers, the other test-takers, and the proctor. You find your assigned 
computer and take your seat. You feel a sense of focus and determination. 
Imagine the feeling of the chair beneath you and the cool air in the room.

—  �Starting the Exam: Picture yourself starting the exam. You take a deep breath 
and begin to read the first question. You feel confident in your knowledge  
and ability. You see the questions on the screen, and you can clearly recall  
the information you’ve studied. Imagine the feeling of the keyboard under  
your fingers as you type your answers.

—  ��Answering the Questions: Visualize yourself working through the exam questions, 
one by one. You feel calm and focused. You can easily recall the information 
you need, and you answer the questions accurately and efficiently. Imagine 
the feeling of satisfaction as you complete each question.

—  �Completing the Exam: Picture yourself reaching the end of the exam. You 
review your answers and feel confident in your performance. You click the 
“submit” button and feel a sense of relief and accomplishment. Imagine  
the feeling of pride and satisfaction as you leave the testing room.
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—  �Receiving Your Results (Optional): If it helps you, you can visualize receiving 
positive results. Imagine opening the email or letter and seeing that you have 
passed the exam. Feel the surge of joy and relief. Celebrate your success!

ENDING THE VISUALIZATION:
—  ��Take a few more deep breaths and slowly open your eyes.

—  ��Carry the feelings of calm, confidence, and accomplishment with you 
throughout your day.

KEY ELEMENTS FOR EFFECTIVE VISUALIZATION:
—  ��Engage all your senses: Make the visualization as vivid as possible by 

incorporating sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and tactile sensations.

—  ��Focus on positive outcomes: Visualize yourself succeeding and feeling 
confident.

—  ��Repeat regularly: Practice this visualization exercise regularly, especially in the 
days and weeks leading up to the exam.

—  ��Combine with other techniques: Visualization can be effectively combined with 
other relaxation and stress-management techniques, such as deep breathing 
and positive self-talk.

By consistently practicing guided imagery and visualization, you can train your 
mind to associate the exam with feelings of calm, confidence, and success, 
significantly reducing anxiety and improving your performance on the exam day.

• �MINDFULNESS MEDITATION is a practice rooted in ancient contemplative traditions 
that involves intentionally focusing one’s attention on the present moment without 
judgment. It’s about cultivating a non-reactive awareness of your thoughts, feelings, 
bodily sensations, and surrounding environment. Unlike other forms of meditation 
that focus on achieving a specific state or emptying the mind, mindfulness 
emphasizes simply observing what is happening in the present moment, as it is. This 
cultivates a sense of presence, reduces rumination on the past or worries about the 
future, and fosters a greater sense of calm and well-being. Practicing mindfulness 
can be particularly beneficial for managing anxiety, stress, and improving focus, 
making it a valuable tool for those preparing for demanding events.

Here are two simple mindfulness practices you can incorporate into your routine:

MINDFUL BREATHING: This practice focuses on bringing awareness to the breath, 
using it as an anchor to the present moment.
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HOW TO:
—  ��Find a quiet and comfortable place where you can sit or lie down without 

being disturbed.

—  ��Close your eyes gently, or if you prefer, keep them softly focused on a point  
in front of you.

—  ��Bring your attention to your breath. Notice the sensation of the air entering  
and leaving your body. Feel the rise and fall of your chest or abdomen.

—  ��You don’t need to change your breath in any way; simply observe it as it is.

—  ��As you focus on your breath, your mind will likely wander. This is perfectly 
normal. When you notice your mind wandering, gently redirect your attention 
back to your breath. There’s no need to judge yourself for getting distracted; 
acknowledge the thought and gently guide your focus back.

—  ��Continue this practice for a few minutes, gradually increasing the duration  
as you become more comfortable.

KEY POINTS: The breath is used as an anchor because it is always present and 
directly connected to our physical sensations. The goal isn’t to stop thinking but 
rather to observe thoughts without getting carried away by them.

• �BODY SCAN MEDITATION: This practice involves systematically bringing awareness 
to different parts of the body, noticing any sensations that are present without 
judgment.

HOW TO:
—  ��Lie down on your back in a comfortable position, with your arms resting at your 

sides and your palms facing up.

—  ��Close your eyes gently.

—  ��Bring your awareness to your toes. Notice any sensations that are present, such 
as tingling, warmth, or coolness. There’s no need to change anything; simply 
observe.

—  ��Gradually move your attention up your body, focusing on your feet, ankles, 
calves, knees, thighs, hips, abdomen, chest, back, shoulders, arms, hands,  
neck, and head.

—  ��As you move through each body part, notice any sensations that arise. You 
might feel tension, relaxation, or nothing at all. Simply acknowledge whatever 
you experience without judgment.

—  ��If your mind wanders, gently redirect your attention back to the current body 
part you’re focusing on.

—  ��Once you’ve scanned your entire body, rest your attention on the overall 
sensation of your body as a whole for a few moments.
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KEY POINTS: The body scan helps to increase body awareness and can help you 
identify areas of tension that you might not be consciously aware of. It also helps  
to develop a non-reactive awareness of physical sensations.

GENERAL TIPS FOR MINDFULNESS PRACTICE:
—  ��Start small: Begin with short sessions of 5-10 minutes and gradually increase the 

duration as you become more comfortable.

—  ��Find a consistent time and place: Establishing a regular routine can make it 
easier to stick with the practice.

—  ��Be patient and kind to yourself: It’s normal for your mind to wander during 
mindfulness practice. Don’t get discouraged; simply gently redirect your 
attention back to your chosen focus.

—  ��Non-judgmental observation: The key to mindfulness is observing your thoughts 
and sensations without judgment. Avoid getting caught up in the content of 
your thoughts; simply acknowledge their presence and gently return your focus 
to the present moment.

—  ��Integrate mindfulness into daily life: In addition to formal meditation practices, 
you can cultivate mindfulness in everyday activities such as eating, walking, or 
even washing dishes. Simply bring your full attention to the present moment and 
engage with the activity with awareness and intention.

By regularly practicing mindfulness meditation, you can develop a greater 
sense of presence, reduce stress and anxiety, improve focus and concentration, 
and cultivate a deeper understanding of your mind and body. This can be 
particularly helpful when preparing for and undertaking stressful events such  
as the NCBTMB Board Certification exam.

Grounding techniques are strategies designed to bring your awareness back 
to the present moment. They are particularly useful for managing immediate 
feelings of anxiety, panic, or dissociation, which can often feel overwhelming 
and disorienting. By focusing on concrete sensory experiences, grounding 
techniques help to anchor you in the here and now, interrupting the cycle of 
anxious thoughts and physical sensations. One popular and effective grounding 
technique is the 5-4- 3-2-1 method, which engages all five senses.



22

• �THE 5-4-3-2-1 GROUNDING TECHNIQUE: This technique systematically guides you 
through your senses, helping to shift your focus away from anxious thoughts and 
back to your immediate surroundings. Here’s how it works:

1.  �Acknowledge FIVE things you can SEE around you. Look around the room and 
notice five distinct objects. It could be anything: a lamp, a picture frame, a 
plant, the color of the wall, or the texture of the carpet. Take a moment to truly 
observe each object, noticing its shape, color, and size. For example, “I see a 
blue pen, a white wall, a green plant, a wooden desk, and a computer screen.”

2. �Acknowledge FOUR things you can TOUCH. Bring your attention to four things 
you can physically touch. This could be your clothes, your chair, your hands, or 
the ground beneath your feet. Feel the texture, temperature, and weight of 
each object. For example, “I feel the soft fabric of my shirt, the smooth surface 
of my desk, the cool metal of my chair, and the warmth of my hands.”

3. �Acknowledge THREE things you can HEAR. Listen carefully to the sounds around 
you. This could be the ticking of a clock, the hum of a computer, the sound of 
traffic outside, or even the sound of your own breathing. Notice the volume, 
pitch, and distance of each sound. For example, “I hear the ticking of the clock, 
the hum of the air conditioner, and the distant sound of birds chirping.”

4. �Acknowledge TWO things you can SMELL. Bring your attention to any smells you 
can detect. This could be the scent of coffee, a candle, flowers, or even the 
smell of the air. If you can’t readily identify two distinct smells, you can imagine 
two smells that you find calming or pleasant. For example, “I smell the scent of 
my hand lotion and the faint smell of coffee.”

5. �Acknowledge ONE thing you can TASTE. Focus on a taste in your mouth. This 
could be the taste of your last meal, a piece of gum, or even the taste of your 
own saliva. If you don’t have anything in your mouth, you can simply focus on 
the sensation of your tongue and mouth. For example, “I taste the lingering  
taste of toothpaste.”

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR USING GROUNDING TECHNIQUES:
—  ��Practice regularly: Like any skill, grounding techniques become more effective 

with practice. Practice the 5-4-3-2-1 method regularly, even when you’re not 
feeling anxious, so that it becomes a readily available tool when you need it.

—  ��Adapt to your environment: You can adapt the 5-4-3-2-1 method to any 
environment. If you’re in a crowded or noisy place, you can focus on internal 
sensations like your breath or the feeling of your feet on the ground.

—  ��Combine with other techniques: Grounding techniques can be effectively 
combined with other anxiety management strategies, such as deep  
breathing or positive self-talk.



—  ��Use as needed: Use grounding techniques whenever you feel your anxiety 
escalating or when you need to bring yourself back to the present moment.

—  ��Focus on detail: The more detail you can bring to each sensory observation,  
the more effective the technique will be.

By regularly practicing and utilizing grounding techniques like the 5-4-3-2-1 
method, you can develop a powerful tool for managing immediate anxiety 
and regaining a sense of control in stressful or overwhelming situations, such  
as preparing for and taking the NCBTMB exam.

BEHAVIORAL STRATEGIES:
• �Systematic Desensitization: This technique involves gradually exposing oneself to 

anxiety-provoking situations in a controlled and hierarchical manner. The process 
begins with creating a fear hierarchy, a list of situations related to the feared 
object or event ranked from least to most anxiety-provoking. You then learn 
relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing or progressive muscle relaxation. 
Once you’re comfortable with relaxation, you begin to systematically expose 
yourself to each item on the hierarchy, starting with the least anxiety-provoking. 
You imagine or experience the situation while simultaneously practicing 
relaxation techniques. The goal is to gradually desensitize yourself to the feared 
situations, reducing the anxiety associated with them. This could involve:

—  ��Starting with reviewing individual concepts or small sections of the material.

—  ��Moving to answering practice questions on specific topics.

—  ��Progressing to untimed practice tests covering larger sections of the material.

—  ��Finally, working up to full-length, timed practice tests that simulate the actual 
exam environment.

• �Time Management and Study Strategies: Effective preparation is a crucial factor 
in reducing test anxiety. This involves developing solid study habits, creating a 
realistic study schedule, and avoiding cramming. Effective study habits include:

—  ��Spaced repetition: Reviewing material at increasing intervals to enhance 
long-term retention.

—  ��Active recall: Testing yourself on the material rather than passively rereading it.

—  ��Interleaving: Mixing up different topics during study sessions to improve 
discrimination and understanding.

—  ��Breaking down the material: Dividing the large amount of information into 
smaller, more manageable chunks. Creating a realistic study schedule 
involves allocating specific time slots for studying, taking regular breaks, and 
ensuring adequate time for rest. Avoiding cramming, which often leads to 
increased stress and poor retention, is essential. Starting your preparation 
early and consistently reviewing the material over time is far more effective.
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• �Practice Exams and Simulations: Utilizing practice exams and simulations is 
invaluable preparation for exams. These tools serve several important purposes:

—  ��Familiarization with the format: Practice exams allow you to become 
comfortable with the question types, the interface, and the overall structure 
of the exam.

—  ��Identification of weak areas: By analyzing your performance on practice 
exams, you can identify areas where you need to focus your study efforts.

—  ��Reduction of anxiety related to the unknown: By simulating the exam 
environment, practice exams can help to reduce anxiety associated with 
the unfamiliarity of the testing situation.

—  ��Building confidence: Consistent practice and improvement on practice 
exams can boost your confidence and reduce test anxiety. It is important to 
treat practice tests as seriously as possible, simulating real exam conditions 
including time limits, to get the most benefit from the practice.

2.2 	 Promoting Well-Being For Optimal Performance
Addressing lifestyle factors and incorporating effective stress management techniques 
are crucial for optimizing both physical and mental health, which directly impacts the 
ability to manage test anxiety and perform well.

�Lifestyle Factors
• �Sleep Hygiene: Sufficient sleep is essential for optimal cognitive function, mood 

regulation, and physical health. Sleep deprivation can exacerbate anxiety, impair 
memory and concentration, and weaken the immune system. Establishing good 
sleep hygiene involves:

— � �Regular sleep schedule: Going to bed and waking up at the same time 
each day, even on weekends, helps regulate the body’s natural sleep-
wake cycle (circadian rhythm).

— � �Conducive sleep environment: Creating a dark, quiet, and cool bedroom 
promotes better sleep. This includes minimizing noise and light, using 
comfortable bedding, and maintaining a comfortable temperature.

— � �Relaxing bedtime routine: Establishing a relaxing routine before bed,  
such as taking a warm bath, reading a book, or listening to calming music, 
can help prepare your mind and body for sleep.

— � �Avoiding stimulants before bed: Avoid caffeine, alcohol, and nicotine  
close to bedtime, as these substances can interfere with sleep.

— � �Limiting screen time before bed: The blue light emitted from electronic devices 
can interfere with melatonin production, a hormone that regulates sleep. 
Avoid using phones, tablets, and computers in the hour or two before bed.
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— � �Nutrition and Hydration: The food and fluids you consume have a 
profound impact on your mood, energy levels, and cognitive function. 
Proper nutrition and hydration are crucial for managing stress and 
optimizing performance.

a. �Balanced diet: Eating a balanced diet rich in fruits, vegetables,  
whole grains, and lean protein provides the nutrients your brain  
and body need to function optimally.

b. �Limiting processed foods: Processed foods, sugary drinks, and 
excessive caffeine can lead to energy crashes, mood swings,  
and increased anxiety.

c. �Staying hydrated: Dehydration can lead to fatigue, headaches,  
and impaired cognitive function. Drinking plenty of water throughout 
the day is essential.

— ��Regular Exercise: Physical activity is a powerful stress reliever and has 
numerous benefits for overall well-being. Exercise releases endorphins, 
which have mood-boosting effects, and can help to reduce muscle  
tension and improve sleep quality.

a. �Finding enjoyable activities: Choose activities you enjoy,  
whether it’s walking, running, swimming, yoga, or dancing.

b. �Aiming for regular exercise: Aim for at least 30 minutes of  
moderate-intensity exercise most days of the week.

c. �Incorporating movement into daily life: Even small amounts of 
movement, such as taking the stairs or going for a short walk  
during lunch breaks, can make a difference.

Stress Management Techniques
• �Mindfulness and Meditation: Regular mindfulness practices, such as mindful 

breathing or body scan meditation, can help to reduce stress, improve focus, 
and enhance self-awareness. Even short daily sessions can make a significant 
difference.

• �Establish clear boundaries between work and personal life to prevent burnout, 
including setting specific work hours, taking regular breaks throughout the day, 
and avoiding overbooking clients.

• �Specific Strategies for Between Clients:

— � �Short breaks: Even a few minutes of rest between clients can make a  
big difference.

— � Deep breathing exercises: A quick way to calm the nervous system.

— � Stretching: Gentle stretches can release muscle tension.
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Time Management and Organization 

Effective time management and organization skills are essential tools for anyone facing 
the rigors of academic assessment. By implementing strategies for effective time 
management, students can prioritize their tasks, set achievable goals, and allocate 
sufficient time for each subject or assignment. This proactive approach allows them to 
break down their study material into manageable sections and creates a structured 
study plan that reduces last- minute cramming.

Additionally, being organized helps maintain a clear overview of deadlines and 
responsibilities, which in turn minimizes feelings of overwhelm and stress. When students 
have a well-organized schedule, they can better track their progress and identify areas 
that require more attention, thus fostering a sense of control over their studies. Overall, 
adopting effective time management and organization techniques not only aids in 
exam preparation but also contributes to a more balanced and less stressful academic 
experience overall.

Time Management Optimization
• �Creating a study schedule: Develop a realistic study schedule that allocates 

specific time slots for studying, breaks, and other activities.

• �Prioritizing tasks: Identify the most important tasks and focus on completing them first.

• �Breaking down large tasks: Divide large tasks into smaller, more manageable steps.

• �Using organizational tools: Utilize tools such as calendars, to-do lists, and study 
planners to stay organized.

Social Support 
Building a strong support network is essential for maintaining emotional well- being, 
especially in the face of life’s challenges. This network can include friends, family 
members, and fellow students, each contributing in unique ways to your emotional health.

Friends can offer companionship, laughter, and shared experiences, which help lighten 
the burdens of daily stress. Family provides a sense of stability and unconditional 
love, often serving as a safe haven during difficult times. Fellow students can share in 
specific challenges and triumphs related to academics, offering encouragement and 
understanding that comes from similar experiences.

Moreover, sharing your experiences and feelings with others significantly reduces feelings 
of isolation and loneliness. When you open up about your struggles, you not only lighten 
your emotional load but also invite empathy and support from those around you. This 
reciprocal relationship can foster resilience, as it encourages vulnerability and connection. 
Additionally, engaging in conversations about your feelings can lead to new perspectives 
and solutions to problems you may be facing, further alleviating stress and anxiety. In 
essence, a robust support network not only enhances your emotional health but also 
cultivates a profound sense of belonging and community, vital for overall well-being.



Seeking Professional Support: If anxiety is significantly impacting your daily life, 
your exam preparation, or your overall well-being, seeking professional help from a 
therapist or counselor is highly recommended. A therapist can provide evidence-based 
therapies, such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) or Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT), to help you manage your anxiety and develop effective coping 
strategies. They can also help you identify and address any underlying issues that may 
be contributing to your anxiety. Seeking professional support is a sign of strength and 
can be an invaluable step in managing anxiety and achieving your goals.

2.2.1	 Creating a Personalized Action Plan:
Managing performance anxiety, particularly in the context of high-stakes exams, is not 
a one-size-fits-all endeavor. It requires a personalized approach that acknowledges 
individual needs, preferences, and challenges. By understanding the physiological 
underpinnings of anxiety and utilizing the comprehensive toolkit of strategies outlined 
in this chapter, candidates can develop a tailored action plan to effectively manage 
their anxiety, optimize their preparation, and unlock their full potential. This involves 
a thoughtful review of key techniques, careful selection of those that resonate most, 
consistent practice, and ongoing monitoring and adjustment. Integrating physical 
well-being through proper nutrition, hydration, and regular exercise further strengthens 
this foundation. Finally, recognizing the importance of social support and seeking 
professional guidance when needed ensures a holistic and robust approach to 
conquering test anxiety and achieving exam success.

Personalized Action Plan Example:
Name: [Your Name] 

Target Exam: NCBTMB

Identified Anxiety Triggers: Feeling overwhelmed by the volume of material,  
fear of blanking out during the exam, and comparing myself to other students.

CHOSEN STRATEGIES:
—  ��Cognitive Restructuring: I will keep a thought record for one week to identify  

my negative automatic thoughts related to the exam. I will then challenge these 
thoughts using evidence and replace them with more balanced and realistic ones.

EXAMPLE: NAT: “I’ll never remember all the muscles.” Replacement: “I’ve been 
studying consistently, and I can review the trickier ones closer to the exam.”

—  ��Deep Breathing (Diaphragmatic Breathing): I will practice diaphragmatic 
breathing for 5 minutes twice a day, once in the morning and once before bed.  
I will also use it briefly before starting each study session.
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—  ��Positive Self-Talk: I will list five positive affirmations related to my abilities and 
preparation and repeat them to myself daily, especially before and after studying. 

EXAMPLE: “I am capable of mastering this material,” “I am dedicated to my 
success,” “I am prepared to perform my best.”

—  ��Time Management: I will create a detailed study schedule that breaks down the 
material into manageable chunks and allocates specific time slots for each topic. I 
will schedule regular breaks and ensure I get adequate sleep.

—  ��Practice Exams: For the final month before the exam, I will take one full-length, timed 
practice exam each week. I will analyze my results to identify weak areas and adjust 
my study plan accordingly.

—  ��Mindfulness Meditation: I will practice a 10-minute body scan meditation three times 
a week to improve my present-moment awareness and reduce overall stress.

SCHEDULE:
—  ��Daily: Deep breathing (2x5 minutes), positive self-talk, review study schedule.

—  ��3 times per week: Mindfulness meditation (10 minutes).

—  ��Weekly: Review of thought record and cognitive restructuring exercises, one  
full-length practice exam (final month).

—  ��Throughout study sessions: Implement active recall and spaced repetition techniques.

MONITORING AND ADJUSTMENT:
—  ��I will review my thought record and study schedule weekly to assess my progress and 

make any necessary adjustments.

—  ��I will track my scores on practice exams to monitor my learning and identify areas 
that require further attention.

—  ��I will be open to experimenting with other techniques from the chapter if needed 
and will consult with a therapist or counselor if my anxiety becomes overwhelming.

THIS IS JUST AN EXAMPLE; your personalized action plan should be tailored to your 
specific needs and preferences. Regularly reviewing and adapting your plan will 
ensure it remains effective and supports you in achieving your exam goals.



Preparing for a high stakes exam requires not only mastering a significant body of knowledge 
but also strategically tailoring study methods to maximize efficiency and retention within the 
constraints of adult life. This section explores several strategies that can be used to prepare. 
We will delve into active learning techniques that move beyond passive rereading, explore 
effective memory aids to enhance recall, emphasize the importance of consistent practice 
under simulated exam conditions, and highlight the psychological benefits of focusing on 
existing strengths to build momentum and confidence. These approaches aim to transform 
the learning experience from a potentially overwhelming task into a manageable and 
empowering process, optimizing both learning and performance.

Active reading and note-taking methods
Passive rereading of textbooks is rarely effective for long-term retention of information, 
as it often leads to superficial processing of the material. In contrast, active reading 
involves engaging with the text more dynamically, prompting the learner to think 
critically, ask questions, and make connections to prior knowledge. This method can 
include annotating the text, summarizing key points, and discussing ideas with others, 
which fosters deeper understanding and retention. Therefore, to enhance learning 
outcomes, it is essential for students to adopt active reading strategies that facilitate 
greater interaction with the content they are studying. This involves strategies such as:

• �Previewing: Skimming the text before reading it in detail to get an overview of  
the content.

• �Questioning: Formulating questions about the material before, during, and  
after reading.

• �Annotating: Highlighting key concepts, writing notes in the margins, and 
summarizing key points.

• �Summarizing: Putting the information into your own words, either verbally or  
in writing.

Note-taking should also be an active process. Instead of simply transcribing the text, 
focus on summarizing key concepts, creating diagrams, and making connections 
between different ideas. Methods like the Cornell Note-Taking System, which divides  
the page into sections for notes, cues, and summaries, can be highly effective.

Study techniques3
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Memory aids: mnemonics, flashcards, and mind maps: Memory aids are powerful tools 
for enhancing recall, especially for large amounts of information like those encountered 
in the NCBTMB exam.

• �Mnemonics: These are memory devices that help you remember information 
through rhymes, acronyms, or other memorable associations. For example, to 
remember the cranial nerves (Olfactory, Optic, Oculomotor, Trochlear,  Trigeminal, 
Abducens, Facial, Vestibulocochlear,  Accessory, Glossopharyngeal, Vagus and  
Hypoglossa), you might use a mnemonic like “Oh, Oh, Oh, To Touch And Feel Very 
Good Velvet, Such Heaven.”

• �Flashcards: These are excellent for memorizing definitions, terms, and anatomical 
structures. Use them actively by testing yourself regularly, rather than simply 
rereading them. Spaced repetition software, like Anki, can further enhance  
the effectiveness of flashcards by scheduling reviews at increasing intervals.

• �Mind maps: These visual diagrams can help you organize and connect different 
concepts. Start with a central idea and branch out with related concepts, creating a 
visual representation of the information. This can be particularly helpful for understanding 
complex relationships between different body systems or massage techniques.

CUES NOTES

Child Development September 13, 2011

Piaget Child Development—20th Century Theorists
– Jean Piaget

– Swiss psychologist, influential in education
– first developed theories in 1920s-30s
– 4 major stages of cognitive dev.

– �sensorimotor (0-2)—infants explore world through motion & 5 senses
– self-centered perspective
– �need to learn that envrionment still exists even when they can’t see  

people/objects (for ex., playing peek-a-boo)
– �preoperational (2-7)—kids use “magical” thinking, often not logical 

– less self-centered
– poor sense of time
– �can think about people/objects that are not physically present

– concrete operations (7-12)—kids begin to think logically 
– thinking is very concrete
– improved understanding of physical world

– �formal operations (12-adulthood)—logical thinking develops further
– can understand & Test abstract ideas
– more concerned about the future, hypothetical possibilities

cognitive development

sensorimotor

preoperational

concrete operations

formal operations

concrete thinking

abstract thinking

SUMMARY

Piaget believed children go through four stages of cognitive development—sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete 
operations, and formal operations. Gradually they progress from having a very limited understanding of the world  
(infants and young children), to being more logical (older kids), to being able to think abstractly (preteens and teens).
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Practice Makes Perfect
To excel on examinations, students must recognize that the journey to proficiency 
involves much more than just occasional studying. It requires a dedicated, ongoing 
effort that reinforces knowledge and builds confidence.

One effective approach to preparation is simulating real exam conditions. By creating 
an environment that mimics the actual testing scenario—complete with timed sections, 
appropriate materials, and minimal distractions—students can significantly reduce their 
anxiety levels. This deliberate practice not only helps familiarize them with the exam 
structure and content but also enhances their ability to perform under pressure.

Furthermore, engaging in consistent practice allows individuals to identify their strengths 
and weaknesses, giving them the opportunity to focus their efforts where they are most 
needed. By continually refining their skills and knowledge through repeated exercises, 
students can enter the NCBTMB Board Certification exam with a sense of readiness and 
assurance that will ultimately lead to improved performance.

Simulating test conditions at home
Creating an effective study space is essential for anyone preparing for an exam. To 
optimize your study environment, aim to create a dedicated study space that closely 
mimics the actual exam setting. Here are some practical steps you can take:

1. �Minimize Distractions: Choose a quiet area free from distractions such as noise, 
visual clutter, and interruptions from electronic devices. Consider using noise-
cancelling headphones or soft background music to help maintain focus.

2. �Set a Timer: Use a timer while studying to simulate the time constraints of the 
exam. This practice can help you gauge how quickly you can work through 
questions and reinforce the importance of pacing yourself.

3. �Avoid Study Aids: Resist the temptation to use study aids during mock exams.  
This includes notes, textbooks, or online resources. The goal is to replicate the 
exam experience as closely as possible, which means relying solely on what  
you have learned and retained.

Establishing this environment will not only enhance your preparation but also help you 
adjust to the pressure associated with taking an exam.
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3.1 	 The Value Of Timed Practice Exams

Timed practice exams are invaluable tools for exam preparation for several reasons: 
they provide students with the opportunity to practice material in a simulated testing 
environment, helping to reduce anxiety and increase confidence for the actual 
exam. By adhering to the time constraints typical of real examinations, students can 
enhance their time management skills, ensuring they are able to allocate their attention 
effectively during the exam. Additionally, these practice exams allow for self-assessment, 
where students can identify strengths and weaknesses in their knowledge and skills, 
leading to a more targeted and effective study approach. Overall, the experience 
gained from timed practice exams contributes significantly to improved performance 
and readiness on exam day.

1. �Familiarization: They provide a hands-on opportunity to familiarize yourself with 
the exam format, question types, and pacing. Understanding what to expect 
can help reduce surprises on test day.

2. �Performance Assessment: By taking timed mock exams, you can realistically 
assess your current knowledge and identify areas that may require additional 
focus. This analysis is crucial for effective studying and understanding your 
strengths and weaknesses.

3. �Anxiety Management: Simulating the exam experience through timed mock 
exams helps desensitize you to the stress of the actual test. By repeatedly 
exposing yourself to the exam environment, you can practice managing your 
anxiety, which will make you more composed on test day.

4. �Pacing Practice: Finally, these exams enable you to develop effective pacing 
strategies. You can learn how to allocate time to different sections of the exam, 
ensuring that you can complete all questions without feeling rushed.

Creating a well-organized study environment is crucial for effective learning and 
retention of information. Additionally, the strategic use of timed mock exams can play 
a significant role in your preparation process. By simulating the exam experience, these 
mock exams help familiarize you with the format and timing of the actual test, allowing 
you to manage your time more effectively. Together, these strategies will significantly 
enhance your readiness for the exam. Ultimately, this preparation will empower you to 
approach the exam with greater confidence and a more positive mindset, increasing 
your chances of achieving the results you desire.

Focusing on Strengths
While addressing weak areas is essential for personal and professional growth, it is 
equally important to focus on your strengths. Emphasizing your strengths not only serves 
as a powerful motivator but also significantly boosts your confidence. Recognizing and 
celebrating what you excel at can create a positive mindset, making it easier to tackle 
challenges and improve in other areas.
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Recognizing areas of confidence to build momentum
Identifying the topics or concepts you feel most confident about is a crucial first step 
in effective exam preparation. By starting your study sessions with these familiar areas, 
you can quickly build momentum and create a sense of accomplishment, which can 
significantly enhance your motivation. This initial focus on what you know well serves as  
a powerful form of positive reinforcement, making it easier to approach and engage 
with more challenging material later on.

Additionally, incorporating your strengths into your daily routines can enhance 
your productivity and overall performance. For instance, if you have excellent 
communication skills, utilizing them in team settings can foster collaboration and create 
opportunities for shared success. This not only helps you in your current role but can also 
position you for new opportunities and career advancements.

It’s important to remember that while improving weaknesses can lead to growth, 
neglecting strengths may reduce one’s sense of purpose and motivation. Therefore,  
by actively seeking ways to highlight and utilize one’s strengths, one ensures that one  
is continuously engaged and fulfilled in one’s pursuits.

Cultivating a positive mindset while studying can lead to a reduction in anxiety levels. 
When you engage with material that you are already comfortable with, it alleviates 
some of the stress typically associated with studying for exams. This reduction in anxiety 
can enhance your overall performance, as you are likely to feel more in control and 
prepared when faced with exam challenges. Overall, the combination of reinforcing 
your strengths and maintaining a positive outlook can significantly improve both your 
study experience and examination outcomes.



This section delves into the power of positive self-talk, the importance of celebrating small 
wins, and the common phenomenon of imposter syndrome, exploring how recognizing 
and addressing these aspects can significantly impact test anxiety and enhance overall 
performance. By learning to manage your inner dialogue, acknowledge your progress, and 
recognize your true capabilities, you can create a supportive internal environment that fosters 
confidence, reduces stress, and empowers you to achieve your full potential on exam day.

Positive Self-Talk
The internal dialogue we engage in, the constant stream of thoughts running through our 
minds, has a profound impact on our emotions, behaviors, and overall well-being.1 Positive 
self-talk is the practice of consciously cultivating a supportive, encouraging, and realistic 
inner voice. It involves replacing negative, self-critical, and pessimistic thoughts with positive, 
affirming, and constructive ones.2 This isn’t about denying reality or engaging in blind optimism; 
it’s about fostering a balanced perspective that acknowledges challenges while emphasizing 
strengths, resilience, and the potential for growth. In the context of preparing for a demanding 
exam , positive self- talk can be a powerful tool for managing anxiety, boosting confidence, 
and enhancing performance.3

Affirmations and combating negative thinking: Negative thinking often manifests as 
automatic negative thoughts (NATs), which are spontaneous, involuntary thoughts that 
pop into our minds, often triggered by specific situations or stressors. These thoughts are 
frequently distorted, exaggerated, and self- defeating, fueling feelings of anxiety, self-
doubt, and low self-esteem. Positive affirmations are statements that affirm our abilities, 
qualities, and potential for success. They are phrased in the present tense, as if they are 
already true, and are personal and specific to the individual. By consciously repeating 
positive affirmations, we can challenge and counteract negative thinking patterns.

Identifying Negative Thinking Patterns: The first step in combating negative thinking is 
to become aware of your own negative thought patterns. This involves paying attention 
to your inner dialogue and identifying the recurring themes and patterns of negativity. 
Common negative thinking patterns include:

• �Catastrophizing: Exaggerating the potential negative consequences of a situation 
(e.g., “If I fail this exam, my life is over”).

• �All-or-nothing thinking: Seeing things in black-and-white terms, with no middle 
ground (e.g., “If I don’t get a perfect score, I’m a failure”).

• �Mental filtering: Focusing only on negative details while ignoring positive ones  
(e.g., dwelling on one missed practice question while ignoring the many you 
answered correctly).
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• �Personalization: Taking responsibility for events outside of one’s control (e.g., “The 
instructor gave a bad lecture, and that’s why I’m not understanding the material”).

• �Should statements: Imposing rigid rules and expectations on oneself  
(e.g., “I should be able to memorize all of this information by now”).

Crafting Effective Affirmations
Once you’ve identified your negative thinking patterns, you can begin crafting effective 
affirmations, which are positive statements designed to counteract these negative 
thoughts and cultivate a more supportive inner dialogue.

The key to crafting impactful affirmations lies in their construction. The following elements 
are important:

• �Present tense: Phrasing them as if they are already true reinforces their impact 
(e.g., “I am confident in my abilities,” not “I will be confident”).

• �Personal: Using “I” statements makes them more personal and impactful (e.g., “I 
am capable,” not “You are capable”).

• �Specific: Focusing on specific skills or qualities rather than general statements 
makes them more believable and effective (e.g., “I am effectively applying the 
techniques I’ve learned in my practice sessions,” not “I am a good student”).

• �Realistic: Choose affirmations that you genuinely believe or can at least aspire to 
believe. Beginning with more moderate affirmations can be more effective than 
jumping straight to overly grandiose statements.

EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS:

—  �“I am thoroughly preparing for this exam, and I am confident in my ability to 
succeed.”

—  �“I am effectively applying the study strategies I’ve learned, and I am retaining  
the information.”

—  �“I am calm and focused during my practice sessions, and I can maintain this  
focus during the exam.”

—  �“I am capable of handling the challenges of this exam, and I am committed  
to achieving my goals.”

—  �“I am learning and growing with each study session, and I am becoming a  
more skilled massage therapist.”

Reframing mistakes as learning opportunities
A crucial aspect of positive self-talk is reframing mistakes and setbacks. Instead of 
viewing mistakes as evidence of failure or incompetence, view them as valuable 
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feedback that can help you improve. This involves shifting your perspective from a  
fixed mindset (believing that abilities are static) to a growth mindset (believing that 
abilities can be developed through effort and learning).

From Fixed to Growth Mindset
The concept of mindset, as popularized by Carol Dweck, refers to the underlying beliefs 
we hold about our abilities and intelligence. A fixed mindset assumes that our talents and 
intelligence are static traits, essentially fixed at birth. Individuals with a fixed mindset tend 
to avoid challenges for fear of failure, which they perceive as a reflection of their inherent 
limitations. They also tend to give up easily when faced with obstacles, believing that their lack 
of success proves their lack of ability. In contrast, a growth mindset believes that our skills and 
intelligence can be developed through effort, learning, and perseverance. Individuals with 
a growth mindset embrace challenges as opportunities for growth, persist through setbacks, 
and view effort as the path to mastery. This fundamental difference in perspective profoundly 
impacts how we approach learning, challenges, and setbacks, particularly in high-pressure 
situations like exam preparation.

When you make a mistake, the difference between a fixed and growth mindset becomes 
particularly apparent. A fixed mindset might lead to self-defeating thoughts like, “I’m so stupid; 
I’ll never get this.” This type of thinking reinforces the belief that your abilities are fixed and that 
mistakes are evidence of inherent inadequacy. This can lead to shame, discouragement, and 
a reluctance to continue trying.

Conversely, a growth mindset encourages a more constructive response. Instead of self-
criticism, a growth-oriented approach would be, “That’s interesting; I made a mistake there.  
Let me review that concept again and see what I can learn from it.” This shift in perspective 
allows you to extract valuable lessons from your mistakes, viewing them as opportunities for 
learning and improvement rather than reflections of your inherent limitations.

This shift in perspective from fixed to growth is crucial for effective learning and managing test 
anxiety. Adopting a growth mindset allows you to view challenges as opportunities for growth, 
setbacks as learning experiences, and effort as the path to mastery. This will enable you to 
approach your studies with greater resilience, persistence, and a more positive attitude. Instead 
of being discouraged by mistakes, you become curious about them, seeking to understand 
where you went wrong and how to improve. This fosters a continuous cycle of learning and 
development, ultimately leading to greater confidence and success, not just on the NCBTMB 
exam but in all areas of life.



Focusing on Effort and Process
Rather than concentrating exclusively on the final results, such as achieving a perfect score 
on your practice exam, it is more beneficial to direct your attention towards the efforts and 
strategies you implement throughout your preparation process. For example, consider the 
amount of time you dedicate to studying, the various techniques and methods you adopt 
to retain information, and the noticeable progress you achieve over time. By adopting this 
perspective, you can effectively shift your mindset from seeking validation through external 
metrics to fostering a sense of internal motivation. This internal drive encourages self-
improvement and personal growth, allowing you to celebrate the journey of learning itself 
rather than just the endpoint. Ultimately, embracing the process as an integral part of your 
educational experience leads to a healthier and more sustainable approach to your studies.

Celebrating Small Wins
Recognizing and celebrating small wins is a powerful way to build momentum, boost 
motivation, and reinforce positive behaviors.4 It’s about acknowledging and appreciating your 
progress, no matter how small it may seem. This practice can be especially helpful during long 
and challenging journeys, such as preparing for the NCBTMB Board Certification exam.

Tracking progress and rewarding milestones
Tracking your progress provides tangible evidence of your efforts and accomplishments. 
This can be done in various ways, such as keeping a study journal, marking off 
completed chapters or topics on a study schedule, or tracking your scores on practice 
quizzes and exams. Once you’ve reached a milestone, reward yourself in a way that is 
meaningful to you.

EXAMPLES OF SMALL WINS AND REWARDS:

Small Win: Completing a challenging chapter on anatomy and physiology. 
Reward: Taking a relaxing bath or listening to your favorite music.

Small Win: Achieving a higher score on a practice quiz.
Reward: Going out for a healthy meal or spending time with friends.

Small Win: Sticking to your study schedule for an entire week.
Reward: Taking a day off from studying to relax and recharge.

The Importance of Intrinsic Rewards: While external rewards can be motivating, it’s 
important to also cultivate intrinsic rewards, which come from within. This involves 
finding satisfaction and enjoyment in the learning process itself. When you focus on the 
intrinsic rewards of learning, such as the feeling of gaining new knowledge and skills, you 
become less reliant on external validation and more motivated to continue learning.
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Overcoming Imposter Syndrome
Imposter syndrome is a complex psychological phenomenon characterized by 
persistent feelings of self-doubt and insecurity regarding one’s accomplishments. 
Individuals experiencing this syndrome often struggle to accept their successes, 
attributing their achievements to factors such as luck, timing, or the assistance of others, 
rather than recognizing their own skills and hard work. This internal struggle can create 
a significant fear of being exposed as a “fraud” or a failure, despite clear evidence 
validating their competence and achievements.

Addressing and overcoming imposter syndrome often requires a combination of self-
reflection, therapy, and supportive relationships to help individuals reassess their self-
perception and embrace their true capabilities.

Recognizing your accomplishments and abilities 
The first step in overcoming imposter syndrome is to recognize and acknowledge 
your accomplishments and abilities. This involves taking the time to reflect on your 
past achievements, whether they are big or small. Consider the challenges you have 
faced and the skills you have developed along the way. It’s important to celebrate 
these successes and understand that they are a result of your hard work and talent. By 
shifting your focus from self-doubt to a recognition of your strengths, you can begin to 
build a more positive self-image and counteract the feelings of inadequacy that often 
accompany imposter syndrome. Practicing self-affirmation and seeking feedback from 
others can further reinforce this recognition, allowing you to internalize your value and 
capabilities more effectively. This involves:

• �Keeping a record of your achievements: Create a list of all your accomplishments, 
both big and small, related to your studies, your personal life, and your professional 
experiences. This can serve as a tangible reminder of your capabilities.

• �Focusing on evidence: When you experience self-doubt, actively look for evidence 
that contradicts those negative thoughts. Remind yourself of the hard work you’ve 
put in, the progress you’ve made, and the positive feedback you’ve received.

• �Separating feelings from facts: Recognize that feelings of self-doubt are not 
necessarily accurate reflections of reality. Just because you feel like a fraud 
doesn’t mean you are one.

• �Challenging negative self-talk: Use the techniques of cognitive restructuring to 
challenge and reframe negative thoughts associated with imposter syndrome.

Strategies for Overcoming Imposter Syndrome:
• �Talk about your feelings: Sharing your feelings of self-doubt with trusted friends, 

family members, mentors, or a therapist can be incredibly helpful. Often, you’ll find 
that others have experienced similar feelings.
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• �Focus on your growth: Shift your focus from achieving perfection to focusing on  
the process of learning and growth. Celebrate your progress and acknowledge 
the effort you’ve put in.

• �Accept compliments: When someone compliments you on your abilities or 
accomplishments, accept it graciously. Resist the urge to dismiss it or attribute  
it to luck.

• �Develop self-compassion: Treat yourself with the same kindness and understanding 
that you would offer a friend who was experiencing self-doubt.

• �Seek professional help: If imposter syndrome is significantly impacting your life or 
causing you significant distress, consider seeking professional help from a therapist 
or counselor.

Understanding the Dunning-Kruger Effect
The Dunning-Kruger effect is a well-documented psychological phenomenon that 
occurs when people with limited knowledge or experience in a particular skill or domain 
tend to overestimate their competence and ability. They are often unaware of the 
extent of their own ignorance, which leads them to possess an inflated sense of self-
confidence regarding their skills. This effect can sometimes create a false sense of 
security that may hinder their learning and development.

Recognizing and understanding the Dunning-Kruger effect is essential for both personal 
development and improving interpersonal dynamics. It serves as a useful tool in 
combating the challenges of overconfidence and self-doubt. For example, if you find 
yourself feeling overly confident about your exam preparation—perhaps believing that 
you’ve mastered the material—it’s wise to seek feedback from peers, instructors, or 
mentors. Engaging in practice exams can also provide a more accurate assessment of 
your knowledge and readiness, allowing you to identify any gaps in your understanding.

On the other hand, if you’re grappling with excessive self-doubt despite strong 
qualifications, it’s essential to remember that even the most competent individuals 
often underestimate their abilities. They may struggle to recognize and celebrate their 
successes. In these moments, it can be beneficial to reflect on past achievements and 
seek affirmation from trusted sources. Acknowledging and addressing these feelings can 
help restore confidence and improve performance in the face of challenges. Overall, 
understanding the dynamics of the Dunning-Kruger effect equips individuals with the 
insight needed to navigate their learning journey more effectively.



Connecting Imposter Syndrome, the Dunning-Kruger Effect, and Test Anxiety
Both Imposter Syndrome and the Dunning-Kruger effect can contribute to test 
anxiety in different ways. Imposter Syndrome fuels anxiety by creating a constant 
fear of being exposed as a fraud, leading to intense pressure to perform perfectly. 
The Dunning-Kruger effect, while seemingly the opposite problem, can also lead to 
anxiety if individuals overestimate their abilities and then experience a shock when 
they encounter challenging material or perform poorly on practice tests. Recognizing 
these cognitive biases is crucial for managing test anxiety effectively. If you recognize 
symptoms of Imposter Syndrome, focus on acknowledging your accomplishments, 
separating feelings from facts, and challenging negative self-talk. If you suspect you 
might be experiencing the Dunning-Kruger effect, seek feedback from trusted sources 
and take practice tests to get a more objective assessment of your knowledge.

By actively engaging in positive self-talk, you can reshape the way you perceive yourself and 
your capabilities. This practice involves not only encouraging yourself but also challenging 
any negative thoughts that may arise. Furthermore, rethinking your mistakes is crucial; rather 
than viewing them as failures, consider them valuable learning opportunities that contribute 
to your growth and development. Embracing a mindset that celebrates small wins is equally 
important. Recognizing and rewarding even the tiniest achievements can significantly boost 
your motivation and reinforce positive behaviors.

Additionally, addressing feelings of imposter syndrome is vital to cultivating self-confidence. 
Many individuals struggle with the fear of being exposed as a fraud, but by acknowledging 
these feelings and understanding that they are common, you can begin to overcome them. 
Combining these strategies fosters a more positive and empowering mindset that reduces 
anxiety and enhances your confidence, potentially improving exam performance.

However, it is essential to recognize that these strategies are not just temporary fixes. They 
require ongoing practice and self-awareness to become ingrained in your daily life. Consistent 
effort in applying these techniques will yield significant rewards. Over time, you will cultivate 
a greater sense of self- efficacy, which empowers you to take on challenges more readily. 
The anxiety reduction that comes with these practices leads to an improved ability to face 
difficulties head-on, fostering greater confidence and resilience in any situation you encounter, 
particularly in moments of high pressure like exam scenarios.
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The culmination of all your hard work, diligent study, and dedicated preparation arrives on test 
day. This is the moment to showcase the knowledge and skills you’ve acquired. However, even 
the most prepared individuals can experience anxiety on exam day, which can negatively 
impact their performance.

Therefore, having a well-defined plan for how to approach the day itself is crucial. This plan 
should encompass not only academic strategies for tackling the exam content but also 
practical strategies for managing stress and maintaining focus. A comprehensive test day 
strategy involves strategic preparation the night before, focusing on practical logistics and 
promoting restful sleep; effective time management during the test, ensuring you allocate your 
time wisely and prioritize questions strategically; and, perhaps most importantly, having a toolkit 
of techniques for staying calm under pressure, enabling you to manage anxiety effectively and 
prevent it from derailing your performance. By implementing these strategies, you empower 
yourself to approach the exam with confidence, clarity, and a greater sense of control, 
maximizing your chances of success.

Preparing the Night Before
The night before the exam is not just an ordinary evening; it plays a crucial role in determining 
how calm and focused you will be on test day. To ensure that you are fully prepared, it’s 
essential to engage in careful planning and preparation.

Pack for the exam gathering all necessary materials and required documents. It’s important to 
double-check that everything is in order and packed in your bag the night before, so you’re 
not rushing or forgetting anything in the morning.

Plan what to eat for dinner and breakfast. Fueling your body with nutritious foods can help 
optimize your brain function and energy levels. Avoid heavy or greasy meals that might cause 
discomfort, and consider opting for balanced options that include lean proteins, whole grains, 
and plenty of fruits and vegetables. Staying hydrated is also crucial, so drink plenty of water 
throughout the evening and before your exam.

Finally, consider what activities to engage in the night before. This may include light studying or 
reviewing key concepts, but it’s important not to overwhelm yourself. Instead, focus on relaxing 
activities that help calm your mind, like reading a book, practicing mindfulness or meditation, 
or enjoying some gentle stretches. A good night’s sleep is essential, so make sure to give 
yourself enough time to rest.

By thoughtfully planning these aspects the night before, you set the stage for a successful and 
less stressful exam day, enabling you to perform at your best when it matters most.

Test Day Strategies5
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Managing Time During the Test
Effective time management is an essential skill, especially when it comes to taking exams. 
Being able to allocate your time wisely ensures that you can complete all sections of the exam 
within the allotted time limit. It allows you to pace yourself, giving ample attention to each 
question and reducing the likelihood of mistakes made in haste. Furthermore, efficient time 
management can significantly enhance your performance, enabling you to set a pace, and 
reduce anxiety. By planning your approach to the test, you can prioritize questions based on 
difficulty and importance, ensuring that you focus your efforts where they will yield the most 
benefit. Mastering time management strategies helps you finish the exam on time and plays a 
crucial role in achieving the best possible results.

Here are some suggested techniques for pacing and prioritizing questions:
• �Survey the exam: Briefly scan the entire exam to get an overview of the types  

of questions and their distribution.

• �Allocate time per question: Divide the total exam time by the number of  
questions to determine how much time you can spend on each question.

• �Prioritize easier questions: Start with the questions you feel most confident about. 
This will build momentum and allow you to accumulate points quickly.

• �Mark and return to difficult questions: If you encounter a challenging question, don’t 
spend too much time on it initially. Mark it and return to it later if you have time.

Strategies for handling challenging questions
Encountering challenging questions during an exam is an inevitable part of the testing 
experience. How you approach these difficult items can significantly impact your overall 
performance and anxiety levels. Rather than panicking or getting bogged down, having a 
strategic approach to handling these questions can help you maximize your time, maintain 
composure, and increase your chances of arriving at the correct answer.

Here are a few effective strategies for navigating challenging questions, empowering you 
to approach them with a clear mind and a systematic approach, ultimately minimizing their 
impact on your overall exam performance.

• �Read the question carefully: Ensure you understand exactly what the question is asking.

• �Eliminate obviously incorrect answers: This will increase your chances of choosing the 
correct answer.

• �Use process of elimination: If you’re unsure of the correct answer, try to eliminate 
incorrect options based on your knowledge.

• �Make an educated guess: If you’re still unsure after eliminating options, make an 
educated guess rather than leaving the question blank. There is no penalty for 
guessing on the NCBTMB.
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Staying Calm Under Pressure
It is quite normal to experience a certain degree of stress preparing for any exam, as the 
pressure to perform well can be quite intense. However, it is essential to recognize that while 
a little stress can be motivating, excessive anxiety can be detrimental to your performance. 
To navigate this challenge effectively, it is crucial to have a set of strategies in place that can 
help you manage your anxiety levels. These strategies can include techniques such as deep 
breathing exercises, time management skills, and positive self-talk, all of which can contribute 
to maintaining a calm demeanor during exams. By implementing these coping mechanisms, 
you can help ensure that anxiety does not hinder your ability to demonstrate your knowledge 
and skills effectively during the testing process.

QUICK RELAXATION TECHNIQUES DURING THE EXAM:

If you start to feel overwhelmed or anxious during the exam, you can use quick  
relaxation techniques, such as:

Deep breathing: Take a few slow, deep breaths to calm your nervous system.

What to Do If Panic Attacks During an Exam
Understanding and managing a panic attack can be crucial, especially in high-pressure 
situations like exams. Panic attacks can engender feelings of intense fear and anxiety, often 
accompanied by physical symptoms such as rapid heart rate, sweating, and shortness of 
breath. During an exam, the pressure to perform well can trigger these overwhelming feelings, 
making it difficult to concentrate and respond effectively to questions.

To navigate through this experience, it’s essential to recognize the signs of a panic attack 
early on. Implementing techniques such as focused deep breathing, grounding exercises, and 
positive self-talk can help alleviate symptoms and regain a sense of control. Moreover, being 
prepared by developing coping strategies and speaking with a mental health professional 
may provide the tools needed to face high-stress situations with confidence. Ultimately, 
understanding the nature of panic attacks and having a plan in place can significantly 
improve one’s ability to manage anxiety effectively, ensuring they can perform to the best of 
their abilities even under pressure. If you find yourself experiencing a full-blown panic attack, 
here are some detailed steps to help you regain control and focus:

1. �Acknowledge the Panic: The first step is to recognize and accept that you are indeed 
experiencing a panic attack. Remind yourself that this is a temporary state and that it 
will eventually pass. Accepting the situation can alleviate some of the fear associated 
with the panic.

2. �Focus on Your Breathing: Breathing techniques are essential in calming a racing heart 
and an unsettled mind. Take slow, deep breaths. Inhale deeply through your nose 
for a count of four, hold your breath for another count of four, and then exhale slowly 
through your mouth for a count of four. Repeat this process until you start feeling more 
grounded and present.
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3. �Use Grounding Techniques: Grounding helps anchor you back to the present 
moment. Engage your senses by noticing your surroundings. Name five things you can 
see, four things you can touch, three things you can hear, two things you can smell, 
and one thing you can taste. This sensory focus shifts your attention away from the 
panic and grounds you in reality.

By understanding how to handle panic during exams, you empower yourself to tackle the 
situation with strategies that can help mitigate the distress and enhance your performance. 
Remember, it’s both okay and important to prioritize your mental well-being during such high-
stress moments.

By preparing the night before, managing your time effectively during the test, and having 
strategies in place to stay calm under pressure, you can significantly reduce test anxiety 
and optimize your performance. These strategies empower you to approach the exam with 
greater confidence and control, allowing you to showcase your knowledge and skills to the 
best of your ability. Preparing the night before ensures you are physically and mentally ready, 
minimizing last-minute stress and promoting restful sleep, which is crucial for cognitive function. 
Effective time management during the exam allows you to navigate the questions strategically, 
maximizing your chances of answering correctly and minimizing the risk of running out of time. 
Finally, having a repertoire of calming techniques allows you to manage anxiety effectively, 
preventing it from escalating into panic and impairing your ability to recall information or 
think clearly. This multifaceted approach transforms test day from a source of dread into an 
opportunity to demonstrate your competence and achieve your professional goals. By taking 
proactive steps to manage both the practical and psychological aspects of test day, you 
create the optimal conditions for success.



Study Resources

NCBTMB Resources Page
• Board Certification Handbook

• Exam Description and Breakdown

• Exam Prep Resources

• Board Certification Exam Checklist

Relaxation Videos:
• Diaphragmatic Breathing

• Box Breathing

• 4,7,8 Breathing

• Progressive Muscle Relaxation

• Guided Imagery
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Test Preparation Resources6

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wemm-i6XHr8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G25IR0c-Hj8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H6O0xX8jj1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ClqPtWzozXs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TWI639oEzmE
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