
 

“Which is more effective: I’m calm or I’m excited?” © 2019  David & Peggy Kehe (This page is photocopyable for 
classroom use.) 

 

 

Which is More Effective: I’m Calm or I’m Excited? 

Exercise 1: Read the article 

 
1
 Imagine that you are going to give a speech in 

front of your classmates in a half hour.  Like 
most people in this situation, you are probably 
feeling nervous, so you tell yourself to relax, to 
calm down.  Actually, saying that to yourself is 
not a good idea. 
 
2
 A researcher found that the best thing you can 

say to yourself when you are feeling nervous 
about something is to say these three words: I 
am excited. 
 
3
 This sounds ridiculously simple, but it has been 

proven to be effective in several studies. 
 
4 
This idea is counterintuitive.  It’s the opposite of 

what most people would expect or would 
consider common sense.  When someone asks, 
“How do you feel about your job interview this 
afternoon?” most people will say, “I’m really 
nervous.  I’m trying to calm down.” 
 
5
 Alison Wood Brooks, a Harvard professor, 

conducted several interesting studies about this 
phenomenon by giving participants some tasks 
that would cause most people to feel anxiety.   
 
6
 In the first one, using a karaoke machine, 113 

participants (54 men and 59 women) were 
asked to sing the popular song, “Don’t Stop 
Believin.”  She chose this because it can be 
easily sung in three different octaves. Then the 
subjects were randomly told to say that they 
were anxious or excited or calm or angry or sad, 
or they were not told to say anything. Then each 
participant sang.  A computer measured their 
pitch, rhythm and volume.  The excited subjects 
averaged 80%, the calm, angry or sad ones 
scored 69% on average compared to 53% who 
said the words, “I am anxious.”  Also, “excited” 
participants were found to be more enthusiastic 
and confident in their singing ability than the 
others. 
 
7
 In the second study, 140 subjects were asked 

to prepare a two-minute speech on the topic, 
“Why you are a good work partner.”  To add to 
their anxiety, they were told that their speech 
would be videotaped and judged by a committee 
of their peers.  Just before giving their speech, 
half of the participants were told to say, “I am 
excited!” and half were instructed to say, “I am 

calm.”  The “excited” ones were judged by 
independent evaluators as more persuasive and 
confident.  Interestingly, they spoke 29% longer 
because of their increased confidence. 
 
8
 The third study involved a math test.  To make 

the experience even more stressful for the 188 
participants, they were told that they would be 
paid according to how well they scored on the 
test.  During the test, which they took on a 
computer, a message saying, “Try to remain 
calm” would sometime flash on the screens of 
half them, while for the other half, the message 
said, “Get excited!”  Amazingly, the “get excited” 
students scored, on average, 8% higher than the 
“try to remain calm” ones.   
 
9
 There was another interesting finding from 

these studies.  Before starting the tasks (singing, 
giving the speech and taking the math test), the 
researchers attached a pulse meter to their 
finger to measure their heart rates.  The 
researchers studied their heart rates before the 
participants said their statements (or saw the 
messages on the screen) and during the tasks.  
Surprisingly, saying, “I am excited” or “I am 
calm” didn’t lower their heart rates.  In other 
words, they were still experiencing anxiety, but 
the ones who said, “I am excited” had shifted the 
anxiety into excitement. 
 
10

 Brooks explained the reason for this. Unlike 
when we feel calm, when we feel anxiety and 
excitement, our bodies are energized, and we 
become prepared for action.  For most people, it 
takes less energy for our brains to transfer this 
energy from negative anxiety to positive 
excitement than from high-energy anxiety to low-
energy calm.  In other words, it might be easier 
to shift the emotion to something positive rather 
than fight it and try to make ourselves calm. 
 
11

 When we feel anxiety, we are thinking too much 

about all the bad things that could happen, for 
example, we worry that our throat will suddenly 
become too dry to sing, or we will forget what we 
planned to say in our speech.  In those situations, we 
should focus instead on the possible opportunity, for 
example, that the audience will be impressed by our 
singing or our speech.  Brooks recommends that even 
if we don’t believe it will help, we should say, “I am 
excited” out loud three times because that will 
increase a true feeling of excitement.  
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Pre-discussion Exercise 1 

Answer True (T) or False (F) according to information in the article. 

___ 1) Most people feel anxiety before giving a speech. 

___ 2) If you say, “I am excited,” you will start to feel calm. 

___ 3) Brooks’ idea is considered counterintuitive because most people think that they should 

try to make themselves feel calm when they are nervous. 

___ 4) In the singing study, the participants chose whether to say they were anxious or excited 

or calm or angry or sad according to how they were actually feeling. 

___ 5) In the speech study, the participants were extra nervous because their teachers were 

going to judge them. 

___ 6) In the math test, the students who said, “I am excited” got higher scores. 

___ 7) The heart rates of the participants showed that they were feeling nervous even after 

saying the statements. 

___ 8) Our bodies are more energized when we feel anxious and excited than when we feel 

calm. 

___ 9) Our brains will use less energy to fight anxiety if we tell ourselves to be calm rather 

than excited. 

___ 10) It’s a waste of time to say “I am excited” if we don’t really believe it is effective. 
 

Pre-discussion Exercise 2 

Think about these discussion questions.  You don’t have to write anything. 

1. Are you feeling some kind of emotions today, for example, happy, sad, nervous, worried, 

angry, or bored today? 

2. When you feel nervous, how do you try to make yourself feel calmer? 

3. When was the last time you performed in front of other people, for example, sing, play a 

musical instrument, act in a play?  How did you feel before you started and while performing? 

4.  Think about a time when you had to give a speech.  Before giving the speech, did anyone give 

you advice about how to avoid feeling nervous? 

5. In general, on a scale of 1-10 (1 is very calm and 10 is very nervous), how much anxiety do 

you usually feel before taking tests? 

6. In general, when you experience anxiety, do you feel energized or tired? 

7. Let’s say you had to give a speech tomorrow.  What are some bad things that you imagine 

could happen to you? 

8. In general, when you feel nervous, what physical things happen to your body? 

9. Were you surprised that just saying, “I am excited” can be effective? 

10. Do you think you will try this technique in the future?  When? 
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Small-group Discussion for: Which is More Effective: I’m Calm or I’m Excited? 

Student A 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

1. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  

Are you feeling some kind of emotions today, for example, happy, sad, nervous, worried, 

angry, or bored today? 

 

4. In ¶ 6, why do you think it was important that the song was easy to sing? 

 

7. If you were going to give a speech, which of these would make you feel more nervous: being 

judged by a committee of your peers or by a committee of adults? 

 

10. What was interesting about the heart rates of the participants? 

 

13. This is a discussion question.  In general, when you feel nervous, what physical things 

happen to your body? 

 

16. Let’s check our True False answers in Pre-Discussion Exercise 1. 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you can do one of these: 

a) Talk about emotions 

• Recently, have you or a friend or relative felt any of these emotions: happy, sad, 

surprised, nervous, worried, afraid, angry, shy, bored, frustrated, in love, discouraged, 

frustrated? 

• Discuss what caused the emotions. 

 

b) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion for: Which is More Effective: I’m Calm or I’m Excited? 

Student B 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

2. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  

When you feel nervous, how do you try to make yourself feel calmer? 

 

5. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  

When was the last time you performed in front of other people, for example, sing, play a 

musical instrument, act in a play?  How did you feel before you started and while performing? 

 

8. Don’t look at the article.  Tell me about the math test study. 

 

11. This is a discussion question.  In general, when you experience anxiety, do you feel 

energized or tired? 

 

14. This is a discussion question.  Were you surprised that just saying, “I am excited” can be 

effective? 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you can do one of these: 

a) Talk about emotions 

• Recently, have you or a friend or relative felt any of these emotions: happy, sad, 

surprised, nervous, worried, afraid, angry, shy, bored, frustrated, in love, discouraged, 

frustrated? 

• Discuss what caused the emotions. 

 

b) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Small-group Discussion for: Which is More Effective: I’m Calm or I’m Excited? 

Student C 

Directions: Read these questions to your partners and respond to theirs. 

 

3. In ¶ 3, the author says, “This sounds ridiculously simple.”  Why does he think it’s ridiculously 

simple? 

 

6. This is a discussion question.  We should all answer this and ask follow-up questions.  

Think about a time when you had to give a speech.  Before giving the speech, did anyone give 

you advice about how to avoid feeling nervous? 

 

9. This is a discussion question.  In general, on a scale of 1-10 (1 is very calm and 10 is very 

nervous), how much anxiety do you usually feel before taking tests? 

 

12. This is a discussion question.  Let’s say you had to give a speech tomorrow.  What are some 

bad things that you imagine could happen to you? 

 

15. This is a discussion question.  Do you think you will try this technique in the future?  

When? 

 

16. Let’s check our True False answers in Exercise 2. 

 

Post-Discussion Discussion 

 

While you wait for other groups to finish, you can do one of these: 

a) Talk about emotions 

• Recently, have you or a friend or relative felt any of these emotions: happy, sad, 

surprised, nervous, worried, afraid, angry, shy, bored, frustrated, in love, discouraged, 

frustrated? 

• Discuss what caused the emotions. 

 

b) Think of a different topic and discuss it. 
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Writing Activities 

 

Writing Activity.  Write a reflection about the article.   Try to write a paragraph with several 

sentences.  In your reaction, your first sentence can be one of these: 

 

• I found some interesting/important information in this article. 

• After reading this, I now would like to (learn more about /read more research about /…) 

• There is some information in this article that I could apply to my life. 

• I agree / disagree with the author about something. 

• This article reminded me of (me/ my family/my friend). 

• I was surprised by something in this article. 

 

 


