
A guide to being
the parent of an
A level student



For many people, being the parent of an A level student is no more or less problematic than 
in the secondary or primary phases but it is a time of transition for young people and this can 
present new challenges. Because of this, we thought it might be useful if we assemble some of 
our thoughts based on the experiences we have accumulated over the years, about supporting 
students through the sixth form. We do not presume to offer advice to you about family life of 
course.   

Between the ages of 16 and 18, young people change from being school children to young 
adults. This is entirely normal but is experienced uniquely by each person and their family so 
there is no rule book to follow or universal strategy we can adopt. For many young people, 
coming to the College is itself an active choice - a safe but significant step on their road 
towards becoming more independent. Sixth form involves students making more significant 
and more frequent decisions: there are decisions to take about what to study at A level, what 
to aspire to afterwards and what steps they need to take to achieve these goals, whilst in the 
shorter term they can make more choices about where they go, what they do and who they are 
with.

Transitions

Introduction



Changes such as these can result in different joys and challenges for families as adjustments are 
gradually made and some old patterns fall by the wayside. Most families feel their way through 
this, trying to adjust at the right pace but it can be a bit of a ‘rollercoaster’. If freedoms come 
too quickly, students are sometimes ill-equipped to cope and equally, if their lives are too 
restricted, they don’t learn to make good decisions or benefit from making mistakes.

Another strand of transition can be identity-related. One of the attractions of the sixth form 
is that students can free themselves from the perceptions peers and teachers may have had 
of them from secondary school.  They can experiment with new aspects of their identity, 
their interests, sense of direction and what they like and dislike.  Again, this is normal. Families 
sometimes need to intervene on matters of safety or consideration for other people but 
on other matters they may need to adapt or let experiments run their course. Sometimes it 
can be helpful to find out how things are at college by contacting the personal tutor because 
these changes can be made more complex when young people present differently in different 
situations.  

There will inevitably be some frustrations along the way but it can be so exciting to watch 
someone become their future self. In fact, seeing this transition happen over and over again in 
the space of barely two years, is a key motivating factor for many college staff.



At the same time all this is happening, their studies get harder. Studying fewer subjects but 
in more depth means that parents who may have been a key source of educational support 
find it harder to maintain that role during A level programmes. Even if you are familiar with 
some of the content, the very specific nature of A level syllabuses means that it is harder to 
offer the precise advice you might wish to. What all families can do, however, is to understand 
some of the demands of studying at this level and so help students think through how they will 
accomplish all the learning they will need to do.

At Woodhouse, each subject is taught in the classroom for five hours a week, with these hours 
divided between four lessons on different days. This however, is not enough time in which 
to build the knowledge and skills necessary for high achievement.  Students are expected to 
complete a minimum of 5 hours per subject each week by working independently. Discussing 
how this will work in practice is a useful way of supporting your child. Homes vary in terms of 
space, family demands and other distractions and young people have to contribute to family life 
like everyone else. It will help everyone, and particularly the student, to establish routines. 

Procrastination is an issue for everyone but for sixth form students it can be particularly acute 
because they are often going from more highly controlled, school environments to having ‘study 
time’ built into their week. To use this time well they have to have the skills and inclination to 
just sit down and get on with it.  Most 16-year-olds don’t have this to begin with but will learn 
how to self-direct their time through having to do so. If you have concerns about this contact 
the personal tutor as there are strategies we can use to build these skills.
 
Whether their independent study takes place mainly at home or in college, having set routines 
will ensure that students spend enough time learning as well as having time to do other things. 
Good study routines mean that each day students only have to decide what to study rather 
than when. Lesson timetables are visible on Dashboard and from this you can make sure there 
is a plan for the week more generally, which could include when a student will be studying 
at home or in college. Students are not usually required to be at college outside of lesson 
and tutorial time so if home is more conducive to study they can plan to do this before or 
after college. If access to technology is difficult at home with competing demands on laptops 
or computers, it can help to draw up a rota so that everyone knows who has access when. 
Alternatively, the college library is open from 8am – 5pm every day and if a student needs a 
computer, we lend laptops for use on campus each day.  A weekly plan which is visible at home, 
can help you to gauge the level of effort and commitment from week to week.

Helping with A level subjects

Routines and planning the use of time



At A level, students have to work independently for two years so it is important that they 
are interested in what they are studying as well as where the qualification might take them.  
Occasionally, students become very stressed about their studies and one of the reasons is that 
they did not have much say over which subjects they are taking. Sometimes they have chosen 
new subjects they don’t like or courses which are irrelevant for the next steps.
 
When we can and if there is space, we try to accommodate requests for course changes, but 
the later any change occurs the more difficult it is to catch up. Before applying for a change, it 
is important that there are good grounds for thinking that a student will be better off on the 
new course, not just that they are escaping one they are finding difficult or ‘boring’. All A levels 
are hard – it just depends on who you are and what you want to learn. Many students have one 
subject they like less than the others and after a certain point it is sometimes better to live 
with that than try a change which is likely to be unsuccessful.

Choosing subjects  - Changing courses



All learning is challenging and if what a student is doing is too easy, they are arguably not 
learning much. They should be having to think hard in every lesson every day.  However, they 
should not feel lost, stuck or bewildered for too long.  

At Woodhouse we try to emphasise the importance of learning actively (sometimes through 
making mistakes then trying something different) rather than focusing on ‘ability’ – the idea that 
you are good at something or not. Focusing on effort and learning empowers students whether 
they have accomplished something or are still on the way to doing so. It also means they are 
less likely to feel despondent and give up. 

It can be difficult for parents to find the right line between encouraging perseverance when a 
student is finding things tough and exerting too much pressure which can then prove counter-
productive.

Helping a student develop a list of strategies to adopt if they get stuck will help them face the 
more challenging aspects of their courses. Taking an interest and having regular conversations 
about what a student is learning can also help, though is not always easy to accomplish. Another 
thing is to discuss any feedback received about their work – not necessarily in terms of grades 
but in terms of what they have learned from completing a piece of work and what they might 
now do differently.

If you have concerns it is better that you raise them at an early stage than wait until there is a 
pending ‘crisis’. Staff are used to helping students through their course, many have mental health 
training and we have two Student Progress Managers who are able to meet students for 1-1 
help with organisation or motivation. They also run workshops and are able to help students 
manage their time and workload or give advice on how to better organise their notes.

Pressure



A levels are taught primarily through lessons in the classroom so punctual attendance is 
crucial.  Lessons allow students to discuss with each other, develop their skills and hone their 
understanding. They also allow teachers to address misconceptions.  Conversely, students with 
low attendance achieve less.  Being absent for a lesson means key content is missed and this 
in turn can mean a student might struggle to understand the next lesson(s) fully also. This can 
lead to a downward spiral where students are inclined to miss more lessons because they don’t 
understand them.  

We will let you know if lessons are missed and you can check attendance on Dashboard.  Please 
emphasise that being in lessons on time is absolutely crucial. With that support in place it means 
that unavoidable absences, due to illness for example, have as little impact as possible. Every 
other week on a Thursday afternoon we offer subject tutorials where students can receive 
extra help after an absence.

As well as bringing many benefits, you will be aware that the internet and social media are 
associated with growing levels of anxiety among young people. There are many reasons for this 
and the relationship is not straightforward. However, some young people can become anxious 
or depressed and these impressions are at times amplified by feeling excluded or that their lives 
don’t compare well with those of others. More extreme examples are online bullying, abuse or 
grooming and in such cases the College’s safeguarding team is well-placed to provide support.

Attendance

Social media



A secondary but important aspect of the internet is that lots of students are drawn into a 
nocturnal social life online which prevents them from getting sufficient sleep.  This means they 
learn less when in College and may have difficulty coping.  

Being ‘over-stimulated’ through gaming, communicating with friends until late into the night 
or simply the use of bright screens inhibiting melatonin production (a hormone which helps 
us sleep) can all contribute to insufficient rest.  Young people can also find it hard to swap the 
dopamine ‘hits’ designed into their phones for the relatively ‘dull’ act of sleeping.  If your child is 
not sleeping properly that will need discussing as an unsustainable situation.  Consider, at least 
in the short term, asking them to leave their phones somewhere else or with you over night.  
Some families switch wi-fi off after a certain point in the evening to help change habits.

In two years of anyone’s life there are going to be ups and downs. For most young people, 
parents and carers are the main source of support – you will notice changes early and have a 
sense of what will help. Low mood and feeling worried are part of most people’s experiences 
from time to time.  Adolescents experience all sorts of changes which can add feelings of 
insecurity into the mix and these can be amplified when trying to learn things in new social 
contexts. If you sense your child is unable to cope, seems to have a low mood that doesn’t 
shift or has worries which are out of proportion, then their first contact should be the GP. 
We may be able to find help via their tutor or the College’s safeguarding team (safeguarding@
woodhouse.ac.uk) if the GP makes a referral to an organisation where there is no availability as 
we have contacts with external agencies which may help. We will send guidance on these topics 
throughout the year, which you may find useful.

Sleep

Anxiety, depression & ‘normal’ ups & downs



There is more to life than A levels and we encourage students to socialise, participate in 
societies, focus on their futures and take part in physical activities. College life presents 
opportunities to students and we hope they will seize those which interest them. Some are 
simply about having fun while others are experiences which might help them in future.  Some, 
like the Duke of Edinburgh award, combine the two. We find that some students, however, lack 
confidence or don’t always see the potential benefits of putting themselves forward for a talk at 
College, joining in with a physical activity or going on a trip.
  
Most opportunities are publicised via a weekly student bulletin which we circulate to parents 
also.  We do this so you can take a look and point out things you think might interest them as 
you know their interests and have a sense of how these things could help them as people or in 
building their CV.

For some students part time work is a financial necessity while others take it on to build their 
skills or earn a bit of independence. This is often valuable and, within limits, it can help a young 
person to value their time and become more organised. Research a few years ago suggested 
that there is an optimum time of around 8 hours a week beyond which part time work and 
studying conflict with each other and students find this hard to manage.

Doing other stuff – being active

Part time work



Quite soon after they arrive we start discussing what students plan to do when they leave. 
This may seem premature initially, but given that most students apply to take their next steps 
at the beginning of year 13 they only have year 12 to get prepared. Parents have a key role 
whether a student already has a clear ambition or they have no idea what to do next. For those 
with a plan, discussing options and what to prioritise can be helpful because highly competitive 
destinations for A level students often have plenty of applicants who can demonstrate 
accomplishments in year 12.

For those who are still deciding their next steps, discussing their thoughts can help clarify 
what they have ruled out and what options are still in play. The College pays for Unifrog which 
is a rich source of information available to parents as well as students. This helps students 
understand the relationship between A levels, careers and university courses as well as 
providing information on degree apprenticeships, foundation courses and experiences overseas. 
Helping this decision-making process and seeing the connection between A levels and the future 
can increase motivation to achieve well and make the most of their time at College.

Any help you can offer with visiting universities prior to accepting a place will also be very 
valuable.  Some students choose universities without much information about the city they 
are in, let alone the structure and content of the course and the way it is assessed.  It is a big 
decision with a sizeable price tag so it is important to make a well-informed choice.

UCAS, alternatives & visiting universities

What next?



Work experience can help young people decide what they do and don’t like. It gives them 
real experiences and brings them into contact with new people in unfamiliar settings. We are 
very encouraging of this and, as well as the holidays, we set aside time in the summer term 
for students to explore these possibilities. So please encourage your child to take up relevant 
or interesting opportunities and if you are in a position to offer work experience to others 
however modest, please let us know by contacting careers@woodhouse.ac.uk

• Insist on punctual, full attendance as a non-negotiable

• Help with the development of study routines

• Ask your child every day about their learning and life at College  – persist even if you feel 
brushed off

• Accept this can be a time of change

• Read the bulletin to keep informed about the College and opportunities on offer

• The personal tutor is the main point of contact if you have any questions

Work experience

Summary



Woodhouse Road
Finchley, London, N12 9EY 

enquiries@woodhouse.ac.uk    
Tel: 020 8445 1210


