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 Set a goal 

It can be pretty difficult to push yourself if you don't have goals 

and have to constantly remember why you’re doing these 

courses. Setting goals can help you keep motivated during 

your studying and revision. 

 

 Believe in your potential 

You’re probably not going to do brilliantly in every test and 

piece of homework, but if you put the study hours in, act on 

advice your tutors give you and practise lots of questions, your 

marks will improve. 

  

 Work hard but keep a balance 

It’s important to get homework done, revise for tests/exams, 

and taking your study a bit further by doing some extra 

reading or practise questions. Your effort will most likely be 

rewarded with good grades. However, remember that in order 

to do well, you need to look after yourself as well. Make sure 

you carve out some time for a social life and time to unwind. 

 

 Be organised and stay organised 

You probably won’t have exercise books for your subjects, so 

you need to keep track of all that paper. Get files for each 

subject and file your work away in date order. Keep hold of 

those teacher handouts and make sure you use some sort of 

calendar to make a note of deadlines, exams and anything else 

that you’ll need to remember. 

  

 Review your work regularly 

Something you learn in September might not be examined until 

20 months afterwards so it’s inevitable that some work will be 

forgotten. Checking what you’ve learned regularly and testing 

yourself on it is the best way to keep it fresh in your mind.  

 Use your teachers 

Most teachers also like to help, so they are probably the most 

important resource you have. Make sure you make the most of 

their expertise, they’ll know a lot about the courses they teach, 

meaning they’ll know how to score high marks in exams and 

they’ll know the common mistakes.  

  

 Avoid comparing yourself to other students 

There will most likely always be someone who does a bit better 

than you at something. Comparing yourself to them will only be 

de-motivate you.  

The only person you need to compare yourself to is... YOU! 

Learn from the mistakes you make and your work will 

gradually improve. 

  

 Don’t think ‘free’ periods are ‘free’ 

Most students are not in lessons all day long. They have ‘study’ 

or ‘free’ periods. It’s tempting to use these all for relaxation and 

socialising. But if you use them for study then you’ll buy 

yourself more free time at home. 

  

 Past papers are your friends 

There are only a certain number of questions that can be asked 

on a specification. Inevitably the same old questions about the 

same old things keep popping up. The more you practise 

questions and check your answer against the mark scheme, the 

more you’ll gear your work to what examiners really want. 

 

 Look after your health 

Studying can be stressful. There’s so much to think about and a 

lot is expected of you. The pressure can build up quite quickly 

and can feel overwhelming at times. That’s why it’s important 

to look after your physical and mental wellbeing. 



1. Know what you're getting into 

You should've already researched the A-Levels you've chosen, but if in the first lessons you 

find yourself  hating the course and think there's absolutely no chance you'll be able to cope 

with it getting progressively harder, talk to your subject Tutors and Personal Achievement 

Tutor. 

2. Have (realistic) expectations of yourself 

After GCSEs it's easy to think you can just waltz into Year 12, debating on whether you 

should go to Oxford or Cambridge or one of the other top Universities – and by all means, you 

should aim high, but also think realistically; the gap between GCSEs and A-Levels is big. 

Setting a realistically ambitious target for your A-Level grades will help you keep on track to 

achieve them. 

3. Don't lose yourself in a mountain of notes 

The best way to stay organised in college is to continue habits from your GCSE years. Use 

separate notebooks for different subjects and file away handouts in respective subject folders.  

4. Free periods are for work and play 

Make use of private study time in your ‘frees’ for tying up loose ends with your work and 

actually doing homework, but also remember that interacting with new people is unavoidable 

in college, especially in your first year when new friendship groups are being made. Devote 

some time to building these new relationships. 

5. Do some further reading around your subjects 

No seriously – it saves having to trawl through the internet at 3am for information on a topic 

when the essay is due at 9am the next day.  

6. Start your next step research as soon as you can. 

Plan some ideas of what course you might be interested in from the outset if you’re planning 

on going to University – this saves you from having an existential crisis come Year 13 when 

UCAS applications have to be submitted. Book in with the Careers Team and have a chat with 

them about what’s out there for not only University but employment wise. When you've 

narrowed down your choices, go to some university open days in the summer of Year 12 so 

you're not going on a rushed tour of the UK in October or beyond. 

7. Utilise your online resources 

I cannot give high enough praise to online revision tools like www.memrise.com – they helped 

me memorise so much information that seemed impossible when I started revising. Also, 

search for notes online for your courses – there may be a saviour who has published their A-

grade notes or a teacher who has created a revision website. 

8. Don’t sweat the small stuff 

It's easy to be disheartened when you get a D on a test or essay, but it's not your final grade – 

it's simply a learning curve that will improve with determination. There's a big jump from 

GCSE to A-Level. Don't let it intimidate you, let the challenge motivate you. 

9. Don't forget to live 

With the pressure of deadlines and the tiring nature of strenuous mental exercise all day, 

sometimes all you want to do is sleep. And then sleep some more. But don't forget to go out 

and enjoy yourself. A revision timetable is great, but make sure there is time in there to 

socialise with friends and give yourself a mental break. 

10. Find something that keeps you grounded and cling to it 

For some this may be playing a team sport, for others it might be reading or photography, but 

whatever it is make sure you maintain your hobby even when you're tired. Simple things you 

enjoy doing like going for a walk or sketching can melt away the stress of A-Levels and 

improve your mood. 

11. Don’t forget your tutors are human 

If you've been ill or buried under essays for other tutors and have been unable to complete 

work on time or you're struggling to understand something, just go and talk to them. Chances 

are, they'll be more than happy to go over things with you rather than see you lag behind, and 

possibly extend deadlines for you if you explain rather than lie or make excuses on the day.  

12. Stay motivated 

Once you've settled into college life, the weather starts getting colder and the nights start 

drawing in; it's so tempting to binge-watch a whole season of the latest Netflix show. Stay 

motivated – finishing reading over the textbook chapter questions may seem pointless now 

when you know the tutor isn't going to mark them but they'll help your understanding in the 

long term. 

13. Try and maintain a (somewhat) healthy diet 

You wander out of your first lesson dazed, confused and starving, so you reason that a packet 

of crisps will give you enough strength to travel to the library. While we all have our days 

where we need to visit the shops for a quick snack, eating nonstop unhealthy foods at college 

isn't good for your mind or body. Make lunches for yourself and bring snacks to keep you going 

or grab a healthy snack/meal at the college café. 

14. Learn as a community 

Establish a group chat or study groups for your classes so you can all share resources or 

discuss work. It's enormously handy when someone forwards helpful websites or handouts and 

lets you know you're not alone in the struggle to do well.  



ORGANISE YOUR SELF-STUDY TIME TO MAKE IT EFFECTIVE 

PLAN YOUR WORK & PRIORITISE THE MOST IMPORTANT TASKS & ACTIVITIES 

What is independent learning? 

Independent learning is taking responsibility for your own 

learning. 

 

Why should I become an independent learner? 

By becoming an independent learner, you can develop deeper 

understanding of the subject as you will find out more 

information than you are told in class. You are also developing 

new skills for any future learning or employment.  

 

How can I become an effective independent learner? 

You can become an effective independent learner by prioritising 

and planning your work as well as managing your self-study 

time.  

 

Strategies for developing as an independent learner 

 

→ Having short study periods of 30 to 50 minutes can be very 

productive 

→ Don’t confuse being busy with being effective 

→ Consolidate your learning with good study skills 

→ Create ‘tasks’ and ‘to do’ lists—and complete them 

→ Plan to complete work ahead of deadlines—this gives you 

time to review your work or cope with any unexpected 

problems 

→ Don’t underestimate the importance of leisure time 

→ It’s useful to develop skills in dealing with urgent tasks, but 

always take the time to reflect on how you could have better 

managed the task after the deadline 

 “Referencing can be a tedious process, especially if you lose track of what books 

and resources you’ve used along the way. Fortunately, RefME has developed a 

clever app that makes the process of finding and citing resources much more 

efficient, saving you time (and endless headaches). “ 

 “Looking for an app that helps you create, compile and organise notes, while also 

making sure you time manage all your other tasks? Evernote truly is an all-

rounder and one of the best apps for students …” 

 “Office Lens has been specifically designed as an app for students, helping to 

make note-taking that little bit easier. With the ability to take pictures of 

documents, whiteboards, blackboards, journals, and other printed documents, it 

then converts them into editable, shareable text that you can doodle on and 

share with others. “  

 “Motion is a free web browser extension that will block distracting sites, 

including Facebook, Instagram and YouTube, removing the temptation to click 

on them when your time should be better spent elsewhere. It’s totally 

customisable, allowing you to block certain pages on set times and days, or even 

certain types of websites, such as social media networks or shopping sites. “  

 “Fed up of carrying heavy books around with you all the time? Take your 

dictionary on the go with the free mobile version of the Oxford University 

Press’ Oxford English Dictionary. “  

 “Google Drive is a cloud-based storage solution and one of the best apps for 

students currently available on the market. Save and store all of your documents 

online – and access them from any smartphone, tablet or computer. “  

 “Forest is a time management app, which takes a creative approach towards 

helping you stay focused and leave your phone alone during short periods of 

time. How? By encouraging you to plant a tree. “  

 “If you’re looking for the best planner apps for students, one that works across 

your devices, tracks your productivity, and lets you organise every aspect of your 

life, then you must acquaint yourself with Todoist. “ 

 “For students who are likely to encounter number crunching and 

other Mathematics equations during their studies, Mathway is one of the best 

student apps for not only helping you solve problems, but also 

understanding how you get to the solution. “ 

 “Access great learning resources like Mind Maps, Flashcards, Quizzes, Slides 

and Notes, or use the GoConqr app for social learning and connect and 

collaborate with friends, classmates and learners in Groups. “ 



 

Here are some tips to use your free periods effectively. 

 

 Write a to-do list 

Whether you’re super organised or not at all organised, writing a to-do 

list can be really useful. These lists don’t have to be ridiculously long, 

but the immense feeling of joy you get from ticking something off is 

surprisingly rewarding. 

 Plan out your personal statement 

It doesn’t matter if you have only just begun Year 12 and whether you 

plan to go on to further education or go in to employment, it's never too 

early to think about your personal statement. They tend to need a lot of 

adjustment and you want it to be perfect, so using your free time to 

start working on it is extremely useful. 

 Scribble down some moral-boosters 

Sometimes sitting around leads to immense boredom and an all-time 

lack of motivation. A good way to combat this is to find a few sticky 

notes and write little positive messages on them. This way, when you 

are going through a particularly boring book and stumble across a little 

pick-me-up, it might make you feel a little bit better and lead to an 

inspirational streak. 

 Use the teachers around you positively 

Being in college provides you with a good number of teachers/tutors to 

turn to in these free periods. Contact them if you don’t understand 

something or have questions, they may be able to provide a place for 

you to catch up on some work, or simply guide you through some work 

you’re struggling with. 

 Check out some prospectuses 

If you’re thinking of going to university you can always start planning 

ahead. Universities use prospectuses to sell themselves to students and 

provide them with information about their courses, campus and 

facilities. You’ll be able to have the internet within arm’s reach, so why 

not use this time to get online and do some uni. research. If you use 

Whatuni.com, you can check out uni. profiles, read reviews and find the 

perfect course all in one place. 

 Create a motivational playlist 

A lot of people find it hard to concentrate when surrounded by other 

students, so if you can block this out you’re all set to go. Make a playlist 

you can listen to while revising or studying that will not only motivate 

you but help keep you going. 

 Prepare some revision cards 

It’s shocking how quickly exam season comes around, and nipping it in 

the bud is the best way forward. Revision is tough in itself, but reading 

pages over and over is particularly boring. A good way to deal with this 

is to create quick, short revision cards. You can get others to test you 

with them and the more colourful they are, the better. 

 Nip out for some fresh air 

Sitting in the same room for hours isn’t going to do you much good. 

Taking a well-earned break halfway through is deserved, and it gives 

you a chance to stretch your legs and catch some rays. 

 Don’t work too hard 

Free periods are called ‘free’ for a reason. Don’t use every single one as 

a chance to power through the entire textbook. Try your best to use 

them effectively, but by no means cram until you collapse from 

exhaustion. Maybe join an Enrichment club? There are lots to choose 

from! From Sports to Societies and even Academic ones!  



Whatuni.com’s student blogger Millie picks out the highs and lows of 

her first year of sixth form… By Millie Graham 

 

Having recently finished my first year doing A-levels, I feel it’s only right to 

prepare others for what they are about to face. 

At my sixth form, we don’t have to wear a uniform, which in theory seemed like 

the best thing ever… it wasn’t. I spent many mornings succumbing (big word, 

thanks A-Level English) to social pressure and trying on several different outfits 

to look acceptable, before throwing on leggings and the t-shirt I had worn a few 

days before (shock horror). There seemed to be some sort of secret competition 

that went on in sixth form between the girls as to who was dressed the best, but 

this luckily disappeared as more people (including myself) started worrying 

about their lack of revision, and the amount of time left as the exam period got 

closer. 

 

Procrastination and sleepless nights 

 

A few months after starting sixth form, I realised that I was great at 

procrastination and found myself doing literally anything to avoid the pile of 

work sat next to me. My personal favourite was social media, and I cannot even 

begin to imagine how many times I refreshed twitter and instagram in order to 

not have to start my work. Another plus was that if I used my laptop to do this, 

and my parents came in, I could just switch the tab and pretend to be doing 

work; I’m sure (or hope!!) that everyone has done this at one point, and if you 

haven’t then just humour me. 

If you are going into sixth form, then prepare yourself to lose sleep. Instead of 

sleeping at night I found myself staying up to revise, as I was an incredibly 

unorganised person. This was not the best idea I’ve had, considering the next 

day I was so tired I couldn’t concentrate in lessons, and would then have to go 

over it again that night – it was a never-ending cycle. I don’t think I’ve ever slept 

so much in one summer holiday, but I – and all other sixth formers – deserve it, 

and if anyone tells you that you don’t, simply throw your results at them, turn 

over and snuggle down deeper into your bed (that’ll tell ‘em). 

The upside 

 

It may seem that I am making sixth form out to be an awful experience, but it 

really isn’t all bad. I’ve made many more friends than in Year 11, and this has 

made me a much more confident person. Also, the teachers in my sixth form 

were amazing and very helpful, and if I had a worry I could just send them an 

email or go and see them. The teachers are also much friendlier and more 

supportive than they were in Year 11, and I feel that having supportive 

teachers plays a big part in how committed and motivated people are when it 

comes to their exams. 

Also, I have recently found that opening your results on results day and being 

proud of what you’ve achieved is one of the greatest feelings in the world, 

because you know that all your blood, sweat and tears (literally, all 3) have 

paid off, and you can finally relax (at least until you have to go back and do it 

all again for A2). If you don’t get the grades you want, though, don’t worry – 

grades aren’t everything and you can still achieve amazing things. 

 

The benefits of being organised 

 

My biggest piece of advice to all new sixth formers is to be organised. You can 

decrease all problems by at least 60% if you’re organised... but if you’re 

reading this and you know that you’re the least organised person ever then 

don’t worry (you aren’t the only one)!! And worrying isn’t going to help – just 

prepare yourself to lose sleep, your social life and your sanity (this is a joke, 

kind of). Being unorganised isn’t the end of the world and it doesn’t mean 

you’ll fail all your exams, but some organisation will certainly make things 

easier on you (I know, I speak from experience). 

Don’t go into sixth form thinking that it’s all bad and there’s no point in being 

there, because it’s not true. Yes, it’s a lot of hard work, and yes, you’ll 

sometimes feel like giving up, but you’ll also meet lots of new people, and 

experience lots of new things. Sixth form can be an amazing time; it just 

depends on what you make of it.  



1. The jump from GCSEs is 

enormous. 

2. Sticking to your deadlines is a 

necessity, not a choice. 

3. There’s more to free periods than 

social gatherings. 

4. Everyone is too caught up in their 

own appearances to worry about 

yours. 

5. Getting work done is down to you, 

and only you. 

6. Maintaining friendships is 

important. 

7. Get involved in everything you can. 

8. You’re allowed to have fun. 



Taken from www.thestudentroom.co.uk here are 11 of the most common things students wished they had known!

Make revision notes as you 
go through topics 

although you may think it's 
a lot of work it will help 
immensely as you will 

make your notes with the 
work fresh in your head 

and then when it comes to 
exam time you'll be really 
well prepared and won't 

have to panic. 
Laura1996 

Use folders, file dividers, 
punched pockets, whatever 

works for you. You don't want to 
get to revising at Easter and find 
a huge pile of loose paper in the 
corner of your bedroom/under 

your bed which you then have to 
sort through to find the relevant 
notes, only to find that half of it 
has been swallowed up into the 
black hole that is your bedroom/

eaten by the dog or whatever. 
jemily- 

Treat college like a job. 
You wouldn't call in sick 
everyday and not turn 
up for fear of losing 

your job. Well although 
colleges are lenient you 
pay the price ultimately, 
you will miss important 

content and while you're 
catching up with the 

work you missed more 
work will be piled on top 
and you start an endless 

spiral of catching up 
leading to stress and 

possibly dropping out. 
behindblueglass 

If you have to do 
coursework, make damn 

sure to do it early. Pretend 
to yourself that the deadline 
is a month ahead of where it 
actually is. If you don't have 

coursework, start doing 
past papers in dribs and 

drabs very early on. 
You should aim to have 

finished all the past papers 
by the time of the exam. 

There aren't actually very 
many different questions 

they can ask, so it's good to 
get them all done. 

Smaug123 

Start making a conscious effort to 
understand concepts. The quicker 

you do this the better off you will be. 
You know that you actually 

understand a concept if you can 
explain it in simple terms to another 

person, preferably younger than you. 
Taynaz 

These are the years from 16 to 
18 years old and of course fun, 
friendship and having a good 
time must be a part of life. I'd 
advise setting aside one full 
day at the weekend and one 
evening in the week which you 
should have completely free of 
school work. 
Go out with your friends, go to 
parties, just have fun; but 
when it comes time to buckle 
down make sure you do that 
and get your work done! 
Tobylambeth 

Make sure you get enough sleep each night! It's no use 
staying up really late to finish homework if you are 

going to be so tired that you don't understand anything 
in lessons the next day. 

If you get to the stage where you have to do homework 
late at night because you have too much on or too 
much due in on one day, speak to your teachers! 

Apologise, tell them that you just didn't have time to do 
it because you were so busy! Usually they will 

understand and cut you a bit of slack, provided you 
don't do it often!  

Lauren___e 

here are 11 of the most common things students wished they had known! 

Utilise all the past papers, 
answer schemes and 

examiners reports available. 
They're an incredibly useful 
resource that you don't get 
anywhere near when you're 

at university. 
I know my little sister didn't 

even know about them until I 
told her. They're especially 
useful for written subjects 

where you get an essay 
question, but aren't sure 

what the examiner is looking 
for – really helps you plan 

out model answers. 
Greg 

Make revision notes as you 
go through topics – 

although you may think it's 
a lot of work it will help 
immensely as you will 

make your notes with the 
work fresh in your head 

and then when it comes to 
exam time you'll be really 
well prepared and won't 

have to panic. 
 

Do not assume your class work 
will be enough. Your teachers will 
tell you this and I urge you to 
listen to them, if you plan on 
getting anything above an E/D you 
need, need, NEED to be doing 
work at home, take notes from 
your textbooks or even just look 
over your class notes just do 
something right from September. 
I didn't at first and the highest I 
got in my January exams was a C. 
I did this after and in the summer I 
got AAC results so it's worth 
doing, especially as you don't 
have early exams to learn from. 
Carpetinferno 

This is a big step up from GCSE, so 
don't panic! Everybody finds it a 

struggle at first, and if anyone says 
that they don't, then they're lying. 
Within a matter of weeks you will 
have settled in and working at a 
higher level will be much more 

routine. 
Some subjects take longer to 

accustom to than others, so don't 
panic if there is one subject that 

you take longer to get to grips with. 
Remember though, hard work = 

good grades at A-level. While you 
may have been able to blag your 

way through your GCSEs, it is not 
that easy at A-level, so you must be 
prepared to put in the work in order 

to reap the rewards. 
toolyb 

These are the years from 16 to 
18 years old and of course fun, 
friendship and having a good 
time must be a part of life. I'd 
advise setting aside one full 
day at the weekend and one 
evening in the week which you 
should have completely free of 

Go out with your friends, go to 
parties, just have fun; but 
when it comes time to buckle 
down make sure you do that 
and get your work done! 

Your frees should be 'study 
periods'. They were labelled 

this at my school and 
admittedly many (including 

myself) ignored the new name 
for 'frees' and continued to 

spend this time playing 
Flappy Bird, watching 

YouTube videos and just 
chatting with mates. 

This doesn't help your studies 
and when exam time 

approaches you will suddenly 
realise how important study 
periods were - so use them 

properly from the start. 
Tobylambeth  


