
Daisy Goodwin, the presenter and novelist, says society’s expectations of success weigh on her daughters more than ever 

About this time every year I start having the dream where I find myself sitting an exam where I can’t remember a single word about the subject. Oh and for some reason I am stark naked. What nobody tells you about having children is that you have to relive the traumas of your own education every summer of their teenage years. 

The unspeakable tedium of revising and taking your exams is matched only by the anxiety of watching your beloved child go through the same ordeal. When, as I do frequently, I wish I had had more children (I have two daughters, 19 and 9) I have only to think of the summers of exam hell to make that wish go away. For the past four years, my older daughter has been working for exams — GCSEs, AS levels and A2s — and as a dutiful mother I have worked alongside her testing her on the periodic table, or the causes of the First World War, or the appeal of Satan in Paradise Lost. 

The perceived wisdom is that A levels have got easier, but I am quite sure that Ottilie has worked harder and worried more about her exams than I ever did about mine. Maybe the reason that more students are getting As is not that As are easier to get than they used to be, but that everybody has raised their game. 

Take A-level English for example. When I took it back in 1979, we had to write about two Shakespeare plays, a poetry paper, and some 19th-century novels. It was all over in three two-hour exams. The first year of the sixth form was spent reading and discussing anything the teacher fancied — it was about learning how to read, not learning how to write the answers that fit the marking schemes. A friend who is the deputy head of a girls’ grammar school in Essex says: “I think that the two-year A level was a better system because there is a huge difference between a Year 12 essay and a Year 13 one. There is no comparison. AS modules are about learning how to get around marking schemes, and that is boring to teach and definitely boring to learn.” 

To get her A level my daughter has sat two lots of public exams and submitted coursework, which in her case was a 2,000-word essay on religion in Brideshead Revisited complete with footnotes and bibliography. I don’t think I ever wrote anything longer than six sides of A4 in the whole of my school career. I can see that coursework is good preparation for university, but it is tough to police. As my teacher friend says: “Coursework is a nightmare because of the internet. Cut and paste is the enemy of independent thought. They don’t even know that it is cheating.” 

I can vouch for the fact that my daughter wasn’t plagiarising, but for perfectionist girls, of which she is one, coursework with its limitless possibilities for improvement is daunting. At least exams are finite; coursework is horribly like real life — it could always be better. And that’s the real difference between my experience and my daughter’s. I was very competitive but I don’t think I ever felt the pressure to be perfect that I can see with my daughter and her friends. When my daughter did get her results (four As — last summer, before A stars came in) I was jubilant. She said, “Calm down, Mum. Everybody gets As.” 

God knows, these girls are pretty perfect: every single one of them is slim, smooth-skinned and shiny-haired. To be among them is like going on safari and coming across a herd of gazelles. Yet none of these gorgeous girls thinks that they are pretty. When they talk among themselves they are constantly prodding at their bodies with dissatisfaction. Partly this is the adolescent condition, but I think today’s girls have it harder because they have so many more images with which to compare themselves. Plus they have the constant worry that someone will take an unflattering picture of them and post it for the world to see, which wasn’t a worry in the Seventies. There were bullies back then, but they didn’t send vicious e-mails into your home. Today’s kids, girls in particular, are constantly on show: growing up in a world of upskirt shots and Facebook tagging. In my day only poor old Diana Spencer knew what it was like to be photographed all the time; these days every half pretty girl is constantly surrounded by potential paparazzi. 

I can’t blame the exam system and Heat magazine for the pressure on my daughter. Part of it must come from me. I have protected her so much from the real world that it is no wonder she thinks exams are so important. I am not a helicopter mother exactly, but I am more involved in my daughter’s education than my parents were in mine. I don’t think they read my A-level set texts or wondered if a little maths coaching might make them better parents. 

Another contemporary of mine agrees: “It is harder for parents now. When I was young I don’t think my parents even knew what subjects I was doing. They certainly weren’t hovering over me checking my coursework, ’cos I didn’t have any.” 

An admissions tutor at a Cambridge college told me that parents routinely accompany their children to interview and some are horrified when they are turned away at the door of the interview

The point at which kids reach adulthood is much later than it was when I was growing up. It is the ultimate paradox: the gap between the way that mothers and daughters look has narrowed thanks to Topshop and Botox, but the gap in terms of practical knowledge is a chasm between the generations. When I was 18 I could cook, sew and had failed my driving test three times. I have just returned from a holiday with five 19-year-old girls and boys, all bright, straight-A students, but not one of them could drive, or had taken a driving lesson. 

Even more astonishing was the fact that when faced with an unfamiliar TV and DVD combination there was a plaintive cry, “ Muumm, can you come and make the television work?” To my shame, instead of telling them to f***ing work it out I dutifully went in and manipulated the remote control. Of course my daughter and her friends aren’t clueless — they have successfully travelled round Europe and India. But they have absolutely no shame about using their parents as a kind of deluxe concierge service — perhaps they have the right idea — why learn to drive/ sew on buttons/ load the washing machine if you can get somebody else to do it for you? 

I don’t blame them — I blame parents like me who have treated them like prize exam-taking bulls, allowing them to put everything else on hold while they revise for the next lot of life-changing exams. It’s not entirely mad. Getting good GSCE grades will really affect your chances of going to a good university. I got As and Bs at O and A level but my daughter with her straight As faces much stiffer competition than I did. She has to pay fees and her chances of getting a reasonably well-paid job when she leaves are roughly the same as my chances of fitting into one of her thigh-skimming dresses. 

Luckily for me, I still have a chance to redeem myself. My younger daughter is ten this week so I have five years to go before the exam agony kicks in. I am seriously considering doing an “Emma Thompson” and taking her out of school for six months so we can go round the world together before I lose her entirely to Facebook and boyfriends. Teachers protest that children never catch up, but from my own experience I know this is not true. 

My father took me out of school for six months before I went to secondary school because he didn’t think they were teaching me anything very interesting. He got my sympathetic English teacher to compile a reading list and I had a glorious time collecting caterpillars and reading books. When I started my new school we spent the first year going over stuff I already knew, so there was no catch-up involved. The only problem is that my younger daughter, unlike me, adores school, she would pass up Bali for the chance of a speaking role in the end-of-term play. 

I am determined, though, to focus on life skills rather than exam results this time around. Rather than having flute lessons she should do an extra-curricular course in plumbing and other forms of DIY. After years of coping with exam stress, the thought of a daughter saying, “I have fixed the dripping tap in the upstairs bathroom, Mum”, is strangely appealing. Of course, she will have to work for her exams, although by the time she reaches the relevant age I hope that Michael Gove will have fulfilled his promise to make the A-level years less of an assault course, but I have to learn how to show her that there is more to life than exam results. 
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