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DO SCHOOLS STILL NEED
LONG SUMMER HOLIDAYS?

Every year, most children and teachers
in Britain enjoy a six-week summer
break. It’s a chance to go on holiday
with the family, rest, take part in activity
courses, and generally switch off after
all the hard work of the academic year.
But do you really need six weeks
off every summer? What if you had a
shorter summer holiday, but longer
half-terms? Or what if the long holiday
wasn’t in the summer at all, but in the
winter, over Christmas?
Some people, including teachers,

argue that the long summer holiday
causes problems. For parents who work
full-time jobs, organising childcare for
one and a half months every summer
can be very difficult. For some poorer
children, school provides essentials,
including food, which they struggle to
get during the long holiday.
In this end-of-term special debate,
we take a look at the arguments for
and against ditching the long school
summer holiday – and some of the
alternative arrangements that might
replace it.
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OPINION

“Children need time to re-charge their batteries, play and spend
time with their families. The summer break is also essential for
the completion of larger building and maintenance projects…
which for health and safety reasons cannot take place during
term time. Compressing the summer break into four weeks,
as some have suggested, would cause problems for millions
of families scrambling to book holidays. There would be even
higher prices at peak periods and a greater likelihood that
parents would simply take their children out of school during
term time.”
– Statement by the National Union of Teachers
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WHY ARE THEY SO LONG?

The school year in England and
Wales runs from early September to
late July. In Scotland, schools start in
August and run until late June
Most schools in the UK have around two weeks off at Easter and also
at Christmas, with one-week half-term holidays in each of the three terms.
Summer holidays are around six weeks long
Private schools in the UK have longer holidays: sometimes they are as
long as eight weeks in the summer, and four weeks at Christmas and again at
Easter
A survey of school leaders in Cardiff last year showed 73% want to
shorten the six-week summer break by a week or two
Behind Mexico, the UK has the least
number of public holidays of any nation in
the world: we have just eight in England
and Wales, nine in Scotland and ten in
Northern Ireland
American students get three
months off every summer

School summer breaks are eight weeks long
in Belgium, France and Norway; nine weeks in
Canada; ten weeks in Finland, Hong Kong, Ireland, Poland and Sweden; 11
weeks in Iceland and 12 weeks in the USA
New Zealand moved from three to four terms in the mid-1990s to give
pupils more frequent breaks, plus a six-week holiday over Christmas (which

Christmas break is usually
two weeks long, Easter
holidays are about the
same, and half-term is
just a week. So why six
long weeks over July
and August? There’s a
popular myth that the
summer holidays are so
long because, since the
18th century, farmers
wanted to have their
children available to help
with the harvest. But
some historians think
that’s not the case, partly
because there wasn’t
An early English state primary school
enough work for all the
adult men at the time,
and partly because in the 1830s a law was passed that restricted
children from working.
A more likely explanation is that the idea of a summer holiday
began to spread among ‘professionals’ such as doctors and
lawyers, who wanted to spend money on a trip. Many of these
people’s children would be at private schools, and so holiday and
term times were adapted to suit their needs.
When state schools were introduced in the 1870s, this holiday and
term pattern had already been around for some time.
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THE PROBLEM FOR CHILDREN

MAKING
THE CHANGE

Not every parent can afford to send their
kids to summer camps

Some UK schools have already changed
the structure of their terms and
holidays. The David Young Community
Academy in Leeds has a seven-term
year. It starts in June, and the longest
holiday at the school is four weeks. The
school principal thinks that teaching
the children in shorter blocks of time
helps them to be less tired at the end of
term. Others argue that shorter terms
interrupt learning.
Earlier this year on the Isle of Wight, the
council approved plans to shorten the
summer holiday from six to five weeks,
starting in the 2019/20 academic year.
The autumn half-term is being extended
from one week to two. Similar schedules
have already been tried in Brighton and
Nottingham.
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THE PROBLEM
FOR PARENTS
Most adults who work full-time in the
UK get no more than five weeks worth
of holiday in total per year, and very few
jobs will allow them to take all five in a
row. So that means that, if every adult in
the family works, parents must find a way
of keeping their children occupied and
safe during the long summer holiday.
The Family and Childcare Trust charity
says that the average cost of holiday
childcare is £125 a week. Summer
camps, activity weeks and clubs can also
be expensive. For parents who can’t
afford it, the six-week summer break is
very difficult.

More than one in four children are
growing up in poverty today, and
500,000 kids go to school hungry
every day in the UK. For many of
these children, school isn’t just
a place to learn, it’s a safe and
secure environment where they
feel protected and, in some cases,
are given meals their family can’t
afford to give them at home. Some
teachers have reported washing
their pupils’ clothes for them
because their parents cannot afford
the electricity costs.
One headteacher, writing
anonymously in The Guardian
newspaper, explained the
important role schools play and
why the long summer holiday is
problematic:
“I want less time off for the sake of
my students’ wellbeing.
“As well as offering a safe and
secure place for learning, the staff
here bring in food for students’
breakfasts and wash clothes that
are soiled after weeks of continuous
wear. We keep an ample supply of
shower gel, deodorant, shampoo,
combs, toothpaste and brushes to
support hygiene.

“My staff have come to realise
that in order for our students to
make progress in their learning, we
need to provide a huge amount of
additional care – especially during
the summer. Children can only
learn if they feel safe and secure.
And I’m more than happy to cut
my holiday short to make sure this
happens.”
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A CHANCE TO RELAX
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SWITCH SUMMER FOR WINTER?
The calendar year ends on 31 December and starts on 1 January. So why
doesn’t the academic year follow a similar schedule? Instead of having a long
summer break, perhaps an option is to have a longer winter holiday. For many
people, Christmas is a major holiday, so having more than the standard two
weeks to celebrate might be a welcome change.
Currently, most exams and tests are held towards the end of the academic
year, in around May-June. This is usually a hot and stuffy time of year, and it’s
particularly awkward for hay fever sufferers.
If the long holiday took place in December and January, that would mean
exams taking place in October-November, when it’s cooler. It might be easier to
stay at home and get your head down studying for exams when the nights are
drawing in, rather than in the summer when you want to be outside enjoying
the good weather.

A long break is useful for teachers, too!

There will never be an ideal system that suits every pupil, parent and teacher,
but the great thing about a long summer holiday is it gives pupils and
teachers a proper break, a chance to relax when the weather is usually at its
best. Six weeks is a good amount of time to “recharge the batteries”. Rest
and leisure are just as important as work and study, so it’s important we give
children and teachers alike time off to do this.
Perhaps one long holiday a year is better for recharging our batteries than
lots of short ones; you come back to school in September feeling properly
refreshed and ready to get back to your studies.
There is another advantage to one long holiday every year – it gives the
school time to carry out essential maintenance and repairs that can’t be done
when the building is full of people.

Would a longer Christmas holiday be better?
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YES, SUMMER SCHOOL
HOLIDAYS SHOULD BE SHORTER

NO, LEAVE SUMMER SCHOOL
HOLIDAYS AS THEY ARE

1. THEY SHOULD BE DISTRIBUTED MORE FAIRLY – It makes no
sense to have such a long summer break but then short half-terms
and Christmas/Easter holidays. The holiday allowance could be
spread out more evenly across the year, with a two-week half-term
in the long autumn term, or else an extra week at Christmas and an
extra week at Easter.

1. THEY’RE AT THE RIGHT TIME OF THE YEAR – If the summer
holiday is chopped, the time off will be shifted elsewhere in the
school year. But summer is a great time for a long holiday. It’s
usually full of great weather, lots of daylight and bags of things to
do and see. You can play outside untill late because it’s so light.
You can take part in numerous outdoor activities, from walking to
swimming to football to helping with the gardening. A long holiday
should always be at the best time of year.

2. THEY CREATE PROBLEMS FOR PARENTS AND KIDS – For
some, the holidays are hard work. Some parents or guardians
cannot afford to pay for childcare or activities for their children
to participate in. Then there are those children for whom a
long holiday means fewer meals or clean clothes, because their
families are struggling to make ends meet and rely on school and
kindhearted teachers to look after them. A shorter break lowers
this risk.
3. LONG BREAKS CREATE BOREDOM – Such a long holiday can
be a problem as some children find they don’t have enough to do
and become bored. Most children won’t get into trouble but some
do, and it becomes something for parents, teachers and even the
police to deal with. It’d be far better to have a shorter holiday and
spread the time off evenly throughout the year.

2. TEACHERS AND KIDS DESERVE A LONG BREAK – The end
of the academic year is the right time for a long break. With six
weeks off, both teachers and children get a proper rest. Teachers
work so hard throughout the year, and use some of their holiday
time for marking and lesson-planning, so for them it’s important to
have plenty of time to rest and recuperate.
3. THE ALTERNATIVES ARE NO BETTER – Longer half-terms may
sound great, but they risk breaking up the flow of your education.
Teachers would have to draw up brand new teaching plans
and factor in the two-week breaks in each term. Having longer
Christmas or Easter holidays would also create too long a gap
between terms. It’s right to have a single, long holiday at the end
of the academic year, not longer breaks interrupting the course of
the year.
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Is it important for all
children in your area to have
the same holiday patterns?

DISCUSS
DISCUSS
Do you think people in
the UK have enough
public holidays?

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

Do you like the pattern of
terms and holidays your
school has? What works
or doesn’t work with
this pattern?

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

What are the downsides
of the summer holidays for
other groups of people?

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

What are the benefits of
long summer holidays?

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

DISCUSS

DISCUSS
DISCUSS

What do you like about the
summer holidays?
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What are the downsides
of the summer holidays
for you?

Would you like to change
the pattern of your schools
terms and holidays? How
would you change it?

If you could do whatever
you liked with a six-week
summer holiday, what would
you do and where would
you go?

