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Surveys have revealed that teachers in England work far longer hours than their international
counterparts, causing serious concern amongst both policymakers and the profession. Indeed,
consecutive Secretaries of State for Education have now implemented policies aimed at
reducing the number of hours teachers spend at work. Despite this, surprisingly little is known
about the structure of and changes to teachers’ working hours. We address this gap in the
evidence base by analysing four different datasets, providing the most comprehensive
assessment of teachers’ working hours to date. Working hours remain high: a quarter of
teachers work more than 60 hours per week during term time, 40% report that they usually
work in the evening and around 10% during the weekend. However, contrary to current
narratives, we do not find evidence that average working hours have increased. Indeed, we find
no notable change in total hours worked over the last twenty years, no notable change in the
incidence of work during evenings and weekends over a fifteen year period and no notable
change in time spent on specific tasks over the last five years. The results suggests that policy
initiatives have so far failed to reduce teachers’ working hours and that more radical action
may need to be taken in order to fix this problem. The article concludes with a discussion of
how official data on working hours could be improved.
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1. Introduction
Individuals can allocate their time to either work or leisure. Spending too long at work is
negatively associated with job satisfaction (Gazioglu & Tanzel, 2006; Hans, Trinkoff &
Gurses, 2015), well-being (Wunder and Heineck 2012, Angrave & Charlwood, 2015) and
mental and physical health (Artazcoz et al., 2009; Afonso et al., 2017). Long hours can also
have a negative effect on worker productivity (Collewet & Sauermannn, 2017; Dolton,
Howorth, & Abouaziza, 2016) which, at the extreme, means that hours could be reduced
without any reduction in output (Penceval, 2014). The structure of working hours, or shift
pattern, also has an influence on individuals above and beyond the total number of hours
worked (Bambra et al., 2008), with evenings and weekends providing important opportunities
to recover from work (Demerouti et al., 2009; Fritz & Sonnentag, 2005).
The working patterns of teachers are unusual in a number of ways. They tend to work in
intensive six to eight week bursts during term time, punctuated by one to two weeks of paid
leave and then a further six weeks of paid leave during the summer (Eurydice, 2018). As a
result, full-time teachers are contracted to work fewer days than full-time employees in most
other professions. In Europe, for example, full-time teachers tend to work between 170 and
190 days per year, compared to around 220 for other employees (Eurydice, 2018; Messenger,
Lee, & McCann, 2007). During term-time, teaching feels very intense (Green, Felstead, Gallie,
& Hensecke, 2018) and education researchers have long emphasised the emotional and
relational demands of working with pupils (Sutton & Wheatley, 2003). Perhaps as a result,
teachers display higher level of stress and burnout than other occupations (Johnson et al., 2005;
Innstrand et al., 2011).
In England, the context for this research, teachers work unusually long hours (Kodz et al. 2003).
For example, the Teaching and Learning International Survey 2018 (TALIS) showed primary
and lower secondary school teachers in England to be working longer hours than teachers in
almost every other country covered by the data (Jerrim and Sims 2019). The government’s own
surveys (Deakin et al., 2010; TNS-BRMB, 2014; Higton et al., 2017) also suggest that the
workload of teachers in England rose between 2010 and 2016.
Teacher workload has since become a topic of intense policy interest because research with inservice and former teachers has concluded that workload - in particular the overly-bureaucratic
requirements for planning, marking and data entry - are driving teachers out of the profession
(Gibson, Oliver & Dension, 2015; DfE, 2018a). England already faces a severe shortage of
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teachers (Sims, 2018a) and the Department for Education in England - under the political
leadership of Nicky Morgan, then Justine Greening, and latterly Damian Hinds - has responded
by introducing several policy initiatives to address workload. This includes moving to a simpler
system of accountability (DfE, 2017), producing a teacher workload “toolkit” (DfE, 2019a)
and setting-up a number of workload review groups (DfE, 2018b).1
As part of this commitment to reducing workload, the Department for Education in England
has “committed to collecting robust evidence on teacher workload at least every 2 years”
(Department for Education 2019). Thus far, this has consisted of the 2016 Teacher Workload
Survey (Higton et al., 2017) and the 2018 Teaching and Learning International Survey
(TALIS). Unfortunately, this data has a number of limitations. First, response rates tend to be
very low. For instance, the total final response rate to the 2016 workload survey was less than
10 percent 2 . It is therefore essentially a convenience sample and hence unlikely to be
representative of the wider teacher population. Second, all information is self-reported and
relies upon teachers recalling and accurately reporting information on weekly hours spent upon
different tasks (e.g. questions such as “how many hours did you spend marking during your
most recent full working week?”). Third, no attempt has been made to capture how many hours
teachers work during school holidays, with questions typically focusing upon usual working
hours during school term-time. Fourth, most questions focus only upon teachers working hours
in their main job. Yet there is evidence that more than one-in-ten teachers earn money
elsewhere, as private tutors, examiners or creating teaching resources (Allen and McInerney,
2019). Fifth, and crucially, there is currently limited evidence as to how teachers’ working
hours have changed over time, since the low response rates and changing methodology in
government surveys limit the extent to which valid comparison can be drawn (Deakin et al.,
2010; TNS-BRMB, 2014; Higton et al., 2017).
This paper aims to plug this gap in the existing evidence by drawing on a range of different
data sources: three nationally representative data sources (TALIS, the Labour Force Survey
and UK Time-Use diaries) as well as more illustrative information gathered from a longitudinal
convenience sample (Teacher Tapp). As we shall discuss, this evidence is far from perfect and
part of our contribution to the debate is highlighting the limitations of the data available and
Further details on the Department for Education’s on-going policy interventions in this area can be found at
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/reducing-teachers-workload/reducing-teachers-workload
2
The technical report to the 2016 workload survey notes that the school response rate was 24 percent (Higton et
al 2017:42). The teacher response rate within participating schools was then 34 percent (Higton et al 2017:43).
Multiplying these two figures together gives an overall response rate of 8 percent.
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suggest ways in which it could be improved. Nevertheless, our intention is to provide the best
possible overview using existing sources.
Our key findings are as follows. Average teacher working hours in England is high, both in
absolute terms and relative to other countries. The median teacher works a fifty hour week,
putting in just under ten hours on a typical term-time weekday. A quarter of teachers work
more than 59 hours a week, putting in 10.7 hours on the average weekday. Around four in ten
teachers report that they ‘usually’ work in the evening, 10% at the weekend and 7% at night.
Teachers in England work 8 hours per week longer than the OECD average. Despite this, and
contrary to the prevailing view, we do not find evidence that working hours have increased in
recent years. Indeed, total working hours have remained relatively stable between 46 and 48
hours per week over the last twenty years and the proportion of teachers who report working
evenings and weekends has also been broadly stable since 2005.
The paper now proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of our key data sources.
This is followed in section 3 with a critical discussion of how well teachers’ working hours are
likely to be measured within existing datasets. Results are presented in section 4, with
conclusions and directions for future research presented in section 5.

2. Data
The Teacher and Learning International Survey (TALIS)
TALIS is an international survey of teachers conducted by the Organisation for Economic CoOperation and Development (OECD). England participated in 2013 (lower secondary – key
stage 3 teachers only) and in 2018 (primary and lower secondary teachers). The data are
designed to be nationally representative, with schools first randomly selected (with probability
proportional to size) and then twenty teachers randomly selected from within each sampled
school. Both independent and state school teachers are included. The OECD set strict criteria
for countries to be included in the study, which tends to yield high response rates. In 2013, the
response rate in England was 75 percent at the school level and 83 percent at the teacher level.
The analogous figures in 2018 were 82-85 percent (primary and secondary, respectively) and
84-85 percent. In both years, the survey was conducted in England between March and May.
The TALIS survey includes three separate questions asking teachers about their working hours.
First, teachers are asked to provide a figure for their total working hours in their most recent
complete working calendar week:
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•

Question 1: “During your most recent complete calendar week, approximately how
many 60-minute hours did you spend in total on teaching, planning lessons, marking,
collaborating with other teachers, participating in staff meetings and on other tasks
related to your job at this school?” [A ‘complete’ calendar week is one that was not
shortened by breaks, public holidays, sick leave, etc. Also include tasks that took place
during weekends, evenings and other out of class hours].

The next two questions then ask about number of hours spent per week upon specific tasks.
The first focuses specifically upon the amount of time spent upon teaching:
•

Question 2a: Of this total, how many 60-minute hours did you spend on teaching during
your most recent complete calendar week? [Please only count actual face to face
teaching time].

With the subsequent question asking for separate figures for a series of auxiliary tasks, such as
planning, preparation, administration and marking.
•

Question 2b: As a teacher at this school, during your most recent complete calendar
week, how many 60-minute hours did you spend on the following tasks? [Also include
tasks that took place during weekends, evenings and other out of class hours. Please
exclude all time spent teaching as this was recorded in the previous question].
-

Individual planning or preparation of lessons either at school or out of school

-

Team work and dialogue with colleagues within this school

-

Marking/correcting students’ work

-

Student counselling (including student supervision, virtual counselling, career
guidance and delinquency guidance)

-

Participation in school management

-

General administrative work (including communication, paperwork and other
clerical duties you undertake in your job as a teacher)

-

Communication and co-operation with parents or guardians

-

Engaging in extracurricular activities (e.g. sports and cultural activities after school)

-

Other tasks

Consequently, TALIS provides two figures for total working hours – based upon either a single
question (1 above) or by adding together the time teachers report spending upon each of the
different tasks (2a and 2b above).
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TALIS has several advantages for our investigation. Importantly, the data are nationally
representative with a high response rate. It also allows us to explore the time teachers in
England say that they spend upon different tasks. Yet is also has limitations. First, one can only
consider trends between 2013 and 2018, and then only for lower secondary teachers (data
collection for primary teachers only began in 2018). Second, data is only collected for working
during the school-term and not working during the school holidays. Indeed, data is only
collected between March and May – which could be problematic if working hours vary across
the academic year. Third, the data gathered require teachers to recall information about the
number of hours they spend upon certain tasks per week; recalling such information and
reporting it accurately may not be easy. Finally, it does not provide any evidence with respect
to teachers’ working patterns, such as the number of hours that they work in the evening
(compared to during the day) and how many hours they work at weekends.
The UK Labour Force Survey (LFS)
The UK LFS is a household survey. A random sample of around 38,000 households has been
contacted every quarter since 1992. There is a panel element to the LFS, with households
remaining in the survey for five quarters when they are then replaced. Response rates at the
household level remain reasonable, though they have declined over time. For instance, around
70 percent of sampled households participated in the LFS in the early 2000s compared to
around 60 percent in more recent waves (http://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/lfs/about.htm).
The LFS is a general population survey; unlike TALIS it is not specific to teachers. However,
respondents are asked a series of questions about their job, with the dataset providing four-digit
occupation (SOC) and industry (SIC) codes. It is hence possible to identify primary and
secondary teachers and whether they work in the public or private sector. For instance, the
2010 SOC codes used in the most recent waves of the LFS allow us to identify the following
groups of interest:
•

2314 = Secondary education teaching professionals

•

2315 = Primary and nursery education teaching professionals

•

2316 = Special needs education teaching professionals

•

2317 = Senior professionals of educational establishments

Moreover, the substantial number of households surveyed as part of the LFS means that there
is a reasonable sample size for each of these groups in every quarter. For instance, in the July-
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September 2018 wave of the LFS, there were 602 secondary teachers, 626 primary teachers,
120 SEN teachers and 141 “senior professionals of educational establishments” (e.g.
headteachers) 3 . These sample sizes are sufficient to provide a detailed picture of trends in
teachers’ working hours over time and, when pooling across multiple survey quarters/years,
how working hours vary over the year.
Respondents to the LFS are asked several questions about the number of hours they work each
week. Information is gathered with respect to their “usual hours” (i.e. how many hours they
work in a typical week) and specifically for what is known as the “reference week” (this is
typically the week before the LFS survey is conducted). Our particular interest is in the latter.
In particular, as the LFS is conducted on a quarterly basis throughout the year, teachers’
responses to working hours in the reference week can provide us with an idea of how much
time teachers spend working during the school holidays.
The derivation of working hours information in the LFS is fairly complex. To begin,
respondents are asked:
•

“Do you ever do any work which you would regard as paid or unpaid overtime?”
(Yes/No)

Individuals who say they never work overtime are then asked:
•

“How many hours per week do you usually work in your (main) job/business – please
exclude meal breaks?”

Responses to the question above is then treated as the number of hours that individuals not
doing any overtime (paid or unpaid) work in a typical week.

For those respondents who say that they do sometimes work overtime (around 62 percent of
teachers in the LFS in 2018) the information collected on working hours is more extensive.
They are first asked the following three questions about their “usual” hours of work per week:
•

“Thinking of your (main) job/ business, how many hours per week do you usually
work? [please exclude meal breaks and overtime?]

•

“How many hours paid overtime do you usually work per week?”

Note that “senior professionals of educational establishments” (e.g. headteachers) was included as a separate
category for the first time in the SOC2010 classification. In the SOC2000 and SOC1990 coding, used in earlier
waves of the LFS, headteachers were included within codes 2314 or 2315 (primary/secondary education teaching
professionals). Any changes in working hours pre/post 2010 in our results should hence be interpreted with care.
3
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•

“How many hours unpaid overtime do you usually work per week?”

The interviewer then confirms the summed total of the responses to these questions with the
interviewee, thus providing information on the number of hours they work in a typical working
week.
Respondents are then asked questions about the actual number of hours they worked within the
reference week. Again, a single question is used to gather information from individuals who
say that they never work any overtime:
•

“Thinking now about the seven days ending Sunday the <date entered>, how many
hours did you actually work in your (main) job/business?” [please exclude meal
breaks]

In contrast, respondents who indicate that they sometimes work overtime are again asked three
separate questions, with the summed total treated as their total working hours in their main job
during the reference week:
•
•
•

“Thinking now about the seven days ending Sunday the <date entered>, how many
hours did you actually work in your (main) job/business?” [please exclude meal breaks
and overtime]
“How many hours paid overtime did you actually work in the week ending Sunday the
<date entered>?”
“How many hours unpaid overtime did you actually work in the week ending Sunday
the <date entered>?”

For individuals who report working greater or fewer hours in the reference week than usual,
they are asked about the reason(s) why (e.g. bank holiday, maternity leave, sick). Importantly,
this information (along with the reference week date) can lets us identify how many hours
teachers report working during school holidays.
A number of auxiliary questions of potential interest are also included within the LFS. Within
more recent LFS waves some information has been gathered on working in the evening and
weekends, though this part of the data collection is limited to certain LFS quarters/waves. This
includes the following items:
•

Whether the respondent usually or ever works in the evening

•

Whether the respondent usually or ever works on a Saturday/Sunday

•

Whether the respondent worked on any bank holiday during the last year
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Hence the LFS can also provide us with some information on the extent that teachers tend to
work unsociable hours.
A final point to note about the LFS is its use of “proxy respondents” and the imputation of
some values by carrying forward figures from a previous wave. It is recognised that proxy
responses for certain questions is problematic (Thomsen & Villund, 2011) and this includes
working hours. Hence, within our analysis, we only include teachers where a personal
interview was achieved and exclude cases where proxy responses or an imputed value from a
previous wave was used.
The LFS has a number of strengths. The survey is designed to be nationally representative and
is one of the most respected sources of labour market information available in the UK. It has
been running in its current format since 1992 and enables investigations of trends in teachers’
working hours over a long period of time. The sample size for teachers is reasonably large and
the survey is conducted throughout the year. It hence allows us to explore variation in working
hours both during term-time and in school holidays. Different groups of teachers can be
identified, meaning we can explore differences between primary, secondary, SEN and
headteachers (at least in more recent waves). Finally, unlike most other resources, it provides
important detail on matters such as working in second jobs and at evening/weekends.
Yet the LFS also suffers from certain limitations. As the data are collected using only broad
questions (e.g. usual hours, overtime hours, etc) it does not enable us to investigate the time
that teachers spend working on different tasks. Moreover, it is likely that recalling and selfreporting a figure for total working hours is likely to be subject to some measurement error
(see section 3 below for further details). Response rates to the LFS are also moderate, with
household response rates now standing at around 60 percent. Although this is much higher than
the Department for Education’s Teacher Workload Survey, it is far from perfect. Yet, despite
these limitations, the LFS remains an important (and somewhat underutilised) resource that can
contribute to our understanding of the hours that teachers work.
United Kingdom Time Use Diaries
The UK Time-Use Surveys were conducted in 2000/01 and 2014/15. Nationally representative
household samples were drawn, although final response rates were somewhat disappointing.
For instance, in the 2014/15 study, the household response rate was 40 percent, with a final
diary completion rate of 33 percent. Nevertheless, from those individuals who did respond,
very rich information about time-use was collected. This revolved around the time-diaries
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which individuals were required to complete for two different days within a given week (one
weekday and one day at the weekend). These diaries divided the day into a series of 10-minute
slots. Within each slot respondents were asked what their main activity was (e.g. eating
breakfast) and if they were doing anything else at the same time (e.g. checking work emails).
They were also asked about the location of the activity (e.g. at home, at work) and how much
they enjoyed the activity on a seven-point scale. Upon completion of the diary, respondents
were asked a series of questions such as whether it was an “ordinary” or “unusual” day, whether
they were sick/on holiday and when the diary was completed (e.g. as the day progressed, at the
end of the day, later in the week). Respondents also provided information about their current
occupation, which have been converted into four-digit SOC 2000 codes. Our analysis includes
any individual who was classified as being in paid employment and working full-time as either
a primary, secondary, SEN or headteacher. This resource hence has the potential to provide
new insights into the working hours of teachers and time-use during a standard day.
The key advantage of the UK Time Use Diaries (TUDs) is that the diary method is likely to
limit recall error, relative to asking people to retrospectively estimate working hours for the
preceding week. The key limitation with the UK TUDs for our purpose is the small sample size
and likely biased sample due to non-response. For instance, after imposing our sample
restrictions, there were only around 90 teachers with information available in 2000/2001, with
a similar number in 2014/15. Consequently, all estimates using these data are surrounded by
wide confidence intervals. This important limitation means that results using these data will be
exploratory and subject to a non-trivial degree of uncertainty.
Teacher Tapp
Teacher Tapp is a mobile phone-based survey app that collects daily information from a
convenience sample of teachers in England (see teachertapp.co.uk for further details). At the
time of writing (July 2019), there were around 3,500 daily respondents, with participants
answering three questions each day.
As with time use diaries, the Teacher Tapp surveying approach allows us to compare daily
reports of working patterns with weekly recollection of hours. In the week November 20th 2018
to November 26th 2018, panellists were asked the following question on working hours for
seven consecutive days:
•

How many hours in total did you work yesterday? (Please exclude commuting time and
include all teaching, planning, marking and meeting time).
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Responses were given in two-hour bands (e.g. 7-9 hours). At the end of the week, on November
28th 2018, teachers were asked to recall their total hours in the previous working week (with
responses in 10-hour bands):
•

How many hours do you think you worked last week?

In total, 854 Teacher Tapp users responded to all these questions. This resource hence provides
us with another way to investigate the consistency of teachers’ reported working hours using
different survey questions (i.e. daily versus weekly recall).
The strengths of the Teacher Tapp data, and how it complements our analysis of other sources,
is the detail that has been collected about very specific aspects of teachers’ jobs that most other
large-scale survey data (which attempts to represent the wider population) is poorly equipped
to do. For example, we can learn about:
•

How long lunchtime is and what activities do teachers during it

•

Whether teachers find it hard to find time to go to the toilet during the work day

•

Whether teachers had the television on whilst they were marking students’ work on a
particular night

The main limitation of the Teacher Tapp data is that it is a convenience sample, meaning results
should be treated as indicative rather than representative of the teacher population in England
as a whole. All results from the survey are reweighted to match the teacher population along
key observable characteristics (gender, age, seniority, phase and school type/location).
However, we do not know how the unobservable characteristics of the Teacher Tapp
respondents differ from the teaching population, particularly in our case in relation to working
patterns.

3. How well are working hours measured?
To begin, we exploit the fact that teachers report their working hours in two different ways in
TALIS 2013 (a single total weekly figure and a weekly figure for a set of different tasks) to
consider the internal consistency of their responses. In other words, do teachers’ report the
same total working hours regardless of the question they are asked? The answer can be found
in Figure 1. This plots, for England, total working hours when answered in a single question
along the y-axis and total working hours based upon responses to multiple questions along the
x-axis. There is a positive correlation between the two figures, though there is also clearly some
11

disagreement. In particular, the Pearson correlation is around 0.74, implying that only around
half the variation in teachers’ reported working hours using a single question can be explained
by reported working hours using multiple questions. As these two sets of reported working
hours are based upon two consecutive questions within the same survey, it may be surprising
that this correlation is not higher.
Figure 1. The consistency of teachers’ reported working hours. Evidence from TALIS
2013.

Note: Graph based upon full-time lower-secondary teachers where reported working time using both measures
was greater than 20 hours per week and less than 100 hours per week. The Pearson correlation is 0.74.
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As TALIS is an international survey, it is also possible to investigate the consistency of results
at the country level, depending upon whether average working hours is based upon a single or
upon multiple questions. These results, based upon TALIS 2018, are presented in Figure 2.
Figure 2. International comparisons of lower-secondary teachers working hours.
Consistency of results using two different measures of total working hours.

Source: Authors’ calculations using TALIS 2018 database. Pearson (Spearman) correlation = 0.66 (0.61). Red
triangles are high-performing PISA countries, green triangles low-performing PISA countries and blue dots
countries with performance similar to England. See Jerrim and Sims (2019: Appendix B) for further details about
countries have been divided into high/low/average performance groups. OECD average is 41 hours per week
when using a single question and 47 hours when using multiple questions. Analogous figures for England are 49
and 53 hours per week.

13

From this graph, there are four key points to note. First, in almost every country (except Japan),
reported average working hours are higher when derived from multiple questions (as compared
to a single question). This is illustrated by the fact that almost every datapoint in Figure 2 sits
below the dashed 45-degree line. Second, the cross-country correlation is far from perfect; the
Pearson correlation is 0.66 and the Spearman correlation is 0.61. Third, consequently, the
picture of average working hours within a jurisdiction can change quite dramatically depending
upon which measure is used. Take Shanghai, for example. The average working week reported
by teachers is 46 hours when they are asked in a single question, but 58 hours when this is
based upon a measure derived from the time they say they spend upon different work-related
tasks. Fourth, England is a country where teachers work long hours, regardless of the measure
used. Specifically, the average working week of lower-secondary teachers in England is eight
hours longer than the OECD average based upon the single working hours question (49 versus
41 hours per week) and six hours longer when derived from multiple questions (53 versus 47
hours per week).
Figure 3 provides a similar investigation of consistency of teacher reported working hours
using the data gathered from Teacher Tapp. This compares weekly working hours gathered
using a single question at the end of the week to daily questions asking teachers their working
hours (with a weekly total then derived). A similar finding emerges. There is a positive
association, although there is also a reasonable amount of disagreement (Pearson r = 0.64).
Likewise, Figure 4 uses data from the TUDs to compare working hours on a typical day based
upon diary data (x-axis) compared to a measure derived from a single weekly question (y-axis).
The correlation we now find is quite weak (Pearson r = 0.40) though only based upon a small
sample.
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Figure 3. The correlation between teachers daily working hours when reported using a
diary method (horizontal axis) compared to a single question (vertical axis)

Notes: Analysis based upon 0.40 teachers who participated in the 2014/2015 UK time-use diary study.

Figure 4. The correlation between daily and weekly methods of estimating weekly
working hours using Teacher-Tapp

Notes: Analysis based upon 854 teachers who participated in the Teacher-Tapp survey conducted in November
2018. Pearson correlation = 0.64.
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Table 1 turns to how a set of key descriptive statistics about working hours compares depending
upon the measure used. Despite the noise in the data described in the paragraphs above, the
distributional figures reported in this table are reasonably consistent. Starting with TALIS, the
use of a single question (compared to separate questions for different tasks) leads to an
underestimation of weekly working hours in England by around an hour a week. Similar results
hold for differences at various points of the distribution (i.e. the 10th, 25th, 75th and 90th
percentile are all reasonably similar). Similar results also hold within the TUD data, with the
average according to the diary data being around 20 minutes higher per day than using just a
single question. There are slightly larger differences with respect to the distributional statistics
(e.g. there is around a 40-minute difference at the 10th and 25th percentiles) though this result
should be interpreted with caution, given the small sample size. Finally, the difference with
respect to the Teacher Tapp data is slightly larger (3.4 hours per week), though this may perhaps
be expected given the categorical nature of the data that were collected.
Table 1. Differences in descriptive statistics for teachers working hours depending upon
the data collection method used

P10
P25
P50
P75
P90
Mean
P90 - P10
n

TALIS 2013
(weekly)
Questions
Single
for
weekly
different
question
tasks
35
36
42
42
50
50
59
60
65
69
50.1
51.3
30
33
2,020
2,069

TUDs
(daily hours)
Single
weekly
question
7.0
8.0
9.4
10.6
12.0
9.5
5.0
81

Day diary
7.7
8.8
9.8
10.7
11.5
9.8
3.8
81

Teacher-Tapp
(weekly)
Single
weekly
question

Seven
daily
questions

46
52
55
66
74
54
28
845

37
44
51
58
66
51
29
845

Notes: Figures for TALIS 2013 refer to weekly hours for full-time lower secondary teachers who reported more
than 20 hours and less than 100 hours per week. TUD data refers to daily hours for teachers in 2014/15 who were
not on leave, working full-time and who worked for five-hours on the diary day in question. Teacher Tapp refers
to mid-point of categorical/range responses for panellists working full-time in the week in question.

What does the above imply for our understanding (and empirical analysis) of teachers’ working
hours? First, caution should always be exercised when interpreting such data. The most
common way of collecting information about working hours is via a single (or multiple) broadbrush question(s) that rely heavily upon respondents’ ability to accurately recall a prior working
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week. This results in a non-trivial degree of measurement error which may affect one’s results.
Particular caution should be paid to regression models that attempt to investigate the link
between working hours and other important outcomes (e.g. teachers’ well-being, mental health
and decision to leave the profession) given the attenuation bias that this may induce.
Furthermore, there is good reason to believe that capacity to recall last week’s working hours
will vary across professions, so comparisons of working hours across occupational groups must
also be made with care. For example, a receptionist is likely to maintain their contract hours,
with little deviation. A hospital nurse would know their allotted shift hours and be able to adjust
for times they failed to leave on time. By contrast, the hours that teachers must work (i.e. lesson
time) amounts to only about half of their total working hours. And, unlike some other
professions, there is no overtime pay and so no need to log working hours.
That said, the results presented in Table 1 suggest that looking at aggregate descriptive statistics
using such measures may provide reasonable results. Although the use of such broad questions
are unlikely to be sensitive enough to detect quite modest differences (i.e. one should not overinterpret differences of one or two hours per week based upon such measures) they are likely
to provide some useful insights into average hours worked per week.

4. Results
Trends in total working hours since 1992
Figure 5 begins by presenting long-run trends in full-time teachers’ average working hours
(1992 – 2018), with results for primary and secondary teachers illustrated using 95 percent
confidence intervals. Overall, average working hours of secondary teachers has remained
broadly stable over this period. The 95 percent confidence interval typically sits between 46
and 48 hours per week; it only occasionally dips above or below this level. The most notable
peak in the average working hours of secondary teachers occurred in 2001, when it reached 49
hours per week. The trough, meanwhile, occurred in 2006 and 2010 when the average was just
over 46 hours per week. Nevertheless, the secondary school average has generally remained
quite stable (typically within a two-to-three-hour range) over this 25-year period, with little to
suggest that the working hours of secondary teachers at the time of writing are outside of their
historical norm.
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Figure 5. Trends in the average working hours of teachers between 1992 and 2018
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Note: Graph presents the estimated average total working hours of full-time teachers in England (LFS variable
TOTHRS). A break in the series has been indicated in 2010 with a dashed line. Prior to 2010, headteachers were
included in the definition of primary/secondary teachers within the SOC codes. This changed in 2010, with
headteachers separated into a unique category. Source = Quarterly Labour Force Survey.

A broadly similar result holds for primary teachers, although perhaps with slightly more
pronounced peaks and troughs. The longest reported average working hours, of 50 hours per
week, occurred around 2002, although the period between 2013 and 2017 was just shy of this
level (around 49 hours per week). In contrast, the lowest point(s) for primary teachers’ average
hours was in 1992 (46 hours per week) and around 2010 (approximately 47 hours per week).
However, it is the broad stability of the reported average hours that really stands out. Over the
past 25 years, full-time primary teachers have worked (on average) somewhere between 47 and
49 hours per week, without any substantial change to this figure.
Table 2 provides some additional context to this result, drawing on the much smaller scale
TUD data from 2000/01 and 2014/15. Panel (a) refers to daily hours spent at work on a typical
weekday and at the weekend. This again suggests that there has been little change in average
working hours over this period. The point estimate for the average (mean) during the week has
decreased slightly (9.7 hours per day in 2000/01 to 9.3 hours in 2014/15) and increased slightly
at weekends (0.9 to 1.7 hours) but, given the small sample sizes, one should not read too much
into these relatively minor differences.
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Table 2. The working hours of full-time teachers on a typical day. Evidence from the
UK Time-Use Diary Survey
(a) Daily hours at work
Typical weekday
Typical Saturday/Sunday
2000/01
2014/15
2000/01
2014/15
P10
7.8
7.2
0
0
P25
8.5
8.2
0
0
P50
9.7
9.3
0
0
P75
11.0
10.3
1.5
3
P90
12.3
11.3
3.5
5.3
Mean
9.7
9.3
0.9
1.7
P90 - P10
4.5
4.2
3.5
5.3
n
90
89
119
60
(b) Daily hours in selected other activities

P10
P25
P50
P75
P90
Mean
P90-P10
N

Travel to/from work
2000/01
2014/15
0.3
0.3
0.3
0.5
0.5
0.8
1.0
1.2
1.5
1.7
0.7
0.9
1.2
1.3
90
89

Home chores
2000/01
2014/15
0.2
0.2
0.7
0.5
1.2
1.2
2.0
1.8
3.2
2.5
1.5
1.2
3.0
2.3
90
89

Family care
2000/01 2014/15
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.7
1.7
0.2
0.4
0.7
1.7
90
89

Voluntary work
2000/01 2014/15
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
1.0
0.0
0.2
0.0
1.0
90
89

Notes: Hours at work includes hours in either main or secondary activity. Hours relate to full-time teachers who
were not on holiday/sick leave, who reported that it represented a “typical” day and who reported working at some
point during that day. Weekend hours based upon term-time weeks only. Figures in panel (a) do not include breaks
or time spent travelling to work.

Panel (b) provides further details on other types of work (e.g. commuting time, family
responsibilities) that may also put time pressure upon teachers’ lives. Again, these results seem
to reveal little change over time. The average time teachers spend upon travelling to work,
home chores, family care and voluntary work in 2014/15 is similar to in 2000/01 (values have
typically moved 10 to 15 minutes in either direction). These differences are not large or
statistically significant and hence provide further evidence of a broadly stable picture over time.
Trends in time devoted to different tasks. 2013 to 2018
Using the TALIS 2013 and 2018 datasets for England, we can also explore the average time
that lower secondary teachers spend upon different tasks. Although data are only available over
a short five-year time horizon, and relate only to lower-secondary teachers, it is important that

19

we document whether any change has emerged in specific areas e.g. marking, planning,
administration.
Table 3. Change in the average amount of time full-time lower-secondary teachers in
England spend upon different tasks between 2013 and 2018
2013
2018
Teaching
20.3
20.5
Planning /preparation
8.0
7.5
Teamworking
3.5
3.2
Marking
6.3
6.3
Pupil guidance/discipline
1.8
2.7
Management
2.4
2.3
Administration
4.2
4.0
Talking to parents
1.6
1.6
2.2
1.7
Extracurricular activities
Other
2.4
3.4
Total non-teaching tasks
32.5
32.7
Ratio teaching:non-teaching
0.62
0.63
Notes: TALIS 2013 and 2018 databases. Figures refer to average working hours per week during term-time.

Table 3 suggests that the working hours of lower-secondary teachers remained stable between
2013 and 2018. Average hours spent teaching (20.3 versus 20.5 hours) and time spent upon
non-teaching tasks (32.5 versus 32.7 hours) were virtually unchanged. Critically, there was
little sign of any substantial reduction in marking (6.3 hours per week in both 2013 and 2018)
and administration (4.2 hours in 2013 and 4.0 hours in 2018); two aspects of their job that
teachers particularly dislike (Jerrim & Sims, 2019). Moreover, any minor reductions observed
for lesson planning/preparation and extracurricular activities (both half an hour lower per week
in 2018 than in 2013) has been offset by increases in pupil guidance/discipline and “other”
(undefined) tasks.
Variation during the academic year and working during holidays
The amount that teachers work per week could vary substantially over the academic year.
Figure 6 provides, to our knowledge, the first evidence on this issue for England based upon
the Labour Force Survey.

20

Figure 6. Variation in teachers’ working hours over the year
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Note: Figures refer to full-time teachers who were not proxy respondents, not on parental leave, not on a training
course, not sick or injured during the survey week, not changed their job, was not affected by poor weather or
labour dispute during the survey week. Includes primary, secondary, SEN and headteachers. Sample also restricted
to those teachers who reported not working abnormal hours due to being on leave/holiday and who worked for at
least 20 hours in the reference week. Major school holiday weeks have been excluded. Source = Quarterly Labour
Force Survey pooled between winter 1996 and winter 2018.

Interestingly, differences in average working hours of full-time teachers over the academic year
do not seem to be particularly large. Indeed, within Figure 6 there is no particular period where
they are notably above or below the average. Nevertheless, a couple of interesting features do
stand out. First, the average starts at a comparatively high point during the autumn term (≈49
hours per week) before dipping to a low of ≈48 hours per week in the half-term following the
Christmas break. Average working hours then increase steadily to reach almost 50 hours per
week at the start of the second summer half-term (coincides with the timing of end-of-year
testing and national examinations in England). However, we again stress the broadly stable
nature of teachers’ self-reported working hours, keeping within a two-hour range throughout
the academic year. The second feature of note from Figure 6 is that working hours tend to dropoff a little towards the end of each term. This is most apparent in the build-up to Christmas,
with average hours at the start of the second Autumn term being around two hours higher than
at the end of the term (49 versus 47 hours per week). A similar result emerges during the half21

term preceding the summer holidays (the average is around 50 hours at the start of the second
summer term compared to 48 hours at the end)4.
The LFS data also allow us to explore how many hours teachers report working during the
school holidays. This is important as most existing analyses of teachers’ working hours have
only asked about hours worked during the term. Results are presented in Table 4.
Table 4. The number of hours per week teachers report working during school holidays

10th percentile
25th percentile
Median
75th percentile
90th percentile
Mean
Observations

October
half term
0
0
0
0
20
4.1
820

Christmas
holidays
0
0
0
0
15
3.0
1,684

February
half term
0
0
0
0
12
3.3
633

Easter
holidays
0
0
0
0
18
4.0
1,905

Summer
half term
0
0
0
4
30
6.9
419

Summer
holidays
0
0
0
0
7
2.4
5,349

Note: Figures refer to full-time teachers who were not proxy respondents, not on parental leave, not on a training
course, not sick or injured during the survey week, not changed their job, not affected by poor weather or labour
dispute during the survey week. Sample also restricted to those teachers who reported working different hours to
normal due to being on leave/holiday. Source = Quarterly Labour Force Survey pooled between winter 1996 and
winter 2018.

The first key finding from Table 4 is that the median teacher reports working zero hours during
the school holidays. Most full-time teachers manage to give themselves a break from work.
However, this masks the fact that some staff continue to report working long hours even when
they are on holiday. For instance, figures for the 90th percentile of the working hours
distribution suggest that ten percent of full-time teachers work at least 20 hours per week during
the October half-term, 15 hours per week over Christmas, 18 hours per week over Easter and
30 hours per week over the summer half-term. In other words, the distribution of working hours
during school holidays is strongly positively skewed, with a sub-section of the profession
continuing to put in very long hours during the school break. This hence drives the average
(mean) up. Consequently, the average (mean) sits at around four hours of work per week for
teachers during most school holidays, with the figure being slightly higher during the final halfterm of the academic year (≈7 hours per week) and lower during the summer (≈2.5 hours per
week).

4

This result is not due to teachers being on holiday or leave, as we have excluded this group from the sample
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However, responses to Teacher Tapp questions (not reported in tabular form) paint a rather
different picture. During a single (summer) half-term holiday, this panel of teachers were asked
about the type of work-related activities they had completed. Around 6-in-10 said that they
read something relevant to their job, 6-in-10 reported planning curriculum or lessons, one-third
reported marking students work, 9 percent said they ran an exam revision session for students
and 4 percent reported attending a work-related workshop or course. Consequently, the current
available evidence on teachers’ working hours during school holiday is somewhat
contradictory.
Working in the evening and weekends
Of course, teachers may also work unsociable hours during term-time, including in the
evenings and at weekends. Again, little is currently known about this issue. Hence Figure 7
draws upon data from the LFS which, since 2005, has asked respondents whether they
“usually” work in the evening, at nights and during the weekend. Our interpretation of this
question – particularly the term “usually” – is that teachers report working at such times more
often than not.
Figure 7. The proportion of teachers who report that it is “usual” for them to work in
the evening, at night and at weekends
50% % of teachers
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30%
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Night
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Notes: Graph presents the percentage of teachers who say that they usually work in the evening, at weekends and
at night. Source = Quarterly Labour Force Survey. The sample is comprised of full-time primary teachers,
secondary teachers, SEN teachers and headteachers. In additional analysis we have experimented with repeating
the analysis for primary and secondary teachers separately and obtained similar results.
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Around 40 percent of teachers indicate that they usually work in the evening, with around seven
percent suggesting that they frequently work at night5. This helps to illustrate how a substantial
proportion of teachers in England take their work home with them and continue to put in extra
hours long after the school gates have shut. Similarly, around one-in-ten teachers indicate that
they usually work at the weekend. Moreover, consistent with evidence presented in previous
sub-sections, there is no clear evidence of change in the proportion of teachers working
weekend/evening/night over time.
Figure 8 provides further detail on this issue, drawing upon the 2000/01 and 2014/15 TUDs.
This provides the percentage of teachers who said they were working (as either their primary
or secondary activity) over a 24-hour-period during a usual working day. This thus helps one
to visualise a “typical” working day for a school teacher in England. It can be broadly described
as follows.
Figure 8. The proportion of teachers working at different times in the school day
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Notes: Figures based upon the 2000/01 (black solid lines) and 2014/15 (grey dashed lines) UK Time-Use Diaries.
Data based upon 89 observations in 2000/01 and 90 observations in 2014/15. Figures refer to refer to full-time
teachers who were not on holiday/sick leave, who reported that it represented a “typical” day and who reported
working at some point during that day. Time spent travelling to work and breaks not included.

The average full-time teacher will have arrived at school and started work by around 0800
(with almost all teachers having started by 0830). The vast majority will then work through

Participants were asked: “within your regular pattern of work is it usual for you to work (a) during the day; (b)
during the evening; (c) at night” – selecting all that apply.
5
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until at least midday without a break. A dip in the series presented in Figure 8 can then be
observed between 1200 and 1330, when some teachers are able to take a break from work.
Note, however, that this dip in the percentage of teachers who say they are working is relatively
modest. This, in turn, implies that many teachers are likely to be working during their lunch
break and only taking short amounts of time to completely switch off. Almost all teachers then
work between 1330 and 1530, after which a number start to finish for the day. Most teachers
then leave school somewhere between 1530 and 1730, with almost everyone having left by
1800. However, for a significant minority of teachers, their work is not yet done for the day.
Another spike in the proportion of teachers who report working emerges between 1900 and
2100, with around one-in-five saying that they are working at any given 15-minute timeslot
during this period. By around 2230, almost all teachers have finished for the day, with the first
teachers starting to return the next day around 0700.
The other notable feature of Figure 8 is that it suggests there has been little change to the pattern
of teachers’ working hours over time. Although sample sizes are small, estimates from the
2000/01 and 2014/15 TUDs are quite similar, with there being no obvious change over this 15year period.
Teacher Tapp responses (not reported in tabular form) help us understand the nature of
teacher’s lunch time. Lunch breaks are often short. For 8 percent of teachers they are less than
30 minutes long, while for 29 percent they are 30-44 minutes. A minority has a lunch break of
one hour or longer. This is consistent with other recent research, which has found break times
at schools are getting shorter (Baines & Blatchford 2019). Around one-in-eight teachers run a
lunchtime club all year round (with many more running one for part of the year). During their
lunchbreak, teachers do the things we might expect (e.g. eating, visiting bathroom, talking to
colleagues) but also work-related activities (68 percent read emails, 40 percent create
resources, 55 percent tidy their classroom). This role of the lunchbreak as a rare time without
a class to teach emphasises how different it is to lunchbreaks in many other professions. In
particular, it does not allow time for teachers to switch-off, with many continuing to work in
some form.
Responses from Teacher Tapp questions also highlight how hard it is for teachers to measure
their typical after-school activities. Whilst one-in-five run an after-school club all year round,
a greater proportion say they do so but for only part of the year. For one week in May 2018,
just 5 percent said that they had no after-school meetings or activities that week. The
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proportions staying late once, twice, three-times, four-times and five-times in the week were
20 percent, 37 percent, 23 percent, 10 percent and 6 percent, respectively. Once at home, on a
particular night in April 2018, 39 percent of teachers said they planned or marked whilst the
television was on.

5. Discussion and conclusion
This research set out to provide a more comprehensive assessment of teachers’ working hours
in England. Drawing on four different datasets, it has given a detailed account of the levels,
structure and changes in teachers’ working hours.
Teachers in England work long hours. Representative survey data suggest that the median
teacher works a fifty-hour week, with time use diary data showing that they put in just under
ten hours on a typical weekday. A quarter of teachers work more than 59 hours a week, putting
in 10.7 hours on the average weekday. Remarkably, one in ten teachers works more than 65
hours per week. Around 40% of teachers report that they ‘usually’ work in the evening, 10%
at the weekend and 7% at night. Working hours for teachers in England are higher than almost
all other countries for which comparisons can be made and are 8 hours (one working day) per
week longer than the OECD average. The finding that teachers work long hours in England is
consistent with prior research (Deakin et al., 2010; Kodz et al., 2003; Micklewright et al., 2014;
Worth et al 2018; Ofsted 2019; Jerrim and Sims 2019). However, it is notable that all of our
estimates of total hours are lower than those from both the 2013 (55.7-59.3 hours per week)
and the 2016 (53.5-55.5 hours per week) government workload surveys (TNS-BMRB, 2014;
Higton et al., 2017).
Although teachers work (on average) long hours, we did not find evidence that it has increased
in recent years. Indeed, total working hours as measured in the Labour Force Survey have
remained relatively stable – between 46 and 48 hours per week – over the last twenty years.
Similarly, the proportion of teachers who report that they ‘usually’ work evenings and
weekends has also been broadly stable since 2005. There has also very little change in the
number of hours teachers report spending on specific tasks between 2013 and 2018, with
teachers spending around 8 hours per week on marking, 6 hours per week on planning and 4
hours per week on administration in both years.
Our finding that working hours have not noticeably increased stands in contrast to those from
the 2010, 2013 and 2016 government workload surveys, which recorded a sizable increase in
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total working hours since 2010, albeit with caveats about changes in the methodology used
across survey sweeps (Deakin et al., 2010; TNS-BMRB, 2014; Higton et al., 2017). It also
stands in contrast to the prevailing policy consensus that improving teacher retention requires
making the job “manageable again” (DfE, 2019b, p 4). How do we explain these discrepancies?
One possibility is that differences in the way working hours are recorded across survey sweeps
has painted a misleading picture. For example, we show in Section 3 that asking the same
question in different ways leads to different estimates of working hours. It is also known that
measuring teacher working hours using a diary method provides different results to asking
respondents to retrospectively estimate their working hours (West, 2014). However, while this
might account for differences between the 2010 (diary method) and 2016 (retrospective
estimate method) surveys, it cannot account for the differences observed between the 2010
(diary method) and 2013 (diary method) surveys. In our view, a far more plausible explanation
for the discrepancy is response rates. The 2010, 2013 and 2016 workload surveys all randomly
sampled teachers but achieved vastly different response rates of 57%, 15% and 34%,
respectively. The data from 2013 and 2016 surveys therefore cannot be considered to be
representative of the teaching workforce as a whole and differences in estimates of total
working hours between the 2010 and 2013/2016 surveys may simply reflect changes in the
types of teachers that responded across surveys. By contrast, the LFS and TALIS data
employed in the present paper are derived from surveys achieving response rates of 60-70%
and 83-85%, respectively. They are therefore far more likely to accurately and consistently
reflect changes across the teaching workforce.
What, then, does this paper imply for education policy in England? Perhaps most importantly,
our findings show that five years of policy initiatives - implemented by three separate
Secretaries of State for Education - have so far proven insufficient for achieving a reduction in
the total number of hours worked by teachers. Reducing working hours to bring them into line
with international norms will therefore likely require additional, more radical action on the part
of policymakers. Indeed, our research reveals that working hours have been at the present high
levels for many years, which suggests perhaps that they will be more difficult to shift than
previously anticipated.
More broadly, our findings suggest that an increase in total working hours are unlikely to
explain the widely-reported decline in teacher retention in England. This is for the simple
reason that total working hours have not increased very much, particularly among secondary
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teachers, where the decline in teacher retention has been most marked (Sims, 2018a). Changes
in the composition of working hours after 2013 are also very unlikely to be the cause of
declining teacher retention, for the same reason. We cannot, however, rule out the possibility
that changes in the composition of working hours occurring prior to 2013 are to blame. In any
case, these findings suggest that workload may have been given undue emphasis in the debate
on teacher retention. Policymakers might therefore be better off focusing on other, better
evidenced approaches to improving retention, such as increasing teacher pay, improving school
leadership and improving working conditions (Bueno & Sass, 2018; Feng & Sass, 2018; Sims,
2018b; Kraft, Marinell, & Yee, 2018; Jacob et al., 2015).
The Department for Education have committed to producing robust evidence on teacher
workload bi-annually. We support this, but believe that the government’s workload survey
should be reformed. The response rates are low and the absence of diary method data collection
means it adds little value over other routinely collected data sources (e.g. TALIS and the LFS).
Our suggestion is therefore that the Department for Education’s workload survey be revised so
that a truly representative sample of teachers complete time-use diaries. This will, no doubt, be
relatively costly and require close co-operation and buy-in from across the sector (particularly
teacher unions). Yet the experience of other countries has shown that this is possible (e.g. a
large, representative sample of teachers have recently completed TUDs as part of a recent study
in Belgium) and our empirical analysis of a small sample of TUDs completed by teachers in
the UK illustrate the interesting insights that such data can provide. Collection of such diaries
would likely lead to an appreciable increase in data quality, while also greatly enhancing our
understanding of the broader lives (and commitments) of teachers.
The results presented here should, of course, be interpreted in light of the limitations of this
study. First, a common theme running throughout this paper has been data quality. Although
response rates to the surveys we have analysed are reasonable, we have concerns about the
accuracy of the working hours reported. Indeed, our empirical analysis of various datasets
illustrates how the internal consistency of reported working hours can be quite poor. This issue
stems from the broad nature of the questions asked (e.g. total working hours gathered in a single
question) and the measurement error introduced by having to recall quite detailed information
from a prior working week. Second, although our analysis has provided important new detail
in places (e.g. how working hours vary over the academic year) many gaps in our knowledge
remain. For instance, the evidence we have presented on teachers’ working hours during school
holidays has been somewhat contradictory, with 60 percent of Teacher-Tapp respondents
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reporting doing lesson planning and preparation during half-terms, while the median teacher in
Labour Force Survey results reported working (during school holidays) zero hours per week.
We believe that this issue of working during school holidays is the biggest remaining gap in
the evidence base and is a critical aspect of teachers’ working lives that the Department for
Education needs to better understand. Likewise, further evidence is needed on other aspects of
teachers’ lives, including other commitments such as child/family care and work around the
house. Such additional time commitments, on-top of a busy professional life, have the potential
to add significantly to the burden placed upon teachers.
Finally, this paper has focused specifically upon teachers’ working hours. This may be different
to their total workload, which also includes unfinished tasks that teachers do not find the time
to do. While we show the former has been broadly stable over the last 25 years, the latter could
have fluctuated more over time. It is arguably such uncompleted tasks that causes the teachers
the most stress and end up driving them out of the profession. Our specific focus upon working
hours – rather than workload – should be taken into account when interpreting our results.
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