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A PARENT CARER'S
GUIDE TO —

SURVIVING (AND SOMETIMES ENJOYING!)
THE SCHOOL HOLIDAYS

Brought to you by the parent carers
at Choice Wellbeing Service



INTRODUCTION

As parent carers ourselves, we know that the school holidays can bring a mix of
emotions.

There can be excitement about spending more time together, relief from the
school run, and opportunities to make memories. But alongside that can come
anxiety, exhaustion, financial pressure, worries about keeping children
occupied, and the challenge of managing the loss of routine that many of our
children rely upon.

We've experienced the cancelled plans, the days where nothing seems to go
right, the pressure to create the “perfect school holidays®, and the guilt that can
creep in when we're simply trying to get through the day. We've also learned
that what works for our families doesn't always look like what we see online—
and that's okay.

That's exactly why we created this guide.

Not because we have all the answers, but because we've walked a similar path.
We know that caring for a child with additional needs doesn't pause for the
school holidays. In many ways, the caring role can become even more intense
when school, respite, and regular routines are unavailable.

This guide is designed to offer practical ideas, gentle reminders, and realistic
support for parent carers navigating the school holidays. You'l find wellbeing
tips for yourself, strategies for supporting your child, and reassurance that you
don't need to do it all.

Most importantly, we hope this guide reminds you of something many parent
carers forget:

You matter too.

Whether your school holidays is filled with adventures, quiet days at home, or
simply doing whatever it takes to get through each day, we hope these pages
help you approach the holidays with a little less pressure and a little more

compassion for yourself.

From one parent carer to another—we're glad you're here.
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FIRST THINGS FIRST:
LOWER THE PRESSURE
~ /]

Social media can make it look as though everyone is spending their
school holidays:

e Visiting attractions

e Going on holidays

e Making crafts every day

e Creating magical memories

What social media doesn’t show is:

e Meltdowns in the car park

e Children refusing to leave the house

e Parents running on empty

¢ Plans that didn't work out

¢ The emotional and financial cost of “fun”
Remember:
Your child does not need a perfect school holidays.

They need a regulated, supported parent and a safe place to be themselves.

Your child won't remember how many days out you managed. 5,0

They'll remember feeling safe, accepted, loved, and understood.

And sometimes that happens on the sofa, in pyjamas, with a
favourite film and a snack—not at a costly attraction or a
picture-perfect day out.




TOP TIPS FOR MANAGING
SOCIAL MEDIA DURING THE
SCHOOL HOLIDAYS <Z

1. Remember You're Seeing the Highlights Reel

Most people share their best moments, not the meltdowns, cancelled plans,
difficult days, or tears that may have happened before or after the photo was
taken. A picture captures a moment, not the full story.

2. Notice How Certain Content Makes You Feel

If you consistently feel guilty, inadequate, overwhelmed, or upset after viewing
certain accounts, give yourself permission to mute, unfollow, or take a break.
Protecting your wellbeing is not rude—it's self-care. Turn off notifications so you
are not tempted to scroll after if you need a social media break.

3. Focus on What Works for Your Family

Every child is different, every family is different, and every holidays looks
different. What works brilliantly for one family may be completely unsuitable for
yours. Success isn't doing what everyone else is doing—it's doing what works for
your child.

4. Limit Comparison Traps

When you catch yourself thinking, "I should be doing more” or “Everyone else
seems to be coping better than me,” gently remind yourself:

‘I am comparing my everyday reality to someone else's carefully selected
highlights.”

5. Create More Than You Consume

Instead of endlessly scrolling, spend time connecting with
people who understand your journey. Message another parent
carer, share a small win, or engage with supportive
communities. Social media can be a source of connection as
well as comparison.




PARENT CARER REALITY
CHECK

Things | said | won't do this school holiday...

o Use screens more than usual

o Bribe my child with snacks

o Cancel plans at the last minute

o Spend half a day preparing for an activity that lasted five minutes
o Stay in pyjamas until lunchtime

o Call cereal, toast, and a yoghurt a "balanced meal”

o Hide in the kitchen for five minutes of peace

o Promise myself I'd be more organised tomorrow

o Drink a cup of tea cold... again

o Count surviving the day as an achievement

o All of the above

The Parent Carer Holidays Pledge

This Holidays, | will try to:

e Compare less and appreciate more.

e Remember that every family is different.
¢ Accept that plans sometimes change.

¢ Be kinder to myself.

e Celebrate small wins.

¢ Let go of perfection.

¢ Do what works for my family.

Because the goal isn't to create a picture-perfect holidays.

The goal is to create a holiday that works for us. ( ~
~
"Some days we'lll make memories. Some days we'll (] .6).

just make it to bedtime. Both are successes.” - Tracey




UNDERSTANDING WHY
HOLIDAYS CAN BE HARD

Many children with additional needs rely heavily on:

¢ Predictability

e Structure

e Familiar routines

¢ Safe people

e Familiar environments

The sudden removal of school can create uncertainty and anxiety.
This might show up as:

v Increased meltdowns

v Sleep difficulties

v Emotional outbursts

v Increased sensory sensitivities

v Withdrawal

v More clinginess

v More challenging behaviour

Often, behaviour is communication.

When routines disappear, children may be telling us:
"I don't know what's happening.”

"I feel overwhelmed.”

‘I need help feeling safe.”

The first week of the holidays is often a time of
adjustment. Keeping some familiar routines and

including activities your child enjoys can help them feel
safe, settled, and ready for the weeks ahead.




CREATING A SCHOOL
HOLIDAYSROUTINE

Without Scheduling Every Minute
Many parent carers feel pressure to fill every day.
Instead, think about creating a predictable rhythm.

For example:

Morning

e Wake up

¢ Breakfast

e Get dressed

e Activity or outing

Afternoon

e Lunch
e Quiet time
e Free play

Evening

e Dinner
e Wind down
e Bedtime routine

The activities can change.

The structure stays familiar.

Children often need the routine more than the activity itself. b



Q THE POWER OF A VISUAL
PLAN

Many children with additional needs find it easier to understand and manage
their day when they can see what is happening rather than relying on verbal
explanations alone.

Visual supports can help reduce anxiety, increase understanding, support
communication, and make transitions easier. They can be particularly helpful
during the school holidays when usual routines may change.

Remember, visual supports don't need to be complicated, expensive, or
professionally made to be effective.

What Are Visual Supports?

Visual supports are anything that uses pictures, symbols, photographs, words,
or objects to help a child understand information.

Examples include:

e Visual timetables

e Now and Next boards

o PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System)
e Choice boards

e First/Then boards

e Countdown calendars

e Visual routines

e Emotion charts

The aim is to make the day more predictable and easier to understand.
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