
 

 1 

 

Switzerland Educational System 
 
 
When does the school year begin and end? 
Switzerland is divided into 26 cantons, and the school system is under cantonal authority. The structure of the 
school year varies among cantons. The exact beginning and ending of the school year differs regionally. 
Generally, the school year runs from mid August/beginning of September until the end of June/mid July. In 
addition to long summer vacations of five to six weeks in July/August, pupils have one to two weeks in fall, 
two weeks at Christmas/New Year, one to two weeks in winter and one to two weeks in spring. 
 
What type of school will I be enrolled in? 
The majority of exchange students will be placed in Matura schools or in Specialized Middle Schools. 
However, it can also be that AFS students will be placed in the Upper Secondary Level, depending on the age 
of the student and the school situation at his/her host place.  
Matura schools are academically competitive high schools that prepare students for university studies. They 
offer a broad general education and are divided into several sections (ancient languages, modern languages, 
scientific, commercial etc.). 
 
What is a typical school day? How many classes per day?  
The school week lasts from Monday to Friday. Classes usually start at 8 a.m. and may last till 6 p.m., although 
one afternoon is normally off. On the whole, pupils have to attend approximately 35 lessons per week, each 
lesson lasting 45 minutes. The breaks between classes last from 5 to 15 minutes and for lunch a break of 1 to 
2 hours applies. 
Pupils are regularly given homework in each subject and are frequently tested on the material that has been 
covered in class.  
 
In what grade level will I be enrolled? 
Usually, exchange students are placed in the 10th or 11th school year. However, AFS Switzerland can neither 
guarantee a placement at a particular level nor at a particular school. 
 
Will I be able to choose my classes? What classes are available? 
Exchange students cannot choose their classes, but are obliged to take a given subject combination. 
Exceptions are made for foreign language classes of which the students do not have any previous knowledge. 
There might be opportunities for students to take subjects at a different level better suited to their ability, e.g. 
they might take German, French or Italian at a lower level, but in general it’s not their decision but the 
school’s. The following core subjects are compulsory in the majority of schools: 

- First national language 

- Second national language 

- Third national language, English or an ancient language (Latin or Greek) 

- Mathematics 

- Natural sciences (Biology, Chemistry, Physics) 

- Humanities and social sciences (History, Geography, Economy and Law) 

- Visual arts and/or music 
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In what language will the classes be taught? 
The classes normally are taught in the native language (German, French or Italian). Special cases are 
“immersion classes”, where some subjects are taught in English. 
 
Will I need to buy a uniform? Books? Other school supplies? 
Exchange students have to buy (or borrow) the books used in school. AFS Switzerland will reimburse books 
(excluding dictionaries, reading and exercise books) at the end of the year as long as the students can present 
the receipts. Other school material such as pencils, writing pads, copies etc. must be paid for by the students 
themselves. There is no need for uniforms in Switzerland. 
 
Are extra-curricular activities available? Sports? Music? Art? 
Since lessons cover most of the day, there are not many extra-curricular activities offered by schools. A few 
extra-curricular activities might be offered (sports, band etc.), but they vary from school to school and cannot 
be guaranteed. Most Swiss pupils get involved in sports and extra-curricular activities through clubs and 
associations outside of school.  
 
Are high school graduates accepted? 
AFS Switzerland accepts graduates if they have completed high school no longer than one month before the 
beginning of the program. However, AFS Switzerland strongly prefers non-graduates.  
 
Can I get an official transcript? A certificate of attendance? 
Most schools do not hand out an official transcript but a certificate of attendance. The reason for this is the 
difficulty to grade exchange students due to their reduced language knowledge. The decision, however, lies 
within the school’s responsibility and often depends on the commitment of the student. No guarantee and no 
discussion if a particular school does not want to provide a transcript. 
 
Can I get academic credit for my study abroad? 
Maybe, but it cannot be guaranteed. The amount and type of credit you receive is determined by your local 
high school. so it is important that you talk with your teachers and guidance counselor before you depart for 
Switzerland to see what is needed in order to be granted credit. In most cases, exchange students have 
received language, history, or social studies credits. Be sure to keep a copy of any formal grades or transcripts 
you receive from your host school. It is your responsibility to obtain any written information about your 
attendance and grades in your host school before you return home. AFS cannot assist you with course or 
grade information after you have completed the program. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Update: Hosting Admission, December 2012 


