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THE TIMELESS RHYME: UNDERSTANDING "THIRTY DAYS HAS SEPTEMBER, APRIL,
JUNE, AND NOVEMBER"

For centuries, a simple rhythmic verse has been the go-to mnemonic for remembering the days in
each month. The line, "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November," is one of the most
enduring pieces of folk wisdom, passed down from generation to generation. It is a testament to the
human need for order and memory aids in a world governed by cycles and calendars. This nursery
rhyme, often completed with the reminder that "all the rest have thirty-one, excepting February
alone," is more than just a catchy phrase; it is a cultural artifact, a learning tool, and a fascinating
entry point into the history of timekeeping, astronomy, and language.

In this comprehensive exploration, we will unpack the origins of this famous calendar rhyme,
examine its cultural significance, and explore why it remains a vital, if sometimes imperfect, tool for
learning. We will also delve into the quirks of the Gregorian calendar, why February is the outlier,
and how various cultures have adapted this mnemonic to suit their own languages and calendars.
Whether you are a student, a teacher, or simply someone curious about the passage of time, this
deep dive into "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" will offer new insights into a
phrase you have likely recited since childhood.

The Origins of the Calendar Rhyme

The exact origin of "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" is difficult to pinpoint, as
it belongs to a long tradition of oral lore. However, historians generally trace its earliest known
appearance in English to a 16th-century publication. The rhyme appears in a 1577 work by William
Harrison, an English clergyman and historian, who included it in his "Description of Britain" as part of
a larger discussion on the calendar. Harrison's version read: "Thirty dayes hath November, April,
June and September; February hath eight and twenty alone, and all the rest have thirty and one."
Over time, the order of the months was rearranged to flow more naturally, settling on the version we
know today.

This mnemonic likely evolved from even older Latin verses used by medieval scholars and clergy.
The Latin language had its own calendar rhymes, such as "Junius, Aprilis, September, et November:
Hi triginta dies habent; reliqui triginta unus," which translates to "June, April, September, and
November: These have thirty days; the rest have thirty-one." The transition from Latin to vernacular
languages like English was part of the broader shift toward making education accessible to the

common people. By embedding calendar facts into a simple, sing-song rhyme, the information was
far easier to transmit to children and illiterate adults.

Why This Rhyme Matters: The Practical
Utility of Mnemonics

In an age of smartphones, digital calendars, and voice-activated assistants, one might wonder why a
centuries-old rhyme about the lengths of months is still relevant. The answer lies in the power of
mnemonics. A mnemonic is a memory aid, and the calendar rhyme is a perfect example of how
rhythm, rhyme, and structure can encode information deeply into our brains. Studies in cognitive
psychology have consistently shown that rhythmic patterns and rhyming couplets enhance recall
because they leverage the brain's natural affinity for pattern recognition and musicality.

The rhyme "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" works because it creates a
strong auditory anchor. The internal rhyme of "September" and "November" with "has September" is
particularly effective. Furthermore, the implicit contrast with "all the rest have thirty-one" creates a
dualistic chunking strategy: first, learn the four exceptions, and then assume the default for
everything else, except February. This reduces cognitive load, allowing us to remember a complex
calendar system with just a few lines of verse. For children learning about the calendar in school,
this rhyme is often the first step toward temporal literacy, helping them master the abstract concept
of time measurement.

Decoding the Rhyme: Which Months Have
Thirty Days?

Let us take a closer look at the exact line: "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November."
This line is grammatically inverted for the sake of rhyme and meter. In standard English word order,
it would read: "September, April, June, and November have thirty days." The word "has" is used
because in the original construction, the month is the subject of the clause: "Thirty days [has]
September." This grammatical inversion, known as anastrophe, is common in poetry and traditional
rhymes and contributes to the memorable, archaic charm of the verse.

So, which months are included in the "thirty-day club"?
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e April (the fourth month)

¢ June (the sixth month)

e September (the ninth month)

* November (the eleventh month)

All other months, with the singular exception of February, have 31 days. This means January, March,
May, July, August, October, and December are the 31-day months. February, the outlier, has 28 days
in common years and 29 days in leap years. The rhyme's full version, "excepting February alone,"
reminds us of this special case.

The Quirky Case of February: Why Is It
Different?

Any discussion of the rhyme "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" inevitably
leads to the question: why is February so peculiar? The answer lies in ancient Roman history. The
Roman calendar, which preceded the Julian and Gregorian calendars, originally had ten months,
beginning in March. The winter period was considered a nameless, monthless gap. Around 713 BCE,
King Numa Pompilius added January and February to the calendar, but the total number of days in
the year (355) was still short of the solar year. To achieve this, February was assigned 28 days,
making it the shortest month and a kind of "catch-all" for the remaining days.

Later, under Julius Caesar and his astronomers, the Julian calendar was introduced in 45 BCE,
shifting the year to 365 days with a leap year every four years. The extra day was added to
February, which already had the unfortunate reputation of being an unlucky month in Roman
culture. This tradition stuck through the adoption of the Gregorian calendar in 1582, which refined
the leap year rules but did not alter the distribution of days. Thus, February remained the anomaly,
and the rhyme "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" serves as a stark reminder
of this ancient compromise.

Alternative Mnemonics and Cultural
Variations

While the rhyme beginning with "Thirty days has September" is the most famous in the English-
speaking world, it is by no means the only mnemonic for remembering month lengths. Many
cultures have their own versions, reflecting linguistic and pedagogical differences. For example, a
common alternative in English is to use the knuckle method: make a fist and count the months
across the knuckles and valleys. A knuckle represents a 31-day month, while a valley represents a
30-day month (with February again as the exception). This tactile method is particularly popular in
classrooms because it does not require memorizing any text at all.

In other languages, the rhyme is adapted to fit local phonetics and rhythm. For instance, the French
version states: "Trente jours ont septembre, avril, juin et novembre. Les autres en ont trente-un,
sauf février qui en a vingt-huit." The German version: "DreiBig Tage hat September, April, Juni und
November. Die anderen sind einunddreillig, nur der Februar hat achtundzwanzig." These cross-
cultural versions demonstrate the universal human need to systematize and simplify the calendar.
The Spanish version, "Treinta dias trae septiembre, con abril, junio y noviembre," similarly follows
the same structure. This global consistency underscores how fundamental the concept of a few
exceptional months is to our shared experience of time.

The Rhyme in Education and Popular
Culture

The phrase "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" is a staple of early childhood
education. Teachers often introduce the rhyme in kindergarten or first grade, decorating classroom
walls with colorful posters illustrating the lines. The rhyme is also frequently featured in educational
songs and videos on platforms like YouTube, where animated characters sing the lyrics to catchy
tunes. This multimedia exposure ensures that even children who struggle with reading can
internalize the information.

Beyond the classroom, the rhyme has seeped into popular culture. It appears in movies, television
shows, and literature as a shorthand for childhood nostalgia or as a humorous reference to
struggling with time management. For example, a character in a novel might mutter the rhyme
under their breath when asked for a date, revealing their reliance on an old trick. The rhyme is also
used in puzzles and trivia questions, often asking participants to name the months with 30 days
without thinking. In this way, "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November" functions as a
piece of shared cultural knowledge, connecting generations through a common verbal formula.

Criticisms and Limitations of the Rhyme

While the rhyme is incredibly useful, it is not without its critics. Some educators argue that the
inverted grammar ("Thirty days has September") can confuse young learners who are still mastering
subject-verb-object sentence structures. Others point out that the rhyme does not explicitly state
that all other months have 31 days, leaving a gap that requires additional explanation. Furthermore,
the rhyme does not address leap years at all, forcing teachers to add a separate lesson for
February's variability.

These limitations, however, are relatively minor compared to the rhyme's overall effectiveness.
Many teachers use the rhyme as a starting point and then layer additional information, such as the
knuckle method or a visual chart, to fill in the gaps. The fact that the rhyme has persisted for over
400 years suggests that its benefits far outweigh its flaws. It remains a robust, easily recallable
framework for a fundamental piece of general knowledge.
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The Calendar Behind the Rhyme: A Quick
Overview

To fully appreciate the rhyme "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November," it helps to
understand the calendar it describes. The Gregorian calendar, introduced by Pope Gregory Xlll in
1582, is the most widely used civil calendar in the world today. It is a solar calendar based on the
Earth's revolution around the Sun, which takes approximately 365.2422 days. To keep the calendar
aligned with the seasons, it employs a system of leap years, adding an extra day to February every
four years, except in centurial years not divisible by 400.

The distribution of days across the months is a legacy of Roman, Julian, and finally Gregorian
influences. The pattern is not uniform, which is exactly why the mnemonic is needed. Here is the
complete breakdown:

January - 31 days
February - 28 days (29 in leap years)
March - 31 days
April - 30 days

May - 31 days

June - 30 days

July - 31 days
August - 31 days
September - 30 days
. October - 31 days

. November - 30 days
. December - 31 days
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Notice that the months with 30 days are not consecutive; they are spaced out in the spring,
summer, and fall. The rhyme helps learners quickly internalize this scattered pattern.

Why We Still Need This Rhyme in the
Digital Age

One might assume that mobile devices and smartwatches have rendered the old rhyme obsolete.
However, there are compelling reasons why "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November"
remains relevant. First, not everyone has constant access to technology. In classrooms, during
exams, or in low-tech environments, the rhyme is a reliable backup. Second, relying on external
devices can weaken our internal memory and sense of time. Using mnemonics like the rhyme keeps
our brains active and engaged with the structure of the year.

Moreover, the rhyme fosters a sense of connection to history and culture. Reciting the same words
that children recited in the 16th century is an act of cultural continuity. It reminds us that despite all
our technological advances, the fundamental cycle of the seasons and the months remains a
constant in human life. The rhyme is a small, poetic bridge between the past and the present.

Tips for Teaching the Rhyme to Children
and Adults

If you are looking to teach or re-learn "Thirty days has September, April, June, and November," here
are some effective strategies:

e Sing it: Set the words to a simple melody, such as the tune of "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" or
"Frere Jacques." Music greatly enhances recall



