
STEP TWO: SET EXPECTATIONS WITH YOUR CHILD

Adjust your own expectations.

Trying to focus/work while also trying to manage your children can be a challenge for even the best of 
multi-taskers.  During this time, take it one step at a time, and build up to where you want to go.

Establish an adult division of labor. With young 
children, there typically needs to be one adult who 
is “on” and at least somewhat available for support 
and to help the child get started on a new activity. 
That adult may also be trying to get some amount 
of work done but should expect to be interrupted 
to a greater or lesser degree (depending on the age 
of the child). One option, in a two-adult family, is to 
divide up the day, so that adult #1 is “on” during the 
morning and adult #2 is “on” during the afternoon. 
Discuss this with your spouse and come to an  
understanding in advance. 

Pro-Tip: One of our team members has a secret signal with her husband during times when her 
husband is “on” with their daughter. If her toddler wanders in and becomes distracting while she is 
trying to concentrate on something, she will say, “Cecilia, will you go and give this pen to Daddy?”  
If Cecilia comes to her dad with a pen, then Dad knows that Cecilia is being distracting, and will help 
to engage her in something!

The more you invest upfront, the more it  
will pay off over time. If you give your child 
your full attention to get started in the  
morning, and periodically throughout the day, 
at the beginning of each activity, you’ll have 
more success. And each success will build on 
the previous success, so that your child will be 
able to do more and more for herself with each 
passing day.
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Day 1 

Set expectations about the general situation and what it means to  
“work at home”

Comfort comes from clarity. The clearer and more consistent we are in sharing and reinforcing our plans 
and expectations, the more successful this in-home experience with your child will be. 

•  Be honest, factual, and calm about Coronavirus and the general circumstances. “Lots of people are 
catching bad colds right now. So that we don’t get sick or make other people sick, we’re going to be 
staying at home more often. But guess what! Since you’re not going to school, and I’m not going to 
the office, we both get to work from home together. Let’s talk about what that means, and what we 
need to do so we can both work from home together.”  

•  Give your child a “tour” of any physical spaces or activities you have prepared. “Here’s where you 
can sit to work. All your materials should stay inside this space. Here’s where your materials should 
be put away when you are finished. Here’s where I will be sitting to do my own work during the day.” 
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•  Prepare your child for the new way that you will be interacting at home, and how you will interrupt 
each other if you need to. “We will need to get very good at not interrupting each other, so that  
each of us can concentrate. Let’s practice some ways you can let me know you need help, without 
interrupting me. What about you? How do you want me to interrupt you if you are busy?”

Ideas for interruptions: 

• Show the child to place their hand on your shoulder and wait quietly until you turn to them.

• Show the child to say, only once, “Excuse me,” and then wait quietly until you turn to them.

•  Sit in a designated spot near you, where you can see them, and wait quietly.  They can bring a book 
to look at while they wait.  You’ll know if they are sitting in that spot, it is because they need you.

• Use a red or green object as a signal to show whether you are available for interruptions right now.  

• With an older child, limit the number of interruptions: “You will be able to interrupt me 3 times 
during our family work period. Make sure it’s something really important before you use up one of your 
interruptions!” Every time the child comes to ask you for help, you can write 1, 2, 3 on a piece of paper, 
and remind them after the second time that they have one more question left.  
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Every Day   
Set expectations about what the schedule and activities will look like today

• Go over the daily schedule in simple language. 

Reinforce Expectations Over Time

• Use kind redirection and reminders of what you have discussed and practiced.
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What to say:

“First we will have breakfast together, then I will need to do some work, so I will help you get started 
with your own work, then we will go to the park and have some lunch, then it will be time for a nap.”

What to say:

“Remember, I am not available right now! This 
is our work time. I will be available in 15 min-
utes. I love you, and I can’t wait to talk to you!” 

“I am working on my project right now.  
What are you working on?” 

“Not right now, but when …”

Ask questions to prompt your child: 

“What do we do when we are done painting 
again?” 

“What can you do if you are waiting for help, 
do you remember?”

“What do we do after lunchtime?”


