
STEP THREE: ESTABLISH STRONG ROUTINES

The Power of Routines!

Young children thrive on clear expectations and predictable routines. Your day at home with your children 
will go much more smoothly if you establish clear routines and stick to them as closely as possible each 
day. This takes an investment in the first few days, and then if you push through, it quickly starts to become 
more and more of a habit. 

Recommended Routines for Key Times of Day

Morning Routine (Getting Ready for the day)

Normal “workday” routines should continue while working at home. In order to reinforce with your 
child that this is a workday, not a weekend, continue with your usual morning routine, exactly the same 
as you might on a regular school day. This means changing out of pajamas and into daytime clothes, 
brushing teeth—whatever else you would do on a normal weekday.
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Prepare the night before to maximize child independence. Lay out your child’s clothes and personal 
hygiene items in a way that makes it as easy as possible for your child to independently get dressed and 
care for personal needs in the morning. For example:

•  Lay underwear and pants face up on the floor so your child can sit to put them on the right way;  
lay shirts face down on the floor so your child can put them on with the right side in the front.

•  Make sure toothpaste, toothbrush, and cups are at the edge of the sink, and that there is a stool tall 
enough for your child to reach them, so that she has everything she needs to brush her teeth.

Prepare your child to be capable of following the routine. The first day, model each step of a new  
routine, and then have your child practice each of those steps. For example:

•  “Here’s how your pants will be in the morning.” Show your own pants laid out in the same way. Sit 
down and show your child how you put on your pants one leg at a time, make sure your feet to stick 
out the bottom, then stand up and pull them up. Have your child practice with your own pants.

•  “Here’s how I open and close the toothpaste container.” Model opening and closing, and don’t forget 
to invite your child to try. 

It’s not enough just to show, your child has to do each step.

Don’t abandon toilet learning! For young children who may be engaging in toilet learning, toileting is an 
important part of this time of day, and throughout! We encourage you to stick with any in-progress toilet 
learning process, since going back to diapers can significantly lengthen and disrupt the overall process.
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Family Meeting Routine

Have a morning meeting to review the day ahead. If you tell children what to expect from the day, they’ll 
be much more likely to go with the flow. They appreciate the respect you give them by sharing information, 
and they also feel a sense of security from the understanding it gives them.  If today you’ll be completely 
unavailable during lunch, tell them in the morning. If today you’ll be asking them to sweep their workspace 
and wash their worktables before starting lunch, tell them that, show them where to find everything they 
will  need and remind them how to do it. A meeting in the morning gets everyone on the same page for a 
great day to follow.

Most importantly, review the child’s “Activity Plan” for the day. Even though your child probably can’t 
read, at least not well enough to be completely independent in following the day’s Activity Plan, there’s 
still something about giving her the printed plan, and letting her know what everything says in advance. 
She will still need to ask you again later, but the sense of abiding purpose she’ll get from having that 
plan, and keeping it close to her all day long, will be very different than if you just ask her out of the blue 
throughout the day, in a way that feels random to her, to try this new thing or that new thing.
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Family Work Period Routine

Every individual family member needs his or her 
own designated workspace. You should prepare a 
separate space for each adult and each child. This 
is especially important for children, and cuts down 
dramatically on unhealthy sibling dynamics. A child 
sized table is ideal. Plan B would be a small towel 
or bathmat that mimics the “work rugs” we use 
in the Montessori classroom. The goal is a clearly- 
defined space that your child’s activity must stay 
within (and that also guarantees protection—if it’s 
out on your table, it’s yours, and your brother can’t 
take it from you until you put it away again).

Make needed items accessible. Your child will need 
a general area where all of her supplies are kept in 
individual, orderly, open containers (colored pencils, 
scissors, pencil sharpener, etc.) so that she can easily 
find those things when needed and put them away 
again when finished. She will also need access to all 
of the needed items for any activities on her Activity 
Plan. Many activities, once your child has done them 
once, can be kept in a specific place for your child to 
choose to do again, now that she knows how. In this 
way, every day gets easier, because your child builds 
up a repertoire of things she can do and likes to do 
(the same way we see in our classrooms).
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Make it clear when the work period is starting. “Ok, I’m going to be working now! 
Everyone is going to be doing his or her own work now. I’ll be concentrating, so if you 
talk to me, I might not answer you!”



For new activities, invest in getting your child started. Show her each step. Have her practice each step. 
Then say, “Ok, now you know how to do this, and you can do it on your own as long as you want.” Or even 
just, “Tomorrow, you will be able to choose this yourself. You can choose to do this whenever you like.” 

Careful: don’t fall into the “draw me a picture” trap! If you model something your child can’t do herself, 
like drawing a house or a tree, then you’ve made her dependent on you, and you’ll be asked to stay and 
keep drawing. Instead, model things your child can do herself, like drawing a curved line, or drawing 
straight parallel lines, or tracing a stencil. She will want to try for herself because they are the right level 
of challenge.

Establish a process for getting help when needed. To avoid constant interruptions, give your child a 
positive alternative for getting your attention.  The method that works best for us is the “waiting chair”. 
Set up a child chair in your line of vision where your child can sit to wait for you. Have your child choose 
one or two things to put in a basket next to the chair, that she can use while she is waiting (e.g. a book, a 
fidget spinner, a squishy toy). The first few times your child uses the chair, react relatively quickly, within 
the first couple of minutes. Once your child trusts that you really will respond, she’ll be willing to wait a 
little bit longer.

Expect your child to clean up in between activities. Part of working independently is putting everything 
back again just where you found it, before moving on to something new. This is a simple but critical rule 
that we reinforce obsessively in our classrooms. This includes things like washing the paint brush, sweeping 
up scraps, scrubbing pencil marks off the worktable, etc.

Pro-Tip: The more open-ended 
the activity, the longer your child 
is likely to engage.

Pro-Tip: Children under the age 
of six love repetition. Leave the 
same activities out day after day. 
As long as your child keeps using 
them, she’s interested, and nov-
elty will actually undercut her 
independence. Change an activity 
(or offer a new way of using that 
same activity) only if your child 
stops choosing it for a week. 
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Snack & Lunchtime Routine

Establish a snack-time and lunch-time routine that encourages your child’s independence. 

•  Prepare a low shelf or drawer 
where child-sized glasses, dishes, 
and cutlery are accessible to  
your child.

•  For a snack or drink of water, set 
up a snack table, or an area of 
your pantry where your child can 
choose from 1-3 pre-selected snack 
options and a small pitcher of  
water (or use the water dispenser 
on your fridge), serve herself, eat 
independently with utensils, clear 
the table, and clean up at the end.

•  At lunch time, teach your child how to make or get her own simple lunch. Either a packed  
lunch like she has each day at school, a salad, or a simple sandwich you teach her how to make herself.

•  Provide cleaning supplies in an accessible place (paper towels for wiping spills, dustpan and brush 
for cleaning up crumbs, low trash can or compost for scraping plate).

•  Prepare, model, and have your child practice the entire routine, from serving herself to cleaning 
up at the end. 

Virtual Gatherings & Virtual Lessons Routine

Attend our virtual gatherings and virtual lessons! Your child’s Guide and other Guidepost team  
members will be offering virtual circle times and virtual lessons at scheduled times each day. We hope 
your child can join us! 

• Set up a space where your child can remain without interruption for the entire circle time.

•  Spend some time “settling in” with your child in front of your computer a few minutes before the 
gathering time begins.

• Remember to mute your microphone upon joining the session to avoid confusing background noise.

•  Discourage your child from touching the screen by having her keep her hands in her lap or on 
the table so she does not accidentally log off or disrupt the experience for others.
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Naptime Routine

Routines are the key to a successful naptime. We hear from a lot of parents that nap is the first  
thing that goes out the window when they are at home with their children. This is always unpleasant, 
since it means your child gets very cranky towards dinner time, has trouble settling down to any activity 
in the afternoon, and generally creates problems for the whole family.  Spend the first week at home  
establishing a strong naptime routine. If you push through the tantrums, keep your cool, and  
don’t give in, you’ll start to see a change as soon as day three!

Sample Routine for Nap

1. Use the toilet.

2. For a child still in diapers, change into a fresh diaper.

3. For a toilet learning child, put a self-stick pee pad on the bed, or use a diaper only for nap time. 

4.  With dim lights and a closed door in the child’s bedroom, read a specified number of books.  
“Today, we will read one book. Just one. Choose the one you want!”

5. Invite your child to turn out the lights. Children love to do this, and it gives the child control.

6. Climb into bed.

7. Sing a specified number of songs. “I will sing one song. Just one. Choose the one you want!”

8. If your child is quiet, stay with her for one more minute with your hand on her back.

9. Leave silently.
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Getting Through the Routine:

Focus on the next step of the process. (Not: “Come on, you need to be in bed now,” but: “And what 
do we do next? Turn out the light! Can you turn out the light?”)

Push through tantrums by repeating the same messages in the same, calm, tone of voice, as many 
times as you need to. Don’t let your energy change. Be kind, be calm, be consistent, be firm, be 
loving. Whisper. Keep your body language calm. Stay down at your child’s level. And just wait it 
out. Above all, do not give in. 

Use language like “This is what we do every day.” Do not make it personal. It’s not about “Because 
I said so” or “You are not being a good listener.” It’s about “This is what happens every day. Every 
day, first we use the toilet, then we go into your room, then we choose a book, then we…” Repeat 
the routine, and the routine is about the way things are, not about a particular person or being 
obedient.

The more your child does each step of the routine, the more she will have a sense of control over 
the process, and the more successful it will be. Let her be the one to close the door, choose the 
book, turn out the light, get her special blanket, climb into bed, and so on. Part of what your child 
hates about naptime is the loss of control. Give her ownership of the process.

If you do this successfully three days in a row, it will all be downhill from there.
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For older children, a mid-afternoon downtime with quiet reading is a 
great way to reset before another work period.



Movement Routine

Whether outdoors or indoors, create simple physical challenges for your child. Encourage her to use 
up a lot of energy, but in a purposeful way, where she still needs to exercise self-control in order to meet 
the challenge. Don’t give in to craziness, even while you’re outside!
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Indoors

“Can you jump all the way from here to 
there?”

“Can you hop all the way from here to there?” 

“Can you dance when the music is on and 
freeze when I turn the music off?” 

Outdoors

“Can you run back and forth to that tree 
before I count to 15?” 

“How many pinecones do you think you can 
find to make a pile?”

“Can you run around and touch all the trees in 
the whole park and then run back to me?”

“Can you balance on the edge of the curb?”


