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This What Works Brief is part of a continuing series of short,
easy-to-read, “how to” information packets on a variety of
evidence-based practices, strategies, and intervention
procedures. The Briefs are designed to help teachers

support young children’s social and emotional development.
They include examples and vignettes that illustrate how
practical strategies might be used in a variety of early
childhood settings and home environments.

M rs. Rashid hid her nervousness as she smoothed down her sweater and entered the room. This was her first day working in
a Head Start and child care facility located in a large metropolitan city, and she wondered if she was up to the job. The

original teacher had left suddenly, and Mrs. Rashid found herself feeling unprepared. She and the assistant teacher, Mrs. Johnson,
had met the week before to plan and had made a few home visits to meet the children, but they had not had time to visit all of the
homes. Mrs. Rashid had just graduated with a degree in elementary education, and  she worried whether her college courses had
truly prepared her for a classroom full of preschoolers!  One hour later, she again doubted herself as she came face to face with a
noisy group of 3- and 4-year-olds, all competing for her attention. Gathering up her courage, and recalling the carefully planned
morning, Mrs. Rashid squared her shoulders, enthusiastically smiled at the group, and began to learn names, nicknames, and
unusual stories from each child. By the end of the morning, both teachers were exhausted from meeting the demands of the
children. As they sat in their chairs reflecting on the morning and planning for the next day, both wondered how they would
handle Marcus, a boisterous 4-year-old.

What Are Schedules and Routines?
Scheduling refers to deciding who will do what and when they
will do it. A consistently followed schedule helps make settings
predictable for both young children and adults. Routines are
events that are completed on a regular basis, frequently involv-
ing a series of responses. Examples include the routines fol-
lowed when children prepare for a nap (e.g., go potty, gather cot
and blanket, take off shoes, lay on cot with blanket, and listen to
music) or the routines in place when a group of children prepare
to hear an adult read a story.

B y the middle of the next morning, Mrs. Rashid decided
that she had already used all she had learned in her

college courses about children’s behavior!  She sighed as
she watched Marcus bump into a quiet little girl in the
dramatic play center. As she picked up the child, Mrs.
Rashid’s eyes followed Marcus as he ran around the room,
pretending to be an airline pilot. She watched helplessly as
other children began to run around the room, following his
example. Mrs. Rashid felt powerless as she planned for the
next day, wondering what she and Mrs. Johnson could
possibly do to help improve the classroom situation.

When planning activity schedules and classroom or home
routines, caregivers should consider the following factors: the
balance of activities, the tempo or pace of activities, young
children’s attention span, when children are most alert, the
number of adults available, other things happening in the
classroom (e.g., one child may be receiving speech therapy), and
the fact that longer play periods result in higher levels of play
behaviors.

In addition, adults can arrange concurrent activity schedules (i.e.,
two or more optional activities at the same time) to provide
choices for children. For example, young children might be able
to select from the following centers during a given one-hour
block of time each day: art, blocks, housekeeping, book/music
corner, or snack table.

At the beginning of the year, adults can teach children routines
by using picture and object schedules. They can post these
schedules in order for children to become familiar with them and
become more independent. If changes are to occur in the
schedules, caregivers should review the changes at the beginning
of the day to help children feel secure and understand the
expectations of their environment.

M rs. Rashid and Mrs. Johnson decided they needed to pay closer attention to their class schedule. Both recalled from
previous training and courses that it was important to consider the physical and emotional environment, as well as the

children’s routines. They wondered if making some changes to the schedule would help Marcus, as well as the rest of the children.
The current schedule consisted of a fairly long circle time at the start of the day, followed by an extended free play time through-
out the morning. Children were allowed to wander from center to center as they wanted. In order to facilitate?? the children’s
interest, the first thing Mrs. Rashid did was to shorten circle time and incorporate more activities for the children to do, rather
than simply having them??listening to her read a book. For example, she sang songs while the children clapped along, did hand
movements, or played musical instruments. The second thing she did was to better organize free play by establishing some rules



for the centers (e.g., limiting the number of children in each center). The teachers set up a basic class schedule with pictures
representing activities and centers, which allowed the children to visit three centers during a specific time period during the
morning, based on their interest level. Mrs. Rashid and Mrs. Johnson still felt that several of the children, including Marcus,
needed a little more structure to help them throughout the day. During much of the time, Marcus ran from center to center,
knocking things over. Marcus also lost his temper frequently. In order to meet his need for more structure, Mrs. Rashid helped
Marcus with an individualized picture schedule, utilizing things that interested him such as his love of books, blocks, and art
activities. It was important that Marcus have the structure that he needed but, at the same time, recognize that he had choices and
options. Both teachers took turns working with him each morning to go over the class schedule and choose his activities for the
day, reminding him that he would have many opportunities to do the things he wanted and play with the toys he desired. His
schedule was posted in a special place near his cubby at eye level for him to refer to throughout the day.

Why Are Schedules and Routines
Important?
Studies have documented that schedules and routines influence
children’s emotional, cognitive, and social development. For
example, predictable and consistent schedules in preschool
classrooms help children feel secure and comfortable. Also,
schedules and routines help children understand the expectations
of the environment and reduce the frequency of behavior
problems, such as tantrums and acts of aggression. Activity
schedules that give children choices, balanced and planned
activities (small vs. large groups, quiet times vs. active times,
teacher directed vs. child directed, indoor vs. outdoor), and
individualized activities result in a high rate of child engage-
ment. In addition, the duration of the play period can affect
children’s social and cognitive forms of play (a play period that
is longer than 30 minutes leads to higher levels of social and
cognitive play).

E arly one morning, about two weeks after the teachers
individualized his schedule, Marcus ran to his cubby,

looking eagerly for his schedule. He took the bright orange
paper down from his cubby and ran over to Mrs. Rashid.
Eagerly, he sat down with her and reviewed the schedule for
that day, choosing the centers he wanted to visit later in the
morning. Mrs. Rashid smiled, realizing that, while this
strategy? did not completely solve his behavior issues, it did
provide him with several things. First, Marcus met with
“Teacher” at least once a day, which he enjoyed!  Second,
he got the chance to choose which centers he would visit
during the morning, a skill?? that enabled him to be more
independent. Third, it helped him understand that his time at
Head Start included special and fun activities. Marcus
continued to be unpredictable at times, but both teachers
found that talking with Marcus about his schedule helped
him realize that every day held a certain routine. If there
were changes, Mrs. Rashid and Mrs. Johnson would help
him with the change. The day held a certain predictability
and consistency, which helped Marcus anticipate what
would happen next.

Who Are the Children Who Have
Participated in Research on Schedules and
Routines?
Research on schedules and routines has been conducted with a
limited group of children in child care settings, inclusive
preschools, university preschools, and a state psychiatric
institute. When designing schedules and routines, teachers will
want to try to meet the cultural, linguistic, and individual needs
of the children in their care. For example, a child’s medication
may cause him or her to become extremely sleepy at certain
times of the day, so opportunities to rest or have some quiet time
should be built into this child’s schedule. Another child might
benefit from having words in his home language written on his
picture schedule. The importance of adapting strategies to meet
the unique needs of the children and families in a teacher’s care
cannot be overstated.

Where Do I Find More Information on
Implementing This Practice?

See the CSEFEL Web site (http://csefel.uiuc.edu) for additional
resources.

Practical information on schedules and routines can be found in
journals such as Young Children, Teaching Exceptional Children,
Young Exceptional Children, and Young Exceptional Children
Monograph Series: Practical Ideas for Addressing Challenging
Behaviors. See the following articles for examples of how to
implement aspects of schedules/routines:

Alger, H. A. (1984). Transition: Alternatives to manipulative
management techniques. Young Children, 39(4), 16-25.

Aspen Systems Corporation (1997). Enhancing children’s
growth and development. Training Guides for the Head Start
Learning Community. Head Start Bureau, Administration
for Children and Families, Department of Health and
Human Services. Module 3.

When designing schedules and routines, teachers will want to try to meet the cultural, linguistic, and individual
needs of the children in their care. The importance of adapting strategies to meet the unique needs of the
children and families in a teacher’s care cannot be overstated.



Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning
http://csefel.uiuc.eduhttp://csefel.uiuc.edu

Mulligan, Morris, Green, Harper-Whalen (1999). Child Care Plus+ Curriculum on Inclusion: Practical Strategies for Early Child-
hood Programs. The University of Montana.

Bird, M., & Kern, C. (1991). Empowerment through communication: A manual of strategies forimplementing communication systems
with severely handicapped individuals. San Jose, CA: Bird & Kern.

Christie, J. F., & Wardle, F. (1992). How much time is needed for play? Young Children, 47(3), 28-32.

Crosser, S. (1992). Managing the early childhood classroom, Young Children, 47(2), 23-29.

Lawry, J., Danko, C., & Strain, P. S. (1999). Examining the role of the classroom environment in the prevention of problem behaviors.
In S. Sandall & M. Ostrosky (Eds.), Young Exceptional Children monograph series: Practical ideas for addressing challenging
behaviors (pp. 49-61). Longmont, CO: Sopris West.

Nordquist, V. M., & Twardosz, S. (1990). Preventing behavior problems in early childhood special education classrooms through
environmental organization. Education and Treatment of Children, 13(4), 274-287.

Ratcliff, N. (2001). Use the environment to prevent discipline problems and support learning. Young Children, 56(5), 84-87.

What Is the Scientific Basis for This Practice?

For those wishing to explore this topic further, the following researchers have documented the effects of schedules and routines in
early childhood settings:

Christie, J. F. (1988). The effects of play period duration on children’s play patterns. Journal of Research in Childhood Education,
3(2), 123-131.

LeLaurin, K., & Risley, T. (1972). The organization of day-care environments: “Zone” versus “man-to-man” staff assignments.
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 5(3), 225-232.

Nordquist, V. M., Twardosz, S., & McEvoy, M. A. (1991). Effects of environmental reorganization in classrooms for children with
autism. Journal of Early Intervention, 15(2), 135-152.

Tegano, D. W., & Burdette, M, P. (1991). Length of activity periods and play behaviors of preschool children. Journal of Research in
Childhood Education, 5(5), 93-99.

Wien, C. A. (1996). Time, work, and developmentally appropriate practice. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 11(3), 377-393.

We welcome your feedback on this What Works Brief. Please go to the CSEFEL Web site (http://csefel.uiuc.edu) or call us at
(217) 333-4123 to offer suggestions.

This material was developed by the Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning with federal funds from the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families (Cooperative Agreement N. PHS 90YD0119). The contents of this publication do not necessarily

reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, nor does mention of trade names, commercial projects, or organizations
imply endorsement by the U.S. Government. You may reproduce this material for training and information purposes.
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Instructional Practices for Effective Schedules and Routines 
Teacher/Staff Self-Assessment Checklist 

 
To what extent do I: Almost 

always 
Occasion 

-ally 
Not yet 

1. Post the daily schedule with visuals and review throughout the day so that children are aware of the 
activity sequence (i.e. talk to children about what is happening next and refer to posted visual schedule)? 

   

2. Ensure that teacher-directed activities are shorter than 20 minutes and ensure that children are 
actively engaged most of the time (i.e. materials prepared ahead of time; activity modified or 
changed if most children lose interest; fine and gross motor movements incorporated; verbal and 
visual supports provided)? 

   

3. Include a balance of both child-directed and teacher-directed activities as well as large and small 
group activities throughout the daily schedule (i.e. allow time for children to explore materials on 
their own during center play; teacher provides individualized teaching in small groups)? 

   

4. Prepare children when changes to the schedule occur and provide alternate activity (i.e. verbally 
explain, “We are not going to be able to go outside today because it is raining, so we are going to 
go to the gym,” and place a stop sign over outside time on schedule)?  

   

5. Provide individual and/or whole class warnings prior to transitions (i.e. give a verbal 5 minute 
warning and set a timer.  “When the timer goes off it is time to clean up,” five fingers countdown)? 

   

6. Use transition strategies that ensure children are actively engaged in the transition (i.e. sing songs while 
moving between activities; provide books/games that reinforce academic concepts while waiting)? 

   

7. Teach children the steps and behavior expectations of transitions and provide lots of opportunity 
to practice (i.e. review steps for washing hands during circle time; post individualized picture 
cues)? 

   

8. Guide children to select activities or use materials to promote engagement (i.e. get the attention 
of a child who is not cleaning by inserting his or her name into the Clean-Up Song, provide a visual 
cue to prompt them to pick up toys)? 

   

9. Allow multiple opportunities throughout the daily schedule for children to make meaningful 
choices within routines and transitions (i.e. choosing centers, materials, where to sit)? 
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Instructional Practices for Effective Schedules and Routines 
Observer Checklist 

 
To what extent does the teacher/staff person: Almost 

always 
Occasion-

ally 
Not yet Not  

observed 

1. Post daily schedule with visuals and review throughout the day so that children are aware of the activity 
sequence (i.e. talk to children about what is happening next and refer to posted visual schedule)? 

    

2. Ensure that teacher-directed activities are shorter than 20 minutes and ensure that children are actively 
engaged most of the time (i.e. materials prepared ahead of time; activity modified or changed if most 
children lose interest; fine and gross motor movements incorporated; verbal and visual supports 
provided)? 

    

3. Include a balance of both child-directed and teacher-directed activities as well as large and small 
group activities throughout the daily schedule (i.e. allow children to choose activity following 
circle time)? 

    

4. Prepare children when changes to the schedule occur and provide next step (i.e. verbally explain, 
“We are not going to be able to go outside today because it is raining,  so we are going to go to 
the gym,” and place a stop sign over outside time on schedule)? 

    

5. Provide individual and/or whole class warnings prior to transitions (i.e. give a verbal 5 minute warning and 
set a timer.  “When the timer goes off it is time to clean up”, five fingers countdown)? 

    

6. Use transition strategies that ensure children are actively engaged in the transition (i.e. sing 
songs while moving between activities; provide books/games that reinforce academic concepts 
to engage students while waiting)? 

    

7. Teach children the steps and behavior expectations of the transitions and provide lots of 
opportunity to practice (i.e. review steps for washing hands during circle time; post 
individualized picture cues)? 

    

8. Guide children to select activities or use materials to promote engagement (i.e. get the attention 
of a child who is not cleaning by inserting his or her name into the Clean-Up Song)? 

    

9. Allow multiple opportunities throughout the daily schedule for children to make meaningful 
choices within routines and transitions (i.e. choosing centers, materials, where to sit)? 
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‘Instructional Practices Observed IN Teaching Standards’ 

For Administrators 
 

Effective Schedule and Routines 
Practice 1:  When I observe a teacher post a daily schedule with visuals and review throughout the 
day so that children are aware of the activity sequence … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children use a variety of strategies to solve problems. (APL-6) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups. (ESD-5) 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (HPD-7) 
• Children develop book knowledge and print awareness. (LDC-10) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating? 
• Standard I:  Teachers demonstrate leadership. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 2:  When I observe that teacher-directed activities are shorter than 20 minutes and the teacher 
ensures that children are actively engaged most of the time … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children are willing to try new and challenging experiences. (APL-5) 
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus. (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children participate in conversations with peers and adults in one-on-one, small, and larger group 

interactions.  (LDC-2) 
• Children develop interest in books and motivation to read. (LDC-8) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 
• Standard V: Teachers reflect on their practice.  

Practice 3:  When I observe a teacher include a balance of both child-directed and teacher-directed 
activities as well as large and small group activities throughout the daily schedule … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children engage in increasingly complex play. (APL-3) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups. (ESD-5) 
• Children engage in active physical play indoors and outdoors. (HPD-2) 
• Children participate in conversations with peers and adults in one-on-one, small, and larger group 

interactions.  (LDC-2) 
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Effective Schedule and Routines 
• Children use their senses to construct knowledge about the world around them. (CD-1) 
• Children explore concepts connected to their daily experiences in their community. (CD-9) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard I: Teachers demonstrate leadership. 
• Standard III: Teachers know the content they teach. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 4:  When I observe a teacher prepare children when changes to the schedule occur … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children identify, manage, and express their feelings.  (ESD-6) 
• Children understand communications from others. (LDC-1) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 5:  When I observe a teacher provide individual and/or whole class warnings prior to 
transitions … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups.  (ESD-5) 
• Children identify, manage, and express their feelings. (ESD-6) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 6:  When I observe a teacher use transition strategies that ensure children are actively 
engaged in the transition … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus.  (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in groups. (ESD-

5) 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (HPD-7) 
• Children explore concepts connected with their daily experiences in their community. (CD-9) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 7:  When I observe a teacher teach children the steps and behavior expectations of the 
transitions … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children demonstrate initiative. (APL-7) 
• Children express positive feelings about themselves and confidence in what they can do. (ESD-2) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in groups. (ESD-

5) 
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Effective Schedule and Routines 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (ESD-7) 
• Children describe familiar people, places, things and events. (LCD-5) 
• Children recall information and use it for new situations and problems. (CD-2) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard I: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 8:  When I observe a teacher guide children to select activities or use materials to promote 
engagement … 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children show curiosity and express interest in the world around them. (APL-1) 
• Children engage in increasingly complex play. (APL-3)  
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus. (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with familiar adults who are consistent and 

responsive to their needs. (ESD-3) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 9: When I observe a teacher allow multiple opportunities for children to make meaningful 
choices within activities… 

What early learning and development standards is he/she addressing? 
• Children actively seek to understand the world around them. (APL-2) 
• Children demonstrate creativity, imagination, and inventiveness. (APL-4) 
• Children demonstrate initiative. (APL-7) 
• Children demonstrate a positive sense of self-identity and self-awareness. (ESD-4) 
• Children speak audibly and express thoughts, feelings, and ideas clearly. (LDC-4) 
• Children use their senses to construct knowledge about the world around them. (CD-1) 

What teaching standards is he/she demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 
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‘Instructional Practices Observed IN Teaching Standards’ 

For Teachers 

Effective Schedule and Routines 
Practice 1:  When I post a daily schedule with visuals and review throughout the day so that children 
are aware of the activity sequence … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children use a variety of strategies to solve problems. (APL-6) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups. (ESD-5) 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (HPD-7) 
• Children develop book knowledge and print awareness. (LDC-10) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating? 
• Standard I:  Teachers demonstrate leadership. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 2:  When I ensure that teacher-directed activities are shorter than 20 minutes and ensure that 
children are actively engaged most of the time … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children are willing to try new and challenging experiences. (APL-5) 
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus. (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children participate in conversations with peers and adults in one-on-one, small, and larger group 

interactions.  (LDC-2) 
• Children develop interest in books and motivation to read. (LDC-8) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 
• Standard V: Teachers reflect on their practice.  

Practice 3:  When I include a balance of both child-directed and teacher-directed activities as well as 
large and small group activities throughout the daily schedule … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children engage in increasingly complex play. (APL-3) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups. (ESD-5) 
• Children engage in active physical play indoors and outdoors. (HPD-2) 
• Children participate in conversations with peers and adults in one-on-one, small, and larger group 

interactions.  (LDC-2) 
• Children use their senses to construct knowledge about the world around them. (CD-1) 
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Effective Schedule and Routines 
• Children explore concepts connected to their daily experiences in their community. (CD-9) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard I: Teachers demonstrate leadership. 
• Standard III: Teachers know the content they teach. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 4:  When I prepare children when changes to the schedule occur … 
 
What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children identify, manage, and express their feelings.  (ESD-6) 
• Children understand communications from others. (LDC-1) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students. 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 

Practice 5:  When I provide individual and/or whole class warnings prior to transitions … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in 

groups.  (ESD-5) 
• Children identify, manage, and express their feelings. (ESD-6) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 6:  When I use transition strategies that ensure children are actively engaged in the 
transition … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus.  (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with other children. (ESD-4) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in groups. (ESD-

5) 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (HPD-7) 
• Children explore concepts connected with their daily experiences in their community. (CD-9) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 7:  When I teach children the steps and behavior expectations of the transitions … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children demonstrate initiative. (APL-7) 
• Children express positive feelings about themselves and confidence in what they can do. (ESD-2) 
• Children demonstrate the social and behavioral skills needed to successfully participate in groups. (ESD-

5) 
• Children develop independence in caring for themselves and their environment. (ESD-7) 
• Children describe familiar people, places, things and events. (LCD-5) 
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Effective Schedule and Routines 
• Children recall information and use it for new situations and problems. (CD-2) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard I: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 8:  When I guide children to select activities or use materials to promote engagement … 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children show curiosity and express interest in the world around them. (APL-1) 
• Children engage in increasingly complex play. (APL-3)  
• Children maintain attentiveness and focus. (APL-8) 
• Children form relationships and interact positively with familiar adults who are consistent and 

responsive to their needs. (ESD-3) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students 

Practice 9: When I allow multiple opportunities for children to make meaningful choices within 
activities… 

What early learning and development standards am I addressing? 
• Children actively seek to understand the world around them. (APL-2) 
• Children demonstrate creativity, imagination, and inventiveness. (APL-4) 
• Children demonstrate initiative. (APL-7) 
• Children demonstrate a positive sense of self-identity and self-awareness. (ESD-4) 
• Children speak audibly and express thoughts, feelings, and ideas clearly. (LDC-4) 
• Children use their senses to construct knowledge about the world around them. (CD-1) 

What teaching standards am I demonstrating?  
• Standard II: Teachers establish a respectful environment for a diverse population of students 
• Standard IV: Teachers facilitate learning for their students. 
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Keep MOVE-ing Forward! (Lentini, Anderson & Taccetta, 2009)  
 

M – Model and verbally cue for success  
 Teach expectations - make sure children know the routine.  
• Teach children expectations of transitions.  
• Follow routine long enough so that children are familiar with it and know what they are supposed to do.  
• Talk to children about what is happening next, especially if there is a change in the routine.  
 Give a 5-minute warning before the transition.  
• Help the children finish activities by alerting them to reasons for change.  
• Respect the children’s time and work by giving opportunities to finish work later or to repeat an activity.  

 

O – Organize and prepare ahead of time to reduce waiting  
• Plan ahead - think through transition times and problem-solve what might go wrong. Be preventive!  
• Be sure the daily routine has a minimum of major transitions.  
• Many transitions are unavoidable, but there may be some you could change to make the day a little easier.  
• Designate meeting places for major transition times so that children know where to go next.  
• Have a “bag of tricks” ready for when schedule changes occur or do not go as planned – books, songs, or finger 

plays that will engage children.  
 Keep transitions as short as possible.  
• Begin activities without long, initial waiting periods.  
• Have your materials ready or let children help you prepare the activity.  
 Involve the children in planning.  
• Let children help you make up ways of moving from one place or activity to the next.  
• Children can learn to help each other and you, making transition time a time or working together.  
• Use children as helpers – tying shoes, getting on coats, leading songs.  

 

V – Visual strategies clarify routines and changes  
 Post visual reminders of behavior expectations during transition times.  

 

E – Excite and engage children in transitions  
 Turn transitions into games.  
• Use make-believe as a means of dealing with transitions and periods of waiting. When absorbed in make-

believe, time passes rapidly for children.  
• Finger plays are great at any time of the day to get wiggles out and to release pent-up energy, and to keep 

children active and interested while waiting.  
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Bag of Transition Tricks 
 
Songs 
 
Twinkle, Twinkle Clean-up Song (Feldman, 2000, p. 51):  
 
To the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”  
Twinkle, twinkle little star,  
Stop and clean-up where you are.  
Time to put the toys away,  
We’ll get them out another day.  
Twinkle, twinkle little star,  
Stop and clean-up where you are.  
To get the attention of children who are not cleaning, insert their name into the song: Twinkle, twinkle little Brendan, 
stop and clean up where you are.  
 
If You’re Ready and You Know It Story Time Song  
 
To the tune of “If You’re Happy and You Know It”  
If you’re ready for a story find your seat.  
If you’re ready for a story find your seat.  
If you’re ready for a story, check your hands and then your feet;  
if you’re ready for a story find your seat!  
 
Games 
 
Partner Sticks (Henthorne, Larson, & Chvojicek, 2000). Have children pull a stick out of the can. Then have them find a 
friend with a matching stick. Once they find a matching stick, they go to the line together. When they get to the line 
their stick acts as a “ticket” to get out the door.  
 
Mystery Bag: Have a large brown paper bag in the transition area. Place a mystery item in the sack and close it so the 
children cannot see what is inside. Let the children play “20 Questions” to guess what is in the sack. Give guesses and 
hints as needed.  
 
Beat the Clock: Set a timer.  Have the children clean up the room as fast as they can, reminding them to do it in a careful 
way. Make a poster board in the beginning of the year and record all the times. Let them see how much they have 
improved over the year. 
 
Movement 
 
Vacuum: Ask children to turn themselves into vacuum cleaners. Put out your arms and make vacuum cleaner sound 
effects while the hoses (arms) are picking up all the toys and putting them away.  
 
Freeze, Shake, and Clean (Pica, 2003).   
Say: Freeze  
The children then freeze where they are.  
Then say: Shake  
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The children (and you) shake your body.  
Finally say: Clean!  
 
Animal Movement Transition: Have children pretend to be various types of animals as they move from one area to 
another.  

• Fly like a butterfly from circle time to snack.  
• Hop like a rabbit to centers.  
• Wriggle like a worm to recess line up.  

 
Soothing Imagery (Pica, 2003):  
Ask children to go to their mats like:  

• balloons loosing air and falling from the sky  
• wind-up toys winding down (slowing in motion)  
• a feather floating to the ground  
• turtle moving   
• a tired swimmer  
• a floating cloud  

 
Social Stories 
 
Social stories are books created by teachers about topics including classroom routines or transitions to address the 
needs of a particular child. Social stories identify a concern and develop a story that supports a desired outcome, while 
also allowing differing perspectives to be addressed (Gray, 1994). The flexibility of the text allows the child to either 
learn directions for appropriate behavior or make his or her own choices (Boswell & Nugent, 2002).  For example, a 
social story about the arrival routine might include the following with pictures to support the child’s understanding.   
 

Page 1:  Text - Luke says hello to his friends when he comes to school. 
  Photograph - Luke walking through the classroom door waving to his friends. 

 
Page 2:  Text -Luke finds his journal and draws a picture. 
 Photograph - Luke writing in his journal. 
 
Page 3:  Text - Luke finds a book and reads it on the rug. 
 Photograph - Luke finding a book from the classroom library 
 
Page 4:  Text- Luke is ready to begin his day. It’s going to be a great day! 

  Photograph - Luke and classmates sharing a book on the rug. 
 
 
Choice / Choice Boards 
 
Greeting Choice (Henthorne et al., 2000): As children arrive, give them a choice of how they would like to be greeted. 
They could choose from pictures of: a high five, smile, hug, or hand shake. These pictures could be on the floor and they 
stand on their choice. (You can repeat this in circle so that friends can “greet” each other.)  
 
Snack Choice: Hang a chart on the wall. Children write their name under “Yes, I ate snack today” or “No, thank you, I’m 
not eating snack today.” 
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Visual Supports / Picture Schedules 
 
Arrival Mini Schedule: Print, assemble, and sequence the visual mini-schedule. The arrival mini schedule can be used to 
prompt children as to the steps in the arrival routine (i.e. 1- sign in, 2-put belongings in cubby, 3- select a table toy or 
book.)  Once taught, this will help them initiate the routine steps.  
 
Character Hat: Find a rather tall, attention grabbing hat and use it to announce circle time. Cut out different characters 
from the story you are about to read with your students. Attach Velcro to the characters and place on your ‘attention 
grabbing’ hat. Announce story time while walking around the room so everyone sees your hat. This will catch the 
children’s attention and make them eager to listen and get ready for circle time.  
 
Books / Puzzles / Puppets 
 
Transitions with Waiting:  Have boxes of books and puzzles near the transition area. As children arrive to wait for the 
next activity, allow them to look at a book or work on a puzzle. Be sure to change the items frequently to keep children’s 
interest. 
 
Quiet as a Mouse (Henthorne et al., 2000): Use a mouse puppet or stuffed animal to tell the children to “tip toe as quiet 
as a mouse” to their mats or to look for those who are napping quietly and give kisses for being “quiet as a mouse.” 
 

 
Transition Reflection Questions 

 
1. Individuals respond to change differently. Some may be excited, some take it in stride, while others experience 

anxiety. During early childhood transitions parents and even teachers can experience these emotions, as do 
transitioning children. How do you pay attention and respond to the transitions that children make during their time 
in your setting?  How do you gain children’s perspectives or opinions on transitions?   

 
2. A child does not adapt to, and cope with, change in isolation. Parents, families, siblings, peers, and teachers in the 

child's world all play an important part in facilitating the process of change with children. Teachers have a crucial 
role to play in supporting and scaffolding both the child and family as they navigate their way into unfamiliar 
environments. How does your setting support families during transitions?  How do you gain families’ perspectives on 
transitions? 

 
3. Can you identify some improved outcomes for children, families and educators from creating effective transitions in 

the classroom? What early learning and development standards are you addressing by creating effective transitions?  
What teaching standards do you promote by creating effective transitions? 

 
4. What new or additional strategies could you use to make transitions in your classroom more effective? 
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Write down one or two strategies in the right hand column that you might use with your whole group of children 
during the transition events in the left hand column.  Space has been provided to include additional transition events 
and teaching strategy ideas. 
 

Transitions Strategies 
 

Arrival 
 
 

 

Cleaning 
 
 

 

Circle Time 
 
 

 

Naptime 
 
 

 

Snack/lunch 
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Effective Schedules and Routines – Tips and Strategies 
 
Tips and strategies for keeping children engaged in large group activities 
 
Provide ways for children to stay actively engaged in large group activities: 
• Assign jobs to children such as counting the number of children in class today, greeter, and 

weather reporter. 
• Model excitement and interest, through changes in voice intonations, smiles and laughter. If 

you sound like you are having fun, children will follow your lead and be motivated to 
participate. 

• Take cues from the children.  If they are become wiggly or restless make changes.  Get them 
moving, use the interests of the children, or postpone the activity until a later time. 
Wiggliness is a cue that teachers need to be responsive to children’s needs. 

• Ensure activities do not exceed 20 minutes. Attempting to hold groups of preschoolers 
longer than this could result in diminished attention and restlessness. 

• Avoid activities that are too short since children may become anxious when they don’t have 
enough time to finish or experience closure before moving to a new activity. 

• Provide additional support to children who need it to be successful communicators such as 
those who are Dual Language Learners or have trouble with expressive or receptive 
language. Children may benefit from accommodations such as props, photos, picture 
symbols, or voice output devices. 

 
Tips and strategies for keeping children engaged in small group activities 
 
Small groups for art, games, and literacy activities provide an ideal opportunity for skill building 
and individualized instruction: 
• Use peers as models – pair peers who have stronger skills with those who may require 

additional supports or modeling. 
• Ensure that all children have the opportunity to participate. 
• Provide individualized, positive, descriptive feedback to children as they participate in 

activities. 
 
Reflection  

1. Ask a mentor or colleague to observe your classroom, taking specific, objective notes during 
large and small group activities. 
 

2. Analyze the observational data by staff responsiveness, engagement of students, and 
individualized supports provided to children. 
 

3. Based on any concerns about engagement identified during the observation, brainstorm 
strategies with staff to promote the engagement of all students. 
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1. Copy your classroom schedule and highlight those areas that present challenges for you and your children.   

 
Transfer your schedule to the Two-Person Schedule or the Three-Person Schedule (depending on the number of 
staff/volunteers in your classroom) attached to this document.  Under Time/Activity indicate what each person is doing 
during these times. 
 

 
2. Look at both schedules consider what could be causing any challenges you might be experiencing.  Some 

considerations might be: 
 

• Length of activities – are they too long or too short?  
• Consistency – do routines occur close to the same time and in the same way on a daily basis? Are children 

prepared for changes to the schedule? 
• Mixture of activities – does one type of activity dominate the schedule such as large group or teacher directed 

activities? 
• Number of transitions? 
• Length of time for transitions? 
• Effective and efficient use of staff – are staff members all doing the same thing at the same time or are they 

splitting their time to set up for the next activity, work with small groups, individual children or assist with 
transitions? 

• Visual Supports – are whole class and individualized visual supports provided for your children? 
 

3. Collaborate with your classroom staff to make revisions or additions to when and how staff time is utilized 
throughout daily routines on the two/three person schedule to more efficiently meet the needs of your children.   
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Two-Person Schedule 
 

Time/Activity Teacher Teacher Assistant 
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Three-Person Schedule 
 

Time/Activity Teacher Teacher Assistant 
 

Extra Person 
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