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Balancing Routines and Novelty
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Brain research reveals that if we try to create an optimal learning 
environment for students, we face a dilemma. On one hand, the brain 

seeks predictable patterns. We feel comfortable when we know what to expect— 
what is coming next. If we don’t know what is coming next, we feel anxious. On the other 
hand, the brain is exquisitely designed to attend to novelty. Novelty makes us more alert 
and attentive, and evokes emotions that make the content more memorable. Thus, brain 
research seems to be tugging us in two opposite directions. The solution to this 
apparent dilemma is to create a healthy balance between novelty and routine. With no 
novelty, there is monotony and boredom. With no routines, there is chaos and anxiety. 
Only with a healthy balance of novelty and routines is there relaxed alertness, the 
optimal state for learning. Here are three ways we can create novelty while maintaining 
predictable routines:
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Make the most of your 
teaching day with well-sequenced, well-established daily routines. 

Predictable routines create order in the classroom. We reduce students’ anxiety and establish a sense 
of security when students know the timetable and sequence of classroom procedures. Discover tips to create or 

improve your daily routines. Optimise your learning environment by balancing routine with novelty. Set your 
morning routine on autopilot. Create a brain-friendly daily sequence of instruction time, snacks, breaks, lunch and 
recess to maximise learning and minimise discipline problems.

Create classroom order and comfort 

Procedures and Routines
A procedure is an established method for HOW you complete a task.
A routine is WHAT you do and WHEN you do it. 
Procedures and routines are two critical elements in 
effective classroom management.

with predictable Daily Routines.

Novel Curriculum 

We can stick to a predictable routine of 

starting the day with an engaging 

activity, but the type of problem can be 

quite different every day. On Monday, 

students may write their reaction to a 

quotation. Tuesday might be a word 

problem. On Wednesday, students draw 

a book cover for the novel they are 

reading. Activities should be energising 

and stimulating. In this way we are 

meeting the need to keep the routine 

relatively fixed but also introducing 

novelty by using different activities to 

keep the learning fresh, fun and 

interesting.

Novel Instruction
Another way to balance routine and 
novelty is to use a healthy mix of 
instructional strategies. Kagan 
Structures, such as RoundRobin, 
Showdown, Numbered Heads 
Together, are step-by-step 
instructional strategies. Each 
structure is a predictable routine. 
Each structure, however, is a novel 
way for students to interact with 
each other and the curriculum. 
Using a variety of instructional 
strategies throughout the day makes 
learning more interesting and 
memorable. 

Timetabled Novelty
As part of the daily, weekly and monthly timetable, you could include a novel activity. As an example, at 2 p.m. each day, you could do a different 

classbuilder. Wednesdays can be the day you have a class meeting. The last Friday of the month could be monthly 
dress-up or dress-down day. The possibilities are endless! Scheduled novelty enlivens and energises the class while maintaining both control and predictability.
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