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 5

Introduction 

 “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, therefore, is not 
an act but a habit.”

Aristotle

We all have routines. Even those among us who say they despise routines have 
routines. The coffee in the morning, the laying out of clothes the night before, 
the route we drive to school, the way we organize our photocopies—they are all 
routines.

As an educator, it is a conundrum. The essence of our teaching is trying to 
empower and engage our students; yet here we are, discussing what is arguably 
the most traditional, teacher-directed element of school—routines. Routines are 
rules. They are the sequence and the order that students are asked to follow—be 
it walking in line down the hall, raising hands to sharpen pencils, or answering 
when their names are called for attendance. Established routines run themselves, 
they are the well-oiled machines that can make a classroom function. They are 
the backbone of our teaching practice. And typically, they are the most teacher-
directed part of any school day.

So why take time to ponder the professional routines in our classrooms? 
Because we need to rethink what routines we use and how those routines affect 
our students. We want routines to run smoothly and to be effective. And we want 
to model that efficiency. However, we also want our students to feel empowered, 
motivated, and engaged during even the most mundane classroom routine.

In our last book, , we wrote about creating a frame-
work for developing a classroom that fosters inquiry-based student-centric learn-
ing. This book continues as an extension of our first; how can we use routines to 
create more students who are willing to take risks, be creative, think critically, 
and be more resilient, self-regulated, curious, and empathic? We realized that 
we needed to redefine the concept of routines and explore how we use routines 
within our classrooms in ways that engage students.

To write this book, we began with backward design (thanks to Wiggins & 
McTighe) and thought about our role as educators. We wanted to have a frame-
work for what we do within our schools, so we began with  
Here’s what we came up with:

With these factors in place, we asked ourselves the most important question: 

perspectives. We want them to be emotionally sensitive with kind and gener-
ous hearts toward others.

and try out various techniques and strategies.
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connect what they find, sort it, rank it, and prioritize key points, and to come 
out with a richer understanding.

trying their best. We want them to be driven internally.

from them. We want them to bounce back, knowing that mistakes are essen-
tial for learning.

and their interactions with others. We want them to foster their own inde-
pendence.

We would like all this for each student; moreover, we feel that these concepts are 
essential for them to navigate and embrace their learning.

How do routines fit within this list? How do we use routines to provide what 
we want for our students? We began to think about how we could foster and 
develop what we want for our students within the expectations of our teaching 
role. Where can we fit in the big concepts? Where do we squeeze in empathy? 
Or critical thinking? When do we teach our students to be resilient or self-reg-
ulated? How do we find time to communicate with parents? To share ideas with 
colleagues? Where do we find those teachable moments to solidify curriculum 
goals?

As we thought about these questions, we realized that routines provide the 
opportunity to meet our professional obligations and to create a learning envi-
ronment that cultivates student-driven learning. We realized that even the most 
mundane of routines, such as collecting homework, can be a chance to develop 
accountability and motivation in our students. Our school day is filled with rou-
tines. These routines—arriving in class, taking attendance, handing in homework, 
sharpening pencils, moving through the hallways, recess, lunch—are an essential 
part of every school day and every childhood. Thoughtfully implemented and 
used, routines can build classroom community, foster independent work, and 
encourage collaboration.

This book is designed as a bank of learning experiences, instructions, tips, 
ideas, and strategies for everyday classroom routines. We developed, collected, 
and experimented with routines to help you establish routines as the building 
blocks of dynamic classrooms, where students are engaged, empowered, and 
independent in their learning.

Our routines are written to follow you through a typical teaching day. After 
sharing strategies to establish routines in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 focuses on morn-
ing routines and getting students into the classroom, where they are set up for 
success. Chapter 3 includes routines that help foster a caring classroom and build 
a classroom community; Chapter 4 focuses on routines for independent work 
and helping students improve their executive functioning skills; Chapter 5 pres-
ents a bank of routines around collaborative work; routines in Chapter 6 focus on 
assessment. Finally, Chapter 7 routines end the school day, and Chapter 8 looks 
at routines that extend beyond the classroom walls.

This book offers a variety of routines you can use and modify as you like: 
in the fresh start of the year; at the bump a few months in, when routines need 
tweaking; to restart after the mid-year break when order needs to be reestab-
lished; and all the way to the end of the school year, when we need new tricks to 
get our students scrambling to the finish line.
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CH A PTER 1

Establishing Routines

“We all have our routines,” he said softly. “But they must have 
a purpose and provide an outcome that we can see and take 
some comfort from, or else they have no use at all. Without 
that, they are like the endless pacing of a caged animal. If 
they are not madness itself, then they are a prelude to it.”

John Connolly, The Book of Lost Things

Routines by definition are humdrum things. As an adjective, the word  
is synonymous with , , , , 

… You get the idea. In an age that values diversity, creativity, and excite-
ment, routines can appear to be the antithesis of engagement and motivation. But 
anyone who works in an environment that depends on organization and collabo-
ration with others will tell you that routines are essential to providing order. Not 
all routines are positive, though. As educators, we need to examine the nature of 
the routines we use and reflect on their purpose and efficacy within our class-
rooms.

What Is a Routine?

A routine is an established procedure for completing a task. The procedure is 
used consistently and becomes an innate process. While they are more flexible 
than rules, routines or procedures are specific ways of doing things that, for the 
most part, vary little during the course of the day and persist over an extended 
time period. Classrooms typically require many routines to operate efficiently 
and effectively (McLeod et al., 2003). For example, routines commonly include 
how to enter and leave the classroom, take attendance, indicate lunch selection, 
secure materials, dispose of trash, label work, turn in assignments, make a tran-
sition during or between instructional activities, get to safety during drills and 
actual emergencies, and change from one activity or location to another (Stronge, 
Tucker & Hindman, 2004). In essence, routines shape the classroom climate. 
Teachers and students follow the process because it creates order and stability.

How can procedures and routines help maximize learning? By providing the 
following:

to do to be successful.
-

tion can make plans and set goals.
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8 

-
plete daily tasks with greater independence and less adult intervention. In 
turn, teachers have more time available to work one-on-one and in small 
groups.

Routines and Rituals

In researching this book about routines, we came across many amazing rituals in 
classrooms. A routine, the steps we complete to get a task done, is functional. A 
ritual, like a routine, has a series of steps, but there is greater meaning attached 
the actions. Rituals tend to be experiences that are repeated from year to year. 
Rituals take place around birthdays, end-of-year activities, receiving awards, 
and other special events we celebrate and honor. It is these rituals that students 
tend to remember years later, and rituals often define their memories from the 
classroom.

Redefining Routines

Routines have value. They help our students feel stable and successful; they create 
a sense of knowing in the classroom environment. Consistent routines can allow 
for more time for class learning and can provide expectations for students to 
follow. Like any classroom interaction, routines can glide on the continuum of 
responsibility. They can be created, directed, and maintained by the teacher or 
they can be entirely created, directed, and maintained by students—or any place 
in between (see sample continuum below).

Sample Continuum of Responsibility

We are here

Teacher-directed Student-directed

If a teacher has initiated the tasks that need to be done in the classroom and 
has provided explicit teaching around the tasks, the routines will likely be suc-
cessful. But will students be engaged in their own learning? Likely not. Routines 
that are entirely teacher-directed offer extrinsic motivation, like the carrot and 
the stick: students perform the task with the hope of a “well done” or other posi-
tive feedback. On the other side of the continuum, if a teacher creates a classroom 
in which students help identify tasks that are valuable and important, are stu-
dents more inclined to respect the routines? Yes. And by modelling and engaging 
children in classroom routines, we are also modelling behavior that can create 
positive habits outside the classroom. We empower students with the tasks so 
that they embrace the routine. We are providing them intrinsic motivation.
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The move toward differentiated classrooms encourages teachers to be more 
flexible and in tune with the individual needs of their students. If we can shake 
our perception of routines as rigid and teacher-based, and work to implement 
engaging and student-focused routines, we will actually create a more student-
driven learning environment.

What are the roles of routines in today’s differentiated classroom?

their effort helps the classroom run

guidance

Unravelling Routines
In the quote on page 7, the Woodsman in John Connolly’s  
offers advice to the protagonist about routines: without purpose and an outcome, 
routines inevitably unravel into tedious, onerous tasks. If we are creating and 
directing the routines in our classroom, we might lose sight of what routines are 
valuable to our students and what routines are valuable to only us. For a routine 
to be effective, both student and teacher need to understand its purpose and 
value the outcome.

We invent or adopt many routines in our teaching careers. This book contains 
several examples from fellow educators. Like anything, though, some routines 
will work with some students, while other students will not respond. The concept 
of a routine in education cannot be fixed—it must be reconsidered when it no 
longer seems to be effective.

Routines Are Made to be Broken
We cannot go further in our exploration of routines without adding the follow-
ing caveat: routines should not always be followed. Doing the same thing over 
and over with no change has long been connected with dazed eyes and robot-like 
voices—not the best image of engagement. Research in neuroscience has shown 
that making small shifts to daily routines can stimulate our brains and improve 
brain functioning. How does this apply to our classrooms? Be flexible on those 
days when the routines are disrupted. Purposefully change a routine once you 
notice it has become too automatic and comfortable. Have conversations around 
what positive things come when routines are broken. Philosopher Amos Bronson 
Alcott said, “The less routine, the more life.” He likely never watched a class of 
thirty kids mob a pencil sharpener before a spelling test, but he does offer some 
sage advice about relishing (rather than dreading) those moments of unpredict-
ability.

What Makes a Routine Effective?
When we consider where we need routines in the classroom, we typically look to 
tasks that are done on a regular basis and can easily be done independently.

Routines—also known as classroom procedures—rid students of distractions 
that waste time and interfere with learning. Guesswork is minimized. Minor 

“I never teach my pupils. I only 
provide them conditions in which 
they learn.”
— Albert Einstein
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