Routines-Based Approach

Embedding Learning Opportunities in Everyday Routines


What’s the best way to address children’s learning goals and objectives?  Most experts in early childhood and early childhood special education will agree that a “routines-based approach” works best (Bricker, Pretti-Frontzcak, & McComas, 1998; Sandall & Schwartz, 2002).  A “routines-based” or “activity-based” approach to intervention focuses on a child’s daily routines or activities as a context for learning.  That is, teachers give children opportunities to practice targeted IEP or IFSP goals or activities during children’s daily routines or activities (like play time, snack, circle time, outdoor play) instead of creating special instructional time.

Why is a Routines-Based Approach Useful in Helping Children in Inclusive Settings?

Why is a “routines-based” approach the best way to help young children with disabilities learn?  There are several reasons why it’s important to use a child’s daily routines or activities as the context for learning:

1. Children learn best when they’re interested and motivated.

2. Children learn best when opportunities to learn and practice skills occur throughout the day, instead of just during one period of time.

3. It’s difficult for busy early childhood teachers to take time out of the classroom schedule to provide special instruction to meet children’s learning needs.

In order to effectively use this teaching approach, it’s important that teachers and caregivers find times for children to learn about and practice new skills and behaviors.  It’s also important that teachers are familiar with children’s interests.  Remember that children learn best when they’re interested and motivated.  Teachers can create learning opportunities that capitalize on children’s favorites…favorite activities, favorite people, favorite food, or other favorites.  

Finding times to help children practice skills during the day is easy when teachers analyze the child’s daily routine and determining when are times when children might naturally use certain skills.  Once they’ve identified some times during the day when most children would use these skills, teachers and caregivers can devise learning opportunities embedded within the routine or activity.  

Children are learning all the time and the kinds of things they do everyday at preschool or at home provide a powerful curriculum.  To illustrate that, think about a simple activity like playing with different colors of playdough and playdough utensils.  Now think about a child in your classroom like Brian.  Brian is 4 years old and has lots of trouble communicating other children.  He’s very quiet, although it seems like he wants to interact with other children—he just doesn’t know how.  He has a hard time using words to describe objects and is likely to grab things away from others instead of using words to ask.

Talk to the person next to you and make a list of all of the things that Brian could potentially learn by playing with playdough alongside 2 other children.  Ready, set, GO!  

· Give participants 5 minutes to make a list of all of the learning opportunities available through a playdough activity. 
 Here are some examples:

· Color names (of playdough)

· Concepts such as big, little, over, under, top, bottom

· Names of playdough utensils (e.g., knife, scissors, cookie cutter)

· Names of things made from playdough (e.g., snake, cookie, eggs)

· Action words describing playdough activity (e.g., cutting, rolling, squeezing)

· Sharing materials

· Asking for materials

· Engaging in conversations with others

· Engaging in cooperative play

It’s clear that through a simple, everyday activity like playing with playdough, that children can many different concepts, skills, or behaviors.  The teacher’s job is to figure out which activities provide the best opportunities to learn about or practice certain skills.
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