September, 2026

Strong Classrooms Are Built One Routine at a Time

The first days of school often feel like a whirlwind. There are names to learn, supplies to
organize, schedules to explain, procedures to introduce, and a classroom full of students
who are trying to figure out one very important thing:

How does this classroom work?

For teachers, especially in first and second grade, those opening days are about much
more than getting through a list of activities. They are an opportunity to begin building the
relationships, routines, expectations, and classroom culture that students will rely on
throughout the entire school year.

And even if your school year has already begun, it is never too late to revisit, reteach, and
strengthen the routines your classroom needs.

Tip #1: Relationships Come Before Routines

Before students can fully invest in classroom expectations, they need to feel that they
belong.

During the first few days, spend intentional time learning student names, talking with
students, noticing their interests, and helping them become comfortable with you and one
another. Classroom management is not separate from relationship building. The two work
together. When children feel known, respected, and safe, they are often more willing to
participate, take academic risks, and become contributing members of the classroom
community.

That is why Day 1 should begin with relationships.
Introduce expectations, but also begin establishing the message:

You belong here. We are going to learn together.

Tip #2: Teach Procedures—Don't Just Tell Them
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One of the easiest mistakes to make at the beginning of the year is assuming students
understand a procedure simply because it was explained. They usually do not.

Think about everything students are expected to know:
+ How do we enter the classroom?
e Where do backpacks go?
e What happens when | need a pencil?
e Howdowe line up?
e What does walking in the hallway look like?
e How do we use the restroom appropriately?
e Whatdo |l dowhen I finish my work?
e Howdolgethelp?
e How do we transition from one subject to another?

e What should | do when the teacher is working with another student or small group?

For adults, these routines may appear simple. For young children, they are learned
behaviors.

Teach it. Model it. Practice it. Repeat it.

Then practice it again.

Tip #3: Build Community Beyond the Classroom
By the second day, expectations begin extending into the larger school environment.

Students need explicit guidance for moving through hallways, visiting the restroom, going
to lunch, attending specials, using shared spaces, and interacting appropriately with other
adults and students throughout the building. A classroom community does not stop at the
classroom door. Helping children understand that expectations travel with them builds
responsibility and reinforces the idea that they are members of a larger school community.

Tip #4: Practice Before You Expect Independence
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Routines become routines through repetition. During the first week, give students multiple
opportunities to practice the procedures they will use throughout the year. You might
practice:

Entering the room.

Getting materials.

Turning in work.

Transitioning to the carpet.
Moving into small groups.
Cleaning up.

Using classroom technology.
Preparing for dismissal.

Then stop and reflect together.
What went well?

What can we do differently next time?

This allows students to participate in the process rather than simply receiving corrections
after something goes wrong. Remember, young learners are still developing independence.
Practice creates predictability, and predictability helps create confidence.

Tip #5: Introduce Academic Routines Slowly
By Days 3 and 4, begin layering in the routines connected to learning.

Students need to understand not only what they will learn, but also how learning happens
in your classroom.

Begin establishing predictable structures for:

e Literacy
e Math
o Writing

¢ Independent work

e Small groups
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e Partner work

e Technology

o Classroom discussions
e Early-finisher activities

You do not have to introduce everything at once. In fact, trying to establish every classroom
routine in one day can become overwhelming for both students and teachers. Introduce a
routine. Model it. Practice it. Revisit it. Then add another.

Tip #6: Use the First Week to Observe

The beginning of the year is also an important time for teachers to become observers.
Watch your students carefully.

Who follows a multistep direction independently?

Who needs directions repeated?

Who comfortably works with peers?

Who hesitates to participate?

Who appears academically confident?

Who needs additional support?

Who naturally takes leadership?

Simple beginning-of-year activities can provide valuable formative information without
making students feel as though they are immediately being tested. Those observations can
help you begin making instructional decisions that better match the needs of your class.

Tip #7: Celebrate the Classroom You Are Building

By Day 5, pause long enough to recognize what students have accomplished.
They have learned new names.

They have navigated a new classroom.

They have practiced procedures.

They have begun learning expectations.

They have started becoming a community.
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Celebrate that.

Then remind students that classroom routines are not something we practice only during
the first week of school. They continue all year.

The Most Important Classroom Management Reminder
Students do not master routines because we explain them once.
They learn routines through:

Teaching. Modeling. Practicing. Reinforcing. Consistency.
And sometimes...

reteaching.

If a routine begins falling apart in October, January, March, or even May, go back and teach
it again.

There is nothing wrong with a classroom reset.

Sometimes the best classroom management strategy is simply returning to the
expectations that were established at the beginning.

Your First Five Days Are a Blueprint, Not a Deadline
A successful first week does not mean everything has to be perfect by Friday.

The goalis to begin building a classroom structure that can grow with your students
throughout the year. That is the purpose behind my First 5 Days of School Blueprint for
first- and second-grade teachers. It provides a flexible roadmap for building relationships,
community, procedures, routines, learning habits, and classroom culture one day at a
time.

Use the ideas as written.
Modify them.
Add activities from your own teacher toolbox.

And most importantly, use them in the way that works best for the students sitting in front
of you. Because a strong classroom is not built in one day. It is built through the small,
consistent things we teach and reinforce every day.



A strong start can help build a strong year.
Classroom Tip to Take With You

When a routine isn't working, resist the urge to simply repeat, “You already know what to
do.”

Instead:
Stop. Reteach. Model. Practice. Try again.

Sometimes a five-minute reset can save weeks of frustration.



