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What They Are, What They Are Not, and How They Can Help You to Have a Successful School Year! 
Each year, the transi�on back to a new school year brings excitement and hope, but for many it can also be a stressful �me. For 
many of us, our rou�nes tend to look a litle different during the summer than during a school year. We may relax some of our 
rules, change our sleep and wake �mes, take vaca�ons or have friends and family come to visit us. It can be challenging to make 
the transi�on back to stricter bed�mes, keep on a �ght schedule for morning drop offs, and manage making it to pick up on 
�me a�er work. Your secret to success may fall in your rou�nes, rules and schedules. But, many of us don’t know the true 
difference between the three, and how they keep us on track and in perfect harmony!  
Rou�nes vs. Schedules: Rou�nes are different than schedules. Rou�nes are embedded in everything 
we do, no mater what day it is or what responsibili�es we must take care of. Rou�nes encompass the  
set of procedures around an ac�vity. You can think of rou�nes as the skeleton of your day, giving it the  
structure and support to carry out necessary tasks like meal �mes, hygiene, and bed�me.  A rou�ne 
 is consistent; no mater where we are, or what �me of day we carry out a task, the steps to our  
rou�nes are essen�ally the same. Think of brushing your teeth-whether it is first thing in the morning,  
or at night before bed, at home, or away at a hotel, the steps to your toothbrushing remain the same.  
Rou�nes are cri�cal to our health and wellbeing as they not only regulate our sleep and wake cycles,  
but psychologically they create a sense of predictability and control that help maintain our execu�ve  
func�oning. Schedules differ from rou�ne in some important quali�es. A schedule is bound by �me—we schedule certain things 
into our day that must be done at specific �mes or completed by a certain �me. Our days are all dictated by schedules: what 
�me school starts, what �me our doctor’s appointments are, what �me we go to bed by. Schedules are aided by our rou�nes 
to keep us on track. Our rou�nes are s�ll in place regardless of how our schedules may change. To help your family get back on 
track for the new school year, start by figuring out your schedule—what are the non-nego�able �mes you must have things 
done by? Next, establish the rou�nes that make up your day and see where they fit into your schedule. For young children, 
words and verbal prompts may not be enough. Consider adding pictures of the steps of each rou�ne (i.e., toothbrushing) and 
having an interac�ve schedule where you can erase or remove components that are complete. When introducing a new rou�ne, 
remember MAP: Model the behavior for your child, Add pictures, and Prac�ce! Crea�ng engaging rou�nes where your child 
has an ac�ve role can help prevent resistance or dawdling.  
 
Rules: So where do the rules fit into this? Rules are the non-nego�ables that have consequences if not done. Rules regulate our 
behavior and are enforced by someone. A rou�ne, however, is how something is expected to be done. Rules are set by your 
family—they must work for your family based on your values, expecta�ons, and the developmental capaci�es of those in your 
family. A rule in your family might be that everyone needs to have shoes on to leave the house. This is your non-nego�able. As 
we all know, many toddlers protest wearing shoes! So how do we navigate this? Like with schedules and rou�nes, pictures are 
your an�dote to chaos. We can process visual imagery much more efficiently than verbal or writen instruc�on. If your child is 
struggling with the rules, try to first add pictures of what is expected for this rule. For example, try adding a picture by the door 
you exit from with a photo of everyone wearing their shoes. Whenever possible, give two posi�vely stated choices that you can 
accept. For example, giving your child the choice of which shoes to wear may help with compliance to this rule. Remember to 
only offer choices that you can accept and are available! It is also cri�cal to know that young children are s�ll developing 
awareness of their behavior and of the consequences of their ac�ons. Visual representa�on of the rules is cri�cal to set them 
up for success, and if things don’t work out the first �me, don’t be afraid to say “Oops! We made a mistake, let’s try that again.” 
Reading aloud to your child any �me of the year offers a mul�tude of benefits for their cogni�ve, language, and social/emo�onal 
growth.  It also fosters a life-long love of reading.  It strengthens the bond between a parent and child and contributes to 
academic success (focus, aten�on, vocabulary expansion) later in life. Here are some wonderful books to enjoy “summer 
reading” for babies 1-2 years of age. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

What is Joint Attention? 
Unlock a child’s potential and set them up for lifelong success! Joint attention means that a child can shift his attention between something that he is paying 

attention to and share that experience with someone else who is also participating. Joint attention 
is a “triad” made up of three components: the child, you, and an object of your attention and focus. 
Both of you understand that you are looking at and talking about the same thing. 
  
The key is a child’s ability to shift her focus, visually and auditorily, so with her eyes and with her 
ears, between you and the object or event and then share what’s happening with you. This is very 
important for language development because when a child does not include another person 
during sustained interactions, then he is likely not listening to and absorbing what others say. A 
tuned out, disconnected child misses vital opportunities to learn what words mean and how to say 
a new word.    
  
Decreased joint attention is a big marker that helps us separate toddlers who are late talkers vs. 
toddlers who have more serious developmental issues such as autism or other significant sensory 
processing differences. Here are some questions that can help you determine if a child has difficulty 
with joint attention: 

• Is it difficult for the child to stop, listen, and respond to you when he’s busy with something 
else? 

• When you point to something to show the child, does he continue what he’s doing, rather 
than look? 

• When you bring out a child’s favorite food, a preferred toy, or some kind of screen, do you 
seem to disappear because the child becomes intently focused on the item and no longer 
looks at you? 

• Do you have to work hard to get her to play a little game with you like “Peek A Boo” or giving 
kisses? Does the child stop after one or two rounds instead of keeping it going? 

• Does the child seem to ignore you when you try to get her to make a choice or try to respond 
to your questions, even without words?  

 
 

 

 

          



Back to School Health & Safety Tips 
As you get your children ready for the new school year, battling an illness is the last thing you want to add to your to-do 
list. Going to school for the first time exposes kids to germs their immune system hasn’t seen before, so they may get sick. 
There’s no way to completely prevent them from becoming ill, but you can reduce their chances of getting and spreading 
common illnesses.  Keep the whole family healthy by following these simple health guidelines: 

Emphasize good hygiene habits.  Teaching children the importance of good hygiene is the first line of defense against the spread 
of germs. Ensure they understand the following basics:  
• Handwashing. Encourage regular handwashing with soap and water, especially before meals 

and after using the bathroom. To wash properly, create a lather with the soap and spread the 
lather between your fingers, under your nails and over the backs of your hands. Scrub your 
hands for 20 seconds.     

• Hand sanitizer. Provide hand sanitizer for times when washing hands isn’t feasible. To sanitize 
properly, apply sanitizer to your hands, covering all surfaces with the gel. Rub it into your skin until it’s dry. 

• Coughing and sneezing etiquette. Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue whenever you cough or sneeze and then wash 
your hands! If the tissue isn’t handy, use your upper sleeve or elbow. Never use your hands! 

Practice regular cleaning and disinfecting 
• Regularly clean and disinfect high-touch surfaces in your home, such as doorknobs, TV remotes, light switches, countertops, 

tabletops, cellphones and tablets. As soon as children get home from school, have them to change out of their school clothes 
and wash their hands to reduce the spread of germs.  

• Teach them to avoid sharing personal items with their classmates. Personal items include water bottles, cups, food, towels, 
face coverings and utensils. This healthy habit can significantly reduce the transmission of germs. 

Be alert to symptoms of illness in your children or yourself. Common cold or flu-like symptoms include runny nose, sneezing, 
sore throat, congestion and headache. Early detection can prevent the spread of illness to other family members. 
• Keep your children home if they feel sick or have a fever 100.4 or higher to prevent spreading germs at school. Refer to 

Children First’s Parent Handbook or Short-Term Exclusion policy for specific illness policies.   

Keep vaccinations up to date 

Stay informed about any illness outbreaks at your child's school. Children First will post notifications for 
families about contagious illnesses that have been reported. This information can help you take extra 
precautions at home. 

Eat healthy, stay hydrated 
• Children who eat a nutritious breakfast, such as those served at Children First, function better in school, have better 

concentration and more energy.  
• A balanced diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains and lean proteins can boost the immune system. Limit your family’s 

intake of added sugar, processed carbohydrates, saturated fat and salt. 
• Ensure your children – along with your entire family – are drinking plenty of water. Staying hydrated helps the body fight 

off infections more effectively. Here are daily hydration recommendations based on age: 
o 1 to 3 years: 4 cups (including water and milk) 
o  4 to 8 years: 5 cups 

Develop a healthy sleep routine                                                                                                                
• Begin earlier bedtimes.  Start using your child’s “school bedtime.” beginning about 2 weeks before 

school starts. Getting enough sleep is critical for kids to stay healthy and be successful in school. Not 
getting enough sleep is linked with lower academic achievement, as well as higher rates of 
absenteeism and tardiness. (See Healthy Sleep Habits: How Many Hours Does Your Child Need?) 

• Create a bedtime routine that is consistent and stick with it every night to help your child settle 
down and fall asleep.  

• Turn off electronic devices such as TV’s, computers, iPads, and cell phones well before bedtime. Try to have the home as 
quiet and calm as possible when younger children are trying to fall asleep. 

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/sleep/Pages/Healthy-Sleep-Habits-How-Many-Hours-Does-Your-Child-Need.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/oral-health/Pages/Brush-Book-Bed.aspx


Medications: Contact your Family Advocate & Early Childhood Nurse if your child has a medication that he or she takes daily. 
There are forms to fill out for your child to receive medication at school. 

Starting preschool is a major transition in any child’s life. This may be the first time your child’s ever been away from home for 
a significant amount of time and the first time they’ve ever interacted with such a large group of other children. For children in 
Head Start, it may not be their first pre-school experience, but they might be adjusting to a new teacher or center.  In either 
case one of the most important things you can do is prepare them for the major changes ahead. 

For toddlers and preschoolers, you can make the first day of school easier with these tips: 
• Take your child to visit the new school or classroom before the first day of school. Attend any orientations you can and 

take an opportunity to tour the school.  
• Teachers know that students may be nervous about the first day of school; they will make an extra effort to make sure 

everyone feels as comfortable as possible.  
• Point out the fun aspects of school starting to help your child look forward to the first day of EHS or HS.   

Safe driving & carpooling to school 
• All children should use an age- and size-appropriate car seat or booster seat.  
• Have your child ride in a belt-positioning booster seat until the vehicle's seat belt fits properly (usually 

when the child reaches about 4' 9" in height and is between 8 to 12 years of age). 
• Children younger than 13 years old should ride in the rear seat of vehicles.  

Walking your child to school 
• If you walk your child to school, make sure your walk to school is a safe route that 
has crossing guards and/or traffic lights at every intersection. If you need to cross a street 
on the way to school, practice safe street crossing with your child before the start of 
school. 
• Because small children are impulsive and less cautious around traffic, always hold 
their hands. 
 

Summer Heat and Staying Hydrated 

Summer is a time for fun, sunshine, and outdoor activities! As the temperatures rise, so does the importance of staying 
properly hydrated, especially for our children. Water is essential for our bodies to function properly, including regulating body 
temperature and protecting vital organs. 
Why is Hydration So Important in the Summer Heat? 
Fluid loss through sweat is accelerated during hot weather or physical activity. Failing to replenish these fluids can lead to 
dehydration, resulting in fatigue, dizziness, muscle cramps, and even heatstroke. 
Tips for Keeping Your Family Hydrated this Summer: 
• Make water readily available: Always have water bottles on hand at home, in the park, or while traveling. Consider using 

portable water bottles for everyone. 
• Encourage regular water breaks: Encourage everyone, especially children, to drink water throughout the day by setting a 

schedule. 
• Make water fun: Make drinking water more appealing to kids by using colorful cups or straws. Infuse water with fruits 

like berries or lemon for a refreshing flavor. 
• Be a role model: Children learn by imitation. Drink water regularly and demonstrate enthusiasm for staying hydrated. 
Important information to consider: 
• Limit sugary drinks: Sugary beverages can be dehydrating and are not the best choice for replenishing fluids. Sports 

drinks are designed for intense workouts and should be reserved for specific situations. 
•  Ensure infants are well-hydrated with breastmilk or formula, that is readily available, especially during hot weather. 
• Limit caffeinated beverages. Caffeine dehydrates.  

 
    

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/on-the-go/Pages/safety-on-the-way-to-school.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/on-the-go/Pages/Car-Safety-Seats-Information-for-Families.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/on-the-go/Pages/Booster-Seats-for-School-Aged-Children.aspx


   

 
Preparing for a New School Year 
As the sun begins to set on summer break, educators, students, and school staff find themselves on the  
threshold of a new school year. For many, this transition is filled with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. Change 
—inevitable and constant—is at the heart of the back-to-school season. Whether it's new students walking  
through the doors for the first time, teachers stepping into unfamiliar classrooms, or staff adjusting to new  
supervisors and protocols, the return to school is a time of both renewal and uncertainty. Understanding and preparing  
for both the physical and emotional challenges of this change is essential for a smooth and successful start. 
 
Physical Transitions and Adjustments 
The physical realities of preparing for a new school year are often underestimated. Classrooms must be set up, supply lists filled, 
and spaces cleaned and organized. For teachers, this might mean rearranging furniture, decorating bulletin boards, and ensuring 
that materials align with curriculum changes or new standards. For custodians and administrative staff, summer may have been 
packed with renovations, deep cleaning, and logistical planning. 
This year may bring new buildings or restructured campuses, adding another layer of transition. Hallways may be unfamiliar, 
parking lots reshuffled, or entrances relocated. These tangible changes, while often positive in the long term, can add stress in 
the short term as students and staff try to reorient themselves. 
For children, especially younger ones or those switching schools, the physical change of environment can be intimidating. Having 
visible signage, welcoming routines, and consistent schedules can ease the burden. 
 
Emotional Landscape: The Human Side of Change 
While the physical preparations are visible, the emotional challenges of a new school year often run deeper and less noticed. 
Change brings uncertainty, and with uncertainty comes anxiety, self-doubt, and sometimes fear. 
Students, particularly those new to a school, may worry about making friends, fitting in, or separating from parents. A supportive 
environment where students feel seen, heard, and valued can be the anchor they need. 
Teachers and staff are not immune to these feelings. New team members must integrate into established communities, build 
relationships, and understand unspoken cultures. Returning staff may face shifting expectations, new leadership, or changes in 
curriculum and instructional methods. Even seasoned professionals can feel the nervous energy that comes with the unknown. 
Leaders and administrators often find themselves caught between high expectations and limited resources. They are charged with 
creating a cohesive vision while managing logistical, emotional, and often political complexities. Establishing strong 
communication, offering consistent support, and modeling adaptability become key leadership tasks. 
 
Navigating Change Together 
The good news is that we are not meant to navigate change alone. Building strong communities of support is critical. Staff 
meetings that emphasize connection, team-building exercises, and mentorship programs for new employees can ease transitions. 
For students, morning check-ins, consistent welcome/ending rituals, buddy systems, and open discussions about emotions can 
create a culture of safety and empathy. 
Open communication is also vital. Leaders can set the tone by being transparent about what is changing and why, while also 
inviting feedback and input. Teachers can model vulnerability and resilience, showing students that it’s okay not to have all the 
answers on day one. Parents can reinforce a growth mindset at home, emphasizing effort over perfection and patience over 
pressure. 
Self-care also plays a crucial role. The start of a new school year is physically demanding and emotionally draining. Encouraging 
realistic expectations, breaks when needed, and moments of joy and celebration can restore energy and focus. Whether it’s a 
staff lunch, a quiet moment in a reading corner, or a high-five from a student, small joys add up. 
 
Embracing the Opportunity in Change 
While the challenge of change is real, so too is the opportunity it presents. A new school year is a chance to begin again—to create 
a more inclusive classroom, build stronger relationships, or take new professional risks. Change can push us out of our comfort 
zones, but it also reminds us of our adaptability, creativity, and courage. 
As we prepare to open our doors once more, may we approach the year not only with our lesson plans and supply bins but also 
with open hearts and minds. In the challenge of change, there is growth. In the unknown, there is possibility. And in each new 
beginning, there is the potential to make a lasting difference. 
 
Kathryn Shea, LCSW, is a licensed clinical social worker and independent mental health consultant with Children First, Inc. Kathryn is available 
for one-on-one consulting/life coaching sessions.  Reach out to her to schedule a time at: ksheaconsulting@outlook.com.  
 
 
 
 
 

The Challenge of Change 
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