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"embedded within some school routines are situations that are not as intuitive  
to some young students" 

 
 
Routine as a Positive Behavior Support 
 
Students who fail to meet expectations often receive an abundance of correction and 
limit setting throughout their school day ("stop interrupting, it's not your turn, you should 
be listening right now instead of drawing, stop complaining and start doing it, leave 
those things alone and pay attention, you need to try harder"). Occasional student 
correction can be a quick and effective form of help, but when chronic student correction 
is required, we should be thinking about solving the problem by designing a specific 
routine (e.g., a routine for participation in class discussion when too many students 
interrupt or stray off topic or insult others who've commented or fail to participate all 
together). See https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-
routines/ and https://kevinplummerphd.com/using-classroom-routines-to-create-a-
therapeutic-brain-settling-effect/ for more information about "routine" as a form of 
positive behavior support. 
 
Routines can lead to greater student independence when they are supported visually 
(e.g., a posted list of the order of activities and the work habits and behavior expected 
during those activities) and when this visual is referred to when redirection is needed. In 
addition, routines are learned more quickly when they are reinforced fluidly (see 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-reinforcement/). 
Routines become more automatic when they are used frequently and when 
accompanied by scripted language (saying things in the same way each time). 
Violations of routine should be met with redirection about the routine rather than 
behavioral reprimands and corrections ("look"—pointing to the visual—"the routine for 
participating is that one person speaks at a time"). Chronic student disregard for the 
routine could lead to practice sessions conducted during preferred activity times. 
Eventually, through all these means, routines become more automatic and effortless for 
students and very good regulators of work habits and behavior. 
 
Support for Nuances of Routine 
 
Some students, however, need even more support before they can understand and 
figure out how to follow established routines, because embedded within some school 
routines are situations that are not as intuitive to some young students. When the 
teacher is talking to the entire class, for example, the teacher is talking to every 
individual student, even if the students aren't named, or even if the teacher is not 
standing close to the student or looking directly at the student. Most young children 
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understand all this without needing to be told, but some children only listen when the 
teacher is talking to them in particular. There are numerous reasons for why this could 
be the student's habit, but it's easy to imagine how unhelpful and confusing it is for 
some students to be told to listen during whole-class instruction (to everything? to 
everybody? and for how long?). Students who lack an understanding of the subtleties of 
routines will struggle to acquire independence with those routines until we can help 
them with a more complete comprehension of the nuances of the routine. 
 
Improving comprehension of the subtle, yet vital, aspects of the routine can be achieved 
by creating a brief (a page or two) written and illustrated manual or guidebook that 
reveals what some students miss and what they should try to do differently. (See 
Whole-Class Instruction—Comprehension Guide in the next section as an example). 
These "manuals" should include a description of the student's current perspective—
what we think the student is currently seeing and hearing when in that routine, as well 
as what the student is thinking and feeling, and what the student thinks they should 
do—(e.g., from Whole-Class Instruction: When students participate in class they 
sometimes make mistakes or ask questions or seem confused and sometimes this is 
when I take a listening break, because I think, you learn from the teacher, not from the 
other students). This "student perspective" is followed by an explanation of what is 
really happening (what the student is missing with their view of it) and what the student 
should try to do (e.g., from Whole-Class Instruction: But the teacher is still teaching. She 
is teaching by using student thinking, so when students are sharing their ideas and 
guesses and questions, the teacher is using that “student thinking” to make some 
important teaching points and everybody should try to learn something from it). 
 
Comprehension Guide 
 

Whole-Class Instruction Comprehension Guide 
 

Whole-Class Listening, Looking and Thinking 
 

                                                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
The teacher is talking and I have to decide if she is talking to me. 
The teacher is showing something and I have to decide if she is showing me. 
Other students are talking and I have to decide if there is something to learn from their 
participation. 
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The teacher is not mentioning my name, but she is speaking to the whole class, and because I'm 
in that class, her words are for me and I should listen, even if my name isn't mentioned. 

                                                                                                          
I will try hard to listen to the teacher when she talks to the whole class and I will try to get my 
brain to understand and think about what the teacher is saying to the whole class, because my 
teacher is talking to me too. 

                                                      
 
 
During Whole Class Instruction, the teacher is pointing to or writing important information. She 
is not looking right at me, because she is showing everyone at once. This can be confusing 
because it seems like, when she is looking at other people, that she isn't trying to show me (but 
really she is).  

                                                                 
The teacher is not looking just at me while she is speaking to the whole class. She is looking at 
the whole class, and because I'm in that class, what she is showing is for me and I should look 
and pay careful attention. 

                                                                           
 
I will try hard to look carefully at what the teacher is showing. I will try to get my brain to 
understand and think about what the teacher is showing to the whole class, because my teacher 
is showing me too. 
 

isn't talking to me (but really she is). Sometimes, when I'm in whole 
class instruction, I just rest and let the teacher's words go past me, 
but those words are meant for me too, so I will let my brain take 
them in. When I am in Whole Class Instruction I will listen and 
think as if the teacher is talking to me, because she is talking to 
everyone at once. 
 

During Whole Class Instruction, the teacher is talking to everyone at once and this can 
be confusing because it seems like, when she is also talking to other people, that she  
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When students participate in class they sometimes make mistakes or 
ask questions or seem confused and sometimes this is when I take 
a listening break, because I think, you learn from the teacher, not 
from the other students. 

 
 
 
I think, maybe you only have to listen when the teacher is talking, and 
when the students are sharing their ideas and guesses and questions, you 
can take a listening break.  
 
 

But the teacher is still teaching. She is teaching by using student thinking, 
so when students are sharing their ideas and guesses and questions, the 
teacher is using that “student thinking” to make some important teaching 
points and everybody should try to learn something from it.  
 
It looks like the teacher is talking to just the students who shared their thinking, but really she’s 
using student thinking to teach everyone, just like she might use a video to teach everyone, so 
everyone should pay attention. She’s really talking to everyone, so I will see what I can learn 
when the teacher uses student thinking. 
 
Implementation Guidelines 
 
Once the guidebook or manual is created it is read and discussed with the student, and 
reviewed just prior to the actual situation. Many nuanced comprehension problems can 
be cleared up with just this step and a few opportunities to apply it (perhaps it's read 
and reviewed prior to three or four appropriate occasions). Sometimes the problem is 
more difficult to resolve, so it's necessary to create a visual support tool that shows just 
this "nuanced" part of the routine (see Working in a Group Routine at the end of this 
article). This tool is used during the learning activity, making it is easier to provide 
reminders and redirection in scripted fashion (which makes it easier to remember) 
without disrupting the flow of what is going on. This tool, if necessary, replaces the 
review of the guide book.  
 
Beyond reminders and cueing, learning some nuanced routines requires a highly fluid 
reinforcement system so that students can realize immediately what they have done 
well and what they need to improve. The nuanced aspects of some routines are too 
difficult to describe in enough detail (in a guidebook) to achieve total clarity and 
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comprehension for the student. Instead, students need numerous concrete examples 
from their own experience. This is why we have to be prepared to reinforce the nuanced 
behavior while it is happening, so student attention can be directed to it and a memory 
of it can be formed right at the time it is happening. We combine the reinforcement 
system and the visual routine into one feedback tool. For more information about this 
program feature see Visual Feedback Systems for Comprehension Guides. You can 
also find examples of this type of device at https://kevinplummerphd.com/visual-self-
management-programs/. Traditional and more fixed reinforcement systems (reinforce 
after an interval of time or after the behavior has occurred a number of times) will not be 
as effective. For more information on fluid reinforcement systems and visual support 
systems see:  
https://kevinplummerphd.com/introduction-to-visual-self-management-programs-to-
increase-independence/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/visual-systems-to-increase-motivation-and-support-better-
decision-making/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/fluid-reinforcement-and-continuous-feedback-systems/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/credit-program/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-green-zone-a-recognition-based-program/. 
 
Visual Support for Routine 
 

Working in a Group Routine 
 

                                                                  
Look and Listen. . . This is for the whole group. 

 
 
Try to think about what the teacher is saying and what she is showing. Make a connection. 
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Follow the Schedule and do All the Activities 

 
Do your best so you can stay in the green and earn credits. 


