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ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION

Resources for Caregivers publications provide general educational and informational material informed by

research, professional literature, and caregiving practice. Every child, caregiver, family, and situation is

different. The ideas are intended to support awareness, reflection, learning, and informed decision-making;

they are not a substitute for individualized medical, developmental, mental-health, educational, therapeutic,

legal, financial, or other professional advice.

Individual needs, circumstances, and responses vary. Examples, strategies, scripts, activities, and

suggested approaches describe possibilities rather than predictions. Resources for Caregivers does not

promise or guarantee any particular behavioral, developmental, emotional, educational, health, safety,

relationship, caregiving, or other outcome.

Caregivers decide whether and how to use these ideas based on the individual needs, abilities,

circumstances, and safety of the person in their care. Seek guidance from an appropriately qualified

professional when individualized evaluation, advice, or support is needed.

AT A GLANCE

Estimated reading time: 18-20 minutes

Central idea: Predictable routines help children know what comes next. Predictable relationships help them

know who will be beside them when life does not go as planned.

In this publication, you will explore how to:

1 Create daily rhythms that reduce uncertainty and support emotional safety.

2 Use visual cues, music, and participation to help routines carry some of the work.

3 Help children recognize, name, and move through strong feelings.

4 Notice your own emotional patterns, return to calm, and repair after difficult moments.

This publication includes small actions and questions for reflection.

Make the Day Feel Understandable
Have you noticed that some parts of the day unfold naturally while others feel like an uphill climb? Getting

ready in the morning may become a race against the clock. Leaving the playground ends in tears. Bedtime

suddenly requires one more drink of water, one more hug, and one more story.

It is easy to assume children are being difficult. More often, they are telling us something important: transitions

are hard, especially when they happen unexpectedly.

Young children find comfort in knowing what comes next. Predictable routines reduce uncertainty and allow

children to focus more of their energy on learning, playing, and connecting.
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Children also benefit from knowing what to expect from the adults who care for them. Calm, caring, and

respectful responses become another dependable rhythm that helps children feel emotionally safe.

Daily routines can quietly communicate that a child is safe, that they can understand what comes next, and

that a caring adult will move through the day with them.

Children do not simply learn what happens next. They learn who they can count on when life does not go as

planned.

Big Idea: Predictability Reduces Uncertainty

Children are learning whether the world feels understandable, whether it feels safe, and whether the important

people in their lives can be trusted.

Predictability reduces uncertainty. With less energy devoted to anticipating the unexpected, children are better

prepared for learning, curiosity, problem-solving, cooperation, and emotional regulation.

Children do not thrive because every day is identical. They thrive because caring adults provide rhythms that

make life feel manageable while remaining flexible enough for life's inevitable surprises.

Those rhythms extend beyond schedules. They include relationships. When adults respond with consistency,

respect, patience, and encouragement, children begin trusting that difficult moments will be met with guidance

rather than fear, curiosity rather than criticism, and connection rather than shame.

That trust becomes a foundation for resilience. Children begin believing they can move through challenges

because they know they will not face them alone.

Become Someone Your Child Can Predict

Children are not looking for perfect adults. They are looking for dependable relationships.

Dependability does not mean getting everything right. It means children repeatedly experience adults who

pause before reacting, take responsibility for mistakes, return to connection, repair relationships, and continue

learning alongside them.

When children know the adults in their lives will generally respond with calm, curiosity, and respect - even

when emotions run high - they begin to relax and expect guidance.

One of the greatest gifts we can offer children is not a perfectly predictable day. It is becoming someone they

can predict with confidence.

That confidence is not a belief that life will always go according to plan. It is a belief that safe relationships can

help them navigate life's unexpected moments.

Respect the Energy Flow of the Day

Just as thoughtfully arranged spaces can support children's independence, thoughtfully arranged routines can

support their emotional well-being. Instead of arranging physical space, we are arranging time.
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Children's bodies naturally move through cycles of activity and recovery. Transitions often become smoother

when a routine allows both body and mind to prepare for what comes next. Rather than expecting an instant

shift from energetic play to quiet concentration, we can slow the environment gradually.

Earlier in an activity period, children might enjoy outdoor exploration, dancing, building, running, dramatic

play, or active games. As the next transition approaches, we might:

● lower the lights;

● reduce background noise;

● offer puzzles, books, drawing, or quiet conversation;

● slow our own pace and soften our voice; and

● allow a few extra minutes when possible.

As we intentionally slow the environment, we also slow ourselves. Children often borrow our calm before they

are able to create calm on their own. Our emotional rhythm becomes part of the rhythm they learn to trust.

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Choose one transition that regularly feels difficult: getting dressed, leaving the house, cleaning up, getting

into the car, preparing for a meal, or settling for bedtime.

Instead of asking, “How can I get my child to cooperate?” ask:

“How can I make this transition feel more predictable?”

You might:

● give a five-minute warning;

● use the same transition song each day;

● dim the lights before bedtime;

● invite your child to help prepare for what comes next; or

● slow your own pace.

One thoughtful adjustment can make a meaningful difference. When routines become more predictable,

children spend less energy wondering what comes next and more energy learning how to participate.
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PAUSE AND REFLECT

The next time a routine begins to fall apart, pause before stepping in and ask:

● Is my child struggling because they do not know what comes next?

● Is this transition happening too quickly?

● Have I prepared the environment as well as the child?

● What might my child's behavior be communicating?

● How can my response create more safety instead of more stress?

Sometimes the most helpful intervention is not saying more. It is slowing down long enough to understand

what the child may be experiencing.

Let the Routine Carry Some of the Work

Replace Repeated Directions with Gentle Cues

Many caregivers spend a surprising amount of time reminding children what comes next: “Put your shoes on.

Time to clean up. Wash your hands. Please hurry.” By the end of the day, both adults and children can

become weary of constant verbal reminders.

Thoughtfully designed routines allow the environment to share some of that work. Gentle cues help children

anticipate what comes next, turning the routine into a shared roadmap rather than a series of adult demands.

Children begin participating because they understand the rhythm - not because someone is constantly

directing them.

Create a Picture Schedule Together

A simple picture schedule gives young children something dependable to consult throughout the day. Rather

than creating it only for your child, consider creating it with them.

Take photographs or make drawings of breakfast, getting dressed, putting on shoes, brushing teeth, leaving

the house, cleaning up, or reading before bed. Arrange the pictures together in the order these activities

usually happen and display them where your child can easily see them.

When your child asks, “What are we doing next?” walk over and look at the schedule together. Over time,

children begin looking to the routine itself for reassurance. They are no longer simply following directions; they

are becoming active participants in family life.

Use Music to Create Family Rituals

Music can also support predictable transitions. Choose an upbeat song for cleaning up, another for getting

ready to leave, and a quiet melody for bedtime. Better yet, invite your child to help choose the music.
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When children help create family routines, they become more invested in them. Over time, these songs

become more than transition cues. They become part of the family's story. Years later, a familiar bedtime

song may still bring back feelings of warmth, comfort, and belonging.

That is one of the beautiful gifts of family rituals: they strengthen relationships while creating lasting memories.

Find Learning Inside Everyday Routines

Adults may see routines as interruptions, but children experience them as opportunities. Putting on boots,

buttoning a coat, pouring water, washing hands, and putting toys away are not merely obstacles delaying the

day. They are some of childhood's richest learning experiences.

Every zipper strengthens fine motor skills. Every attempt to tie a shoe builds persistence. Every opportunity to

clean up teaches responsibility. Every successful effort strengthens confidence.

One of the greatest gifts we can give children is enough time to practice. When adults rush to finish every

task, children lose opportunities to develop independence. When we allow children to struggle, think, adjust,

and succeed, they discover something more important than how to fasten a jacket:

“I can do hard things.”

While children practice new skills, adults practice patience. Growth is happening on both sides of the

relationship.

Notice What Adults Learn Too

Predictable routines support adults as well as children. Caregivers spend less time repeating directions,

expectations become clearer, and the routine begins carrying some of the work.

Adults also discover something encouraging: children are not looking for perfection. They benefit from

consistency - adults who pause, reconnect after difficult moments, return to calm, and keep learning.

As Connected Caregivers, we strive to communicate three enduring messages:

● Respect: Your thoughts, feelings, and ideas matter.

● Love: You belong here, even when you are struggling.

● Encouragement: I believe in your ability to learn, recover, and grow.

Over time, these experiences can become beliefs children carry within themselves:

I am worthy. I am loved. I am capable.

Children may not remember every routine, but they are likely to remember how those routines made them

feel.
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ONE SMALL CHANGE

Gather together and choose one challenging family transition. Ask:

“What would help this part of our day feel calmer?”

Children may suggest a favorite song before cleanup, a simple picture schedule, a five-minute warning, or

three slow breaths before leaving the house. Choose one small change to practice consistently.

The goal is not a perfect routine. It is a rhythm that helps everyone feel supported.

PAUSE BEFORE INTERVENING

One of the greatest gifts we can give children is enough time to succeed. Before helping, ask:

“Does my child need my help - or simply a little more time?”

A little extra time creates space for independence, mistakes, learning, problem-solving, and calmer

responses. Often, those extra moments are where confidence begins to grow.

Help Children Understand Big Feelings

Begin with Emotional Safety

Every child experiences moments when feelings become bigger than words. Sometimes those feelings sound

like “You're so mean!” or “Nobody likes me!” Other times they look like tears, stomping feet, running away, or

complete silence.

In those moments, it is natural to wonder, “What should I do now?” Our first instinct may be to stop the words

or behavior as quickly as possible. Yet beneath every big emotion is a child whose nervous system is asking

for support.

Before children can solve a problem, apologize, or learn from an experience, they first need to feel emotionally

safe. When children feel secure, they become more able to recognize, understand, and eventually manage

their feelings.

The goal is not to control emotions. It is to move through them together.

Treat Feelings as Information

One of the greatest gifts we can offer children is help understanding their inner world. Feelings are not

problems to eliminate. They are information.

Fear may tell us something feels unsafe. Disappointment reminds us that life did not unfold as hoped.

Frustration often appears when something feels difficult. Joy reminds us what we want more of. Love helps us

build meaningful relationships.
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Young children often experience emotions before they have the vocabulary to describe them. A child may

notice a warm face, faster heartbeat, tight stomach, or eyes filling with tears without knowing whether they feel

disappointed, frustrated, worried, lonely, embarrassed, or overwhelmed.

Just as children learn words for colors, numbers, and animals, they learn words for feelings. Caring adults can

offer tentative language:

● “You seem disappointed.”

● “I wonder if you're feeling frustrated.”

● “You look proud of yourself.”

● “That looked exciting.”

We do not need to insist that our label is correct. We can remain curious and allow the child to correct us.

Over time, emotional vocabulary helps children understand themselves, communicate with others, and ask for

support.

Children do not simply need adults to calm them. They need adults who help them understand what they are

feeling while they are becoming calm.

Connect Before You Correct

Reasoning is difficult when a child is overwhelmed. Connection comes first: lower your voice, move close

without crowding, acknowledge what happened, and communicate that the child is not facing the feeling

alone.

Once safety begins to return, a simple framework can help:

1 Notice: Pay attention to the child's words, behavior, and physical signals.

2 Name: Offer language for the possible feeling without judgment.

3 Navigate: Decide together what might help the child move safely through the experience.

Navigating may involve taking slow breaths, moving to a quieter place, asking for help, holding a comforting

object, using words, or simply allowing time for the feeling to pass.

Emotional regulation grows through many experiences of co-regulation. Children first borrow our calm;

gradually, they develop ways to return to calm themselves.

Create a Calm and Connection Corner

Every family can benefit from a place where people slow down, reconnect, and begin again. A Calm and

Connection Corner is not a place children are sent because they have done something wrong. It is an

invitation to pause, regain a sense of safety, and return when ready.

The most important part is not what the space contains, but the message it communicates:

“Big feelings are welcome here. You do not have to face them alone.”
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The space might include a favorite book, comfortable pillow, stuffed animal, paper and crayons, soft music, or

natural objects that invite quiet observation. Some children may prefer looking out a window, listening to birds,

or holding a smooth stone.

Invite your child to help create the space. Ask, “What helps your body feel calm?” and “What would you like to

keep here?” A space shaped with the child is more likely to reflect their needs and growing self-understanding.

Caregivers also benefit from places and practices that help them pause. Children learn that everyone

experiences strong emotions and everyone can develop healthy ways to respond.

Repair Comes After Regulation

Even in connected families, people hurt one another. Harsh words are spoken, feelings are hurt, and mistakes

are made. These moments do not mean the relationship has failed. They can become opportunities to

strengthen it.

Children cannot meaningfully repair while still overwhelmed. Like adults, they need time for their nervous

systems to settle before reflecting.

Once calm begins to return, repair can begin with curiosity rather than blame:

● “What happened?”

● “What were you feeling?”

● “What do you think the other person may have felt?”

● “What could help make things better?”

These conversations teach more than an automatic apology. Children begin to understand that actions affect

other people and that relationships can be repaired through honesty, empathy, and thoughtful action.

Caregivers model repair when they acknowledge their own mistakes: “I raised my voice earlier, and I'm sorry.

I wish I had listened more carefully. Can we try that conversation again?”

Healthy relationships are not built on perfection. They are built on repair.
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ONE SMALL CHANGE

Build your family's feelings vocabulary by choosing one ordinary moment each day to talk about emotions.

Positive moments are often the easiest place to begin.

You might ask:

● What made you smile today?

● Did anything surprise you?

● Was there something that felt frustrating?

● When did you feel proud of yourself?

● Did someone help you? Did you help someone else?

Share your own feelings in age-appropriate ways: “I felt frustrated when I couldn't find my keys,” or “I felt

proud after I finished something difficult.”

One conversation each day may seem small. Over time, those conversations become part of your child's

inner voice.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

● Which feelings are easiest for my child to name? Which are harder?

● What helps my child feel safe when emotions become intense?

● Do our calming spaces and strategies feel invitational or punitive?

● Do I wait for regulation before asking for reflection or repair?

● What did I learn about my own emotions while helping my child understand theirs?

Emotional regulation develops gradually through many everyday experiences with caring adults. Difficult

days do not erase progress; they become opportunities to begin again with greater understanding.

Become a Calming Presence

Caregivers Are Learning Too

Every caregiver has experienced it. A child is screaming; your heart races, shoulders tighten, and breathing

becomes shallow. Suddenly, you are no longer responding thoughtfully. You are reacting automatically. Later,

you may think, “I wish I had handled that differently.”

If this has happened to you, you are in good company. One of the most humbling parts of caregiving is that we

are often teaching skills we are still learning ourselves.

That is not a sign of failure. It is part of being human. Children do not need perfect caregivers. They need

caregivers willing to notice, learn, repair, and keep growing.
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Children learn emotional regulation within relationships, and that truth applies to adults too. We often borrow

strength, wisdom, and encouragement from relationships that support us. Growth has never been meant to

happen alone.

When caregivers notice their emotions, pause before reacting, repair difficult moments, and return to calm,

children witness emotional regulation in action. They learn that strong feelings are not something to fear or

hide. They are experiences we can recognize, understand, and move through with care.

One of the greatest gifts we can offer children is not an example of perfection, but an example of continued

growth.

Recognize Your “Shark Music”

Sometimes our strongest emotional reactions have less to do with the present than with experiences carried

from the past. A child refuses to put on shoes, has a tantrum in public, talks back after a long day, or spills

something just as you are leaving. Your body may react before your mind catches up.

The Circle of Security approach uses “shark music” to describe this kind of automatic alarm. Like

suspenseful music in a movie, the body prepares for danger even when the present situation may not require

that level of response.

Recognizing this alarm creates space for choice. Instead of reacting automatically, we can pause and ask:

● What is my child communicating right now?

● What is my body telling me?

● Could this reaction be connected to one of my own experiences?

That brief curiosity helps us respond to the child in front of us instead of reacting from experiences behind us.

Use Notice, Name, Navigate for Yourself

The same framework used with children can guide adults.

1 Notice. Pay attention to early signals: faster breathing, tight shoulders, a clenched jaw, a louder voice, or the

urge to react immediately. The body often recognizes stress before the mind fully understands it.

2 Name. Identify the feeling without judgment: frustrated, embarrassed, disappointed, overwhelmed, lonely,

anxious, or exhausted. Naming an emotion does not make it stronger; it often makes it easier to understand.

3 Navigate. Choose what may help you move forward with intention: take three slow breaths, drink water, lower

your voice, ask another adult for support, pause before speaking, or remind yourself, “My child is having a hard

time - not giving me a hard time.”

The goal is not to eliminate difficult emotions. It is to move through them with awareness, compassion, and

respect. Every time children watch us practice, they discover that regulation is not something adults magically

master. It is a lifelong skill.

Check Your Baseline

Emotions can become overwhelming when our basic needs have quietly gone unmet. Before responding,

pause and ask whether you are hungry, angry, lonely, or tired - the familiar H.A.L.T. reminder.
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Meeting one basic need may change your ability to remain present. Caring for ourselves is not separate from

caring for our families; it is part of caring for them. Adults who receive needed support are better able to offer

patience, encouragement, respect, and emotional safety.

Self-care is not selfish. It helps us become the steady presence children depend upon.

Model Returning to Calm

Children learn emotional regulation by experiencing it in relationships with people they trust. Sometimes

modeling sounds like:

“I'm feeling overwhelmed. I need a minute to help my body return to calm. Then I'll be ready to solve this with

you.”

These words teach that adults have feelings, notice those feelings, take responsibility for them, choose

healthy ways to return to calm, and reconnect.

Children also learn by watching what we do: pause, breathe slowly, drink water, step outside, stretch, pray,

write, ask for help, or sit quietly. These are not signs of weakness. They are healthy ways people care for

themselves.

One meaningful message we can communicate is: “I take care of myself so I can take better care of the
people I love.”

Over time, families can create a culture where everyone is encouraged to recognize needs, ask for support,

and return to calm with dignity.

Let Repair Complete the Process

There will be moments when caregivers react before thinking. We may raise our voices, become impatient,

interrupt, speak sharply, or miss an opportunity to listen. Those moments do not define the relationship. What

we do next often matters more.

A genuine repair might sound like:

● “I'm sorry I raised my voice.”

● “I was overwhelmed, and I did not respond the way I wanted to.”

● “It was not okay for me to speak to you that way.”

● “Can we try that again together?”

Children learn that mistakes do not end relationships, taking responsibility rebuilds trust, apologies can be

sincere, and love remains steady during difficult moments.

Repair is not evidence that we failed. It is evidence that we value the relationship enough to keep growing.
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CREATE A FAMILY RESET PLAN

Create a simple plan together for moments when emotions become intense. Keep it short enough to

remember:

1 Notice: What is happening in our bodies and behavior?

2 Name: What might each person be feeling or needing?

3 Choose support: Do we need space, connection, movement, water, quiet, or help?

4 Return: Come back when bodies are calmer.

5 Repair: Listen, take responsibility, and decide what could help next time.

Display the plan somewhere familiar. Practice it during calm moments so it is easier to use during hard ones.

The plan is not a rule for forcing calm; it is a shared reminder that no one has to navigate big feelings alone.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

● What signals tell me that I am becoming overwhelmed?

● Which situations tend to activate my “shark music”?

● What helps me return to calm without withdrawing from the relationship?

● Who can support me when my own resources are low?

● Is there a repair I need to make?

● What has my child learned by watching me notice, recover, and reconnect?

Children do not need perfectly calm adults. They need adults who stay present, return to calm, and

reconnect. That is what healthy emotional recovery looks like.

WHERE THESE IDEAS FIT

Growing Together Across Generations explores curiosity, responsibility, and relational repair among caring

adults. Listening to Our Growing Bodies helps caregivers notice body signals alongside emotional

experiences. Growing Through Recovery places regulation and reconnection within a broader understanding

of resilience, protection, and support. Read together, this package provides broader context and helps

caregivers choose where to explore a particular idea more deeply.

Key Takeaway
Predictable routines help children know what comes next. Predictable relationships help children know who

will be beside them when life does not go as planned. Together, they create the emotional safety children

need to become confident, curious, and resilient.

Children first borrow our calm. Then they begin to understand their feelings. As understanding grows, they

gradually learn to regulate those feelings themselves.
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Emotional regulation is not something we teach from a distance. It is something children and caregivers build

together through safe relationships, everyday conversations, repeated practice, and the willingness to begin

again.

There will be difficult days, misunderstandings, and moments when neither child nor caregiver responds as

hoped. Those moments do not erase progress. They become opportunities to learn, repair, and reconnect.

The goal has never been perfect behavior or a perfectly organized day. The goal is a stronger relationship -

one in which everyone can recognize needs, ask for support, recover from mistakes, and continue growing

together.

Learn · Connect · Grow

LEARN

What is one idea from this publication that you want to remember?

CONNECT

What did this publication help you notice or reconsider about the person in your care, your relationship, or

your circumstances?

GROW

What is one small, safe, manageable action you may try, practice, or pay attention to next?

Research Foundations and Further Reading
Research generally associates routines with positive developmental outcomes, but most findings do not show that one schedule

works for every family or that predictability can remove the effects of poverty, trauma, disability barriers, illness, or other stressors.

The useful goal is a flexible structure that helps people know what to expect and how reconnection happens after disruption.

1 Selman, S. B., & Dilworth-Bart, J. E. (2024). Routines and child development: A systematic review. Journal of Family Theory &

Review, 16(2), 272-328. Across 170 studies, routines were generally associated with positive cognitive, self-regulatory,

social-emotional, academic, and health outcomes; the review also identifies limitations and the need for stronger causal

research.

2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Tips for creating structure and rules. This guidance for families of toddlers and

preschoolers explains how consistency, predictability, and follow-through can help adults and children know what to expect.

3 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Serve and return: Back-and-forth exchanges. This research translation

describes responsive interaction as one part of children's developmental environment and recognizes that caregiver stress and

material conditions can make responsiveness harder.

https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12549
https://www.cdc.gov/parenting-toddlers/structure-rules/index.html
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/key-concept/serve-and-return/
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4 England-Mason, G., Andrews, K., Atkinson, L., & Gonzalez, A. (2023). Emotion socialization parenting interventions targeting

emotional competence in young children: A systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. Clinical

Psychology Review, 100, 102252. The review found improvements in measured parenting practices and child emotional

competence while calling for more rigorous trials.

5 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2000). From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early

Childhood Development. National Academies Press. This broad synthesis emphasizes interacting relationships and

environments rather than attributing development to one technique.

6 Siegel, D. J., & Bryson, T. P. (2011). The Whole-Brain Child; Gottman, J. M., Katz, L. F., & Hooven, C. (1997). Meta-Emotion;

and Rosenberg, M. B. (2015). Nonviolent Communication (3rd ed.). These influential frameworks may support reflection about

emotion and communication, but they are not substitutes for individualized clinical, developmental, or safeguarding care.

Together, these sources support predictable rhythms, preparation for transitions, responsive reconnection, and caregiver

reflection. They do not support rigid compliance, punishment for difficulty with transitions, or treating a disrupted routine as a

caregiver or child failure.

A FINAL REMINDER

Choose and adapt any idea, reflection prompt, activity, or suggested response based on the individual

needs, abilities, circumstances, and safety of the person in your care. Seek guidance from an appropriately

qualified professional when a situation calls for individualized support. If anyone may be in immediate

danger, contact the appropriate local emergency or crisis service.

© 2026 Resources for Caregivers. This publication is provided free of charge for personal, family, classroom, and nonprofit educational use. You
may download, print, and share complete, unmodified copies with the Resources for Caregivers name, copyright notice, safety information, and
source links intact. Please do not sell, alter, remove attribution or safety information, repost as a separate download, translate, or incorporate this
publication into a commercial product without written permission.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36706555/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36706555/
https://doi.org/10.17226/9824
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