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KEY OBJECTIVES

* Understand why routines are especially important for children with autism
* Recognize the difference between supportive routines and rigidity
 Build realistic daily routines that support regulation and participation
e Support smoother transitions between activities
e Use visual supports to strengthen understanding and independence

* Create routines that support both the child’s needs and overall family well-being




UNDERSTANDING THE
ROLE OF ROUTINES

Routines are predictable
patterns of activities that
occur consistently across

the day.

For children with autism,
routines provide structure
that supports emotional
regulation, reduces
anxiety, and increases
participation in daily tasks.
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Routines reduce the cognitive
and emotional effort required to
understand what is happening
next. When expectations are
clear and predictable, children
are better able to focus,
communicate, and engage in
learning and family activities.
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Children with autism often experience difficulty with uncertainty,
transitions, and processing large amounts of information. Without
structure, daily activities may feel unpredictable and
overwhelming.

How to apply this knowledge:

Parents should view routines as a supportive framework rather
than a rigid schedule. Routines function to create safety and
predictability, which allows children to allocate energy toward
skill development rather than constant adaptation.




ROUNTINES VERSUS RIGIDITY

A common concern is that routines may increase inflexibility. However, routines an
rigidity are not the same. Effective routines provide predictability while still allowing fo
planned flexibility.

Parents can build flexibility by:

Example1 Example 2 Example 3
Maintaining consistent Preparing children in Teaching coping
sequences while advance for routine strategies for
varying small elements. changes. unexpected
disruptions.

This approach supports adaptability without removing structure.




BUILDING A DAILY ROUTINE \—
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A daily routine typically includes predictable sequences for morning, -
daytime activities, and evening. Routines should be realistic,
developmentally appropriate, and aligned with the child’s sensory and
regulatory needs.

parents can begin by:
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ldentifying Creating Introducing Starting small
high-stress consistent routines Increases
times of day. sequences for gradually rather sustainability

those periods. than all at once. and success.



SUPPORTING TRANSITIONS WITHIN ROUTINES

Transitions—moving from one activity to another—are a common source of stress for children with autism.
Difficulty transitioning is often due to challenges with predictability, regulation, or task disengagement.

Parents can support transitions by:

Providing advance
warnings.

Using visual timers
or countdowns.

Consistent transition supports
reduce Frustration and
behavioral escalation.



USING VISUAL SUPPORTS TO

STRENGTHEN ROUTINES </ &

Visual supports make routines concrete and easier to understand. They reduce
reliance on verbal instructions and support independence.

Visual schedules to outline daily
activities.

Parents can use:

First—then visuals to clarify
expectations.

Step-by-step visuals for tasks such as
dressing or bedtime.

Visuals should be introduced during calm moments and used consistently.



Parents can promote independence

PROMOTING
lNDEPENDENCE Breaking tasks into manageable
THROUGH ROUTINE steps.

Routines provide repeated opportunities to Allowing extra time for

practice skills, which supports completion.

Independence over time. Predictable

routines allow children to anticipate Encouraging participation rather
expectations and participate more actively. than perfection.

Independence develops tirougn
repetition and support.



ADAPTING \
ROUTINES WHEN
CHALLENGE ARISES

Parents can prepare by:

@ Explaining changes ahead of
time.

Returning to familiar routines as
soon as possible.

Even well-established routines will
occasionally break down due to illness,
travel, or developmental changes. These
disruptions can be stressful if not r~

anticipated.

Adjusting expectations during
periods of increased stress.

% Flexibility within structure
supports long-term success.
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ROUTINES AND
FAMILY WELL-BEING

Routines support not only the child, but the
entire family system. Predictable routines reduce
decision fatigue, improve coordination among
caregivers, and create shared expectations.

How to apply this knowledge:

Parents should consider family needs when
designing routines, including caregiver rest,
sibling time, and shared activities. Balanced
routines support sustainability and emotional
health.




KEY TAKEAWAYS

o Routines create predictability and emotional safety.

o Effective routines reduce anxiety and support regulation.
° Flexibility can be built within structured routines.

o Visual supports enhance understanding and independence.

° Family-centered routines promote long-term success.




