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Set Up a Home Schooling Classroom

One thing is certain in these uncertain times: Self-isolating and shelter-in-place directives are begetting many
challenges for parents with school-aged children, who are now unexpected to take on the teacher's role while
schools are closed. While resources and online learning tools exist, it's a lot all at once. Parents with little or no
teaching experience are now facilitating remote learning while also coping with the stressors of a very different
lifestyle (for some that could mean working from home, for others it might be a loss of income —all while trying to
stay healthy) and a tense global climate during a pandemic.

To help families manage—or at least give both parents and children some constructive ideas for navigating this new
balance, check out these tips on how to talk to your kids about what's going on (when we aren't even really sure
ourselves), as well as how to optimize your home for online and at-home learning.

STICK TO A DAILY SCHEDULE

The transition from school to home may be exciting and painless for some kids and more challenging for others,
but one common denominator is novelty. Kids' cognitive associations with home are often tied to relaxation, fun,
and family time; their behaviors are different in this familiar and comfortable space as opposed to the more rigid
classroom environment.

Because children function best with a certain degree of structure, maintaining as much of their pre-existing routine
will be incredibly helpful. Though the backdrop is obviously different, doing little things like setting up a schedule
similar to their school's (even if it has yet to assign a new curriculum) will help keep their minds active and
disruptions and transitional anxiety to a minimum. See a sample below, and adjust the timing and activities based
upon your children's needs and ages. You can also make it more specific to the assigned curriculum if that helps
them.

Sample Schedule

morning routine and breakfast
8am - 9am exercise and playtime
9am - 11:30am .. lessons and quiet work time
11:30am - 1pm ... recess and lunch
1pm - 3:30pm ... lessons and quiet work time

free time

guided activity time

dinner

family and chill time

nightly routine and bedtime

SET UP DESKS

First and foremost, try to minimize distractions, that means no noise at all, either from you, the television,
vacuuming, or whatever. (Or, if your children focus better with some background sound, play soft music, or turn on
a white noise machine. It might take some trial and error to decipher whether this helps them while they do
schoolwork.)

It's also important to set up an actual surface space for them to work on: Any table clear of clutter where they can
sit upright will be just fine. If possible, a chair-and-table situation that allows for the 90-90-90 angle rule (knees
bent at a 90-degree angle as well as hips and posture at a 90-degree angle and feet firmly on the floor). And good
task lighting! In households that only have one table for the family to work from, try to assign different seats and
sections to each family member. The more designated, the better, as structure is essential.

To keep siblings focused on their work instead of playing with (or annoying) each other, consider sitting between
them while you do your own work. If that doesn't work—or if you can't be in the same room with them for
whatever reason—try the folder fort trick: Divide their separate spaces with folders to create mini cubicles. You
could even turn folder decorating into a makeshift after school activity, so they feel like it's a fun, personal place to
learn. Or, if your children are old enough and have their own rooms with desks, they might be able to better
minimize distractions there.
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DIGITAL RESOURCES

A bright side: There are tons of great apps and online resources that'll be especially valuable for learning at home.
For example, if your kids miss their friends, coordinate with other parents to organize a virtual hangout via a video-
based social networking app (unless, of course, they're old enough to facilitate it themselves).

Additionally, there are more and more free, live-streamed kid-friendly classes and activities popping up, from
painting, to yoga, story-time, and more. Browse IGTV for options or download Zoom to see if any of the programs
and instructors have moved their sessions online so your children can still learn from them remotely.
Documentaries and podcasts are also great options. Keeping them busy for a while will also hopefully free up some
of your time. Do your best to reframe their perspective so they can see it as opportunity to slow down, talk and
connect to loved ones, play with siblings more, and explore their creativity.

ENCOURAGE BREAKS FROM SCREEN-TIME

While ideally, children's screen-time should be limited to two hours a day (as it can overtax their nervous systems),
that's trickier when everyone's inside all day. At the very least, take breaks from the screen. All work and screen
time shouldn't exceed 30 to 45 minutes at once. So, every 30 or 45-minute learning interval should be followed
by a 10 or 15-minute break.

If your kids can get outside while still practicing social-distancing, great! If not, try to move "recess" to a sunnier
space by a window. What's important is making sure the kids are active in the home before and after work time to
break things up. Of course, this definitely won't look or feel like "business as usual"—and that's okay. Definitely
expect some meltdowns from toddlers (and even college-aged students, and probably yourself).

OPEN UP THE CONVERSATION

How you approach this will vary depending on your kids' ages and maturity levels but you can help them identify
what's happening for them emotionally. The key is to get them talking about their feelings, as that will help you
see how you can best meet their emotional needs.

It probably goes without saying that this is not going to be a simple, one-time conversation, but rather an ongoing
one that will change as the circumstances do. But in general, it's a good idea to share how you're feeling to get the
conversation started. For example, if you miss your friends, start saying something like, “I'm sad | can't see my
friends.” This approach can validate their new emotions and make them feel less alone in the experience. If they
ask about coronavirus specifically, explain it as simply as possible. For example, "this is a new virus that makes
everyone feel different. Sometimes it looks just like a cold, but for other people, it makes them very sick and that's
why we have to stay inside for a while."

It’s okay if they’re curious, just make sure to inform yourself as best as possible when providing them with
answers. If your kids are older, you can explain that these are preventative measures that we're taking collectively
as a community to ensure our hospitals don't overcrowd. Be prepared for some complex questions—when the
"school's out" mentality wears off, they will have questions about safety, too. When appropriate, a little sense of
humor can go a long way.

LOOK AFTER YOURSELF TOO

With all these new stressors comes a variety of consequences and emotional reactions for parents, no matter how
well-adjusted and prepared they may be. When you're anxious and overwhelmed, work through it the best you
can before interacting with your children. Avoid oversharing or projecting your concerns onto your children. Deal
with your emotions and worries first so you can then help them handle theirs.
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