Choosing to homeschool is one thing. You can research curriculums, check out homeschooling
groups, and take time to ﬁgure out a system that works for you. But getting thrown into at-home
learning is a completely different challenge altogether.
You may ﬁnd yourself balancing your own full-time job with your children's educational
needs. You may struggle to keep an easily distracted child engaged and on task. You may feel like
your best efforts to help your child just blow up in your face as every suggestion prompts a ﬁght.
If you're dreading this school year, please know I see you, I hear you, and I understand. But I
also want to extend some hope. There are proven, practical strategies you can apply to make
at-home learning go much more smoothly than it did in the spring—even if you never would've
chosen this for your family, even if your child is easily distracted, and even if you're dreading this
year.
In this ebook, I'm compiling some of my top tips for at-home learning. Read on to discover
practical strategies that can help you not just survive but thrive this school year—and
remember, you're never in this alone!
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TIP#1
SET UP EASY-TO-FOLLOW ROUTINES AND ESTABLISH
EXPECTATIONS.
If you think back to your favorite teachers in school, you may remember that those who ended up
your favorites started out a bit… intimidating. Many seasoned teachers know they have to establish
expectations and authority early in the year. Then, once those things are in place, they can have more
ﬂexibility to shift the plans or have more casual interactions with students as the year goes on.
The same strategy applies to at-home learning. It's important to start this year more involved than
ever before. If you can put the work in upfront to establish routines and expectations, you'll be able
to enjoy less friction and a more enjoyable school year later on.
Maybe you've heard of the “Six Ps”: Prior Proper Planning Prevents Poor Performance. That principle
applies to athletic training, business meetings, and, you guessed it, at-home learning. Let's talk about
how you can plan well for the weeks ahead.

Planning Out Your Child's Weeks and Days
Planning starts with opening the dialogue with your child. Before your school year begins, try to set
aside time to talk to each of your children one-on-one or all of your children together. You might say,
"Can we talk about the school year tonight after dinner? How does 7:30 work for you?" (Schedule it as
an appointment during a time when you're both calm and rational. This conversation doesn't work as
well in the spur of the moment, when things are hectic, or when emotions are running high!)
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When it's time for your scheduled talk, you might want to start by saying, "This is sure going to be a
different kind of year. How are you feeling about it?" Just open up the discussion to let your child talk.
Don't pass judgment, but instead listen, nod, and empathize by saying things like, "Oh, I understand. I
can see why this might be stressful."
When it's your turn to talk, start with the words, “I've noticed…” For example, you might say, “I've
noticed we tend to do better with routines where we have the same schedule every day. I want to run
some ideas by you to see if this could work for you.”
To talk through potential routines, you might say, "Can we print out your schedule and go over it
together? Based on what you know about yourself, what would be a good time to get up every morning?
How much time do you think you're going to need in the morning to get ready before school starts?"
Instead of telling your child what to do, open up the dialogue for them to give input. This reduces
pushback and instills a sense of responsibility and ownership.
Once you've had that initial conversation, it's time to establish a way to review your child's weekly
schedule together. You want to be able to see what your child needs to accomplish each day. That
means that, at the start of each week, your child should be able to either print out assignments from
their teacher or write out what each day is going to look like.
For example, maybe Monday is the teacher's planning day, and they don't have school. Your child
should be able to say, "Well, I'm still going to get up by 9:00. These are the things that I'm going to do
with my time that day. Then, on Tuesday, I'm going to get up at 9:00 because my ﬁrst class is at 9:30.
It's English. That's followed by math at 10:00, lunch at 12:00," and so on.
Having this all mapped out each day is really important because this type of routine allows kids to know
what to expect. Then, they're less likely to say, "I didn't know that was happening!" or feel stressed
out because they don't know what's coming next.
I recommend picking a time on Sunday nights, maybe at 7:30 after dinner, to sit down together and
map out the week at a glance. Then, at the start of each day, you can have a quick 5-minute check-in
before the day begins.
At that point, you might say to your child, "Tell me about your day. What do you have going on today?
When do you start? What do you have ﬁrst? What is your day like?"
The goal is simply to get your child to think ahead for that particular day and have a discussion on
what their day is going to look like. By the way, this may not include just school. Maybe they have a
violin lesson or soccer practice or they're just going to play outside with their friends. Talk about those
plans, too. Having that discussion upfront will prevent your kids from getting in power struggles with
you later in the day because they don't know what's happening or why they can't do what they want
to do at any given moment.
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Make sure your child's schedules are printed out and put in a conspicuous place. They can be
handwritten on a whiteboard, a big piece of poster board, or even in their student assignment book—
but it needs to be in writing. And it should be in a place, like in their study area or on the refrigerator,
where you and your child can see it easily throughout the week.

Planning for Breaks
As you're thinking through your child's schedule this year, it's important to set realistic expectations,
and that includes planning for breaks. When your child is in school, traditionally, from 9:00 am to
3:00 pm, he or she is not learning the entire time. There is a tremendous amount of downtime in the
classroom. For example, the teacher might give a 20-minute lesson then set students up to work
independently for half an hour. Then, the transition between classes can result in 20-minute breaks
throughout the day.
Kids don't work nonstop at school, and they can't work nonstop at home, either. Instead, it's important
to think ahead and plan for those break times that every kid needs. But just declaring “break time”
and leaving kids to their own devices (literally) isn't a great idea. That's because of dopamine.
Ok, bear with me as we discuss brain chemistry for a moment. I promise this will help you with your
at-home learning experience!
Dopamine is a pleasure chemical in the brain. When you perform a task that feels really good, a task
that you love, then your brain has a lot of dopamine ﬂowing through it, from a transmitting neuron to a
receiving neuron. The problem is that when the receiving neuron starts getting lots of that pleasureinducing dopamine, it really doesn't want to stop.
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Now many of the activities kids gravitate to when left to their own devices are going to be things like
TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, or Fortnite. These are what we call “high- dopamine activities.”
They get that dopamine ﬂowing—and, once it's ﬂowing, it's hard to disrupt that ﬂow. So if you
interrupt one of those high-dopamine activities and try to get your kids to return to their schoolwork,
they're going to be irritable.
That's because that receiving neuron is essentially saying, “Wait, what just happened here? I want all
that dopamine back again! I don't want to do schoolwork!” As a result, your child is suddenly in a bad
mood, disengaged, and struggling to focus.

Since we know those high-dopamine activities make it hard to come back to schoolwork, it can be
extremely helpful to plan low-dopamine activities for your at-home learning breaks instead. These are
things like…






Reading a book (even online or on an e-reader)
Arts andcrafts
Building with Legos
Playing outside with friends
Eating a snack

Those things are all pleasurable, but they produce a smaller amount of dopamine, so it's much easier
to get your kids to switch back to school after the break time is over.
One way to tackle this is to actually explain this dopamine phenomenon to your kids. Explain that you
want to brainstorm together some good break-time activities that aren't so hard to step away from.
Give everyone in the family some Post-it Notes and a pen, set a timer for about four minutes, and let
everyone brainstorm some good options. (You should participate, too!)

Then, you can put the activities up on a wall or board and use them for inspiration anytime everyone
needs a break from schoolwork.
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TIP#2
CREATE AN IDEAL SPACE FOR VIRTUAL LEARNING.
When everyone was thrown into virtual learning in the spring, most families didn't have time to make
a plan or set up a virtual learning space. Without a designated learning space, kids were trying to learn
in their beds, in front of the television, and in plenty of other distracting areas.
Now that we're settling into at-home learning as a longer-term solution, at least for now, it's a good idea
to create a designated space for virtual learning. This can help your child's brain differentiate between
work and play and actually stay on task.
In an ideal world, I'd love to see every child have their own desk for at-home learning. But I should warn
you—desks have become the new toilet paper! With so many parents preparing for at-home learning
this year, many stores are running out. Last time I checked, Overstock and Wayfair still had a good
selection, so you can check there if you need one.
If getting each child their own desk isn't feasible, consider using a card table or old folding table that
you can put away in the evenings or on weekends if needed. And, if all else fails, you can absolutely use
the dining room table. In that case, we recommend purchasing or making study carrel dividers to turn
that table into a dedicated workspace when it's time for study mode.
As you're deciding where to put the desk or study space, try to pick a room that has reduced distractions
(not in sight of a TV or video games) but isn't too quiet. For most students, the isolation of their
bedroom is inherently distracting. One parent told me she went to check on her child and he was
sleeping in the middle of a teacher-directed lesson! This isn't all that uncommon, because working
alone in a silent bedroom room for six hours simply isn't doable for children.
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To get organized and make the “back-to-school” transition feel a bit more fun, let your child set up their
learning space with school supplies and any decorations they'd like. If you get one of those study carrel
dividers, you can let them decorate the walls of the divider. This can help kids feel more excited and
prepared.
If you ﬁnd their space is getting too cluttered, use their backpack to store books, folders, binders,
and other supplies. Using a backpack reinforces the idea that kids are back “in school” while also
keeping their dedicated workspace clear and organized.
In addition to a desk or other dedicated workspace, there are three tools we recommend to set your
child up for success in virtual learning:
Password Card - Many students struggle to remember their passwords, especially when
they're using multiple devices and accounts. Keep an index card handy with all of your child's
logins, and they'll be more prepared to work without your help.
 Headphones - If you have more than one child—or need to do some work of your own—
consider getting your child some comfortable headphones. This will ensure their online
lessons aren't distracting to others (and cut out any noise that could be distracting tothem).
 Chair - Ensure your child has a comfortable place to sit and work. If your child is ﬁdgety,
consider one of these options that allow your child to discreetly bounce and wiggle while they
learn.


Each of these things can help your child get in learning mode and stay focused—and without too
much oversight from you!
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TIP#3
HAVE STRATEGIES FOR KEEPING YOUR CHILD FOCUSED WHILE ONLINE.
Ok, here's where the rubber meets the road. Of all the challenges that come with virtual learning,
keeping kids focused while online is going to be the biggest.
In a traditional classroom, it's so easy for teachers to see when kids are not focused. They can just look
up and see that Jimmy isn't writing when he should be. But when a teacher has 25 kids online and they're
all on mute, it's much more difficult. Since teachers are going to have a hard time knowing if your child
is focused, it will be important to have your own strategies for helping your child stay on task as much
as possible.
One thing you can do is to encourage ﬁdgeting. Yes, you read that right! Fidgets aren't just gimmicky
toys. They're a proven way to help kids focus. We know that when kids feel a sense of pressure on
their hands or bodies, it helps them to calm down and concentrate. When kids are constantly clicking
their mechanical pencil, twirling around in their seat, or playing with things on their desk, it's because
they're craving sensory stimulation. Instead of ﬁghting that urge, it's best to give your child something
to ﬁdget with.
There are tons of options out there, but some of my favorite ﬁdgets are…
 Cool Cats - A simple squishy ball for kids to manipulate
 Bouncyband Wiggle Feet - A small foot cushion kids can discreetly bounce on
 Mesh-It - A silent ﬁdget pen that won't annoy or distract anyone around them
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My all-time favorite, though, is simple pencil and paper! Doodling has long been associated with helping
kids pay attention and absorb more information. In particular, I'm a big fan of “doodle notes.” These
are printable templates that prompt kids to listen and take notes as they doodle. This is a powerful tool
that not only helps kids stay engaged but also makes them more likely to remember the information
they're learning!
If you want to try that out, I recommend teacherspayteachers.com. This is a site where teachers can
upload and sell tools that they create. You can just type in “free doodle notes” to ﬁnd options there. You
can also go to doodlenotes.org for a couple of free templates as well as some paid versions. Once you
ﬁnd some options, simply print them and encourage your child to take notes and doodle whenever their
teacher is talking!
As you provide helpful ﬁdgeting tools, you'll also want to minimize distractions—and that means
reducing the number of open applications on your child's laptop or device. We know that the more
applications kids have open, the more distractible they're going to be.
Some teachers are using tools like Aristotle to monitor how many applications their students have
open, which is really neat. But, at the very least, make sure your child starts each morning with
everything closed out except for their schoolwork to set them up for success.
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TIP#4
ENCOURAGE QUESTIONS.
For kids to learn and grow, they need to be engaged. They can't just be passive listeners sitting on
the sidelines. They need to ask questions when they're receiving instruction. That's true every year,
but it's especially important to keep it in mind this year.
Much like in traditional classrooms, I expect teachers this year will provide a live virtual lesson
followed by independent work, then some downtime for breaks. It's between the lesson and the
independent work that kids need to ask questions to make sure they understand what they're
supposed to do during that independent work time.
If your child is hesitant because they're embarrassed to ask a question, you might want to email the
teacher yourself and open with those words “I've noticed…” You might say, “I've noticed Jimmy is
reluctant to ask for clariﬁcation in math because he's embarrassed that other kids will think he's dumb.
Do you have a way around this or can we brainstorm some ways that he can ask you for help?”
Alternatively, you can get your child to write the email so that they're the one eliciting a positive
response back. I like this approach better if your child is old enough. Help your child write the email to
their teacher so they can practice taking responsibility and get that positive response, which will
increase the likelihood that they'll reach out again or ask more questions in the future.
One advantage of virtual learning is that there will likely be ways your child can direct questions to
the teacher privately without the whole class knowing it—whether that's via email or a private, realtime chat feature. Helping your child take advantage of those tools can help him or her stay engaged in
their learning, even from home.
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TIP#5
HAVE PLANS TO PROTECT YOUR OWN WORK
RESPONSIBILITIES.
At-home learning is challenging enough, but throw in your own work-from-home responsibilities,
and things can feel downright impossible. There are two strategies I recommend for working parents
trying to balance their own work with their child's at-home learning: create a workspace and use the red
light system.
First, you'll want to create a designated workspace for yourself if possible. Just like kids thrive when
they have a set place that signals to their brain “it's time to work,” adults need an optimal workspace,
too. There's lots of research showing that when adults work from home, they're more productive
when they have their own workspace that's just for work and nothing else. Like your child's
workspace, yours would ideally be somewhere with minimal distractions so you can get in the zone
quickly whenever you have a chance to work.
Even if a designated workspace isn't feasible for you, the “red light” system can help. This is a system
that signals to your children when you're busy versus when you're available.
When we're setting boundaries with kids, verbal cues are never as effective as visual ones. If you simply
tell your child you're going to be on a conference call for the next half hour, you can pretty much count
on them interrupting you before the time is up. That's why I recommend visual reminders of
boundaries with the red light system instead.
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To make this work, you'll need a red, yellow, and green item. You can use cups set on the kitchen
counter, markers set on the corner of your desk, or sticky notes or pieces of colored paper stuck to your
home office door. Explain to your child that each color represents certain expectations:
 Red - You absolutely cannot be interrupted unless it's a true emergency.
 Yellow - You're working on something important. If their question or complaint can wait,
then please wait, but you're available if they need you.
 Green - You're available, don't mind being interrupted, and can pivot from your work as
needed.
These visual cues are much more effective than verbal reminders and make it easier for kids to
understand what you're expecting from them throughout the day. Just remember to keep your
expectations realistic—your children are more likely to respect the red light when they know you will
change it to yellow or green soon enough.
To help your kids used to this system, practice with them ahead of time—and make it fun! Practice
funny situations, like they're (fake) arguing with their sister, and they need you. Could they work that
out? What if you have a red piece of paper taped to your door or a red cup on the corner of your desk?
What do they do then? Practicing with them gets them into the routine of knowing what they should do
when you can't be disturbed.

6 Tips for Smoother At-Home Learning
(Even If You're Dreading It!)

12

TIP#6
FIGHT FOR YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR KIDS!
I've saved the most critical tip for last. The most important thing for your and your child's mental
health is to ﬁght to preserve your relationship with your kids.
I know you don't want to have to micromanage your child's work or stress over the quality of the work
they're doing—and you shouldn't. Your only job is to make sure your child shows up on time, is engaged
as much as possible, and does their work. When you're reviewing your child's assignments, focus on
completion over quality.
This is not the time to stress over whether your child is making straight As, spelling every word
correctly, or getting every math problem right. Being overly concerned with those outcomes will lead
to relational friction and power struggles. That's when you see kids getting disengaged or pushing
backed, and that's the last thing you want this year (or ever, really).
So, please, consider this permission to use “the blind eye strategy,” especially with your older kids.
This means that, to keep some peace, you may have to turn a blind eye to things you wouldn't let go
during a normal school year. For example, if you typically have strict screen time limits, you may have
to be more ﬂexible this year.
Turning a blind eye doesn't mean you have to give up your authority as a parent. To my son, I'll say
something like, "I'm willing to turn a blind eye with you staying up late to watch Netﬂix if you're willing to
get up on time, log into your class, and ﬁnish your work for the day ﬁrst." Even though I can feel like his
Netﬂix time borders on excessive, I'll be willing to turn a blind eye if he's going to meet expectations in
other areas.
Lastly, set aside some intentional time to just be with your kids each day. This can be in the form of
family dinners or after-dinner walks. The important thing is that this is a time where you aren't focused
on work. You aren't asking, “Did you get your work done?” or your kids will quickly disengage.
Instead, try family activities like Kids' Daily Dilemmas in a Jar.
This is a really fun game you can get on Amazon for less than
$10. Kids pull cards out of a jar, and each one poses an ethical
question. For example, “You're walking down the street and
you ﬁnd a $20 bill. You see somebody who could have dropped
it. What do you do?” Just listen to your kids' answers and their
reasoning (without passing judgment on their answers!) and
you can really open up the lines of communication.
This family time could even be as simple as reading with your
kids for just a few minutes at night! The goal is simply to ﬁnd
something simple, relaxing, and fun that you can do together
to bond when everything around you seems stressful.
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Go Forth and Conquer!
As hard as it can be to believe some days, this too shall pass. One day, hopefully soon, children will
be back in classrooms and working in-person with their teachers. But we don't have to wait for that day
to start having great days!
The tips in this ebook can help you make the most of life and school, even now. And they can all be
summed up with three general reminders: Set up a designated workspace for your child. Touch base
with your child weekly and daily about their schedule. And dial back expectations, focusing on
completion over quality, to preserve your relationship with your child.
If you can keep those main strategies in mind, you'll be equipped to stay on track with minimal stress
this year. And your child can come out of this school year growing, learning,... and still enjoying their
relationship with you! You've got this.
And, remember, if you need any help, you can visit ectutoring.com anytime to book a free consultation
or explore our at-home tutoring support options. We're here for you!

Book a Free Consultation

6 Tips for Smoother At-Home Learning
(Even If You're Dreading It!)

14

Resources for Virtual School
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Resources for Virtual School
Note Taking Methods
https://medium.goodnotes.com/the
-best-note-taking-methods-forcollege-students-451f412e264e

Doodle Notes
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/
Product/FREE-Doodle-Note-TemplatesBasic-Page-Layouts-4010899

Foldables
https://www.k12.wa.us/sites/default
/files/public/indianed/tribalsovereig
nty/high/cwp-hs/unit4/level1materials/foldables.pdf
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