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A Calm Start: The Power of Morning Routines in Early Years
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The beginning of the day is a vital fime for early years children. It is more than just a transition, it's an

opportunity to create a sense of safety, calm and security that sets the tone for the entire day. In

early years settings, a well designed morning routine is a strong foundation of a child's emotional

stability and mental well-being.

By providing a predictable and nurturing start to the day, these routines help children feel

understood and ready to learn. This is particularly important for children’s Personal, Social and

Emotional Development (PSED), a key area of learning in the Early Years Foundation Stage.

Why Morning Routines Are So Important

A carefully thought out morning routine does much more than just keep the day organised. It

creates a powerful cascade of positive emotional effects for children.

e Predictability Reduces Anxiety: When children know what to expect, they feel safe.

Consistent routines help children anticipate what's next, lowering anxiety and creating a

sense of emoftional security. This predictability is vital for their PSED.

e Emotional Awareness and Regulation: Simple check-ins, like a hello song or an emotion

board, give children the tools to name and reflect on their feelings. This practice builds

their emotional vocabulary and early regulation skills, even for those who are not yet

verbal. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) PSED Evidence Store emphasises that:

“There is evidence that teaching awareness of emotions and feelings can improve

children’s understanding of emotions.”

Effective approaches to support PSED Whatiis it?
. 01 This approach involves the
. educator supporting the child to
T::chlnp Awarzness notice their feelings and
. of Emotions an emotions, and the ways that they

Feelings express them.

Evidence summary of the approach

This approach can improve children's understanding and
awareness of emotions.

In the research, educatars used stories to prompt
discussions about emotions, label them, and scaffold
children's reflections to connect emotions and events.
There is evidence that older preschool children can make
greater gains from this approach than younger children.
However, the evidence suggests that this approach can
have at least some impact on children as young as two
years old. We therefore recommend teaching awareness
of emotions and feelings to all children in the early years.
Focusing on emotions in early years settings may
particularly benefit those who experience more stress or
less support at home

+ Labelling emotions and feelings

+ Discussing emotions and feelings
+ Explaining emations and feelings
+ Scaffolding children's reflections

Putting the approach into action
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The EEF’s ‘Social and Emotional Learning in Primary Schools' guidance report also highlights
that:

“Children’s ability to recognise and express

emotions can be supported with a class display,
which is regularly referenced. These daily
check-ins with a class emotional display help to
normalise emotions and help children understand
that it's okay to feel whatever they feel.”

e Long-Term Well-being: Routines help children
develop independence and self-regulation

strategies over fime. Using fools like deep

breathing or emotion cards encourages emotional intelligence, building resilience that
extends far beyond the early years. The EEF's research shows that consistent daily structures
are crucial for building these long-term emotional skills.

e Learning Opportunities: The Ofsted report, Getting it
right from the start: how early years practitioners work
with babies and foddlers, highlights the importance of
embedding intentional learning into routines.

“Practitioners should... use and develop routine times
to reflect on their curriculum design for babies and
toddlers, and use and develop routine times for

implementing their curriculum.”

A Sample Start-of-Day Routine

Here's an example of a simple routine and how each part contributes to emotional well-being.

Time Activity Emotional Impact
Arrival / A welcome song and mood check This can promote a sense of belonging
Greeting (e.g.using emotion cards). and emotional awareness.
Emotion Board Children move their photograph or token This can encourage emotional
to reflect how they're feeling. identification and self-regulation.
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Mindful Moment Two to three deep breaths or a short This can help create a sense of calm,
self-calming strategy. activate the body’s ‘relaxation response’
and help children to focus on the present
moment.
Visual Routine Picture cards showing what will happen This can reduce uncertainty during
Chart next, e.g. visual timetable and ‘now and fransitions and build security.
next’ board.
Short Circle A brief talk or story about feelings or This can reinforce emotional language
Reflection kindness. and social skills.

Tips for Successful Implementation

To make these routines truly effective, keep these tips in mind:

Keep it consistent: A short, consistent routine is far more effective than a long,
unpredictable one. A minute or two of breathing can make a big difference.
Use visual cues: Make sure picture cards, emotion boards and other visual aids

are visible and accessible to all children.
Model emotional language: Adults should model naming their own feelings, e.g.

"I'm feeling calm now that we've had our deep breaths," This supports children
to develop emotional awareness.

Adapt as children grow: Routines should evolve to reflect the changing needs of
the children in your care.

By intentionally building calm from the very start of the day, you are doing more than just

organising your roufine. You are creating an emoftionally safe space, supporting children's

development and planting seeds of emotional resilience that will flourish for years to come.

Further Reading:

Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework September 2025
Best Start in Life Part 2: The Three Prime Areas of Learning
Education Endowment Foundation's PSED Evidence Store

Education Endowment Foundation’s Self Regulation and Executive Function Evidence Store
Education Endowment Foundation's Improving Social and Emotional Learning in Primary Schools

Guidance Report

Ofsted - Getting it right from the start: how early years practitioners work with babies and toddlers



https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/687105a381dd8f70f5de3ea9/EYFS_framework_for_group_and_school_based_providers_.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-review-for-early-years/best-start-in-life-part-2-the-3-prime-areas-of-learning
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years/evidence-store/personal-social-and-emotional-development
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years/evidence-store/self-regulation-and-executive-function
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/guidance-reports/primary-sel
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/getting-it-right-from-the-start-how-early-years-practitioners-work-with-babies-and-toddlers
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