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The Power of the Routines-Based Interview

What are Routines?

Routines are not necessarily things
that happen routinely. They are
simply times of the day. It is impos-
sible for families to have no rou-
tines. All families, for example,
wake up, eat, hang out at home,
and go places.

All teachers also have routines, or
times of the day in their class-
rooms. Some teachers are more
structured than others, but all have
some type of daily activities that
are predictable and can be de-
scribed. Classroom routines are
the activities and events usually
reflected on the classroom sched-
ule.

One of the most powerful
components of the Individual-
izing Inclusion model for con-
ducting early intervention in
natural environments with
children of preschool age is
our process for intervention
planning called routines -
based assessment. Our
model for working with chil-
dren with disabilities in inclu-
sive early childhood settings
consists of two routines-
based interviews- one with
the family and one with the
teacher. Professionals and
parents who have watched or
participated in one of these
routines-based interviews
(RBIs) are amazed at the
amount of information that
emerges about:

The child’s developmen-
tal status

The family’s day-to-day
life

The feelings of the family

member or teacher being in-
terviewed

The process consists of
the following six steps:

1. Prepare families to re-
port on routines.

Whereas professionals
come to intervention planning
with reports and much experi-
ence, families do not have a
good way to prepare for the
meeting. In RBIs, families are
prepared to identify their typi-
cal-day routines and to talk
about (a) what everyone
does, (b) what the child does,
and (c) how happy they are
with the routine.

2. Families report on their
routines.

Unlike traditional meetings,
where professionals some-
times give evaluation reports,
the RBI starts with families
discussing any concerns that
they may have. The inter-
viewer (or his or her partner if
present) writes these down
and then prompts the family
to report on their routines,
beginning at the start of the
family’s day (e.g., “How does
your day start?”).

At each routine, the inter-
viewer asks about six ques-
tions without the family fully
aware of this structure:

What does everyone do at
this time?

What does the child do?

How does the child partici-
pate (engagement)?

What does the child do by
him or herself
(independence)?

How does the child communi-
cate and get along with oth-
ers (social relationships)?

How satisfied is the caregiver
with the routine?

To move from one routine
to the next, the interviewer
simply says, “Then what hap-
pens?” or “What’s next?” This
avoids making assumptions
about how the family con-
ducts its daily life.

During the family’s report
of routines, the interviewer or
his or her partner takes notes,
marking areas of concern and
strength. The interviewer
moves the conversation
along, if necessary skipping
to routines likely to yield im-
portant information, such as
meals, bath, and bedtime.

(Continued on page 2)
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3. The teacher reports on class-
room routines.

For each classroom routine from
arrival to departure, the interviewer
asks the teacher to report on the
same aspects of functioning that the
family reported on, keeping three key
pieces of information in mind: (a)
what the child does during each
classroom routine, (b) what the other
children do during each routine, and
(c) what is the teacher’s perception of
the goodness of fit between the rou-
tine and the child’s functioning. It is
also helpful for the interviewer to be
prepared to follow up or to initiate dis-
cussion about the child’s engage-
ment, independence, and social rela-
tionships per classroom routine. If the
interviewer is the classroom teacher,
he or she simply talks about the
classroom routines with the family.

The family listens and asks ques-
tions if they like during the classroom
report.

4. Interviewer reviews concern and
strength areas.

The interviewer goes through the
marked items from both the home
and classroom reports to refresh the
family’s memory.

5. Family selects outcomes.

The interviewer asks, “When you
think about all these areas of concern
and strengths, what would you like
the team to concentrate on? What do
you want to go on the plan?” The in-
terviewer should be prepared to re-
mind the family of concern areas if
they are not mentioned (e.g., “You
said that she doesn’t accept chunky
food at breakfast. Is this something
you want to deal with?”). The inter-
viewer will have to be especially en-
couraging of family-level needs (e.g.,
dealing with medical appointments,
spending time alone). Many families
put their own needs after the child’s.
From a family systems perspective,

these distinctions are somewhat aca-
demic.

The list of outcomes generated by
the fifth step should be as close to the
way the family worded them as possi-
ble. This is not the time to worry
about making the wording fit the IFSP
or IEP forms.

This method typically yields 6 to 10
outcomes, some of which may di-
rectly target the needs of the family.

6. Family puts outcomes into pri-
ority order.

The interviewer shows the family
their list of priorities and asks them to
put them into their order of impor-
tance. From this point forward, the
outcomes will always be listed in pri-
ority order.

This concludes the routines -based
interview.

® NOTE on STEP 3

There may be certain situations in which interviewing a teacher will not be possible, such as initial placements into a
preschool program. However, for those occasions in which a child spends time outside the home in a child care set-
ting or when the child has participated in a preschool program for a time long enough for a teacher to know him or
her (i.e., 3 months or longer), the routines - based interview can be very beneficial. The primary reason for getting
input from the child’s teacher is so the family has functional information from which to make decisions. Another rea-
son is to reinforce for preschool teachers that their input is valued. More often than not, teachers are not meaningfully
included in the discussion of goals for the IFSP or IEP. Input from the child’s teacher is required under IDEA and it is
vitally important when designing interventions. The routines-based interview provides a meaningful and easily imple-

mented way for them to be involved.
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Teacher involvement

There may also be occasions in which the teacher
cannot be present during the routines-based interview
with the family, and accommodations must be made. A

before the routines-based interview with the family, so
that the information gleaned from the teacher can be
shared with the family.

second option, although less desirable, is for the inter-
viewer to interview the teacher at another time, preferably

Preparing Teachers to discuss classroom routines

Our model provides a process for teachers to determine how engaged a child is during the
routines of her or his classroom. It involves observing the targeted child for 10 minute intervals
during various classroom routines and rating the child’s level of engagement in terms of time
and complexity. This type of information is valuable for deciding which routines the child seems
to handle fairly well and which ones are more problematic.

Tips
How do | explain the RBI to families?

The RBI replaces a discussion of passes
and failures on tests as the basis for deciding
on intervention priorities, a welcoming change
for most of the families with whom we have
worked. Families who are used to other meth-
ods may be surprised at first. The interviewer
should begin the interview with a version of
the following introduction:

“To come up with a plan for helping you
and your child, I'd like to ask you about your
day-to-day life. By talking about those things,
you will then be in a good position to pick the
things that are most meaningful to your family,

day things, we can make our suggestions fit in
with what your child and your family are al-
ready doing.”

including your child. By focusing on the day-to-

Who conducts the RBI?

The RBI with the family can be conducted by the child’s teacher,
the director of the preschool program, a specialist, a social worker,
or any member of the child’s team who is involved with assess-
ment and intervention planning. The same individuals (minus the
classroom teacher) can also interview the teacher about classroom
routines.

How many of us are needed?

It is a good idea to have two professionals at the RBI, one to
concentrate on asking questions and the other to take notes, or to
do whatever else may be needed so that the interview runs
smoothly. In general, we do not recommend overwhelming the
family with many professionals at the RBI.

&

The key to successful RBIs is ....

Keep the interviews conversational!

Concluding Comments on the Power of the Routines-Based Interviews

After the routines-based interview has been completed with both the family and the teacher, the next step is to
share the information with other members of the child’s team. At this point, objectives are worded for the child to
work on, using those priorities that the family identified. Strategies with the team members are then explored for de-
signing interventions. The hallmark feature of the routines-based approach is that the step from assessment
to intervention is logical and direct, because the format of the assessment leads directly to objectives that
are functional, meaningful, and consistent across environments. Once the list of objectives has been compiled,
the team, including the parents can discuss what services are needed.
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