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What is Executive Functioning? 

Executive Functioning skills are the basis for planning, 
organizing, initiating, and following through with tasks, 

assignments, and problems inside and outside of school. Many 
students with weak executive functioning skills forget 

assignments, can’t complete long terms projects, have trouble 
focusing, and experience difficulty with change.  

These are the students who need to be taught explicit skills in 
order to become successful in school and in life after school. 

Simply put, executive functioning skills are necessary life 
skills.



The Three Main Domains of Executive Functioning 

1. Working Memory: The skill that helps hold information in your mind while completing 
a task. It is important during note-taking, math problems, and multi-step directions.   

2. Inhibitory Control: Involves being able to control one’s attention, behavior, thoughts, 
or emotions to override external distraction. Inhibitory control (self control) of 
attention enables us to focus on what we choose, need to suppress and external 

distracting stimuli. 

3. Mental Flexibility: Also known as shifting or being able to switch between your 
perspective and another’s while changing your mind or course of action based on new 

information. 

Here’s a video to further explain… 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efCq_vHUMqs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efCq_vHUMqs


The following 3 types of brain function: 

1. Working Memory 
2. Mental Flexibility 
3. Inhibitory Control 

influence what scientists refer to as the subcategories of executive function. 

*Children are NOT born with these skills, BUT have the POTENTIAL to develop 
them. To ensure that children develop these subcategories, we as educators/

parents need to help strengthen these emerging skills over the course of their 
education. 



A story that explains how EF deficits 
impact children

Benny and Louis …

Benny and Louis are in the same 
class. For math, the teacher had 
them gather around while she 

taught them about fractions, and 
both of them understood it well. 
The teacher told them to go back 

to their desks and finish the 
front side of the paper and then 

to finish the back side for 
homework.



Louis went to his seat, got out his pencil, 
and finished the front side of the paper at 

his desk. Then he put the paper in his 
homework folder and zipped it up in his 
backpack to take home. Before leaving 

school that day, he tidied up his desk and 
threw away anything he didn’t need. He 

doubled checked to make sure he put the 
homework where it needed to be
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When Benny went back to his desk, he 
couldn’t find his pencil. He searched in his 
desk, but it was so crammed with stuff, he 
couldn’t find anything he needed. As he 

searched, lots of papers and materials fell 
on the ground around him.  

He finally just asked the teacher for a new 
pencil and went back to his seat. But now, 
he couldn’t find his paper! He searched and 

searched and eventually found it, 
crumpled up under his foot. It took him 15 
minutes to get started, and by then he had 

forgotten how to do the problems. 
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* The EF weaknesses Benny exhibits are in organization and having 
materials necessary. This impacts his task invitation, working memory, and 

work completion.



Benny kept getting distracted by the mess 
around him. The bell rang, so he hurried 
and shoved the paper in his backpack, 
along with his pencil, water bottle, and 

lunch box.
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When Benny got home, he found his water 
bottle had spilled over everything, 

including his homework. He wasn’t able to 
do his homework and felt like he’d have to 
relearn everything the next day just to get 

caught up.
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This is what Louis and Benny’s desk and 
backpack look like at the end of the day.
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Benny DOES have academic strengths that can assist him in meeting with 
success, but he also has weaknesses in executive functioning. Executive 
functioning skills are teachable skills that can be developed throughout 

childhood and adolescence.  

When there is a poor fit between the task/environment and the child, the 
child may try to take control either by avoiding the task, escaping the task, 

or railing against it! Children with EF challenges may appear to be lazy, 
irresponsible and unmotivated.  

Let’s learn some skills that can help families and children with EF deficits. 



Now, how can we help our “Bennys”… 

We will now review how to support our children in the 
following areas:

Organizing time 
Organizing tasks 

Organizing materials 
Prioritizing tasks 

Prioritizing materials 
Improving working memory 
Improving self-monitoring 
Promoting positive behavior

These three areas 
all derailed 

Benny



Your child may understand the value of being organized, but may not have 
the slightest idea how to get organized. This is where you become their 

“frontal lobe”



* Use a family calendar to record important commitments. Weekly 
family meetings can help you coordinate everyone’s schedules and you 

can model good planning and organizational strategies.

How to help our children 
organize time:

* Help your child set calendars (paper or electronic) that can be 
updated with commitments and tasks whenever you update the family 

calendar. Encourage your child to review these calendars daily to 
anticipate new events.

* Encourage your child to schedule fun activities (such as time with 
friends) along with important obligations.



* Teach your child to think of a long-term project as a “mental movie” 
by breaking complex tasks into manageable chunks (like movie scenes). 

Use a whiteboard or sheet of paper to map tasks into flowcharts. 

How to help our children 
organize tasks:

* Encourage your child to write down important tasks in a calendar 
and to allocate time accordingly. You can teach your child to estimate 
the time each task will take by tracking his/her time while working. 
Help your child make lists of homework assignments or chores. Let 
them experience the satisfaction of checking off tasks as they’re 

completed.



* An organized workspace helps children find the materials they need 
for homework easily and independently. Storing materials in different 
sections is helpful. For example, all writing tools should be located 

together.

How to help our children 
organize materials:

* Keep reference materials, including calculators, dictionaries, and pens/
pencils, graphic organizers, etc. near your child’s homework workspace.

*

* Encourage them to use brightly colored folders (identified for each 
subject), to bring important papers (like homework and permission slips) to 

and from schools, so those items don’t get lost.

* Help kids identify a regular time during the week for clearing out and 
organizing their backpack. Work together to make this a pleasant 

experience so it becomes a habit!



* Help children prioritize homework tasks based on due dates, 
difficulty level or the level of stress they have about the tasks.

How to help our children 
prioritize tasks:

* Encourage them to list the steps needed to complete long-term 
projects.

* Help them sequence tasks logically. For instance, before looking up 
vocabulary words in the dictionary, they could alphabetize the list first. 

* Use what/where/when/ how questions



* Teach children to review homework and gather materials before 
starting work so that everything is collected before they start working.

How to help our children 
prioritize materials:

* Store the most commonly used items within easy reach in accessible 
locations.



* Know your child’s weaknesses, but play to their strengths. For 
instance, try using blocks or legos to complete addition and 

subtraction problems.

How to help our children with 
poor working memory

* Help compensate for weaknesses. Break up or chunk information. For 
example, give one or two instructions rather than a long string of 

them.

* Use working memory as a floodlight to plan action. Discourage 
multitasking and use working memory like a spotlight to focus on one 

thing at a time and shift between activities. 



* Encourage your child to think out loud! You can model this behavior 
by talking through your own checklists, reviewing and revising plans 

and discussing how to avoid errors.

How to help our children learn 
to self-monitor and self check:

*Reading comprehension: 
-encourage your child to read single sentences and then check for 

understanding 
-discuss characters and connections between themes and details 



Examples of  checklists to help students self-monitor 
and reinforce metacognitive skill development 

Before School Checklist:



When I get to class checklist:



Before I leave school checklist:



Starting work and appropriate breaks template:



Homework checklist:



How to help our children learn 
to self-monitor and self check:

*Homework:  
-help kids come up with silly phrases or songs as reminders to pack 

necessary books and folders when leaving in the morning 
-keep a clock nearby so they can monitor the time spent on each 

assignment
*Studying and test-taking:  

-review study guides to help them set up a study schedule- include built in 
breaks for exercise and fun 

-help them create a list of “don’t forget” items, acronyms or reminders to 
review before tests



* Make sure kids receive a comprehensive 
assessment. Based on the results, you and school 

staff can determine the most important behavioral 
skills they need to work on

Tips to promote positive 
behavior in children with 
executive dysfunction?

*Communicate with teachers: 
-and other school staff about your efforts to help regulate your child’s 

behavior. Home and school need to reinforce each other 



Let’s set our children up for success!

The following video explains why executive functioning is so important 
to life-long achievement 

We as educators, parents, and support professionals have the potential 
to significantly impact academic, social, and emotional success through 

explicit executive functioning instruction 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8R0GKqGZ8g4 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8R0GKqGZ8g4
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