
EXECUTIVE SKILLS: ASSESSMENT, INTERVENTIONS AND COACHING FOR ACADEMIC AND SOCIAL SUCCESS

Presented by Jack Hirose & Associates. Sponsored by Sunshine Coast Health Centre and Georgia Strait 
Women’s Clinic

If you have any questions, please contact your on-site coordinator.

PLEASE REMEMBER:
•	 Wear your name badge every day.
•	 Turn off your cell phone.
•	 If you have pre-purchased lunch your tickets are in your name badge, please treat your tickets like cash. 

 
EVALUATION FORM:

•	 Complete your evaluation form each day using the QR code below.

SCHEDULE:

This schedule may vary depending on the flow of the presentation and participant questions

7:30am – 8:30am	 Sign-In
8:30am – 10:00am	 Morning Workshops Begin
10:00am – 10:15am	 Mid-Morning Break (Refreshments Provided)
10:15am – 11:45pm	 Workshop in Session
11:45pm – 12:45pm	 Lunch Break
	 Sign-In (CPA Members Only)
12:45pm – 2:15pm	 Afternoon Sessions Begin
2:15pm – 2:30pm	 Mid-Afternoon Break (Refreshments Provided)
2:45pm – 4:00pm	 Workshop in Session
4:00pm	 Complete Evaluation Forms (Use QR Code Above) & Sign-Out (CPA Members Only)

CERTIFICATES:

•	 Digital certificates are available for download on the final day for multi-day attendees at:  
http://registration.jackhirose.com/certificates 

CPA MEMBERS

•	 A new policy requires you to request a form from your on-site coordinator, which must be submitted directly to the 
association.

•	 Please sign in after lunch and sign out at the end of the day. Early departures result in the loss of CPA credits.

•	 Certificates will be updated with CPA credits after form verification (allow 2-4 weeks).
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Executive Skills Questionnaire — 
Peg Dawson & Richard Guare 

 
Step I:  Read each item below and then rate that item based on the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with how well it describes you. Use the rating scale below to choose the appropriate score. Then add the 
three scores in each section. Use the Key on page 2 to determine your executive skill strengths (2-3 
highest scores) and weaknesses (2-3 lowest scores).  

 
Strongly disagree 1 Tend to agree 5 
Disagree 2 Agree 6 
Tend to disagree 3 Strongly agree 7 
Neutral 4 

 

Item        Your score 
1. I don’t jump to conclusions    
2. I think before I speak.    
3. I don’t take action without having all the facts.     
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
4. I have a good memory for facts, dates, and details.       
5. I am very good at remembering the things I have committed to do.     
6. I seldom need reminders to complete tasks    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
7. My emotions seldom get in the way when performing on the job.     
8. Little things do not affect me emotionally or distract me from the task at hand.      
9. I can defer my personal feelings until after a task has been completed    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
10. I take unexpected events in stride.     
11. I easily adjust to changes in plans and priorities.    
12. I consider myself to be flexible and adaptive to change.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
13. I find it easy to stay focused on my work.    
14. Once I start an assignment, I work diligently until it’s completed.    
15 Even when interrupted, I find it easy to get back and complete the job at hand.   
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
16. No matter what the task, I believe in getting started as soon  
 as possible.       
17. Procrastination is usually not a problem for me.     
18. I seldom leave tasks to the last minute    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
19. When I plan out my day, I identify priorities and stick to them    
20. When I have a lot to do, I can easily focus on the most important things .   
21. I typically break big tasks down into subtasks and timelines.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 



 

Strongly disagree 1 Tend to agree 5 
Disagree 2 Agree 6 
Tend to disagree 3 Strongly agree 7 
Neutral 4 

 

Item        Your score 
22. I am an organized person.       
23. It is natural for me to keep my work area neat and organized.     
24. I am good at maintaining systems for organizing my work.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
25. At the end of the day, I’ve usually finished what I set out to do.     
26. I am good at estimating how long it takes to do something.    
27. I am usually on time for appointments and activities.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
28. I routinely evaluate my performance and devise methods for 
 personal improvement.    
29. I am able to step back from a situation in order to make objective 
 decisions.    
30.  I “read” situations well and can adjust my behavior based on the reactions of others.   
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
31. I think of myself as being driven to meet my goals.      
32. I easily give up immediate pleasures to work on long-term goals.    
33. I believe in setting and achieving high levels of performance.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
  

34. I enjoy working in a highly demanding, fast-paced environment.     
35. A certain amount of pressure helps me to perform at my best.    
36. Jobs that include a fair degree of unpredictability appeal to me.    
 

    YOUR TOTAL SCORE:   
 
   

KEY 
 

Items Executive Skill Items Executive Skill 
 

1 - 3 Response Inhibition 4 - 6 Working Memory 
7 - 9 Emotional Control 10 - 12 Flexibility 
13 - 15 Sustained Attention 16 - 18 Task Initiation 
19 - 21 Planning/Prioritizing 22 - 24 Organization 
25 - 27 Time Management 28 - 30 Metacognition 
31 - 33 Goal-Directed Persistence 34-36 Stress tolerance 

 
Strongest Skills  Weakest Skills 
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Executive Skill Definitions 
 

• Response Inhibition: The capacity to think before you act – this ability to resist the urge to say or do something 
allows us the time to evaluate a situation and how our behavior might impact it. In the young child, waiting for a 
short period without being disruptive is an example of response inhibition while in the adolescent it would be 
demonstrated by accepting a referee’s call without an argument.  

• Working Memory: The ability to hold information in memory while performing complex tasks. It incorporates the 
ability to draw on past learning or experience to apply to the situation at hand or to project into the future. A young 
child, for example can hold in mind and follow 1-2 step directions while the middle school child can remember the 
expectations of multiple teachers.  

• Emotional Control: The ability to manage emotions in order to achieve goals, complete tasks, or control and direct 
behavior. A young child with this skill is able to recover from a disappointment in a short time. A teenager is able to 
manage the anxiety of a game or test and still perform. 

• Flexibility: The ability to revise plans in the face of obstacles, setbacks, new information or mistakes. It relates to an 
adaptability to changing conditions. A young child can adjust to a change in plans without major distress. A high 
school student can accept an alternative such as a different job when the first choice is not available. 

• Sustained Attention: The capacity to maintain attention to a situation or task in spite of distractibility, fatigue, or 
boredom. Completing a 5-minute chore with occasional supervision is an example of sustained attention in the 
younger child. The teenager is able to attend to homework, with short breaks, for one to two hours.  

• Task Initiation: The ability to begin projects without undue procrastination, in an efficient or timely fashion. A young 
child is able to start a chore or assignment right after instructions are given. A high school student does not wait 
until the last minute to begin a project. 

• Planning/Prioritization: The ability to create a roadmap to reach a goal or to complete a task. It also involves being 
able to make decisions about what’s important to focus on and what’s not important. A young child, with coaching, 
can think of options to settle a peer conflict. A teenager can formulate a plan to get a job.  

• Organization: The ability to create and maintain systems to keep track of information or materials.  A young child 
can, with a reminder, put toys in a designated place. An adolescent can organize and locate sports equipment. 

• Time Management: The capacity to estimate how much time one has, how to allocate it, and how to stay within 
time limits and deadlines. It also involves a sense that time is important. A young child can complete a short job 
within a time limit set by an adult. A high school student can establish a schedule to meet task deadlines. 

• Goal-directed persistence: The capacity to have a goal, follow through to the completion of the goal, and not be put 
off by or distracted by competing interests. A first grader can complete a job in order to get to recess. A teenager 
can earn and save money over time to buy something of importance. 

• Metacognition: The ability to stand back and take a birds-eye view of oneself in a situation. It is an ability to observe 
how you problem solve. It also includes self-monitoring and self-evaluative skills (e.g., asking yourself, “How am I 
doing? or How did I do?”). A young child can change behavior is response to feedback from an adult. A teenager can 
monitor and critique her performance and improve it by observing others who are more skilled. 

• Stress Tolerance: the ability to thrive in stressful situations and to cope with uncertainty, change, and performance 
demands. We generally reserve our discussion of this skill to adults, since it seems more relevant with this 
population. We find it helps people understand the kind of work environment they do best in.  
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EXECUTIVE SKILL POSITIVE EXAMPLE NEGATIVE EXAMPLE 

RESPONSE INHIBITION      

WORKING MEMORY     

EMOTIONAL CONTROL     

FLEXIBILITY     

SUSTAINED ATTENTION     

TASK INITIATION     

PLANNING/PRIORITIZING     

ORGANIZATION     

TIME MANAGEMENT     

GOAL-DIRECTED PERSISTENCE     

METACOGNITION     
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EXECUTIVE SKILLS BEHAVIORAL DESCRIPTORS 
 

1. Brings gym clothes on days student has gym class. 
2. Homework and worksheets may be placed in any number of notebooks, books, or folders. 
3. Sharpens pencil, chats with classmates or takes long bathroom breaks before getting down to work 

on in-class math assignment. 
4. Able to do classroom presentations despite fear of public speaking. 
5. Wants to make the 1st string soccer team but can’t bring himself to practice ball handling skills. 
6. Figures out the steps to follow to get a summer job. 
7. Decides to improve math grade and increases study time for tests and quizzes. 
8. Out of seat frequently during independent work time. 
9. Takes notes in lecture classes and asks relevant questions. 
10. Builds in extra time to complete a given task knowing there could be an interruption. 
11. Struggles with creative writing assignment because can’t think of anything to write about. 
12. Does work carefully and checks answers before handing in test/assignment. 
13. Writes down homework but doesn’t think to check assignment book when gets home. 
14. Chronically late for school. 
15. Finishes an entire homework assignment before taking a break. 
16. Shuts down when criticized by teacher 
17. Student places documents in appropriately labeled folders on her computer. 
18. Frequently makes faulty assumptions about assignment directions and doesn't check with teacher 

before starting the assignment. 
19. Friend bails on afterschool activity; student adjusts with back-up plan. 
20. Says rude or hurtful things to kids. 
21. After being given group oral directions, student begins the assignment. 
22. Given 4 homework assignments on a given night, can’t figure out what to do first.  
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PLANNING SHEET FOR DESIGNING STRATEGIES  
TO OVERCOME EXECUTIVE SKILL OBSTACLES 

 
Directions: 
 

1. Describe the lesson being taught. 

2. Identify the executive skills the lesson requires students to use.  

3. Identify potential obstacles that might prevent the student from using those skills effectively. 

4. With the student, decide on a strategy to use to overcome the obstacle. 

 
 

Lesson/Assignment 
 

Executive Skill(s) 
 

Obstacle 
 

Possible Strategies 
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Classroom Routine Planning Form 
Identify a classroom routine that would address a classroom or student problem, incorporates 1 or more 
executive skills, and that would take no more than 5-10 minutes a day or no more than 15 minutes once a 
week to implement. Elementary and secondary examples have been provided. 
 

Elementary Example 
 

Goal Behavior Executive Skill(s) Routine Est. time required 
Smooth transition from 
classroom to cafeteria 

Response inhibition 
Emotional control 

Students maintain 
personal space and use 
quiet voices in the 
corridor 

3 minutes 

 
Steps in the Routine: 

1. Talk with class about going from the classroom to the cafeteria; ask what a “bumpy” transition looks 
like; then ask what a “smooth” transition looks like. Ask students which is better and talk about why a 
smooth transition is better.  

2. Referring to classroom posters of individual executive skills, ask students which executive skills are 
needed for a smooth transition. 

3. With the class, make a list of steps for getting ready for lunch (e.g., hand in completed work; clear desk 
surface; get lunch box if applicable; when instructed, line up in orderly fashion; walk to cafeteria keeping 
appropriate distance from others in line and talking with “indoor voices.”) 

4. Post the routine and review the steps for several days. 
5. Prompt kids to begin the routine. 
6. Announce each step. 
7. Debrief with students after lunch to assess how it went for several days. 
8. Assign a student to announce the routine. 
9. Fade the prompts. 

 
Secondary Example 

 
Problem situation Executive Skill(s) Routine Est. time required 

Students forgetting to 
hand in homework 

Working memory Stand by door at end of 
class and accept 
completed homework. 

3-5 minutes 

 
Steps in the Routine 
 
1. Begin with a discussion about the challenges of handing in homework at the end of class. Ask students why 

they’re neglecting to do this. 
2. Referring to classroom posters of individual executive skills, ask students which executive skills are needed 

to do this successfully. 
3. Solicit from students possible solutions to the problem. One solution might be: 

a. At the end of class on days homework has been assigned, teacher will stand by door to accept 
completed homework.  

b. If students don’t have the assignment, they will be asked to go to the end of the line and come up with a 
plan for how/when they will get the homework to the teacher.  

c. After a week, debrief with students to determine how the routine is working and to tweak the routine if 
needed. 

d. Optional: ask the class to set a class goal (% of students handing in homework on time) and come up 
with an activity reward for reaching the goal. 

 



8                                         dawson.peg@gmail.com 

Goal Behavior or 
Problem Situation 

Executive Skill(s) Routine Est. time required 

       
 
 
 
 

 

Routine steps: 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
5.  
 
6.  
 
7. 
 
8. 
 
9. 
 
10. 
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Practice Example  
 
 

Sarah is a social child with lots of friends. During whole-class discussion, she’s engaged 
and frequently raises her hand to participate. She also does well with group activities, 
but she has the hardest time getting her seatwork done. When the teacher assigns a 
task, she seems to spend a great deal of time getting organized or she might start it 
right away, but she becomes quickly distracted. She might get up and sharpen her pencil, 
go to the bathroom, or talk to the other students sitting at her table. Sometimes she 
might overhear a conversation at the next table and feel like she has to participate in 
that discussion. The teacher feels like she’s spending a lot of time cueing Sarah to get 
back to work or asking her how far along she is in her assignment. Even when she does 
cue her, the next thing she knows, Sarah is rummaging in her desk for something or has 
started talking to the girl who sits behind her.  
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Intervention Planning Form 
 

Student Strengths: Identify a few of the 
student’s strengths or positive traits, particularly 
noting any executive skill strengths the student 
may have. 
 

 

Problem Description: Which problem behavior 
should be targeted? 
 

 

Executive Skill(s): What skills do you think might 
be involved? 
 

 

Setting: Where, when, or under what 
circumstances does the behavior usually occur?  
 

  
All day long in every setting 

Where to Start—If you could select one setting 
or activity or change one small part of the 
student’s behavior that would lead you to say, 
“This is better,” what would that be? 
 

  
Math seatwork 

 
Possible Strategies student might use. Think 
about environmental modifications, cues, visual 
imagery, checklists, smart phone apps, self-talk, 
mental rehearsal, etc. 
Examples of environmental modifications:  
• Change physical or social environment (e.g., add 

physical barriers, reduce distractions, provide 
organizational structures, visual cues, etc.) 

• Modify the task (e.g., make shorter, build in 
breaks, give something to look forward to, 
create a schedule, build in choice, make the 
task more fun, etc.) 

• Change the way adults interact with the student 
(e.g., rehearsal, prompts, reminders, coaching, 
praise, debriefing, feedback) 
 

  
 
  
 
  
 
 

Possible Motivator—What would help the 
student be more likely to try? Can you use a 
simple reward system? Alternate between 
preferred and non-preferred activities? Have 
student identify something to look forward to 
doing when the task (or a piece of the task) is 
done 
Other ideas? 
 

 

Visual to Show Progress—What visual feedback 
can you give the student so he/she can clearly 
see that progress is being made? Graph? 
Checklist? Behavior counts? Tracking grades on 
tests? Other ideas? 

 

Intervention Planning Form 
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Student Strengths: Identify a few of the 
student’s strengths or positive traits, particularly 
noting any executive skill strengths the student 
may have. 
 

 

Problem Description: Which problem behavior 
should be targeted? 
 

 

Executive Skill(s): What skills do you think might 
be involved? 
 

 

Setting: Where, when, or under what 
circumstances does the behavior usually occur?  
 

  
 

Where to Start—If you could select one setting 
or activity or change one small part of the 
student’s behavior that would lead you to say, 
“This is better,” what would that be? 
 

  

 
Possible Strategies student might use. Think 
about environmental modifications, cues, visual 
imagery, checklists, smart phone apps, self-talk, 
mental rehearsal, etc. 
Examples of environmental modifications:  
• Change physical or social environment (e.g., add 

physical barriers, reduce distractions, provide 
organizational structures, visual cues, etc.) 

• Modify the task (e.g., make shorter, build in 
breaks, give something to look forward to, 
create a schedule, build in choice, make the 
task more fun, etc.) 

• Change the way adults interact with the student 
(e.g., rehearsal, prompts, reminders, coaching, 
praise, debriefing, feedback) 
 

  
 
  
 
  
 
 

Possible Motivator—What would help the 
student more likely to try? Can you use a simple 
reward system? Alternate between preferred 
and non-preferred activities? Have student 
identify something to look forward to doing 
when the task (or a piece of the task) is done 
Other ideas? 
 

 

Visual to Show Progress—What visual feedback 
can you give the student so he/she can clearly 
see that progress is being made? Graph? 
Checklist? Behavior counts? Tracking grades on 
tests? Other ideas? 

 

 
Intervention Planning Form 
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Student Strengths: Identify a few of the 
student’s strengths or positive traits, particularly 
noting any executive skill strengths the student 
may have. 
 

 

Problem Description: Which problem behavior 
should be targeted? 
 

 

Executive Skill(s): What skills do you think might 
be involved? 
 

 

Setting: Where, when, or under what 
circumstances does the behavior usually occur?  
 

  
 

Where to Start—If you could select one setting 
or activity or change one small part of the 
student’s behavior that would lead you to say, 
“This is better,” what would that be? 
 

  

 
Possible Strategies student might use. Think 
about environmental modifications, cues, visual 
imagery, checklists, smart phone apps, self-talk, 
mental rehearsal, etc. 
Examples of environmental modifications:  
• Change physical or social environment (e.g., add 

physical barriers, reduce distractions, provide 
organizational structures, visual cues, etc.) 

• Modify the task (e.g., make shorter, build in 
breaks, give something to look forward to, 
create a schedule, build in choice, make the 
task more fun, etc.) 

• Change the way adults interact with the student 
(e.g., rehearsal, prompts, reminders, coaching, 
praise, debriefing, feedback) 
 

  
 
  
 
  
 
 

Possible Motivator—What would help the 
student be more likely to try? Can you use a 
simple reward system? Alternate between 
preferred and non-preferred activities? Have 
student identify something to look forward to 
doing when the task (or a piece of the task) is 
done 
Other ideas? 
 

 

Visual to Show Progress—What visual feedback 
can you give the student so he/she can clearly 
see that progress is being made? Graph? 
Checklist? Behavior counts? Tracking grades on 
tests? Other ideas? 
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Resources for Developing Class Lessons on Executive Skills 
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Mullin, M. & Fried, K. (2013). Executive functioning workbook. K&M Center. Santa Monica: CA. 
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series of books for children addressing many executive skills.] 
Steinberg, L. (2014). The age of opportunity: Lessons from the new science of adolescence. Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt.  
 
Helpful Websites 
 

 

http://smartbutscatteredkids.com 
 
http://www.efintheclassroom.net 
 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCvePPJz4o_6
Dg5qTzOqcVPg (YouTube Channel: Teenchangers) 
 
http://efs2therescue.ca 
 
http://activatedlearning.org 
 
http://learningworksforkids.com 
 
http://www.toolsofthemind.org 

http://www.unstuckontarget.com 
 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/t
eenbrain/view/ 
 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu 
 
http://www.brainfacts.org 
 
http://www.dana.org 
 
https://casel.org/resources 
 
https://www.pbisworld.com 

 
https://www.gonoodle.com 
 

 
 
 
 



PERSONAL GOAL SETTING AND ACTION PLANNING 
 

GOAL-SETTING. Start by thinking of a goal you’d like to work on. It could be a task you’ve 
been putting off, or a project you want to start or a behavior you want to change. If you can, 
identify more than one, so that you have a few to choose from.  

 

Possible goals 
 

1. 
 

2. 
 

3. 
 

Select one of the goals and place an asterisk next to it. Now think about some of the 
potential obstacles that might prevent you from reaching your goal. How can those 
obstacles be overcome or avoided? 

 

Potential obstacle Ways to overcome the obstacle 
 

1. 
 
 
 
 

 
2. 

 
 
 
 

 
3. 

 
 
 
 

 
4. 

 
 
 
 

 
5. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

  



Creating a SMART Goal (See Unit 3 Secondary for More Information About This) 
 

SMART Goal Planner 
Specific What EXACTLY do 

you want to happen? 
 
 
 

Measurable I will know I have 
reached my goal 
when . . . 
 

 

Attainable Can I reach my goal 
by the deadline? 
 

How confident am I that I can 
reach my goal? 
1............2...........3............4............5 
Not very       So-so              Very! 
 

Relevant Is this goal 
important to me? 

How important is it to me to reach 
my goal? 
1............2...........3............4............5 
Not very       So-so              Very! 
 

Time-bound I will reach my goal 
by: 

 
 

 
Action Plan for Achieving SMART Goal 

 
Steps to Follow or Tasks to Accomplish 

to Complete Goal 
Target Completion Date Done! 

1.    

2.    

3.    
4.    

5.   

6.   

7.   

8.   

9.   

10.   
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STRENGTHENING 
EXECUTIVE SKILLS 
TO PROMOTE 
SCHOOL SUCCESS

Peg Dawson, Ed.D., NCSP

dawson.peg@gmail.com

https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com

Complete the Executive Skills 
Questionnaire

mailto:dawson.peg@gmail.com
https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com/
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ACTIVITY

Choose one of your 
executive skill strengths 
(higher score). Talk about 
how that helps you do your 
job.

Choose one of your 
executive skill challenges 
(lower score). Talk about 
how that affects your work. 

Where do 
these skills 
come from?

4

Are we born with 
them?

If not, how do we 
acquire them?

Are we taught them? 
By whom?
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Where do 
these skills 
come from?

5

Do they just emerge 
gradually over time (the 
way vision does in infants)?

Are they learned through 
practice (the way infants 
learn to walk)?

Are they learned through 
modeling and shaping (the 
way language is learned)?

Or are they explicitly 
taught (the way reading is 
learned)?

Let’s vote

Go to www.menti.com

Use the code 3100 2666



4/24/25

4

Edutopia

Introduction to the Field

Not a lot of consensus
§ The name: executive functions 

vs. executive skills
§ How many skills we’re talking 

about:           
§ range = 1 – 33
§ What the specific skills are
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3 Key Concepts about Executive Skills

§ What they are: brain-based skills that 
take a minimum of 25 years to reach 
full maturation.

§ Until these skills are fully mature, it’s 
the job of parents and teachers (and 
adults who work with kids) to act as 
surrogate frontal lobes.

§ It is also the job of parents, teachers, 
etc. to ensure that kids grow their own 
executive skills.

An interesting take on child 
development…
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/16/opin
ion/ezra-klein-podcast-alison-
gopnik.html?referringSource=articleShare

Alison Gopnik runs the Cognitive 
Development and Learning Lab at UC 
Berkeley and is in both the philosophy and 
the psychology departments and is part of 
the A.I. working group.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/16/opinion/ezra-klein-podcast-alison-gopnik.html?referringSource=articleShare
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Food for thought…from Alison Gopnik

I think a really deep idea that comes out of computer science 
originally — in fact, came out of the original design of the 
computer — is this idea of the explore or exploit trade-off is what 
they call it. So if you’re thinking about intelligence, there’s a real 
genuine tradeoff between your ability to explore as many options 
as you can versus your ability to quickly, efficiently commit to a 
particular option and implement it. And it turns out that even if 
you just do the math, it’s really impossible to get a system that 
optimizes both of those things at the same time, that is exploring 
and exploiting simultaneously because they’re really deeply in 
tension with one another.

Food for thought…from Alison Gopnik

So you’ve got one creature that’s really designed to explore, to 
learn, to change. That’s the child form. And then you’ve got this 
other creature that’s really designed to exploit, as computer 
scientists say, to go out, find resources, make plans, make 
things happen…And the idea is that those two different 
developmental and evolutionary agendas come with really 
different kinds of cognition, really different kinds of 
computation, really different kinds of brains, and I think with 
very different kinds of experiences of the world.



4/24/25

7

Food for thought…from Alison Gopnik

So what you’ll see when you look at a chart of synaptic 
development, for instance, is, you’ve got this early period when 
many, many, many new connections are being made. And then 
you’ve got this later period where the connections that are used a 
lot that are working well, they get maintained, they get 
strengthened, they get to be more efficient. And then the ones that 
aren’t are pruned, as neuroscientists say. They kind of disappear. 
The consequence of that is that you have this young brain that has 
a lot of what neuroscientists call plasticity. It can change really 
easily, essentially. But it’s not very good at putting on its jacket and 
getting into preschool in the morning.

How has the pandemic affected executive skills?

Two negative consequences:
1. Teachers build in a natural progression of 

gradually reducing supports (scaffolding) for 
executive skills, so that each grade level 
expects just a bit more from students. The 
pandemic disrupted that process. (think of a 
ladder with missing rungs).

2. Because of the disruptions caused by the 
pandemic, students also had 2 years of 
practicing bad habits (procrastination, 
impulsivity, short fuses). It’s hard to tear down 
those neural circuits!
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Executive Skills that Underlie 
School Success

Foundational Skills

§ Response Inhibition

§ Working Memory

§ Emotional Control

§ Flexibility

§ Sustained Attention

§ Task Initiation

Advanced Skills

§ Planning/Prioritizing

§ Organization

§ Time Management

§ Goal-Directed 
Persistence

§ Metacognition

Strategies for Specific Executive 
Skill Challenges
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Response inhibition
The capacity to think before 
you act – this ability to resist 
the urge to say or do 
something allows us the time 
to evaluate a situation and how 
our behavior might impact it.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PnbKL3wuH4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PnbKL3wuH4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PnbKL3wuH4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PnbKL3wuH4
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Working Memory
The ability to hold information 
in memory while performing 
complex tasks. It incorporates 
the ability to draw on past 
learning or experience to apply 
to the situation at hand or to 
project into the future.
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Limits of Working Memory
Working memory has a capacity of about four 
chunks in young adults (and fewer in children 
and old adults). 

~Cowen, N. (2005). Working Memory Capacity.

Working Memory

§ Do NOT rely on verbal instructions only—pair verbal instructions 
with visual cues whenever possible

§ Talk with students about the strategies they use to remember 
things (explain offloading)

§ When you do use verbal instructions, 
§ ask a random student to repeat the instructions
§ cue students to write down their own reminders if they think they won’t 

remember
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Supports for students with 
weak working memory

Working Memory

§ Do NOT rely on verbal instructions only—pair verbal instructions 
with visual cues whenever possible

§ Talk with students about the strategies they use to remember 
things (explain offloading)

§ When you do use verbal instructions, 
§ ask a random student to repeat the instructions
§ cue students to write down their own reminders if they think they won’t 

remember
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Supports for students with 
weak working memory

Emotional Control

The ability to 
manage emotions in 
order to achieve 
goals, complete 
tasks, or control and 
direct behavior.
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Ask Kids What They’re Feeling 
(or identify their feelings for them)
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Consider this...

Marin encounters frequent homework challenges, particularly 
with math. She often forgets the instructions and gets angry 
when her mother suggests a process that doesn’t match the one 
she was taught at school. 

§ What executive skills might be challenging for Marin?
§ If you were working with Marin, what suggestions might you 

make to her mother or teacher?

Flexibility
The ability to revise plans 
in the face of obstacles, 
setbacks, new information 
or mistakes.  It relates to 
an adaptability to 
changing conditions.
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Sustained Attention

The capacity to maintain 
attention to a situation or 
task in spite of distractibility, 
fatigue, or boredom.

Sustained Attention
§ Movement breaks
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Stamping
Station

Sustained Attention
§ Movement breaks

§ Ask students to set incremental goals
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Australia Journal of Guidance and Counseling, 2013

Sustained Attention
§ Movement breaks

§ Ask students to set incremental goals

§ Talk to students about the strategies they use to help them screen out 
distractions or stick with tasks long enough to get them done

§ Teach students to monitor whether they’re paying attention 
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Attention Self-Monitoring

Another hi-
tech option: 
iConnect

§ https://iconnect.ku.edu

https://iconnect.ku.edu/
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Efficacy of 
Attention 
Self-
Monitorin
g

Attention Self-Monitoring
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Attention Self-Monitoring

Attention Self-Monitoring
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Attention Self-Monitoring

Teach kids how to pay 
attention

3 PHASES:

• Plan BEFORE beginning the task

• Monitor DURING the task

• Reflect AFTER completing the task
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Task Initiation

The ability to begin 
projects without 
undue procrastination, 
in an efficient or 
timely fashion.

Task Initiation
§ Teach kids to make a plan with a start time
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Task Initiation
§ Teach kids to make a plan with a start time
§ Keep the teaching task brief.

Task Initiation
§ Teach kids to make a plan with a start time
§ Keep the teaching task brief.
§ Talk to students about the strategies they use to make 

themselves get started on things they don’t want to do
§ Help students figure out why they’re procrastinating and 

come up with a strategy to overcome the barrier
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Solving the 
Procrastination 
Problem
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Consider this...

Scott has trouble getting seatwork done in the time he is given. 
Writing assignments are particularly challenging. He stares at his 
paper for a long time, and even after the teacher prompts him to get 
to work, he still struggles. When the writing period is over, he’s lucky 
if he’s got two sentences on his paper, when the rest of the class 
seem to write two paragraphs easily.
§ What executive skills might be challenging for Scott?
§ If you were working with Scott’s teacher, what suggestions might 

you make?

Planning/Prioritizing

The ability to create a 
roadmap to reach a goal or 
to complete a task. It also 
involves being able to make 
decisions about what’s 
important to focus on and 
what’s not important.
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Planning/Prioritizing
§ Give kids models (note-taking, practice tests)
§ Instead of doing the planning for kids, plan with kids
§ Teach students to plan using templates

A Template for Planning Long-term Projects
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A Template for Studying for Tests

Organization

The ability to create 
and maintain 
systems to keep 
track of information 
or materials.
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Organization
§ Create systems of organization (notebooks, desk, 

classroom) 
§ Explicitly teach those systems
§ Supervise students to make sure they use those 

systems

Time Management

The capacity to 
estimate how much 
time one has, how to 
allocate it, and how to 
stay within time limits 
and deadlines. It also 
involves a sense that 
time is important.
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Consider this...

Julie attends a middle school committed to project-based learning. 
She loves being able to explore topics of interest to her, but she 
invariably scrambles to meet deadlines. She has great ideas but has 
trouble translating those ideas into a product that meets the 
teacher’s expectations. The night before the project is due features 
meltdowns that put the whole family on edge. 

§ What executive skills might be challenging for Julie?

§ If you were working with Julie, what suggestions might you make?
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Goal-Directed Persistence

The capacity to have 
a goal, follow 
through to the 
completion of the 
goal and not be put 
off or distracted by 
competing interests.

Classroom example: Focusing on goal-
directed persistence

One teacher’s experience with a challenging class:

§ This class had multiple failures at the end of Semester 1, the lowest 
percentage of work turned in, and was consistently 1 day behind my 
other 5 classes. This class was off task constantly and my other class 
management strategies that work beautifully with everyone else 
completely fail for this group of students. 

§ Before you introduced me to goal-directed persistence, I was having a 
conversation with a team member on what to do with this class and 
that I had to do something but didn't know what. I felt like a lost puppy 
thirsty for water while walking in the desert.
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§ It has now been 9 weeks since you introduced me to the idea of goal-
directed persistence. The results I have seen in this class are 
phenomenal. They are now the most on-task class with the highest 
percentage work completion rate and 90% of the students consistently 
come to class prepared. For Quarter 3, I had no failing grades in this 
class and 85% of that class achieved their grade goal on their 
summative.

§ Some of the things I am doing consistently to keep them aware of their 
behaviors and how they impact reaching or not reaching their goal, is I 
have them write their grade goal on their desk with dry erase marker. 
It serves as a consistent reminder throughout our 1 hour 35-minute 
class period of what choices they need to make to achieve their goals. 
We also talk about things that could hinder them from reaching their 
goal and how they can overcome those things. This has made a 
difference for these students; not only their learning environment, but 
their confidence in their own ability to succeed!

~Sandy Moldanado

6th grade teacher, Imagine International Academy of North Texas

End of year follow-up
§ Students completed a short end of year reflection and one question I 

asked them was what learning strategy was the most helpful in 
achieving their goals, the response I received the most was writing their 
grade goal on their desk daily. How fantastic for educators to have a 
seemingly small task that makes such a positive impact!

I had 1 out of 22 students fail for this second semester, and it was 
because he didn’t turn in work (he passed the first semester), and I had 
no repeat failures from the first semester. The first semester I had 4 out 
of 22 fail my class. One of my students that received a 50 in the first 
semester was able to achieve his grade goal of an 87 in second 
semester!!!! This is one of my students that has ADHD and dyslexia!! He 
tested at a 3.5 reading level first semester and brought it up to a 5.5 by 
our last benchmark. Whoo Hoo!!!
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Metacognition
The ability to stand back and 
take a birds-eye view of 
oneself in a situation.  It is an 
ability to observe how you 
problem solve. It also includes 
self-monitoring and self-
evaluative skills (e.g., asking 
yourself, “How am I doing? or 
How did I do?”).

What happens when 
you ask students to 
annotate if their 
metacognitive skills 
are not well 
developed?
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What happens when 
you ask students to 
annotate if their 
metacognitive skills 
are not well 
developed?

What happens when 
you ask students to 
annotate if their 
metacognitive skills 
are not well 
developed?



4/24/25

36

How does “pruning” affect 
executive skill development?
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Use Self-Reflections to 
Encourage Metacognition

Consider this...

Mark is an 8th grader who is always in danger of failing at least one 
class each marking period (and the class may change from term to 
term). He plans to go to college but when his parents get on his 
case, his typical answer is, “8th grade doesn’t count. I’ll work harder 
next year when it matters.” His parents feel like they have to micro-
manage him just to make sure he passes all his classes. 
§ What executive skills might be challenging for Mark?
§ If you were working with Mark, what suggestions might you make 

to his parents—or how might you address this with Mark?
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What are your thoughts?
§ https://www.tiktok.com/@theothernedjohnson/video/7075080672700042542?is_copy_u

rl=1&is_from_webapp=v1

Why is it important to help kids 
develop executive skills?

https://www.tiktok.com/@theothernedjohnson/video/7075080672700042542?is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1
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Where in the brain are 
executive skills located? 
In the frontal lobes (just 
behind the forehead)
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And let’s consider ADHD

Experts maintain that kids with ADHD lag about 30% behind 
typically developing peers in terms of executive skills. 

Stop and do the math: at your grade level, a student with 
ADHD is functioning at what age level?

What’s going on in the brains of kids with ADHD that 
contributes to their problems in school?
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Biological underpinnings of ADHD

A study published by the Journal of the American 
Medical Association (JAMA) has found differences in 
dopamine processing in the reward pathways in the 
brains of subjects with ADHD compared to non-ADHD 
controls. The study focused on the nucleus accumbens
(a brain structure involved with reinforcement and 
reward) and suggests that people with ADHD may 
release dopamine at a lower rate compared to normal 
controls or might have a net dopamine deficit.

Biological underpinnings

Because dopamine enhances the level of 
interest a person attaches to a stimulus, 
people who release dopamine at a lower 
rate might find it more difficult to work up 
the enthusiasm to act on stimuli they don’t 
find naturally appealing.

Implication: students with ADHD find it much 
more difficult to apply themselves to tasks 
that are not intrinsically interesting to them. 
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Ways to Build Movement 
into the School Day



4/24/25

43

How do executive skills develop?

Through a process 
called myelination. 
Myelin acts as 
insulation, 
increasing the 
speed with which 
nerve impulses are 
transmitted. The 
faster the impulse, 
the better the skill. 
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Myelin performs 2 functions

§ Increases the speed 
with which nerve cells 
fire.

§ Decreases the 
recovery time, 
enabling the nerve cell 
to fire again quickly.

§ The result: a 3,000 fold 
increase in the amount 
of information 
transmitted per 
second. 

All skills, including executive skills, improve with 
practice…

The more you 
practice, the better 
the skill. Practice 
also makes the task 
less effortful.
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What can the 13-year-old brain do?
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What can the 13-year-old brain do?
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ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES

• Parent and teacher 
interviews

• Behavior rating scales

• Formal assessment

• Behavior observations

• Informal assessment

ASSESSMENT OF EXECUTIVE SKILLS

Behavior Rating Scales

§ Child Behavior Checklist/Teacher Report Form. 
(ASEBA.org) 

§ Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function-2 
(BRIEF-2). Available from PAR (parinc.com).

§ ADHD Rating Scales-V. (guilford.com)

§ Brown ADD/Executive Function 
Scales.(pearsonclinical.com)
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ASSESSING EXECUTIVE SKILLS

Informal Measures

§ Parent interview (look for specific examples of problems in 
areas likely to be affected by executive skill deficits, including 
problems with homework, chores, following directions, social 
interactions, organizational skills, etc.).

§ Teacher interviews (again, look for specificity of examples in 
relevant areas, e.g., following complex directions, task initiation, 
handling long-term assignments, response to open-ended 
tasks, social interactions, responses to classroom/school rules, 
etc.).



4/24/25

49

Limitations of Formal Assessment

Feature Executive skill affected
Examiner cues child to 
begin

Task initiation

Tasks are brief Sustained attention
Examiner’s presence 
communicates that 
performance is being 
monitored

Task initiation, sustained 
attention, goal-directed 
persistence

Most standardized tests 
involve closed-ended tasks 
(i.e., 1 correct answer)

Flexibility, metacognition

Limitations of Formal Assessment

The most complex cognitive task within any psychologist’s 
repertoire is less complex than real world demands on 
executive skills, and there is no way of determining with any 
certainty how well these tests map on to the real world. 

Thus, in the parlance of neuropsychologists, absence of 
evidence is not evidence of absence. 
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There are 3 
primary ways 
parents and 
teachers 
can help kids 
with weak 
executive 
skills:

Change the environment 
to reduce the impact of 
weak executive skills.

Teach the youngster 
executive skills.

Use incentives to get 
youngsters to use skills 
that are hard for them. 

102

Move from external to internal:
critical dimensions

EXTERNAL INTERNAL

CHANGE CHANGE
ENVIRONMENT CHILD

EXTERNAL CUE SELF-CUE
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Begin by modifying the environment

What do we mean by “modify the 
environment?”

Environmental modifications are any changes 
we make that are external to the child.

Ways to modify the environment

Change the 
physical or social 
environment

1
Modify the tasks 
we expect 
children to 
perform

2
Change the way 
adults interact 
with kids.

3



4/24/25

53

Who benefits from environmental modifications?

Kids with ASD
Typical school environments/demands often 
overwhelm these kids. Use their behavior as 
a barometer to tell you when you have to 
make modifications. Meltdowns and 
tantrums are the most obvious cues. 

Environmental Modifications 
for Kids with ASD

§ Alternatives to high stim-environments (e.g., 
cafeteria, playground)

§ Build social interactions that work for them (e.g., 
structured settings where the activity drives the 
interaction or supervised lunch/recess)

§ Closed-ended tasks/minimize choice; provide 
scripts; make steps more explicit; alternate 
between preferred/non-preferred activities 
(“First work, then play”).
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Open-Ended Tasks
An open-ended task is one where:

• There are multiple possible correct answers;

• There are multiple possible ways to achieve 
the correct answer;

• The task has no obvious starting point; or 

• The task provides no feedback about whether 
or when it is complete.

Make steps more explicit
Example: Math problem solving

Steps for Problem Solving using Model Drawing - Possible Scoring
(Singapore Math)

_______ Reads the entire problem and underlines the question.  (1pt.)

_______ Rewrites the question in sentence form, leaving a space for the  
answer.  (1)

_______ Determines who and/or what is involved in the problem. (1)

_______ Draws the unit bar(s). (1)

_______ Chunks the problem and adjusts the unit bars to match the 
information in the problem. 

_______ Fills in the question mark? (3)

_______ Correctly computes and solves the problem. (2)

_______ Writes the answer in the blank in the sentence. (1) 
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2 end-of-day 
routines

The numbered items 
are the steps created 
for a child on the 
autism spectrum. The 
items with 
checkmarks are those 
a general education 
teacher would use 
with her class. 
Children on the 
spectrum need the 
steps spelled out 
more explicitly.

Make steps more explicit
Example: How to listen
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Some kids have trouble making 
inferential leaps

Some kids have trouble making 
inferential leaps
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Who benefits from environmental modifications?

Kids with ADHD
If you make kids with ADHD sit still or remain 
seated for long periods of time, their ability 
to learn diminishes. Kids with ADHD often 
receive more negative feedback from both 
peers and adults than their peers do.

“When a parent or a teacher sees a child who can 
sit perfectly still in one condition and yet over 
here they’re all over the place, the first thing they 
say is, ‘Well, they could sit still if they wanted 
to,’” said Mark Rapport, director of the 
Children’s Learning Clinic at the University of 
Central Florida. “But kids with ADHD only need 
to move when they are accessing their brain’s 
executive functions. That movement helps them 
maintain alertness.”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=167se17RN
Hw

https://sciences.ucf.edu/psychology/childrenslearningclinic/dr-rapport/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=167se17RNHw
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Environmental Modifications 
for Kids with ADHD

§ Seating arrangements; classroom design
§ Short tasks or build in frequent breaks; give kids choice 

or responsibility; minimize worksheets; provide 
cues/reminders; use checklists (with rewards)

§ Increase supervision (unstructured situations)
§ Work for a ratio of 3:1 positives to corrective feedback
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Effective Praise:

1. Is delivered immediately after the display of positive 
behavior;

2. specifies the particulars of the accomplishment (e.g., 
Thank you for cleaning off your desk right away after I 
asked you); 

3. provides information to the child about the value of the 
accomplishment (e.g., When you get ready for the first 
activity quickly, it makes the morning go so smoothly!); 

4. lets the child know that he put in effort to accomplish 
the task (e.g., I saw you working hard to control your 
temper!); and 

5. orients the child to better appreciate their own task-
related behavior and thinking about problem-solving 
(e.g., I like the way you thought about that and figured 
out a good solution to the problem).

What are your thoughts?
§ https://www.tiktok.com/@theothernedjohnson/video/7075080672700042542?is_copy_u

rl=1&is_from_webapp=v1

https://www.tiktok.com/@theothernedjohnson/video/7075080672700042542?is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1
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The formula for teaching executive skills

1. Embed the skill in a daily routine
2. List the steps in the routine

3. Walk the child through the steps repeatedly
4. Create a visual that outlines the routine

5. Fade the prompts by having the child use the visual to 
follow the routine

SALINA SOUTH MIDDLE 
SCHOOL
STUDENT ORGANIZATION 
SYSTEM
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Cougar
HONOR Code…

CLASSROOMS HALLS/ OUTSIDE
LUNCHROOM

ASSEMBLIES CONCERTS & 
SPECIAL EVENTS

ATHLETIC ACTIVITIES & 
LOCKER ROOMS

HONESTY - adherence to moral and 

ethical principles; soundness of moral 
character; integrity

• Be honest
• Be trustworthy
• Engage in honest and ethical behavior
Ex. Do your own work;  Give your personal best;  Respond 
honestly

• Do the right thing
• Engage in honest and ethical behavior.
Ex. Take lost items to the office; report to an adult supervisor 
when others are engaging in negative or harmful behavior.

• Be inclusive – invite others to join you
• Take only what you can eat
• Practice good manners
• Eat your own food
• Leave others food/utensils alone

• Support the performers/presenters with your 
attention and appropriate applause. 

• Model positive behavior

• Accept officials calls
• Follow all guidelines set up by the event 
Ex. Pay admission fee, stay in designated area, follow 
directives of adults

OWNERSHIP - trait of being 

answerable to someone for something; able to 
make rational decisions on one's own 

• Be on time
• Be prepared for class.
• Comply with classroom rules and expectations 
Ex. Listen when others are talking.  Assignments are completed 
and turned in on time.  Materials are brought to class.

• Take care of yourself, your belongings, and your 
school.

• Arrive and leave at appropriate time.
Ex. Wait at grade level door, keep lockers clean, pick up trash.

• Clean up after self.
• Use lunch time wisely.
Ex. The student’s area is clean after they leave.  Eat first, 
talk later, pick up area.

• Take care of personal needs before/after 
event.

• Stay in designated areas
Ex. Get drink, use restroom;  Follow directions from adults

• Help keep the facility clean.
• Take care of facility and equipment.
Ex. Pick up and throw away trash when you leave.   Don’t 
jump on bleachers.

COMMUNICATION - to express 

thoughts, feelings, or information easily and 
effectively

• Communicate in a positive manner
• Appropriately participate in discussions
• Speak respectfully with a positive attitude.
• Ask questions, as needed
Ex. Politely ask for help, not answers.

• Use appropriate and courteous verbal and non 
verbal language.

Ex. Use appropriate language and volume.   Say “excuse me” 
when passing in a crowded hallway. 

• Use appropriate language and volume level
Ex. No profanity; Talk using a “three foot voice.”

• Limit conversations to appropriate times
• Applaud politely.
Ex. Turn off/silence cell phones.

• Report problems to appropriate adults.
• Communicate in a positive manner
Ex. Ask an administrator or staff member for help.  
Encourage each other on the court.

ORGANIZATION - to put together into 

an orderly, functional, structured whole; to 
arrange in a coherent form

• Have binder and 
materials with 
you

• Complete planner
• Keep papers 

where they can 
be easily found.

• Walk on right side of hallway/sidewalks
• Keep locker neat and clean

• Keep area free of debris – pick up spills
• Go through lines as directed by staff
• Line up appropriately in designated areas

• Sit in assigned areas
• Enter/exit area without bothering others

• Have appropriate equipment for 
PE/practice

• Keep items locked in lockers
• Take home and launder clothes
• Have activity ticket or admission.

RESPECT - proper acceptance or 

courtesy; show regard or consideration for; a 
sense of the worth or excellence of a person

• Be courteous
• Treat others the way you want to be treated
• Respect self, others and property
• Allow everyone to learn in their own way 
Ex. Everyone uses “please” and “thank you.”

• Respect others’ personal space
• Help others.
• One’s behavior does not interfere with others.
Ex. A student drops his books, someone helps pick them up. 
Leave others’ lockers alone, keeping hands/feet to self.

• Be courteous to lunchroom staff and others.
• Good manners are practiced.
Ex. Students raise hand to ask permission.
Use “please” and “thank you.”

• Attention is on the speaker, sit quietly, keep 
hands to self

• Be on time and stay until the event is over
Ex. Applaud positively at the appropriate time.

• Show sportsmanship.
• Do not bully, threaten, or harass others in 

the locker room
• Encourage SMS teams in a positive 

manner.
Ex. Cheer for SMS teams and not taunt the opposing 
team, officials, etc.

DURING THIS 
TRAINING 
SESSION 

STUDENTS WILL 
LEARN HOW TO 

STAY ORGANIZED.

2 BASIC GOALS
§ COMPLETE THE WORK

§ TURN THE WORK IN
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THE 5 BASIC
RULES OF THE BINDER

1. DIVIDE SUBJECTS WITH TABS

2. TRASH ASSIGNMENTS NO LONGER NEEDED

3. PUT DUE DATES ON ALL ASSIGNMENTS

4. POCKET FOR INCOMPLETE HOMEWORK /COMPLETED 
HOMEWORK

5. KEEP IT WITH YOU ALL OF THE TIME

PROVIDE A VISUAL OF THE 
WORKLOAD

INCOMPLETE
HOMEWORK

COMPLETED
HOMEWORK
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IMPORTANT COURSE DOCUMENTS

MATH
SCIENCE

ENGLISH
SOCIAL S.

PROGRESS

*KEEP NOTES  IN THIS SECTION ON LOOSE LEAF 
PAPER.

*KEEP ALL ASSIGNMENTS THE TEACHER 
WANTS YOU TO HAVE YEAR LONG.

PENCIL BAG: PENCILS, ERASERS, 
PAPER CLIPS, PENS, AND 
CALCULATOR
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LOOSE LEAF PAPER

STUDENT PLANNER/HANDBOOK

Planner needs 
to be filled out 
weekly on 
Mondays.
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INCOMPLETE
HOMEWORK

COMPLETED
HOMEWORK

HOMEWORK
ASSIGNMENT

DUE DATE: 4-1-09

Write Due 
Dates at the 
top of each 

page.

COMPLETED
HOMEWORK

Prioritize 
assignments 
by due dates.

DUE 1-3-10

DUE 2-12-10

DUE 3-12-10

INCOMPLETE
HOMEWORK
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COMPLETED
HOMEWORK

STUDENT ALWAYS
KNOWS WHERE

COMPLETED WORK 
IS

LOCATED.

DUE 1-1-10

DUE 2-12-10 READY TO 
TURN IN.

INCOMPLETE
HOMEWORK

TURNING THE ASSIGNMENT IN

DUE
TODAY!
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GRADES

GRADES

ORGANIZED 
STUDENTS LEARN 
THAT GRADES ARE 

WITHIN HIS/HER 
CONTROL

SCHOOL-WIDE
MONITORING 

SYSTEM

7TH AND 8TH GRADE
MONITORING SYSTEM

MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY WEEKEND

1st HOUR ALL 
7TH AND 8TH

GRADE 
TEACHERS

ALL 7TH AND 8TH

GRADE TEACHERS 
DURING COUGAR 
TIME

FAMILY

STUDENT
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CONSISTENT MONITORING AND ASSESSMENT OF  
STUDENT ORGANIZATION

CRITERIA EACH OF THE CRITERIA IS 
WORTH 1 POINTS APIECE.

DUE DATES: THE STUDENT WRITES DUE DATES 
AT THE TOP OF ALL ASSIGNMENTS.

NO STUFFING: THE STUDENT’S BINDER AND 
TEXTBOOK DO NOT CONTAIN LOOSE PAPERS, 
AND HE/SHE USES THE TAB DIVIDERS AND 
POCKETS APPROPRIATELY.
MATERIALS: THE STUDENT HAS ALL NECESSARY 
MATERIALS FOR CLASS. (EX. PENCIL, PAPER, ETC.) 

PLANNER: THE PLANNER IS FILLED OUT.

COMPLETE/INCOMPLETE SECTION: THE 
STUDENT’S BINDER CONTAINS EITHER A FOLDER 
OR SECTION FOR COMPLETE AND INCOMPLETE 
HOMEWORK.

TOTAL 5

Work with Students to Create a Cheat Sheet
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5 Steps for Embedding 
Executive Skills into 

Classroom Lessons and 
Throughout the School Day

Steps to Follow

1.Familiarize yourself with what executive 
skills are and how they impact learning.
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Steps to Follow

2.Learn to apply the executive skill 
terminology to student learning and 
behavior. 

How we used to describe these kids…
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Instead of calling students this: Describe them as having 
challenges in this:

• Lazy

• Unmotivated

• Not working to potential

• Disruptive

• Oppositional

• Messy

• Tardy

• Forgetful

• Absent-minded

• Lacking a work ethic

• Task initiation

• Sustained attention

• Response inhibition

• Emotional control

• Flexibility

• Organization

• Time management

• Working memory

• Goal-directed persistence

Steps to Follow
3.Introduce to students the vocabulary and concepts 
of executive skills.

§ Use “superheroes” (http://efs2therescue.com) or weekly lessons (Train Your Brain
folder in Dropbox)

§ www.efintheclassroom.net (Mountain View)
§ My YouTube channel (Rachael Ramsey)
§ https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B4kId0327lZdb3NBaWlrSkxxejQ?resourceke

y=0-AsEWT4RrqkD9LgAkr8i_jw&usp=sharing
(Bedford ES materials)

http://efs2therescue.com/
http://www.efintheclassroom.net/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCvePPJz4o_6Dg5qTzOqcVPg
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B4kId0327lZdb3NBaWlrSkxxejQ?resourcekey=0-AsEWT4RrqkD9LgAkr8i_jw&usp=sharing
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Montcrest School
Key Elements

§ Started with a small study group
§ Whole school participation in design and 

implementation
§ Use of “super heroes” to introduce each skill 

(available at http://efs2therescue.com)
§ Emphasis on strategies, with options posted in 

classroom
§ Included in report card, with self-assessment for 

older students

http://efs2therescue.com/
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In your presentation, you mentioned the characters from EFs 2 the 
Rescue. I purchased Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents to learn more 
about them and have visited the EFs website as well. I have been using those 
characters with my students ever since–they bring so much meaning to the 
definitions of the functions. I have overheard students saying comments like “You 
should have used Plan Man” when homework wasn’t completed or “I had to use 
Flexi Lexi when my mom had told me I could play video games right after school, 
but then she stopped by the store first.”
~Nicki Winter
www.brilliantstrengths.com

146

http://www.brilliantstrengths.com/
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147
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Mountain View School
Key Elements

§ Started with a small study group
§ Piloted with small group of teachers

§ Thirty-minute mini-lesson on Monday
§ Focus for the week*

§ Friday re-visit
§ 12/13 weeks for all lessons

§ Within 3 years, adopted by the entire school

www.efintheclassroom.net (Mountain View)

http://www.efintheclassroom.net/
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Ways to Give Students the Terminology 
and Concepts of Executive Skills: 

Classroom Posters
Walter Fitzgerald School, Fairfield CT

Posters can spark conversations



4/24/25

77

Desktop Strips with 
Terms and Definitions
§ Source: Laurie Faith

§ http://activatedlearning.org

Create a composite class profiles

http://activatedlearning.org/
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Steps to Follow
4.Find ways to illuminate where in a student’s life at home 

and at school executive skills present themselves and 
give students the opportunity to make these 
connections on their own. 
§ Classroom lessons
§ Independent seatwork
§ In the cafeteria
§ In the hallways
§ On the school bus
§ Playing sports
§ With friends
§ After-school or summer jobs
§ Doing homework
§ Other situations at home (e.g., chores, getting along with parents or siblings)

Steps to Follow

5. Incorporate executive skills into daily routines, 
lessons, classwork, and homework assignments. 
Be explicit with students about how the skill 
contributes to mastery of content and how they 
can identify strategies to overcome obstacles that 
may get in the way of using those skills effectively. 
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Teach the skill 
directly and have 
students practice it
Example: teaching students to pay 
attention

Embed Executive Skills in 
Classroom Lessons

Describe

Describe the 
lesson being 
taught.

Identify

Identify the 
executive skills 
the lesson 
requires 
students to use. 

Identify

Identify potential 
obstacles that 
might prevent 
the student from 
using those skills 
effectively.

Decide on

With the student, 
decide on a 
strategy to use 
to overcome the 
obstacle.
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Examples
Lesson/

Assignment
Executive

Skill(s)
Obstacle Strategy

Math
Subtraction with 

Regrouping

• Organization
• Working Memory

• Poor 
spacing/messy 
handwriting

• Forgetting steps

• Use large grid 
graph paper

• Use checklist with 
each step 
numbered or 
color-coded

English
Learning Vocabulary 

Words

• Working Memory
• Metacognition

• Difficulty retaining 
meanings 
(ineffective study 
habits)

• Make up “silly 
sentences” for 
each word

• Use flash cards-
word on side 1, 
definition with 
cartoon drawing 
on side 2

Clinical/Behavioral Examples
Problem 
Situation

Executive
Skill(s)

Obstacle Strategy

Fighting with 
older brother

• Emotional 
control

• Response 
inhibition

• Brother 
”pushes her 
buttons”

Plays video 
games instead of 
doing homework

• Response 
inhibition

• Task initiation

• Can’t say no 
when friends 
ask him to 
play

• Can’t stop 
once he’s 
started 
playing
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ACTIVITY

Try out this process with a classroom 
lesson or a clinical problem situation

Embed 
Executive 
Skills in 
Classroom 
Routines: 3 
examples

Making homework plans

Bringing home necessary 
materials at the end of the day

Remembering to hand in 
homework
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Teaching children to make homework plans

If this is more 
than you 
want to do, try 
this

Ask kids to write down what time 
they’re going to do the homework 
assignment and where they will do it…

On the assignment itself, or

In their assignment book, or

As an alarm in their smart phone
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Embed Executive Skills in 
Classroom Routines

Problem 
situation

Executive 
Skill(s)

Routine Estimated 
time required

Students 
forgetting to 
bring home 
homework 
materials

Working 
memory 

Organization

List items on 
board that 
students need 
to bring home; 
pair them off so 
each student 
makes sure 
their partner 
has everything 
they need

5-10 minutes

Embedding Executive Skills in 
Classroom Routines

Problem 
situation

Executive 
Skill(s)

Routine Est. time 
required

Students 
forgetting to 
hand in 
homework

Working 
memory

Stand by door at 
end of class and 
accept 
completed 
homework.

3-5 minutes
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Peg’s Take on the “Perfect” 
Intervention for Executive Skills

The perfect intervention to support executive skill 
development is one

§ that takes no more than 5-10 minutes a day

§ and that you’re willing to do forever (or as long as it 
takes).

EXAMPLE: Post outside the 
classroom what kids will 
need for the class that day
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ACTIVITY: 
Design a classroom routine that 

takes no more than 5-10 minutes 
a day or 15 minutes once a week.

Additional Examples of 
Classroom Routines
• End class 5 minutes before the end of the period or day and make sure students write 

down homework assignments and put necessary materials in backpacks
EXECUTIVE SKILLS: working memory, organization, planning

• Begin the school day with a class check-in (How are you feeling on a scale of 1 to 5?)
EXECUTIVE SKILL: emotional control

• Have a homework collection routine
EXECUTIVE SKILLS: working memory, organization
• Write grade goal on desk with dry erase marker

EXECUTIVE SKILL: goal-directed persistence
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Additional Examples of 
Classroom Routines
• Ask students to make a homework plan (what are you going to do, how long will each 

task take, where will you work?)

EXECUTIVE SKILLS: working memory, task initiation, planning, time management

• Ask students to make a ”mini-plan” for what they will accomplish in class that day

EXECUTIVE SKILLS: task initiation, sustained attention, planning, time management, 
goal-directed persistence

• Ask students to evaluate how well they did on a test or assignment (what went well, 
what didn’t go so well, what will they do differently the next time)

EXECUTIVE SKILLS: goal-directed persistence, metacognition

We can impose executive 
skill instruction and 
strategies on kids

OR
we can help students figure out 
how to grow their own 
executive skills—we call this a 
student-centered intervention
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Evelyn Crone, 
Developmental Neuroscientist
Leiden University, 

The Netherlands

How to implement a 
student-centered intervention

1. Start by identifying the student’s strengths.
2. Describe the problem behavior or the problem 

situation.
3. Identify the executive skill(s) that might be 

contributing to the problem.
4. Determine the setting in which the behavior is 

most likely to occur.
5. Decide what to address first. In other words, 

select one setting or activity or change one 
small part of the student’s behavior that, if 
successful, would lead you to say, “This is 
better.”
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How to implement a 
student-centered intervention

6. Obtain buy-in from the student:
• Describe the problem in a non-judgmental 

way.
• Talk about why it’s a problem and what 

positive effect might come from trying to 
change the behavior.

• You might ask the student to observe 
another student in the class who handles 
the situation successful and then have them 
share their observations with you.

• Ask the student if they’re willing to work 
with you to come up with a strategy to solve 
the problem.

How to implement a 
student-centered intervention

7. With the student, brainstorm possible strategies for 
handling the problem. 
• Think about environmental modifications that might 

work.
• Talk about whether there’s an incentive that might 

make it easier to work on improving the skill. 
• Consider ways to briefly practice the skill.
• If the student can’t come up with ideas on their own, 

make a few suggestions and see if they’re willing to 
choose one to try.

8. Decide on a way to measure progress (e.g., chart, 
graph, checklist, behavior count, rating scale, tracking 
grades on tests or assignments).
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How to implement a 
student-centered intervention

9. Come up with a game plan for implementing the 
intervention
§ Walk through the steps from start to finish 

(mentally, verbally or physically rehearse it).
§ Check in with the student just before the target 

situation. 
§ Prompt during the target situation if necessary.
§ Debrief afterwards (always find something to 

praise).

10.Continue as long as necessary; trouble-shoot when 
problems arise; change strategies if necessary.

Let’s Practice
§ Sarah is a social child with lots of friends. During whole-class 

discussion, she’s engaged and frequently raises her hand to 
participate. She also does well with group activities, but she has 
the hardest time getting her seatwork done. When the teacher 
assigns a task, she seems to spend a great deal of time getting 
organized or she  might start it right away, but she becomes 
quickly distracted. She might get up and sharpen her pencil, go 
to the bathroom, or talk to the other students sitting at her 
table. Sometimes she might overhear a conversation at the next 
table and feel like she has to participate in that discussion. The 
teacher feels like she’s spending a lot of time cueing Sarah to 
get back to work or asking her how far along she is in her 
assignment. Even when she does cue her, the next thing she 
knows, Sarah is rummaging in her desk for something or has 
started talking to the girl who sits behind her. 
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Let’s Practice

Sarah’s Strengths

Let’s Practice

Sarah’s Strengths
• Good social skills; friendly
• Participates in class discussions
• Does well with group work
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Let’s Practice

Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

Let’s Practice

Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time
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Let’s Practice

Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained 
Attention 

Let’s Practice
Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained 
Attention 

Setting: Where and When Does the 
Problem Occur?
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Let’s Practice
Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained 
Attention 

Setting: Where and When Does the 
Problem Occur?

Any seatwork

Let’s Practice
Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained 
Attention 

Where to Start (Narrow It Down)
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Let’s Practice
Problem 
Behavior

Executive 
Skill(s)

• Slow starting 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish 
work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained 
Attention 

Where to Start (Narrow It Down)

Math seatwork

Let’s Practice
Problem Behavior Executive Skill(s)

• Slow getting started on 
seatwork 

• Fails to finish work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained Attention 
Possible Strategies

• Study carrel
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Let’s Practice
Problem Behavior Executive Skill(s)

• Slow getting started on seatwork 
• Fails to finish work on time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained Attention 

Possible Strategies
• Study carrell
• Flexible seating
• Standing desk
• Break into smaller pieces
• Build in breaks
• Peer coach
• Reward system for each chunk
• Gets to stop when she demonstrates 

mastery
• Signal when needs help 

• Work with buddy
• Noise cancelling headphones
• Chime for breaks
• Small organizer with needed 

materials (with green 
spot/nonverbal cue to get started)

• Laminated checklist
• Self-monitoring strategy

Problem Behavior Executive Skill(s)

• Slow getting started 
on seatwork 

• Fails to finish work on 
time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained Attention 

Possible Motivators
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Problem Behavior Executive Skill(s)

• Slow getting started 
on seatwork 

• Fails to finish work on 
time

• Task Initiation

• Sustained Attention 

Possible Motivators

• Sticker chart (for on-
time work completion)

• Look at function of 
behavior and give her 
what she needs 
appropriately

• Give “pom-poms” to 
kids completing work 
on time—put in jar for 
class reward

• Give her preferred 
class job

• Tally the positive 
behaviors (and graph)

• Have her set a goal 
related to work 
completion (% work 
completed or # of days 
work done on time

Visuals to Track Progress

DAY WORK START TIME WORK FINISH TIME
Monday
Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday
Friday

0

5

10

15

20

25

Mon
da

y

Tu
es

da
y

W
ed

ne
sd

ay

Th
ur

sd
ay

Fr
ida

y

Minutes until work
started

Total  work time
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COACHING: A VERSATILE STRATEGY FOR 
PROMOTING EXECUTIVE SKILL DEVELOPMENT

Our coaching philosophy

“Human beings are happier, more cooperative and 
productive, and more likely to make positive changes in their 
behavior when those in positions of authority do things with 
them rather than to them or for them.”

~Ted Wachtel
International Institute for 

Restorative Practices 
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COACHING

An intervention strategy in which a coach 
(either an adult or a peer) works with a 
student (or group of students) to set goals 
(long-term, short-term, or daily) designed 
to enhance executive skills and lead to 
improved self-regulation.

Key components of coaching
§ Motivational Interviewing
§ Correspondence training

§ Goal-setting 
§ Daily coaching sessions to make daily plans to achieve goals

§ Teaching students self-management strategies

198
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Key Communication Strategies
The communication skills that are integral to Motivational 
Interviewing work very well in the coaching process as well. 

Reference: 

Miller, W. R. & Rollnick, S. (2013). Motivational interviewing: 
Helping people change. New York: The Guilford Press.

OARS
• Open-ended questions

• Affirmations
§ Reflections

§ Summarizing

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s3MCJZ7OGRk&t=18s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s3MCJZ7OGRk&t=18s
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Repeat in different words what you heard the student say or 
was trying to say. ”The essence of a reflective listening response 
is that it makes a guess about what the person means.” (Miller & 
Rollnick, p. 52).

Examples
§ Student: “I can’t stand that class.” 
§ MI response: “You really don’t enjoy being in that class.”

§ Student: “Homework is pointless. There are other things I’d 
rather be doing.”

§ MI response: “You don’t feel  you get anything out of doing 
homework and it keeps you from doing things that are 
important to you.”

REFLECTIVE LISTENING

Questions that cannot be answered with “yes” or “no.”

Examples
§ How are things going in your classes?
§ What do you think gets in the way of you doing your 

homework?
§ Tell me about how you feel about your science grade.
HINT: Use reflections more than open-ended questions. 
Follow each open-ended question with 2-4 reflections. 

OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS/STATEMENTS
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Pointing out the student’s strengths, efforts, 
achievements, and good qualities.

Examples
§ “You are really insightful—your comments during class 

discussion always seem to move the conversation 
forward.”

§ “I love the way you can ‘think outside the box!’”
§ “The amount of time you spent studying for that test 

really paid off.”

AFFIRMATIONS

Focusing on the key points of a student’s comments 
during a conversation. Summaries are an opportunity to 

periodically capture the essential features of the 
student’s discussion, to connect these features and 

present them back to the student. 

Example
§ “You’ve told me that you think a lot of the homework is 

pointless and there are other things you’d rather spend 
your time doing. But you’re also not happy with your 
grade or with the fact that your parents are on your 
back all the time.”

SUMMARIES
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Best Intro to 
Motivational 
Interviewing

Motivational 
Interviewing for School 

Counselors

by Reagan North

Correspondence training

Correspondence training is based on the notion (well-
documented in research) that when individuals make a verbal 
commitment to engage in a behavior at some later point, this 
increases the likelihood that they will actually carry out the 
behavior. 

206
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Goal-setting

Extensive empirical research has documented the value of 
goal-setting in promoting high levels of performance—in both 
adults and children.

207

Coaching Ground Rules

§ Must be voluntary with teenagers (exceptions may apply to 
younger students)

§ Coaching sessions can be brief but ideally occur daily in the 
beginning

§ Provide lots of support up front; fade gradually with success
§ Build in ways to verify student reports
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Coaching Steps

§ Step 1: Gather Background Information 
§ Step 2: Define the Long-Term Goal 
§ Step 3: Discuss Obstacles to Achieving Long-Term Goals
§ Step 4: Develop Ways to Overcome the Obstacles
§ Step 5: Begin to Develop SMART goal and Action Plan
§ Step 6: Conduct Daily Coaching Sessions to Support the Action Plan
§ Step 7: Collect progress monitoring data
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RESOURCES

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/whlg4tmcusb1fle/
AACpXFuquCJZwkD2PjptABb9a?dl=0

(ES Supplementary Materials)

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/whlg4tmcusb1fle/AACpXFuquCJZwkD2PjptABb9a?dl=0
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