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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



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.



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



Purposes for Assessing Executive Skills

• To understand underlying factors contributing to a 
perceived problem

• To determine if a student qualifies for special 
education or supplementary services

• To determine appropriate targets for intervention

• To assess progress toward an intervention goal 
targeting executive skills
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ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES

• Parent and teacher interviews

• Behavior rating scales

• Formal assessment

• Behavior observations

• Informal assessment



Behavior Rating Scales
Children and Adolescents

• 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)



ASSESSING EXECUTIVE SKILLS

Interviews

• 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.).







STUDENT INTERVIEW—EXCERPT:
HOMEWORK: I’m going to ask you some questions about homework and the 
kinds of problems kids sometimes have with homework. Please tell me if you 
think these are problems for you. I may ask you to give me examples.

Item Not a problem Notes

Getting started on homework (TI). 
Related questions: What makes it 
hard? When is the best time to do 
homework? Are some subjects 
harder to start than others?

Sticking with it long enough to get 
it done (SA). Related questions: Is 
this worse with some subjects 
than others? What do you say to 
yourself that either leads you to 
give up or stick with it? Does the 
length of the assignment make a 
difference in your ability to stick 
with it?



HOMEWORK (continued)

Item Not a problem Notes

Remembering assignments (WM). 
Related questions: Do you have 
trouble remembering to write 
down assignments, bring home 
necessary materials, or hand in 
assignments? Do you lose things 
necessary to complete the task?
Becoming distracted while doing 
homework (SA). Related 
questions: What kids of things 
distract you? Have you found 
places to study that minimize 
distractions? How do you handle 
distractions when they come up?











BEHAVIOR OBSERVATIONS/
INFORMAL ASSESSMENT









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. 





Assessment Is Like Doing Detective Work

• Gathering clues

• Formulating hypotheses

• Testing hypotheses





Examples

• KABC-II
• Rover
• Block Count
• Riddles

• WISC-V
• Picture Concepts
• Comprehension

• NEPSY-II
• Animal Sorting
• Word List Generation

























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.



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.



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.



Flexibility

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



Sustained Attention

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



Attention Self-Monitoring



Attention Self-Monitoring



Attention Self-Monitoring



Attention Self-Monitoring



Task Initiation

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





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.



A Template for Planning Long-term Projects



Organization

The ability to create and 
maintain systems to 
keep track of 
information or 
materials.



Work with Students to Create a Cheat Sheet



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.





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.



• 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!!!



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?”).







Use Self-Reflections to Encourage 
Metacognition



3 Key Strategies for Managing 
Executive Skill Weaknesses

• Intervene at the level of the environment

• Intervene at the level of the child by—
1. Help the child learn the skill
2. Motivate the child to use the skill







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.



Strategies for modifying the environment 

1. Change the physical or social environment

2. Modify the tasks we expect the  student to perform

3. Change the ways adults interact with the student



Examples of environmental modifications

Manage distractions
Modify tasks (shorten them, build in breaks, create a 

schedule, build in choice)
Give advance warning when something changes 
Use visual cues (rather than verbal “nags”)



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



Using everyday routines 
to teach executive skills

Examples

• Beginning of day
• Making homework plans



Beginning of the Day Routine



Example 2: Teaching children to 
make homework plans



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



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



How to implement a student-centered 
intervention

1. Identify the problem situation in which the executive skill 
challenge presents itself.

2. Identify the executive skill or skills that might be contributing to 
the problem. 

3. Determine the setting in which the behavior is most likely to 
occur. 

4. Decide what to address first. In other words, 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? 



How to implement a student-centered 
intervention

5. Gather some baseline data (ideally, objective, but if 
that’s not possible, create a vivid picture of the 
behavior in action that you can share with the child).

6. Share with the student your data or observations. Talk 
about the impact you think it has and what positive 
effect you think might come from trying to change the 
behavior. 

7. Say to the student, “Maybe no one has taught you this 
yet. So let’s start by watching Suzy do her work.” After 
the student has observed the model peer, ask what 
she saw and list the observations.



How to implement a student-centered 
intervention

8. Ask for input from the student (Do you agree this is a 
problem? Can you think of other situations where this 
has gotten you in trouble?).

9. Brainstorm some strategies the student might try to 
improve the behavior, emphasizing how the strategy 
should benefit the student (rather than the adult). Hint: 
think about environmental modifications and incentives. 

10.Have the student select a strategy to try and explain 
when the child will use the strategy.



How to implement a student-centered 
intervention

11.Just before the target situation, ask the student what the plan is. In 
the beginning, keep the practice sessions brief and compliment the 
student often. 

12.Prompt during the target situation if the student doesn’t 
remember to use the strategy independently.

13.Debrief afterwards. Ask student how it went before giving your 
own feedback. Always find something to praise and be specific!

14.Continue as long as necessary but continue to praise progress and 
improvement. 

15.When problems arise, troubleshoot—if one strategy stops working, 
have the student choose another one to try. 







“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 



For additional 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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