
Executive 
Function
What is it, why is it important, and 
how do I get my kid to have it?



The air traffic 
controller in our brain



Your 9th grader got spontaneously invited to hang out at her friend’s house across town after 
school. Earlier that day, her Math teacher announced that class will have an unplanned quiz the 
following day, and her Homeroom teacher reminded her to bring her signed permission form in if 
she is to participate in camps week. Mom and dad are running late from work and, and you need 
your daughter to run home to let the dogs out. She is upset that this will cut into her free time. 
Your daughter also has soccer practice at 7pm.

Plan how to get to/from friend’s house

Plan/organize how to make the most efficient use of time tonight, and develop a study plan

Regulate emotions, managing frustration/anger

Keep track of time

Shift from one task to the next

Remember to request that the form be signed



What skills are 
these?



What lack of 
executive 
function skills 
can look like 
in your child

● Acts without 
thinking

● Interrupts 
others

● Overreacts to 
seemingly 
trivial problems

● Upset by 
changes in 
plans

● Talks too loudly
● Resists change 

of routine
● Easily 

overstimulated 
and has trouble 
calming down

● Gets stuck on 
one topic or 
activity

● Low 
frustration 
tolerance

● Overwhelmed 
by large 
assignments

● Can’t come up 
with more 
than one way 
to solve a 
problem
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What 
message 
is your 
child 
receiving?

Child

“I’m stupid”

“I’m lazy”

“I’m just not smart”

“I’m a procrastinator”

“I can’t do it, so I won’t 
even try”

Parent/Teacher

“You’re lazy”

“You’re not trying hard 
enough”

“You just need to focus”

“I shouldn’t have to 
remind you over and 
over”

“You’re disrespectful”





Time Management

● Time management is an essential executive function skill-- How can it be 
improved? 
○ Routine 
○ Plan 
○ Keeping your list clear and concise 
○ Timer 
○ Reduce Distractions 
○ “Academic Time”



The Importance 
of Organization

● Backpack checks
● Physical and 

digital storage of 
important 
documents - 
physical filing 
system as well as 
Google Drive



Impulse Control & 
Mindfulness

● Use routines to your advantage
● Pick one area at a time - is it gaming when she should be doing homework? 

Is it calling out in class? Where is it the biggest issue?
● Use visual cues
● Add a step
● Model it and talk about it
● MINDFULNESS



Attention and focus

● Start with short periods of time - 15 to 20 minutes 
- then reward with a (short!) break (Pomodoro 
Method)

● Gradually lengthen the time, with frequent short 
breaks 

● Use visual timers
● Model, teach, coach, reinforce thinking out loud. 
● Exercise!! Movement breaks
● Positive self-talk
● Social scripts - help them to think through 

different social scenarios, have conversations 
about them



Strategies for remote learning
Create and post schedules

Use dry erase boards and place it somewhere prominent. Schedule in breaks, 
meals, extra-curriculars and relaxation time

Create and post daily and weekly to-do lists

Establish a “remote learning zone” in your home

This should be a consistent spot in the home that is away from distractions. Your 
child should set it up with everything that they need for learning

Movement breaks

Standing up during class, taking a quick walk, 10-minute yoga, playing 
catch

Practice self-care (for you!!)

Practice gratitude



Q&A


