
How to Identify and Support 
Executive Functioning 
Challenges in Students 



My child… (check what applies) 
❏ Has difficulty paying attention
❏ Is easily distracted
❏ Requires many reminders to stay on task
❏ Finds it difficult to set goals
❏ Seems to struggle with making decisions
❏ Has trouble identifying where to start on 

assignments
❏ Focuses on either details or the big picture 

at the expense of the other
❏ Has difficulty getting started on tasks, 

often seems to procrastinate
❏ Struggles to comprehend how much time a 

project will take to complete
❏ Takes longer than peers to complete 

homework and other tasks
❏ Needs numerous prompts from adults to 

stay on task

❏ Loses track of time or assignment due dates
❏ Forgets to turn in completed work
❏ Struggles with keeping track of materials
❏ Forgets what he/she is saying or doing in the    

middle of a task
❏ Gets frustrated with changes in schedule or 

usual routines
❏ Has difficulty shifting from one activity to 

another
❏ Gets stuck on parts of tasks and can’t move 

forward
❏ Seems to have difficulty controlling 

impulses—will say or do things without 
thinking about them first

❏ Is easily frustrated



Air Traffic Control System of the Brain 
❏ Brain development starts 

in the back of the head and 
gradually reaches the 
prefrontal cortex

❏ Skills improve throughout 
childhood and adolescence 

❏ Typically, the brain 
continues to develop in this 
area until the early 20’s 

Planning, 

organizing, 

initiating, 

controlling, 

monitoring…



Executive functioning is not a matter of willfulness



Foundational Skills 
(building blocks to focus on for 

students with significant challenges)  

Response Inhibition 

Working Memory 

Emotional Control

Flexibility 

Sustained Attention 

Task Initiation 

Advanced Skills 
(typically emerge in late-middle to 

early-high school)   

Planning/Prioritization 

Organization 

Time Management 

Goal-Directed 
Persistence 

Metacognition



Response Inhibition

Might look like: “not working to potential” 

What is it? 
● capacity to think before you act 
● ability to reflect on how your behavior might impact a situation 

Strategy/resources: encourage sticky notes to write something down 
rather than interrupting; quiet body signal (thumb on chest); teach wait/stop; 
teach delayed gratification
 



Working Memory 

Might look like: “forgetful”

What is it?
● ability to hold information in memory while performing 

complex tasks
● incorporates ability to draw on past experience to apply to 

situation at hand or to project into the future

Strategy/resources: agenda/calendar, to-do list/checklists, memory 
aides (mnemonics), repeating back information/directions



Emotional control 

Might look like: “disruptive” 

What is it? 
● ability to manage emotion in order to achieve goals, complete tasks, 

or control and direct behavior 

Strategy/resources: teach labeling emotions, ask child to predict what 
will happen and how they will handle it, mindfulness meditation 
techniques or coping strategies that work for your child 



Flexibility

Might look like: “oppositional” or “stubborn” 

What is it? 
● ability to revise plans in the face of obstacles, setbacks, new 

information or mistakes
● relates to an adaptability to changing conditions 

Strategy/resources:  teach child to brainstorm and consider a plan B , 
“normalize” errors, highlight that no one is good at all skills all the time 
(provide ex’s of personal experiences with changes)



Sustained Attention 

Might look like: “unmotivated” 

What is it? 
● capacity to initiate and maintain 

attention to a situation or task in 
spite of distractibility, fatigue, or 
boredom

Strategy/resources: accountability 
time lapse, incorporating consistent 
break times, reduce distractions



Task Initiation
Might look like: “lazy” 

What is it?
● ability to begin projects without undue 

procrastination, in an efficient or timely 
fashion

Strategy/resources:  establish a set start day & 
time for non-preferred tasks, break into smaller 
steps and write them down, make the first step 
being the least demanding, identify a reward for 
when you complete the task 



Helpful Apps 
❏ Evernote. A visual productivity tool to develop organizational skills and keep track of 

information
❏ Remember The Milk. Can help all kids who need visual reminders to remember daily tasks
❏ Corkulous. This app allows you to collect, organize, and share your ideas
❏ Plan it do it Check it Off. Uses your own photos and recordings to show what you have to 

do daily
❏ Any.do: To-Do List, Calendar, Reminders & Tasks. A robust organizer that keeps 

everything on schedule
❏ Habitica: Gamified Task Manager. Turns habit-building, habit-breaking, and productivity 

into a gaming experience
❏ Streaks. A habit-promoting, goal-tracking app that challenges users to achieve a "streak" 

of daily actions 

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/evernote
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/remember-the-milk
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/corkulous-standard
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/plan-it-do-it-check-it-off/id688598851?mt=8
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/anydo-to-do-list-calendar-reminders-tasks
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/habitica-gamified-task-manager
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/streaks
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