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Function

UNDERSTAND/CHANGE LENS

THINK AHEAD

ADJUST EXPECTATIONS

SHIFT APPROACH & ENVIRONMENT

PLAN TOGETHER
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“Your explanation
guides your intervention.” 

– Dr. Ross Greene, “The Explosive Child”

Intentional 
Skill

• Punishments

• Rewards

• Lectures

• “Why, why, why?”

• Suspensions

• Displacement 

• Arrest  

• Proactive

• Accommodation 

• Think differently

• Empathize

• Learn

• Work together

• Advocate
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Executive 
Functioning Skills
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➢ A “hub” of cognitive skills
➢ Brings in information from various 

parts of the brain
➢ Helps to connect past experiences

with current situations
➢ Houses its own set of skills



How EF Skills Are Developed
WHAT WORKS:
– Successful practicing/experience
– Slight challenge when doing well (and 

supported)
– Brain development (until ages 23-25)
WHAT DOESN’T WORK:
– “Trying harder” or will-power
–Constant 

stress/Disaster/Crisis/Unsuccessful 
Practice
–Directing the person
–Not recognizing skill limitations
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The Battle in the Brain
• Executive Functioning evolved after the 

more “primitive” areas of the brain
• It allows us to consciously control our 

actions by stopping or regulating what 
other parts of the brain want us to do

• Our brain literally battles with itself in 
various situations:
• Impulse control
• Emotional regulation
• Ignoring Distractions
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Discussion

–To prepare for today’s discussion, think about a specific  student who 
you think/know struggles with executive dysfunction. This looks like:

–Difficulty “staying on task”

– Impulse control struggles

– Transitioning struggles

–Difficulties with planning and problem-solving

–Organization/follow-through difficulties

–Starting (initiating) tasks or steps to tasks
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• Executive Functioning “fuel” and skills are a 
limited resource*. 
• The more complicated the skill or task, the more fuel

is used

• We want to avoid wasting fuel with:
• Unreasonable to too difficult cognitive demands

• Negative interactions
• Forcing a child who can “hold it together” to do so day 

after day

• Fuel is best replenished during sleep
• You can get a small boost by eating food with 

glucose

• Some people may get a boost (or feel boosted) by a 
nap*Barkley, R. A. (2012).

Executive Functioning Fuel
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Lack of fuel or skills leads to:
• Frustration
• Agitation/escalation
• Overstimulation
• Anxiety

Things to keep in mind:

• Adjust expectations when struggling

• Evenings can be hard! Keep things consistent 
and try to connect once daily, despite struggles 

• “Holding it together” costs more than learning a 
skill. But we must be willing to do the skills-
building process in a way the works for them.*Barkley, R. A. (2012).

Executive Functioning Fuel



“Boil It Down!”
•Do our plans and 
supports “boil down” to 
more than just “try 
harder”?
•An incentive is not a 
support!
• Link supports to a 
cognitive skill to be more 
effective
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Let’s Boil it Down!
▪ Reward systems
▪ Secret signal
▪ Bribes
▪ Lectures
▪ Practicing
▪ “Get it together”
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Ignore/Redirect 

Distractions

Impulse 

Control

Sustained 

Attention

Pre-Executive Processing 
ATTENTION

Millisecond by millisecond!

Model In Development

Attention is the 
Foundation



Eventually, our brain develops 
an ability to “choose” what to 
focus on, and to focus for 
longer periods of time. 13

Pre-executive functioning 
attention develops during 
infancy as we attend to cues in 
the environment. Early patterns 
form positive or negative 
associations (e.g. mama!) 
outside of a conscious 
awareness. 

Sustained 
Attention
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The more we can hold our attention, 
the more we learn by picking up on 
familiar patterns. We have every 
waking moment to practice as 
toddlers and children–assuming we 
are regulated and experiencing safe 
neuroception.

This leads the way to more 
advanced EF skills such as 
planning, predicting, and 
abstract thought.

Sustained 
Attention



Sustained 
Attention
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It is extremely common for 
people with Executive 
Dysfunction to be able to focus 
for long periods on something 
they are interested in.
They are not “picking and 
choosing” to focus on video 
games but not on math. Video 
games work for their brain and 
are familiar (practiced)



Sustained 
Attention
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When someone struggles 
“holding their attention”, this 
doesn’t mean that they can’t pay 
attention to anything. 

It means they struggle 
regulating the spotlight of focus, 
the quality, and/or the amount of 
attention span. This looks like 
being “unable to pay attention” 
to adult/neurotypical standards. 



– Low Executive Functioning “fuel”
– Things moving too quickly
– Unsafe or faulty neuroception
– Too much verbal communication
– Too many skills demanded
– Neurology (Autism, FASD, being a kid)
–Mental health symptoms 
– Sensory dysregulation (overstimulation)

The Usual Suspects



Struggling with Attention Span

Things that Interfere with Attention: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Too many

distractions/variables to focus 

on

• Lack of motivation

• Being bored with task

• Frustration, escalation, anxiety, 

restlessness

• Unclear expectations/direction

• Memory retention issues

• Lower communication skills

• Boredom

• Refusal

• Overstimulation

• Hyperactivity

• Feeling defeated

• Being accused of not caring, 

refusing, not “trying hard enough”
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Selective Attention
(Ignoring Distractions)

• Selective attention allows us to process the environment while ignoring or filtering 

distractions that are irrelevant to where we want our attention to be

• We still do not know exactly how selective attention works

• Our brain will:

Processes 
all sensory 
information

Prioritizes 
what is 
needed

Assigns
meaning

Starts 
cognitive 

tasks

Treisman’s Attenuation Theory
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Struggling with Selective Attention

Things that Interfere with Selective Attention: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Too many distractions/variables to 

focus on

• Lack of motivation to do current 

task (e.g. boring)

• Being worried about 

something/perseveration 

• Being off task

• Restlessness, frustration

• Difficulty learning/processing 

verbal communication

• Overstimulation

• Being accused of not caring, 

refusing, not “trying hard enough”

• Not being able to participate in 

important activities because of lack 

of focus (e.g. church, family time)
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Impulse Control 

• Remember, the EF system evolved 
after the “primitive brain”

• Impulse control is not natural, even 
though it may seem that way

• The EF system must “battle” the 
primitive brain to resist each impulse

• It takes EF Fuel each time!
• Bop-It/screaming in the house
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Things that Interfere with Impulse Control: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Trauma

• New, unfamiliar situations

• Unclear expectations

• Tasks longer to complete a task

• Very hyperactive “out of control” 

behaviors while playing

• Frustration and boredom with a task

• Dangerous or risky behaviors

• Lashing out during escalation with 

words that don’t take thinking (we think 

them all the time)

• Engaging in aggressive behaviors 

without thinking

• Life changes (e.g. pregnancy) 
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Struggling with Impulse Control



• Provide visuals of expectations/time

• Practice tasks that will be done in a noisy 

environment ahead of time

• Come up with a non-verbal signal that can 

redirect attention when needed

• Provide sensory supports (e.g. calming sensory 

input) throughout the routine

• Provide sensory modifications (e.g. ear plugs, 

calming music)

Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 
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• Consider what is “blocking” attention

• Avoid talking! Instead, use visuals!

• Break things down into easy steps (think 

ahead!)

• Give lots of breaks and transition times

• Give specific time frames (e.g. “in five 

minutes you will be done”) 

• Create an environment that is as distraction-

free as possible
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Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 



• Understand the limits attention 

• Some days just may not be good 

“focusing” days: that is OK!

• Adjust expectations when environment is 

noisy
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Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 



Working Memory

• Our brain’s ability to hold information and manipulate it in the moment 

• Neurotypical adults have a “capacity” of about 7 pieces of data (game of Simon)

• Critical component of abstract thinking

• Significant part of processing verbal language

Visuospatial Sketchpad

Phonological Loop

Episodic Buffer

Baddeley and Hitch's Model 26



– Our brains are constantly making and adjusting “plans” (goals) in many situations
– For most of us, this seems natural—but it’s really a cognitive skill that you practiced over 

development!
▪ Applying the brake when the driver before you breaks.
▪ Looking for your keys, spotting them, and changing your body and direction to grab them.
▪ Interpreting what someone else is saying, and what it implies for you. 

– There are several levels of complexity with planning skills. These include pattern recognition, self-
organization of multiple tasks, self-monitoring and correcting, concluding, initiating, and 
transitioning.

PLANNING, PROBLEM-SOLVING, SHIFTING

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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Consequences to Planning Difficulties
– Planning, shifting, and problem-solving happen on the shaky

foundation of our attention.
▪ Attention span, ignoring distractions, impulse control

▪ Slower processing speed

– How often are kids with executive dysfunction put in situations 
where they cannot make plans quickly or accurately enough?

– Students who struggle planning will:
▪ Become overwhelmed easily

▪ Struggle with sudden changes to a plan

▪ Show frustration or other behaviors “for no reason”

▪ Will avoid/flee difficult thinking/situations

▪ Make decisions that don’t seem to make sense, though everyone 
assumes they “knew what they were doing!”

▪ Adults or supporters don’t see it as a “planning” issue.

Copyright Oregon Behavior 

Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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Struggling with Planning, Problem-
Solving, and Shifting

Things that Block Interfere: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Abstract concepts

• Unexpected 

changes/demands

• Things going differently 

than expected

• Noises, too much talking 

nearby

• Potential difficulty in abstract 

play (vs. concrete)

• Difficulty learning (especially 

verbally)

• Difficulty adapting quickly

• Frustration/escalation

• Anxiety (uncertainty of what 

to expect)

• Unsafe neuroception
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Cognitive Supports for 

Planning & Problem-Solving 

• Slow things down/give lots of thinking time

• This will vary depending on the day

• Visualize! Avoid too much verbal communication 

(“notes”)

• Give appropriate notice when the plan must change

• Figure out what the person is expecting ahead of time, 

not in the moment

• When plans change, immediately “paint the picture” 

(compliment)

• Pre-plan and practice as much as possible!
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Adjusting/Transitioning
– Remember, planning is hard! So adjusting to a 

change in plan or mindset will also be hard. It is 
forced planning & adjusting. 

– Transitioning includes shifting attention and 
mindset into a new environment or a new set of 
expectations
▪ Often very difficult, and can produce unsafe 

neuroception, oppositional responses, or avoidance 
(e.g. excuses)

– Familiar and expected transitions tend to be easier 
because they are practiced and thus require less 
executive functioning skills and processing. 
▪ Don’t interpret this as “picking and choosing”

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports 31



Struggling with Transitioning

Things that Interfere: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Later in the day

• Hard day

• Poor sleep

• Unexpected situations

• Pressure from supporter

• Motor planning struggles

• Difficulty adapting quickly

• Frustration/escalation

• Defensive opposition

• Overstimulation

• Anxiety

• Unsafe neuroception
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Cognitive Supports for 

Transitioning

• Provide longer transitions after significant transitions 

(e.g. home from school)

• Expect the need to vary the transition time, 

depending on the day

• Some people need 30-60 minutes of transition 

time

• Focus on co-regulation during transitions and send 

safety cues. 

• Offer a sensory activity or connecting activity to 

buffer tough transitions

• Keep environment soothing during transitions (e.g. 

calming music, smells)
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Transitions from 
Preferred Activities

• Consider and honor what draws them in:
• Easier cognitively (e.g. visual)
• Soothing sensory experience or a 

sensory regulator
• May be something they are good at
• Allows them to connect socially 

(including online)
• It is something they can focus on more 

successfully (vs. fighting distraction)



Transitions from 
Preferred Activities

• Remember the reality of transitioning:
• It’s a complex cognitive demand
• It is primed to be a source of unsafe 

neuroception due to how it promotes 
dysregulation and stressful 
interactions

• The person is not choosing to have a 
hard time transitioning. They are 
legitimately struggling. 

• Asking questions may be someone’s 
way of trying to avoid perseveration, 
not engage in it.



Transitions from 
Preferred Activities

• Co-transitioning:
• A few minutes before they are expected 

to stop, sit down closely without saying 
anything
• Show affection/connect if appropriate
• This allows their brain to become aware of 

you with less demand.
• Ask a question about what they are 

doing (e.g. “Who is your favorite 
character?”, “What movie is this?” “Is 
that level hard?”) 
• This brings them “back into our world” slowly



Transitions from 
Preferred Activities

• Co-transitioning (continued):
• Doing this may help them self-

transition. This is because our presence 
can help co-regulate during a time of 
stress (cognitive demands of a 
transition)

• You may be able to ask “What’s next?” 
to initiate a transition. 

• This strategy came from the following 
article: www.parent.com/how-to-end-
screen-time-without-a-struggle



Discussion

–Which discussed cognitive skill is the most significant for the student you’re thinking about 
today? Give some examples of how you see this skill struggle in the person’s schoolwork, 
behaviors, and interactions. 

–What are some steps you can take immediately to provide cognitive supports to the skill you 
identified? 

–What are some of the supports we mentioned that you struggle with implementing the most? 
Why is it difficult? Brainstorm with your group about how you can practice or prepare ahead 
of time.

–What are the practical and logistical challenges or obstacles to providing supports that need 
more problem-solving and thought?


