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Complete the Executive Skills 
Questionnaire



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?



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

Use the code 7825 3062



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.



Edutopia





What can the 13-year-old brain do?



What can the 13-year-old brain do?



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



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


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.



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



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.



Ask Kids What They’re Feeling 
(or identify their feelings for them)





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.



Sustained Attention

 Mindfulness exercises





Where’s the evidence that this works?
Our basic definition of mindfulness was 
this: 
Paying attention to present-moment 
experience without conceptual 
elaboration or emotional reactivity.

...mindfulness training was the only brain-training
tool that consistently worked to strengthen 
Attention across our studies.



Sustained Attention

 Mindfulness exercises
 Movement breaks



Stampin
g
Station



Sustained Attention

 Movement breaks
 Ask students to set incremental goals



Australia Journal of Guidance and Counseling, 2013



Sustained Attention

 Movement breaks
 Ask students to set incremental goals
 Teach students to monitor whether they’re 

paying attention 



Attention Self-Monitoring



Another hi-tech option: iConnect

https://iconnect.ku.edu 

https://iconnect.ku.edu/


Efficacy of 
Attention 
Self-
Monitorin
g



Attention Self-Monitoring



Attention Self-Monitoring



Another Option

Developed by Marcy 
McIver
marcylmciver@gmail.com

mailto:marcylmciver@gmail.com


Teach students 
to self-monitor

• Plan
• Monitor
• Reflect



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



Task Initiation
 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



Solving the 
Procrastination 
Problem



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.



A Template for Planning Long-term Projects



A Template for Studying for Tests



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!!!



Setting Small Goals

Developed by Marcy McIver

marcylmciver@gmail.com

mailto:marcylmciver@gmail.com


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?



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?”).

Key Strategy: Encourage self-reflection following successes 



How does “pruning” affect executive skill 
development?





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?



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



Use Self-Reflections to Encourage 
Metacognition



Created by Laurie Faith

http://activatedlearning.org

Another Way to Build 
Metacognition:

Barriers/Strategies 
Protocol

http://activatedlearning.org/


Using the Barriers/Strategies 
Form

• Identify a problem situation that the 
class is dealing with (e.g., arguments at 
recess, kids not doing homework, not 
transitioning smoothly between 
activities).

• Tell the class, “We have a problem we 
need to solve. I could suggest a 
solution, but I think it would work better 
if you helped me with this, because you 
might understand the problem better 
than I do, or you might have better 
ideas than I have for how to solve the 
problem.”

• Briefly describe the problem and write 
it in the Problem Situation section of 
the chart.



Using the Barriers/Strategies 
Form

• Ask kids to suggest what’s getting in the 
way or why the problem keeps coming up. 
List all their answers on the Barriers side 
of the chart.  If you want to credit 
individual students with their ideas, you 
can write their initials after you write each 
barrier down. 

• Now ask kids to suggest solutions to 
overcoming the barriers. Write these down 
on Strategies side, again crediting 
individuals with their ideas if you want to. 

• Look over all the proposed solutions and 
decide on which one(s) you want to try. 
Write down the plan for implementing the 
solution in the bottom box of the chart. 



Using the Barriers/Strategies 
Form

This same approach can be used with 
individual students or with parents and 
kids to address an issue that’s a source 
of conflict (e.g., homework schedules or 
when parents and kids don’t agree on 
privileges or responsibilities). 



Examples of Problem 
Situations 

• Being distracted during math work
• Not hearing or remembering 

instructions
• Forgetting homework
• Being late for school
• Not remembering to bring needed 

materials to class
• Slow to get ready for the class to begin



Example



Steps to Follow

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



Steps to Follow
2.Learn to apply the executive skill terminology to student 

learning and behavior. 



Activity:
MATCH SKILLS TO 
BEHAVIORAL 
DESCRIPTORS

ONE EXAMPLE OF A 
STRENGTH AND ONE 
EXAMPLE OF A CHALLENGE 
FOR EACH OF THE 11 
EXECUTIVE SKILLS



Response Inhibition

 Says rude or hurtful things to kids (20)
 Does work carefully and checks answers before handing in 

test/assignment (12)



Working Memory

 Writes down homework but doesn’t check assignment book 
(13)
 Brings in gym clothes on days student has gym classes (1)



Emotional Control

 Shuts down when criticized by teacher (16)
 Able to do classroom presentations despite fear of public 

speaking (4)



Flexibility

 Struggles with creative writing assignment because can’t think 
of anything to write about (11)
 Friend bails on an afterschool activity; student adjusts with 

back-up plan (19)



Sustained Attention

 Out of seat frequently during independent work time (8)
 Finishes an entire homework assignment before taking a break 

(15)



Task Initiation

 Sharpens pencil, chats with classmates or takes long 
bathroom break before getting down to work on in-class 
math assignment (3)
 Starts homework without prompting from an adult. (21)



Planning/Prioritizing

 Given 4 homework assignments on a given night, can’t figure 
out what to do first (22)
 Figures out the steps to follow to get a summer job (6)



Organization

 Homework and worksheets may be placed in any number of 
notebooks, books, or folders (2)
 Student places documents in appropriately labeled files on her 

computer (17)



Time Management

 Chronically late for school (14)
 Builds in extra time to complete a given task knowing there 

could be an interruption (10)



Goal-Directed Persistence

 Wants to make the 1st string soccer team but can’t bring 
himself to practice ball handling skills (5)
 Decides to improve math grade and increases study time for 

tests and quizzes (7)



Metacognition

 Frequently makes faulty assumptions about assignment 
directions and doesn’t think to check in with teacher before 
starting the assignment (18)
 Takes notes in lecture class and asks relevant questions (9)





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziWKib658YI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziWKib658YI


Can you spot the executive skills in 
this conversation?

 Response Inhibition

 Working Memory

 Emotional Control

 Flexibility

 Sustained Attention

 Task Initiation

 Planning/Prioritizing

 Organization

 Time Management

 Goal-Directed 
Persistence

 Metacognition



How we used to describe these kids…



A better way…
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.
 TRAIN YOUR BRAIN (Dropbox Folder)
 My YouTube channel (Rachael Ramsey)
 https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B4kId0327lZdb3NBaWlr

SkxxejQ?resourcekey=0-
AsEWT4RrqkD9LgAkr8i_jw&usp=sharing (Bedford ES materials)

 www.efintheclassroom.net (Mountain View)

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


Posters can spark conversations



Make the 
concepts and 

definitions 
visible and 
accessible



Desktop Strips with 
Terms and Definitions
 Source: Laurie Faith

 http://activatedlearning.org

http://activatedlearning.org/


Have students complete the ESQ and 
create a composite class profile



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. 



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.



Example 1

Lesson/
Assignment

Executive
Skill(s)

Obstacle Strategy

Factoring • Organization
• Working Memory
• Flexibility
• Metacognition
• Response Inhibition

• Not knowing where 
to start

• Prior knowledge
• Messing up the 

signs

• Checklist
• Give the pattern
• Provide acronym
• Use example—ask 

kids to substitute



Example 2

Lesson/
Assignment

Executive Skill Obstacle Strategy

Learning Latin 
Vocabulary

• Working Memory
• Metacognition
• Sustained Attention
• Time Management

• Too much material
• Procrastination
• Go blank when the 

test is handed to 
them

• Lack of familiarity
• Harder to make 

connections

• Shorter tests
• Brain dump before 

looking at test
• 30-60 second 

controlled 
breathing/mindfulne
ss 

• Emphasize the 
application/use 



Embed Executive 
Skills in Classroom 
Routines: 2 
examples

Making homework 
plans

Remembering to 
hand in homework 



Teaching students to make homework plans



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

102

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



Remembering to hand in homework

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



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



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



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



RESOURCES

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

(ES Supplementary Materials)

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