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Executive Dysfunction

“The curious dissociation between knowing and doing”

Problems in childhood relate to:

- Learning and academic skills
- Social skills
- Family stress
- Adaptive behavior
- Adult outcomes

Executive Functions can predict:

- SES
- School learning & achievement 

more strongly than IQ
- After controlling for SES & IQ, 

likelihood of adult criminal conviction



The phrase “executive 
function” refers to a 
set of skills. These 
skills underlie the 
capacity to plan ahead 
and meet goals, 
display self-control, 
follow multiple-step 
directions even when 
interrupted, and stay 
focused despite 
distractions, among 
others.



Executive Functions change

- Changes over time 
(developmental)

- Neuroplasticity 
- Context & 

experience play a 
role in the neural 
pathway 
development 

- They are teachable! 



Won’t…. Or Can’t?



Cognitive Inflexibility looks like

Can’t or won’t… 

- Accept feedback, different opinions, ideas
- Transition
- Handle frustration
- Start something they don’t want to do
- Stop meltdowns
- Stop doing something even though they have 

been told to stop
- Avoid shutting down when something is 

challenging
- Stop correcting people
- Let other kids take the lead when playing

Strengths!

- Deep datasets, expertise 
in areas of interest

- Persistence
- Reliability
- Loyalty
- Inflexibility is adaptive: it 

limits unexpected, 
overloading events



Organization/integration deficits look like

Can’t, or won’t?

- Disorganized language 
- Literal language
- Asks for lots of structure in new situations
- Gets stuck on details - doesn’t let go of small mistake/inconsistency
- Dominates discussions without knowing it
- Behaves worse in unstructured groups
- Doesn’t set goals
- Trouble learning from mistakes
- Poor written expression, doesn’t get good ideas onto paper
- Draw meaning from a reading assignment
- Know what to study for on a test



Planning/Working memory problems look like

Can’t or Won’t?

- Doesn’t follow directions
- Doesn’t complete independent work
- Frequently off-task
- Says one thing, does another
- Poor time management
- Gets off track during multiple step tasks



Accommodate before remediate

Overwhelmed people can’t learn!

1. Keep it positive
2. Predictability & Structure
3. Break it down and make big 

picture explicit
4. Talk less, write more







Keep it positive



Inflexibility Risks & Accommodations
Difficulty with violation 
of expectations: 

- Schedules
- Routines
- Predict change
- Flexible adult 

Rigid interpretation of 
rules: 

- Make clear rules
- Make the implicit 

explicit 
- Flexible adult

Overwhelming intense 
feelings: 

- Breaks
- Downtime 
- Flexible, safe adult

Repetitive or intense 
interests or behaviors: 

- Decide when/where 
the behaviors can 
occur

- Flexible adult 



Disorganization Risks & Accommodations

Lack of generalization: 

- Put new info in familiar context 
- Explicitly review inferences, 

nuances 
- Teach skill in the setting where the 

behavior is expected 

Don’t show what they know: 

- Study guides
- Closed format tests
- Writing rubrics 
- Structure 

Missing big picture/ Getting stuck on the details 

- Emphasis on goals
- Break things down
- Explicit rules, checklists, and routines
- Structure 



Talk less, write more 
- White board
- Socratic method
- Hand-held technology 
- Computer-based curricula  



Teaching Executive Function Skills… or bridging the 
dissociation between knowing and doing 

The challenge:

- EF’s are complex
- Hard to generalize
- Can’t teach “doing” 

without doing

The strategy:

- Individualized treatment
- Teach self regulatory scripts/vocabulary 

to automaticity 
- Embed teaching in the real world: School 

& home
- Teach process: make implicit explicit
- Model the skills
- Collaboration: “With, not for” 





To fade: use Socratic 
method: ask 

questions instead of 
direct prompts



Awareness of feelings and 
consequences 



Teach Flexibility 

- Advantages of physical flexibility
- Palm Tree versus Oak Tree in 

storms 
- Silly putty 

- The “facts” of life
- What to do when what I want is 

impossible
- Pie charts: getting part of what I 

want is better than nothing at all 



Self-regulatory scripts

Inner speech is 
related to the 
ability to plan 



Compromising

Adult Goal Child Goal

Compromise

Plan 
A
B
C

Do: Did we do all the steps?

Check: How did it go?



Goal - Why - Plan - Do - Check


	Executive Functioning
	Executive Dysfunction
	The phrase “executive function” refers to a set of skills. These skills underlie the capacity to plan ahead and meet goals, display self-control, follow multiple-step directions even when interrupted, and stay focused despite distractions, among others.
	Executive Functions change
	Won’t…. Or Can’t?
	Cognitive Inflexibility looks like
	Organization/integration deficits look like
	Planning/Working memory problems look like
	Accommodate before remediate
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Keep it positive
	Inflexibility Risks & Accommodations
	Disorganization Risks & Accommodations
	Talk less, write more 
	Teaching Executive Function Skills… or bridging the dissociation between knowing and doing 
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Awareness of feelings and consequences 
	Teach Flexibility 
	Self-regulatory scripts
	Compromising
	Goal - Why - Plan - Do - Check

