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GOALS FOR TODAY

. Define executive functioning skKills

- Understand how executive functioning impacts
students in school and at home

- Learn strategies for how can we help students
develop these skills for school and beyond



WHAT IS EXECUTLVE
FUNCIONING!




WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING!

=>Broadly defined as “brain-based skills that are required to execute tasks”
(Dawson, 2013).

=>In general, how we think about our thinking
->Students are NOT born with these, rather the skills develop as the frontal

lobe and prefrontal cortex mature. However, these areas of the brain are not
fully developed until adulthood!

=>Despite this, students are expected to use these skills to initiate tasks,
sustain attention, plan their days, complete tasks, and manage their time
while in school, starting in kindergarten.



MRI demonstrates how long it takes for the
brain to develop.

The purple represents a fully developed
brain.

4 years old 13 years old 21 years old




WHICH STUDENTS NEED HELP WITH EF SKILLS?
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING]

According to Dawson (2013), there are 11 executive skills that
are believed to be the most strongly correlated to academic
success in school:

Response inhibition Task Initiation

Working memory Plan/Prioritization
Emotional control Organization

Flexibility Time management
Sustained attention Goal-directed persistence

Metacognition



WORKING MEMORY /1\

RESPONSE
INHIBITION: The ability to hold

The ability to think information in your
before :cnt,ing. ' head while you do

something with it.

EMOTIONAL
CONTROL:

The ability to manage
emotions.




SUSTAINED
ATTENTION

METACOGNITION:

The ability to think

The a‘bility to maintain about your thinking.
attention to a task.

The ability to begin a

The ability to see the
task.

individual steps in an
assignment and
sequence them.
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ORGANIZATION:

The ability to keep
track of information
and materials.

TIME
MANAGEMENT:

The ability to
effectively manage

your time.

GOAL DIRECTED
PERSISTENCE

The ability to keep

working towards a
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WHY ARE THESE SKILLS IMPORTANT?

e Essential to develop in order to live as an independent adult

e Connected to strong mental health to feel capable and productive

e Necessary for “adulting™

Managing on-time bill payments

Understanding financial budgeting

Getting to work on time

Handling a regular and changing schedule

Dealing with changes in routine and stressors that occur in life

“Compartmentalizing” our emotions and reactions to everyday

stressors

o Knowing the difference of when we need to be resilient and use
grit, versus when we need to give ourselves a break

o Prioritizing work and general responsibilities
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Younger Children Age Appropriate Expectations
CHORE CHART

Simple, one-step chores
Basic cleanliness, pick up after self
Understanding of wake up and bedtimes,
routines for each
What goes in the backpack, reviewing
before and after school
Pack/unpack food items
Learning to use an agenda book



https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1vJjtw1YWkwDCutwpLiGLKp4VQJMspcOf

OLDER KIDS AND TEENS SHOULD BE:

e Using an agenda book, paper or electronic

e Responsible for tidying their living spaces, cleaning
up after themselves, following time limits for tech
use, and prioritizing tasks for home and school

e At school: completing class work and homework,
reading for practice, attending classes consistently,
listening and following instructions



DLDER KIDS AND TEENS SHOULD BE (CON'T):

e Should be using an alarm clock to get up for school on
time, and should be getting to bed by 10:00 pm

e Understanding AM and evening routines to prepare for
the day

e Make arrangements for social time with friends without
too much parent facilitation

e Give parents/guardians information as to their
whereabouts and progress with school
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DEVELOP THESE SKILLS!




DEVELOPING EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SKILLS AT HOME

» Keep a shared calendar for the family - have your
child contribute and help organize

o This will help child arrange social time without too
much parent facilitation
o Age appropriate chores (see list)
o Create visual to-do lists and have student be
responsible for keeping track of their own to-do list

o Have a reward system for keeping up with home
to-do/checklists




Cleaning my room:

Every day:
Task Done
1. Make my bed
2. All dirty clothes in hamper (check in the bedroom and bathroom)
3. Wet towels hung up on rack or if used more than 3x, in the hamper
4. Toys and other materials off the floor and in their spots
5. Clear off bathroom sink (scrunchies, bathroom items, and toys/other
materials)

Once

**No clothes should be on the floor of your closet or bedroom floor!**

a week (but can be done every day!):

Task Done Date completed
1. Rinse sink (toothpaste, soap)
2. Bring down hamper to basement to do laundry
3. Empty your trash bin
4, All clean clothes hung up in closet or in drawers.




Respectful expectations for

Behavior I did this! @ | need to
work on this




Date:

I will earn a STICKER for...

Nice Hands and feet Following Directions
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Listen and do

my work

Breakfast/
Morning Meeting

Reading and Readmg IFG

Language Arts




Graduation: To graduate in June 2020

My Goals

Self-Control: To control my actions and reactions without anger

Interpersonal Skills: To develop and maintain positive adult and peer relationships

Goal #1: | will graduate from high school in June 2020.

What do |
need to do?

How can | do it?
What will motivate me?

Who can help me?
Where can | get help?

What questions or
concerns do | have?

What problems will | have
if | don’t do this?

Additional Notes

Go to all of

my classes
every day.

Do my
classwork in
class.

Complete
homework
and study in

study hall




DEVELOPING EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SKILLS AT HOME

« Give time limits for tech use and activities - use @
timer to help teach the passing of time
o Catch your child doing well!

o Praise for seeing a task through to completion, for
using grit, asking for help, and listening while
learning

« Model good organization and planning skills - have
students involved in your planning and organization
processes



DEVELOPING EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SKILLS AT HOME

o Ensure alarm is set each night
« Create checklists and/or “contracts” for after school
expectations and bedtime routines
o Use a visual checklist for younger students to help
build independence and reinforce being able to
complete their list independently




DEVELOPING EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SKILLS AT HOME

» Allow students to support decision making for the
family (i.e. deciding what is for dinner, creating grocery
lists, planning family outings)

e Responsible for tidy up living spaces, clean up after
themselves, follow time limits



HOME STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT SCHOOL

Encourage your child to pick out a planner/agenda to
keep track of assignments and activities

Use checklists for before and after school expectations
Talk regularly about your child’s expectations and the
difference between grit vs when breaks are needed



HOME STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT SCHOOL

« Maintain communication with school and have students
email or speak to teachers

o Have students keep track of how long assignments take
them to gain an understanding of time and how long
different assignments take them to help with planning
Process
o Wil also help with prioritizing assignments



HOME STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT SCHOOL

o Meetings at the beginning and end of the week
regarding upcoming assignments/assessments and
other activities
o Ask students to show you their progress on

assignments
o Help students chunk their long-term assignments
down into smaller parts and have checkpoints
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Google Drive Link with
Ready-Made

Resources:

Execlifive Funelioning
Resources


https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Uu7IAGbrP6NOviaX4ZORkgMEKpGgLEsR
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Uu7IAGbrP6NOviaX4ZORkgMEKpGgLEsR
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Uu7IAGbrP6NOviaX4ZORkgMEKpGgLEsR
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Google Drive I%'J b EI
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Ready-Made :
Resources: EI:!'-.'? __. _




Recommended Reading

Homework, Organization, and Planning Skills (HOPS):
A Parent’s Guide By Joshua Langberg, PhD.

Thriving with Adult ADHD: Skills to Strengthen
Executive Functioning, By Phil Boissiere, MFT

Late, Lost, and Unprepared: A Parent’s Guide to
Helping Children with Executive Functioning, By Joyce
Cooper-Kahn, PhD and Laurie Dietzel, PhD

Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance, By
Angela Duckworth

Daniel Willingham, How to Outsmart Your Brain: Why
Learning is Hard and How You Can Make it Easy,
https://news.virginia.edu/content/youve-been-studuyi
ng-all-wrong-professor-can-help-you-outsmart-your-
brain



https://news.virginia.edu/content/youve-been-studying-all-wrong-professor-can-help-you-outsmart-your-brain
https://news.virginia.edu/content/youve-been-studying-all-wrong-professor-can-help-you-outsmart-your-brain
https://news.virginia.edu/content/youve-been-studying-all-wrong-professor-can-help-you-outsmart-your-brain

Recommended Websites for Digital Resources

® Study Skills, Produced by a Teacher for Easy Student Use:
https://msliewsclass.weebly.com/study-ski
lIs.html

e Tons of ready-made resources for
studying, organization, and planning:
ExecutiveFunctioning

e Free printable behavior charts for kids

e [F Strategies for Kids and Teens with ADHD



https://msliewsclass.weebly.com/study-skills.html
https://msliewsclass.weebly.com/study-skills.html
https://sites.google.com/site/execfuntion/
https://www.freeprintablebehaviorcharts.com/
https://www.disability.illinois.edu/strategiestechniques-adhd

Recommended Websites for Digital Resources

e Centre for ADHD Awareness
Informational Webinars

e ADDitude Mag Free Tips for People with
and without ADHD



https://caddac.ca/programs-and-events/#adhd-resource-navigator
https://caddac.ca/programs-and-events/#adhd-resource-navigator
https://www.additudemag.com/tag/download/
https://www.additudemag.com/tag/download/

THANKS!

Any questions?
Feel free to contact us at:
kelsey.jackson@Icps.org
catherine.tannuzzo@I|cps.org
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Introduction

Objectives

KHANACADEMY PERTS



https://www.khanacademy.org/
https://www.perts.net/

Before we get started...

Past learnings

Cultivating a growth mindset in students can (unfortunately) be quite tricky. Researchers and
educators have spent years thinking about this, and we are still learning! From our experience
thus far, we have learned that:

* Simply telling students to have a growth mindset can backfire. Students can have a neg-
ative reaction to being told how to think. Instead, a more scientific and practical explana-
tion about how intelligence works — that the brain can get stronger and smarter with new
learning — has been demonstrated to be effective.

* In the same vein, reiterating the message ‘just try harder” can also be problematic. The
reason is that most students have heard “just try harder,” but a growth mindset isn't just
about trying harder. Students need to understand why they should put in effort and how to
deploy that effort.

From what we know so far, sometimes a better strategy is more useful than additional effort
spent doing the same thing.

Also, beyond conducting this introductory lesson, there are many ways teachers can foster o
culture in which students embrace the growth mindset in practicel

® -y

Materials needed

A few things you’'ll need for the lesson and other activities:

A

L A A A 4
&

A

* Projector or Large Monitor

* Laptop/Computer, internet connection, access to YouTube
* Markers

* Poster-sized paper

e Optional: Pencils and paper for students



Here's the plan

Part |I: Video & debrief

Estimated time: 20 minutes

View either (or bothl) of these videos with your class to begin a discussion about
the brain’s malleability.

Watch “Growing your mind” by Khan Academy (3:04).
[Note : If you have younger students, consider using one of the videos on page 9.]
After you have watched this video with your class, hold a small discussion about the science

behind the brain as it learns. Here are a few questions to get your discussion started:

* How do people become more intelligent?

* How does the diagram of the neurons “At birth vs. At age 6” demonstrate this?

* How does the second diagram of the nerves of the animal living in a cage vs. an animal
living with other animals and toys demonstrate this?

* How are our brains like muscles?
* When do our brains grow the most? (Clarify here that it is when you get an answer wrong

and then figure out strategies to correct your mistakel)

Watch “Neuroplasticity” by Sentis (2:03). This is a good visual introduction to the concept of

how the brain can be rewired as we learn and think differently.

* What is neuroplasticity?

Part Il: Personal discussion

Estimated time: 15 minutes

Discuss a time when you overcame a struggle in learning and learned to solve a
problem.

As a teacher, share a personal story about a time you had to work hard to get better at some-
thing and relate it to the video. In this story, highlight:

1. Hard work

2. Strategies

3. Help from others


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtKJrB5rOKs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ELpfYCZa87g

Here's an example below of a personal story to share with students:

When | was in middle school, | remmember struggling with adding negative numbers. | had a hard
time figuring out what a ‘negative’ even meant when talking about a number - how can you have
less than nothing? | ended up going through many practice problems and continuing to get
many of them wrong. | was a very shy kid, so | didn't ask my teacher many questions. My thought
was that | had reached ‘the peak’ of my math talent, and it was all downhill from here. | eventu-
ally asked my mom about this topic and she explained to me the basic concept of negative num-
bers. This helped me understand it a little, but it was still fuzzy to me. | then researched online
for some real-life contexts to show what these mysterious numbers represented outside of some
abstract universe. Some of them made sense, ond others didn’t. | still didn’t entirely get it and |
was so frustrated that | wanted to just give up (or continue hoping that negative numbers were
not going to appear in math class ever again). | started to dislike math simply because | couldn’t
understand it anymore. Instead of entirely giving up on my academic career, | eventually mus-
tered up the courage to ask my teacher for help as well. She explained it in o few different ways,
and gave me new strategies to try out. After some practice with these new strategies, | started to
solidify my understanding of negatives which allowed me to quickly pick up basic algebro
afterwards. While it was a lot of work and | wanted to give up at many points during my journey, |

eventually was able to rewire’ my brain so that negative numbers actually made sense to me.

In a small group, ask students to share a story about a time that they made their brains
smarter. This leads to a discussion about how working hard, taking on challenges, and find-
ing the right strategy can make people smarter.

In the case that your students are not ready to be vocal with their classmates about their
stories, it might be a good idea to try Part Il (below) after sharing your personal story in-
stead.

Part Ill: Letter to a future student
Students write a letter about a learning-related struggle (worksheet on pg. 5).

Ask your students for a short story about a struggle they had when they were learning. How
did it make them feel? How did they overcome it, and what did it teach them? Tell them to
write a letter to this future student to tell them about their struggle, what they learned from it,
and any advice they could give for the student. Collect their letters, and save them in order to
give them back to them during difficult testing periods, such as final exams.



LETTER TO A FUTURE STUDENT

Take a few minutes to think of a time when you overcame a struggle to learn something. It
could be anything - from adding negative numbers to learning a technique in baseball to
writing an introduction for a difficult essay. Reflect on the times when you failed at first but
through perservering your brain created new neural connections and you eventually became
better at the task at hand.

Write a letter to a future student of your class about this struggle. In at least five sentences,
tell this student your story and give them advice on what they should do next time they en-
counter an obstacle when learning something new. An example is below. Feel free to be as

creative as you would like.

Dear Future Student,

When leamins My maultiplication tables | found it reallv‘ hard to memorize the 3’5 table.

With 5 and 10 there’s a pattern to their products, but 3 reodl»] gets com‘a\icai’eo\.

| 901' kind of down for a while, but then | remembered how | learned to make free throws

in basketball. It took fr“ after hﬂ1 to get them in. | had to start from two feet from the

basket and keep fracHdns "y form. On\»\ after a ‘0"9 time could | make them in with some

con;i:fencv\. With that in mind, | stuck with it and learned all the way from F x| o3«

12. ¢ven though it took me a little longer than other students at that time, | am now able

Q to recall them very eouilq. Stick with what Wou’rc workin3 on. The .d-mssle means ﬂo“’re

3@1’1‘3»«5 close.

Sincerely,

Charlie




More activities )

You can use these activities below interchangeably with the ones provided above
or use them later on in the school year to refresh your students’ minds on the
growth mindset!

Activity 1: Research Project
Using the brief guidelines below, get students to make a project on how the brain grows as it
struggles to learn something new.

Ask students to create a poster, diorama, painting, video, Powerpoint presentation or simple
computer program to showcase how the brain works. You can either allow them to choose
from the options listed or choose for them - whichever works for your particular class. If they
are relatively young and struggle with research, here is one kid-friendly resource from Brainol-

ogy to get them started. The article on pages 1-3 is a brief overview of the science behind the
growth mindset.

Each teacher-approved project must at least answer these questions, either within the project
itself or in a separate 1-page essay. Also be sure that your students include evidence to back
up your claims (ex. Are there studies that show this? Don’t forget to cite your sourcesl!):

*  What is neuroplasticity and how does it work?

* What are neurons? How can they change over time? How do we know this?
*  What are ways of making your brain grow?

* What is a growth mindset?

Encourage your students to be creative and scientific when explaining how learning can help
develop the brain. If possible, allow them to research for themselves.

Display these projects around your room and refer to them throughout the year as motivation
and a friendly reminder about the brain’s plasticity.


http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/C7BD7406-040C-42FA-B44C-2FCF72EB819C/0/GrowYourIntelligenceArticleandActivity.pdf

Activity 2: Growth vs. Fixed Mindset Poster

Using your students’ input, make a two-column poster on the beliefs and behaviors of a growth
mindset and how it compares to a fixed mindset. Explain that you can have a fixed mindset in
one domain and a growth mindset in another - they aren’t necessarily black and white
concepts. Urge students to map out how beliefs influence behaviors which ultimately lead to
results.

If they need scenarios to help them brainstorm, use the examples below or create your own!
What are the behaviors/thoughts of people that believe intelligence can be developed when:

* .they put alot of effort into practicing for a basketball game but still lose?
* .they don’t understand what they are learning in math class?

* ..they are not putting any effort into a project but got an A anyway?

Use this poster as a reference throughout the year to help students recognize when they have
a fixed mindset and to give them ideas on methods to shift towards a growth mindset.

Here's an example of what this poster might look like:




Activity 3: “The Power of Belief” video
Estimated time: 20 minutes

This video is about how a growth mindset can help students succeed. For students who might
be resistant to the idea that intelligence can change, we suggest starting with an activity that
helps students understand the neuroscience of how the brain changes. Then, you can use this

activity to show the power of believing that the brain is malleable.

Watch “The Power of Belief” TEDTalk (10:52) with students and stop to discuss it as you go

along. Note that this video might be more suitable for students 6th grade and above.

Stop at 1.57
Briefly discuss Josh'’s story and the quote
* “The moment we believe that success is determined by an ingrained level of ability, we

will be brittle in the face of adversity.” - Josh Waitzkin

Stop at 4:20
Discuss the study about 7th graders with both fixed and growth mindsets
* What is a growth and fixed mindset?

* What happened to the 7th graders’ scores over the next two years?

Stop at 5:36
Discuss differences in Growth and Fixed Mindsets
* What do people with fixed mindsets focus the most on? How do both mindsets view ef-
fort?

* How do both mindsets view obstacles?

Optional viewing and discussion from 5:36-7:55
Gauge whether your students would respond positively to this study on praise and its overall take-
away.

*  What was this study about?

* What kind of praise did the kids in the “Fixed Mindset” group get?

*  What kind of praise did the kids in the “Growth Mindset” group get?

* What were the results of this study?

Optional viewing from 7:55 - 9:40
Watch remaining video, then ask students:
* How does their brain change?

* How does it grow?


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pN34FNbOKXc

Additional resources

Below are a variety of resources to use when preparing for your lesson as well as
additional materials for your students’ use during the year. The resources below

are just the tip of the iceberg, so do not hesitate to do your own research as welll

Books

Carol Dweck, Mindset. The New Technology of Success (2006)

Daniel Coyle, The Talent Code. Greatness isn’'t born. It’s Grown. Here’s how. (2009)
Malcolm Gladwell, Outliers. Stories of Success (2008)

Videos
Khan Academy
* John Legend - “Success Through Effort”

* Khan Academy - “You Can Learn Anything”

TED Talks
* Angela Lee Duckworth - “Grit” (Note: Make it clear that grit is a behavior that happens
only when you have a growth mindset.)
* Derek Sivers - “Why You Need to Fail to Succeed”

Other
*  Sesame Street, musician Janelle Monae sings about “The Power of Yet”

* Kizoom, Brain Jump with Ned the Neuron: Challenges Grow Your Brain

Articles, visuals, and more

+ Complete Mindset Kit by PERTS, a complete guide to the growth mindset
* Infographic by Nigel Holmes on Growth vs. Fixed Mindsets

* Edutopia writes about how the brain can continue to grow much longer than we thought
possible: “Neuroplasticity: Learning Physically Changes the Brain”

* Carol Dweck talks about parenting tips to encourage positive learning attitudes: “The
Perils and Promise of Praise”

* Paul Tough discusses experiments in college that drastically boost learning by helping
students feel like they belong: “Who Gets to Graduate?”

e Carol Dweck, “Even Geniuses Work Hard”
e Edudemic “Why the Growth Mindset is the Only Way to Learn” article
* Brainology, “You can grow your intelligence” article and reflection worksheet



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LUtcigWSBsw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JC82Il2cjqA

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H14bBuluwB8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AWwDzHFSyLs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XLeUvZvuvAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g7FdMi03CzI
http://www.mindsetkit.org/
http://www.megsonline.net/lee_meg3.pdf
http://www.edutopia.org/neuroscience-brain-based-learning-neuroplasticity
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/oct07/vol65/num02/The-Perils-and-Promises-of-Praise.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/oct07/vol65/num02/The-Perils-and-Promises-of-Praise.aspx
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/18/magazine/who-gets-to-graduate.html?_r=0
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/sept10/vol68/num01/Even-Geniuses-Work-Hard.aspx
http://www.edudemic.com/growth-mindset-way-learn/
http://www.brainology.us/websitemedia/youcangrowyourintelligence.pdf

Executive Skills Coaching
What Parents Should Know
By Peg Dawson, co-author Coaching Students with Executive Skills Deficits

What executive skills are

Executive skills refer to the cognitive processes required to plan and organize activities,
including task initiation and follow through, working memory, sustained attention, performance
monitoring, inhibition of impulses, and goal-directed persistence. Located primarily in the
prefrontal cortex (the part of the brain just behind the forehead), these are skills that begin to
develop in some form soon after birth, but neuroscientists are now realizing that it takes about
25 years for these skills to fully mature. And for kids with attention disorders, these skills tend
to develop even more slowly. The MRI images below reveal how slowly the frontal lobes of the
brain mature (with the color purple representing full maturation).

4 years old 13 years old 21 years old

What coaching is

One of the responsibilities of parenting is to teach children the skills they need to become
effective, independent and self-regulated adults. And for the first decade or so, most children
are receptive to their parents teaching them. As they come up on adolescence, however, they
begin to resist instruction from their parents. This is because a primary developmental task of
adolescents is to establish their own identity. The reason this is such a strong drive in so many
teenagers may be baked into our DNA—scientists have speculated that this was the drive that
propelled our ancestors to move from our origins in Africa to explore and settle in new lands
and habitats.

When children begin to push back at their parents’ effort to teach them new skills, coaching is
an option many parents turn to. Coaching serves as a way station between kids relying on
parents to manage (or micromanage them) and them being able to function independently. It's



an approach ideally suited to helping teens grow the executive skills they need to become the
independent self-sufficient individuals both they and their parents want them to become.

Coaching is a process whereby adults works with students to help them identify goals that are
important to them and to make daily plans to help them achieve their long-term goals. With
younger teenagers, long-term goals may be those the student hopes to accomplish by the end
of the marking period. With older teenagers, coaches may continue to work on marking period
goals, but they may also work with students to identify the goals they want to accomplish by
the time they complete high school. Examples of marking period goals might be: make the
honor roll, earn no grades less than a C, or pass math. An example of a long-term goal for an
older adolescent might be: get accepted by the state university, get a job as an auto mechanic,
or get into hairdressing school.

Key features of coaching:

Coaching approaches vary. Through years of working with and refining our coaching process, we
have identified some key elements that contribute to its success. Some of these features are:

e Coaching has to be voluntary. Students who feel pushed into coaching tend to sabotage
the process, so we find it helpful to establish up front that the student is a willing
participant.

e ltisthe student who sets coaching goals and not parents. A primary goal of coaching is
to help students become autonomous. The only way this can happen is for students to
make key decisions, particularly around the goals they want to work toward.

e Students help identify the strategies that work for them as they pursue their goals. In
this way, the coach acts as a consultant—offering advice and suggesting strategies, but
always leaving the final decision in the hands of the student.

e Coaches provide ways to track progress so that the students they’re working with have
clear evidence that they’re being successful. Coaches have an array of measurement
techniques they can draw on, selecting the appropriate technique based on the specific
goals the student is working on. Giving students clear feedback about their progress is
one of the most powerful components of our coaching model.

e Success with achieving small goals builds a foundation for solid skill development,
making it easier for the student to achieve larger goals, but this takes time.

What is the parent role in coaching?

e Be willing and able to step back. You own the car, but you have to allow your child to
drive it—and let the coach rather than you sit in the passenger seat to guide and
instruct as your child learns to drive.



e Take cues from the coach. There may still be a role for you to play, but this should be
the result of a negotiation between you, the coach, and your child to ensure that
everyone agrees that this is the right course of action.

e Be patient. New habits are not acquired overnight. We often say with respect to
executive skill development, progress is measured in years and not months. While it is
likely that with coaching that time frame can be shortened a bit, at a minimum it will
take a marking period or two to see growth—and longer for that growth to solidify.

What parents can do to support executive skill development

Just because a coach has taken over part of the role you used to play with your child doesn’t
mean there aren’t things you can do to support executive skill development. Here are some of
the tips we often share with parents:

e Pick your battles. While health and safety concerns rightly impact parents’ decisions
about when to impose their will, kids mature by making decisions and experiencing the
consequences of those decisions.

e Be willing to negotiate, keeping in mind the things that motivate teens. These include
having the chance to do what adults do, making their own choices and decisions, having
their opinions valued, and having some say in what rules will apply and how.

e Work on positive communication skills. These include being available to talk when the
teen is ready (or offering a specific time to talk), using active listening that focuses on
reflecting the teen’s feelings without judging it or offering a solution (“it sounds like that
made you really angry”), negotiating when possible, and avoiding the “knee-jerk no.”

e Keep your eye on the biggest prize—building goal-directed persistence. The best way to
do this is to model this yourself. If your child sees that you work hard to achieve the
goals that matter to you, that’s a lesson that will bear fruit in years to come. What’s
important to a teenager may be very different than what’s important to their parents,
but as those frontal lobes mature, kids will draw on past experience and begin to apply
what they picked up from all that observational learning that was going on throughout
childhood and adolescence.

Our approach to coaching is nicely captured by the following quote:

“Human beings are happier, more cooperative and productive, and more likely to make
positive changes in their behavior when those in positions of authority do things with
them rather than to them or for them.”

~Ted Wachtel, International Institute for Restorative Practices
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OVERVIEW

School psychologists who have been in the field
beginning a decade or two prior to the turn of the
century have had the opportunity to observe an evolving
conceptualization of how to meet the needs of students
who underperform and underachieve. We have gone
from the refer-test-place model, to an emphasis on
mainstreaming, and, most recently, to a model that
provides a graduated set of interventions based on the
severity of the need and student response to already
attempted interventions. This approach employs a
multitiered model that begins with high quality
instruction in the regular classroom, moves to more
intensive small group interventions, and finally, if
previous efforts fail, to a more intensive level of support,
where an individualized intervention 1s designed.

While school psychology and special education were
focusing on an evolving understanding of how best to
meet the needs of problem learners, within the broader
education community a parallel movement was taking
place. This began with A Nation at Risk (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), was
followed by the No Child Left Behind Act, and most
recently has led to a call for states to embrace a more
uniform curriculum that would emphasize the kind of
analytical thinking and problem solving necessary for
students growing up in an information age. As of 2013
we are now on the threshold of adopting the Common
Core State Standards, developed by the National
Governors Association and the Council of Chief State
School Officers.

Underlying school success, however, is a set of skills
that has been neglected both in thinking about the needs
of problem learners and in thinking about what it will

take for a challenging curriculum such as the Common
Core State Standards to be implemented effectively.
Traditionally, educators think about what students need
to know and what they need to be able to do. For
instance, we teach children the difference between
fiction and nonfiction and we teach them how to
produce both kinds of writing. Neglected, however, are
a set of foundational skills students need to have to make
possible both kinds of learning (content area knowledge
and academic skills).

These are skills—commonly referred to as executive
skills or executive functions—that students must bring to
bear on every learning task they confront in order to
master it. There is not a complete consensus on the
definition of executive skills (see Barkley, 2012b, for a
discussion), but, broadly speaking, the term refers to the
brain-based skills required to execute tasks. Although
there is also no agreement regarding how many different
executive skills there are, nor the appropriate termino-
logy for individual skills, the term executive function is
generally considered to be an “umbrella construct that
includes a set of interrelated functions that are
responsible for purposeful, goal-directed problem-
solving behavior” (Gioia, Espy, & Isquith, 1996, p. 1).
Executive function encompasses the skills that drive
behavior regulation, such as controlling emotions,
managing impulses, and dealing with situations requir-
ing cognitive flexibility, as well as a set of metacognitive
skills, such as initiating tasks, sustaining attention,
keeping track of what needs to be done, planning and
organizing tasks, and monitoring behavior based on
feedback from the environment or the reactions of others.

Frankly, there is no task we ask students to perform,
from as young as preschool through postsecondary
education and beyond, that does not require some level
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of executive functioning. Furthermore, there is evidence
to show that performance on measures of executive
functioning very early on (as young as preschool) is a
better predictor of later academic performance than
cither cognitive ability or family characteristics, both of
which are commonly understood to influence academic
outcomes (Jacobson, Williford, & Pianta, 2011).

And yet no one is charged with teaching these skills.
As a result, students who are advantaged either by
heredity or environment with strong executive skills tend
to be far more successful in school than those who lack
those advantages. Without a clear understanding of the
role executive skills play in learning, when school
psychologists assess learning problems or design inter-
ventions to overcome them, school psychologists are
likely to have an incomplete understanding of why
students fail, and how to help students overcome failure.

This chapter will provide a brief introduction to
executive skills, including definitions of terms and how
these skills manifest themselves within a developmental
context, from early childhood through adolescence. Best
practice guidelines for assessment of executive skills will
focus on sources of information school psychologists
should consider during the evaluation process as well
as how to interpret the results and make decisions
regarding the need for services. The chapter will
conclude with a discussion of interventions, both those
geared to individuals as well as interventions that can be
implemented on a class-wide or school-wide basis.

The National Association of School Psychologists
(NASP) Model of Comprehensive and Integrated School
Psychological Services (NASP, 2010) is a framework for
service delivery. Because executive skills encompass both
behavior regulation and metacognition, the domains of
Interventions and Instructional Support to Develop
Academic Skills as well as the domain of Interventions
and Mental Health Services to Develop Social and Life
Skills have associated executive skill components.
Furthermore, when schools fully grasp the central role
executive skills play in academic success, school
psychologists can help schools put in place strategies to
promote executive skill development as a critical
component of a school dropout prevention program,
thus incorporating the NASP domain of Preventive and
Responsive Services. Executive skill development is not
within the purview of schools alone, and school
psychologists can play a role in helping parents
understand these skills and how they can support their
development in the home, using the NASP domain of
Family-School Collaboration Services. Finally, all school
psychology service delivery is built on two foundational
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domains: an assessment process that is based on Data-
Based Decision Making and Accountability and a
process using Consultation and Collaboration with
students, families, educators, and allied service provi-
ders. Knowing how to assess executive skills, design
measurable interventions, and communicate findings
and recommendations with appropriate individuals are
key skills school psychologists should possess to meet the
needs of underperforming and underachieving students.

While the material in this chapter should be useful for
school psychologists as they assist in designing interven-
tions for individual students with executive skill weak-
nesses, it is our hope that they will move beyond an
individual child focus and consider how to promote
executive skill development at a system’s level, or at a
universal (Tier 1) general education level by designing
whole class and whole-school supports and training
models to ensure that by the time students graduate
from high school these students have what they need to
be successful in college or in the workplace.

It is a rare employer who asks an employee to solve an
algebraic equation or outline the economic and cultural
factors that led to the Civil War. On a daily basis,
however, employers ask their employees to use planning,
organization, and time-management skills, as well as all
the other executive skills featured in this chapter. These
same skills are necessary to function as responsible adults
in the home and all other venues. By targeting executive
skills, schools can more effectively prepare students for
life beyond school.

BASIC CONSIDERATIONS

Infants are not born with executive skills, but the
mechanism for executive skill development is hard wired
mnto the brain, much the way language acquisition is.
These skills develop slowly, primarily within the
prefrontal cortex, beginning shortly after birth and not
reaching full maturation in typically developing brains
until the middle of the third decade of life (De Luca &
Leventer, 2008).

The growth of the prefrontal cortex, and the brain
more broadly, occurs through the generation of neurons
(nerve cells) that communicate with each other through
branching structures called axons and dendrites. These
form the so-called gray matter of the brain. These
branches connect at junctures called synapses. When
skills are learned and practiced, neurons fire, and with
each firing, insulating material called myelin encircles
the nerve cells in the form of a fatty sheath (white
matter), increasing the speed with which nerve signals
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are conducted. The faster the impulse travels, the
better the skill. In the early years, there is tremendous
growth in the number of nerve cells and synaptic
connections.

In order for skills to work efficiently, however, a
process called pruning reduces the number of neurons
and synapses, winnowing the brain of excess nerve cells
so that those that remain can work in a more
streamlined fashion. Pruning takes place at two points
of development, first during the preschool years and
then throughout the course of adolescence.

Brain research has shown that executive skills reach
maturation at different points in age. The earliest
executive skill to develop is inhibition, followed soon
after by working memory around 7-8 months of age.
Shifting, or attentional flexibility, appears to be another
early developing skill (Best & Miller, 2010). Although
questions have been raised about whether these skills are
independent of each other, a unity and diversity
viewpoint has been proposed (Miyake et al., 2000) that
states that executive skills form a set of interrelated but
distinct components. Among the later developing
executive skills are planning and goal setting (De Luca
and Leventer, 2008). The pruning that takes place in
adolescence allows for more complex executive skills,
such as metacognition, to emerge and develop
(Chapman, Gamino, & Mudar, 2012).

Definition of Terms

As noted previously, researchers differ in how they
define individual executive skills. This has led to a
proliferation of definitions and constructs, with one
researcher (Eslinger, 1996) identifying 33 different
executive skills. Dawson and Guare (2009) have
identified 11 executive skills that they believe are most
associated with school success and are listed in
Table 24.1, in roughly the order in which they emerge
and mature, along with a brief definition and descrip-
tions of how the skills manifest themselves at the younger
and older end of the developmental period.

Impact on School Performance

While a discussion of brain development and how
executive skills emerge and mature over time can be
complicated, the critical information for school psychol-
ogists is that in typically developing individuals the skills
emerge slowly, take lengthy practice to perfect, and do
not reach full maturation until around age 25. Full
maturation occurs even later in those with attention
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disorders or other developmental disorders. Executive
skills can be affected by a wide range of environmental
factors and psychological disorders. The consensus is
that attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is
fundamentally a disorder involving executive skills,
particularly task initiation, sustained attention, and
response inhibition, as well as goal-directed persistence
(Barkley, 1997; Willcutt, Doyle, Nigg, Faraone, &
Pennington, 2005). But experts also agree that indivi-
duals with autism spectrum disorders, in addition to
impairments in the social and communication domains
and restricted, repetitive, and stereotypic behaviors,
have profound executive skill weaknesses (Hume, Loftin,
& Lantz, 2009), including weaknesses in initiation,
planning, and metacognition. Children born with fetal
alcohol syndrome have been shown to have impair-
ments in attention, spatial working memory, planning,
set shifting, and strategy use as a result of prenatal
exposure to alcohol (Green et al., 2009). Traumatic
brain injury can also have an impact on executive
function (Ewing-Cobbs, Levin, & Fletcher, 1998). And
there 1is also evidence that sociocultural factors, such as
poverty and low socioeconomic status, can have an
impact on executive skill development (Blair & Ursache,
2011; Lucas & Buchanan, 2012).

As children progress through school the demands on
executive skills increase. Students with vulnerable
executive skills may function adequately in the lower
grades, but as they are expected to complete seatwork
independently, produce larger quantities of writing, and
manage more complex tasks, such as long-term assign-
ments or studying for unit tests or midterms, they often
struggle, and academic performance declines. For many,
middle school is the tipping point (Jacobson et al., 2011).
Having to juggle multiple classes with teachers who do
not necessarily coordinate homework load and assign-
ment deadlines, combined with the fact that the social
life of middle schoolers is more time consuming,
requiring children to manage a daily schedule with
competing demands, is more than many students with
weak executive skills can handle. By the time students
reach high school, what leads to failing grades often has
less to do with poor academic skills or weak cognitive
ability, and more to do with executive skill development
that has failed to keep pace with demands.

Particularly at this stage, if school psychologists who
become involved in assessing or designing interventions
for failing students do not consider the role played by
executive functions, they are likely to fall short in their
efforts to keep underperforming and underachieving
students in school and on track for graduation.
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Table 24.1. Executive Skills Definitions

Executive Skill

Definition

Examples

Response inhibition

Working memory

Emotional control

Flexibility

Sustained attention

Task initiation

Planning/prioritization

Organization

Time management

Goal-directed persistence

Metacognition

The capacity to think before you act. This
ability to resist the urge to say or do
something allows the child the time to
evaluate a situation and how his or her
behavior might impact it.

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.

The ability to manage emotions to achieve
goals, complete tasks, or control and direct
behavior.

The ability to revise plans in the face of
obstacles, setbacks, new information, or
mistakes. It relates to an adaptability to
changing conditions.

The capacity to keep paying attention to a
situation or task in spite of distractibility,
fatigue, or boredom.

The ability to begin projects without undue
procrastination, in an efficient or timely
fashion.

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 is
important to focus on and what is not
important.

The ability to create and maintain systems to
keep track of information or materials.

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.

The capacity to have a goal, follow through to
the completion of the goal, and not be put
off by or distracted by competing interests.

The ability to stand back and take a bird’s-
eye view of oneself in a situation, to
observe how to problem solve. It also
includes self-monitoring and self-
evaluative skills (e.g., asking How am |
doing? How did | do?).

A young child can wait for a short period without
being disruptive. An adolescent can accept a
referee’s call without an argument.

A young child can hold in mind and follow one-
or two-step directions. The middle school
child can remember the expectations of
multiple teachers.

A young child with this skill can recover from a
disappointment in a short time. A teenager
can manage the anxiety of a game or test and
still perform.

A young child can adjust to a change in plans
without major distress. A teenager can accept
an alternative such as a different job when
the first choice is not available.

For a younger child an example is completing a
5-minute chore with occasional supervision.
A teenager can pay attention to homework,
with short breaks, for 1-2 hours.

A young child is able to start a chore or
assignment right after instructions are given.
A teenager does not wait until the last minute
to begin a project.

A young child, with coaching, can think of
options to settle a peer conflict. A teenager
can formulate a plan to get a job.

A young child can, with a reminder, put toys in a
designated place. A teenager can organize
and locate sports equipment.

A young child can complete a short job within a
time limit set by an adult. A teenager can
establish a schedule to meet task deadlines.

A first grader can complete a job to get to
recess. A teenager can earn and save money
over time to buy something of importance.

A young child can change behavior in response
to feedback from an adult. A teenager can
monitor and critique performance and
improve it by observing others who are
more skilled.

Note. From Smart But Scattered: The Revolutionary “Executive Skills” Approach to Helping Kids Reach Their Potential, by P.
Dawson and R. Guare, 2009, New York, NY: Guilford Press. Copyright 2009 by Guilford Press. Adapted with permission.
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BEST PRACTICES IN ASSESSING AND
IMPROVING EXECUTIVE SKILLS

As with any domain likely to have a significant impact
on learning and behavior, executive skills are best
assessed using multiple measures rather than relying on
a single source of information or data. This is in part
because environments support executive skills to a
greater or lesser degree, and hence the impact of an
executive skill weakness will vary depending on the
setting. For instance, schools generally provide more
structure than is available in the home, and thus
executive skills may look less problematic at school than
at home. On the other hand, schools place more
demands on students to use executive skills, in which
case executive skills may appear weaker at school than at
home. Because of the disparities in environmental
demands and supports, any assessment of executive
skills should include gathering information from both
parents and teachers.

Assessment of Executive Skills

At a minimum, an assessment of executive skills should
include parent, teacher, and/or student interviews and
behavior checklists. Parent interviews, in particular,
provide useful information because parents can provide
a developmental context and a longer term perspective
than is available to teachers. In the home, executive skill
weaknesses manifest themselves in three primary con-
texts: daily routines, chores, and homework.

Interviews

When interviewing parents, school psychologists should
ask how independently children are able to engage in
any of those three activities. If parents report difficulties
in any of those domains, then further questioning should
bring to light which executive skills are affected. For
example, children who struggle with homework may do
so because they forget to bring home needed materials
(working memory), delay starting homework (task
initiation), quit before the work is done (sustained
attention), give up at the first obstacle (emotional
control), or be at a loss for how to actually do the
assigned work (which may involve planning, organiza-
tion, or metacognition).

When interviewing teachers, school psychologists
should focus on understanding the specific problem
arcas of greatest concern to teachers, bearing in mind
that classroom performance may not correlate well with
standardized test performance. A student may be able to

Student-Level Services, Ch. 24

Assessing and Improving Executive Skills

produce a piece of writing in a testing situation, in part
because the evaluator is sitting with the student and
making sure the student spends the allotted time
working. In the classroom, however, when a teacher
assigns a writing task, a student may struggle because the
task 1s not being closely supervised or is more open
ended than the writing prompt given to the student in
the testing situation. By carefully interviewing teachers,
school psychologists can understand what envir-
onmental factors either mitigate or exacerbate executive
skill weaknesses.

Student interviews can also provide useful informa-
tion, but caution is urged in interpreting student self-
reports. Students often lack insight into their own
behavior and misjudge their own strengths and weak-
nesses. If they are looking for an excuse for poor school
performance, they may exaggerate their weaknesses.
This is sometimes the case when students believe that
taking a stimulant medication will make school easier for
them, and hence they report that their attentional
difficulties are more pronounced than they actually are.
On the other hand, if they mistakenly equate an
attention disorder or any other executive skill weakness
with “stupidity,” they may underreport genuine pro-
blems. The more specific school psychologists can be in
the questions they ask, the more likely they are to obtain
useful information. Both the adolescent version of the
Brown Attention-Deficit Disorder Scales and the
structured student interview developed by Dawson and
Guare (2010) include items and questions that reach a
useful level of specificity.

Behavior Rating Scales

Behavior rating scales provide a norm-referenced
assessment of executive skills so that school psychologists
can compare the performance of the student in question
with others of the same age. Examples of rating scales
designed to assess executive skills in students are the
Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function
(Gioia, Isquith, Guy, & Kenworthy, 2000), the Barkley
Deficits in Executive Function Scale-Children and
Adolescents (Barkley, 2012a), and the Comprehensive
Executive Function Inventory (Naglieri & Goldstein,
2012). Whenever possible, obtaining both parent and
teacher ratings is useful (Barkley’s rating scale only has a
parent version), since executive skills manifest them-
selves differently at home and at school.

In addition to rating scales focused explicitly on
executive skills, the assessment process should also
include a more broad-band social-emotional rating
scale such as the Behavior Assessment System for
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Children-Second Edition (Kamphaus & Reynolds,
2007) or the Achenbach scales (Child Behavior
Checklist, Teacher Report Form; Achenbach, 1991a,
1991b). As noted previously, executive skill weaknesses
are often associated with an array of psychological
disorders, and hence it is important to understand the
skill weaknesses within a wider context of social-
emotional functioning. Elevated levels of internalizing
problems, such as anxiety or obsessive-compulsive
disorder, are often associated with weaknesses in a
number of executive skills, including emotional control,
flexibility, and task initiation. Similarly, youngsters with
elevated externalizing problems often struggle with
response inhibition, sustained attention, and emotional
control.

Classroom Observations

Other components that are often included when
assessing executive skills are classroom observations
and the administration of formal tests. While both may
provide useful information, there are limitations to each.
When an observer enters a classroom, his or her very
presence alters the dynamics of that classroom. People
generally behave differently when they know they are
being observed, and children are no different. Most
commonly, they put on their best behavior, and it is the
rare student who cannot maintain a higher level of
performance for at least the short amount of time during
which the observation is taking place. If the observer is
in and out of the classroom frequently, such that he or
she is seen as part of the daily classroom structure, then
the observation is more likely to yield an accurate
picture. Even then, steps should be taken to ensure that
the observation is occurring during an activity in which
the problem behavior is likely to occur. If a child has
difficulty remembering to raise his or her hand before
speaking out, then a circle time activity may be a good
time to schedule an observation. If a child has a great
deal of difficulty getting started on writing tasks, then
the observation should be scheduled during independent
seatwork when the class is working on a writing
assignment.

Formal Tests

There are a number of commercially available tests that
are designed to assess executive skills, such as the Delis-
Kaplan Executive Function System (Delis, Kaplan, &
Kramer, 2000) or the NEPSY-II (Korkman, Kirk, &
Kemp, 2007). Unfortunately, the results obtained from
formal measures of executive functioning do not always
correlate well either with parent or teacher reports or
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with behavior rating scale results. There are a number of
reasons for this, but a primary one is because the way
standardized tests are constructed reduces the need for
the test taker to access executive skills to perform the
tasks. For instance, problems with task initiation are
difficult to observe when the evaluator is sitting across
from the child and signaling when to start the task.
Sustained attention is difficult to assess when most
formal tests present the child with tasks that can be
completed within a short time frame.

Furthermore, even when a test purports to measure a
particular executive skill, how that skill is assessed in a
formal testing situation may be very different from how
the skill is applied in a real-life context. For instance, the
Rey Osterrieth Complex Figure is assumed to assess,
among other things, planning skills. But the planning
required to copy a complex geometric drawing is
substantially different from the planning required to
carry out a long-term project or set up a study schedule
for preparing for final exams, two real-world applica-
tions of planning skills that are critical to school success.
For a more detailed discussion of the shortcomings
of tests of executive function, the reader is referred to
Barkley (2012b).

What formal tests allow for is direct observation of the
child engaged in a variety of cognitive tasks, and this
may have some utility in understanding how executive
skill weaknesses manifest themselves. This may most
usefully be done when the psychologist knows in
advance what to look for. For example, an in-depth
interview with parents may bring to light the fact that
their daughter has problems with situations requiring
cognitive flexibility. She may throw tantrums when
unexpected changes in plans arise, or she may be unable
to accept her parents’ explanation of how to do her
math homework when it differs from the way the
teacher explained it. Cognitive inflexibility may show up
on cognitive measures in a variety of ways; that is,
difficulty adjusting to the greater level of abstraction
required to complete more challenging puzzles (e.g.,
Block Design on the Weschler Intelligence Scale for
Children-Fourth Edition [WISC-IV] or Triangles on
the Kaufman Assessment for Children-Second Edition),
or difficulty shifting set when the most obvious answer to
a question is not the right one (often seen on the Picture
Concepts subtest of the WISC-IV). Inflexible children
also have difficulty generating more than one answer to
questions when multiple responses are called for, as is the
case with a number of questions on the Comprehension
subtest of the WISC-IV. When school psychologists
know what to look for, they may be able to pick up on

National Association of School Psychologists

4/10/13 11:41:20



more subtle manifestations of the problem, even if the
subtest score by itself does not signal a significant
weakness.

The reason for assessing executive skills i1s to
understand the role executive skills may play in
academic or behavior problems. In some cases executive
skills are the primary reason for the problem at hand,
while in other cases these skills are contributing factors.
When designing interventions, understanding the role
played by executive skills increases the likelithood that
the intervention targets the appropriate behavior,
thereby increasing the likelihood that the intervention
will be successful.

Designing Interventions for Executive Skill
Weaknesses

Research on expertise (Eriksson, 1996) concludes it takes
10,000 hours of deliberate practice to develop expertise.
Effective interventions to address executive skill weak-
nesses are most effective when these weaknesses are
viewed more as habit change rather than as short-term
strategies to change isolated behaviors. As a result, those
who work with students to improve executive function-
ing are well served by taking a long view; that is, by
setting long-term goals and building in ongoing training
and practice as well as progress monitoring to mark
improvement. If executive skill development is seen as a
slow acquisition of habits of mind, then those who work
with children are likely to be patient, thoughtful, and
deliberate in their approach, recognizing that more
often than not progress is measured in years and not
months, a mantra that is worth repeating to parents and
teachers who may become exasperated with the slow
pace of change or improvement.

Role of the School Psychologist

School psychologists who work directly with students
(e.g., as therapists, behavior specialists, or coaches) can
incorporate the strategies described below into their own
interactions with students. Because practice on a daily
basis i1s the most effective way to acquire new skills,
however, school psychologists are usually not in the best
position to be the direct agents of behavior change.
They are typically limited in the amount of time they
spend with either individual students or groups of
students. However, they are in a position to provide
Instruction, training, and coaching to those who can
provide ongoing direct intervention, particularly parents
and teachers. Thus, realistically, the role school
psychologists can play in implementing the suggestions
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in this chapter will be indirect rather than direct; that is,
through consultation and advocacy. To perform these
roles, school psychologists will need a solid grounding
both in executive skills and in the range of intervention
options available to improve executive functioning.

Examples of ways school psychologists can share this
expertise are:

® Through working with parents and teachers or both
on individual students with executive skill weaknesses
on a case consultation basis

® Providing inservice training for teachers to help
teachers understand executive skills and to help
teachers implement classroom-based strategies for
creating supportive environments for students with
executive skill weaknesses as well as teaching
strategies to help improve executive functioning

® Providing presentations or ongoing seminars for
parents on executive skills and how parents can
support executive skill development at home

® [eading study groups for parents or teachers on the
topic (this differs from the suggestions above in that in
this context the school psychologist acts less as an
expert on the topic but as a group member taking the
lead in helping either parents or teachers better
understand the topic and to apply the lessons learned)

® Leading seminars for middle or high school students
to help these students assess their own executive
skill strengths and weaknesses, to understand how
executive skills have an impact on school perform-
ance, and to learn strategies for strengthening
executive skills in the context of classroom behavior
and study skills

® Setting up coaching programs and peer coaching
programs at the middle and high school level; that is,
school psychologists are ideally situated to organize
and train coaches, either peer coaches or adult
volunteers, and as a systems-level intervention this
approach could reap tremendous benefits to strug-
gling students and academic underachievers, espe-
cially those students who may not qualify for special
education supports

® (onsulting at the systems level by working with
school administrators to understand the critical role
executive skills play in school success.

Intervention Design

There are two ways of thinking about interventions to
address executive skill weaknesses: the focus can be on
the needs of individual students, identified through the
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assessment process described above, or on designing
classrooms and schools that simultaneously provide
accommodations and supports for immature executive
skills and that foster executive skill improvement in a
developmentally appropriate fashion. This way of
thinking corresponds nicely to the NASP Practice
Model (NASP, 2010), which identifies the domains of
Student-Level Services and Systems Level Services.
It also fits a multitiered model of service delivery, with
its underlying premise that interventions begin at a
whole-class or whole-school level before moving on to
more Intensive interventions for students who need
them.

While school psychologists are most commonly
charged with designing interventions to meet the needs
of individual students, in the process of doing so patterns
often emerge that show how schools may be failing large
numbers of students in predictable ways. School
psychologists may be well positioned to help schools
tackle these systems-level issues in a way that reduces the
number of students in need of intensive or individualized
interventions.

What follows are general principles for thinking about
interventions that should be familiar to school psychol-
ogists since they fit in an A-B-C model (antecedent-
behavior-consequence). Whether a school psychologists
is operating at an individual child level or at a classroom
or school level, there are two options available. If the
goal is to help students with executive skill weaknesses be
more successful in school, then school psychologist can
either target the surrounding environment or the school
psychologist can target the student.

Environmental Modifications

Environmental modifications operate at the antecedent
level and are designed to improve the goodness of fit
between task demands and the child’s current level of
functioning and may include modifications such as
changing the physical or social environment, modifying
the tasks children are asked to perform, or changing the
way adults interact with students to increase the
likelihood that the students will use or practice weak
executive skills. These modifications may be geared
toward individual students (e.g., making tasks shorter so
that children with weak sustained attention are not
expected to complete the same amount of work as their
peers with longer attention spans) or can be implemen-
ted as whole-class strategies (e.g., asking the whole class
to complete a proofreading checklist before handing in
a writing assignment). Examples of ecach are provided
below:
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Change the physical or social environment: Classrooms can
be structured to reduce the impact of weak or immature
executive skills. Preschool classrooms, for instance, are
designed to reduce the temptation to run inside by
placing furniture in such a way that children cannot run
very far before they run into something. In the
elementary classroom, children who have difficulty
Initiating tasks or sustaining attention are placed near
the teacher so they can be cued and monitored.
Teenagers who are susceptible to distractions may be
allowed to listen to music on a mobile device while
taking tests. Children whose poor impulse control gets
them in trouble on the playground may be assigned to a
structured activity led by a playground aide as an
alternative to free play.

Modify the tasks students are asked to perform: Students with
short attention spans are asked to do shorter tasks or
breaks are built in so that they are not overwhelmed by
how long they think the task will take to accomplish.
Students with problems with weak flexibility who do not
respond well to surprises or uncertainty benefit from a
visible daily schedule so they can see how their day will
go when they arrive at school each day. These same
students often have trouble with open-ended tasks, so
they may be asked to do a closed-ended task instead
(e.g., writing their spelling words 10 times each rather
than composing sentences with the spelling words).
Students who struggle with goal-directed persistence are
given choices to make tasks more appealing to them.

Change the way adulls interact with students: This may
mean providing prompts, cues, or supervision for
students who have weak working memory or poor
organization (e.g., reminding them to hand in home-
work, making sure they have written down their
homework assignments, or watching them place their
homework in the homework folder rather than stashing
it randomly 1n their backpack). It may mean rehearsing
with a child how the child will handle a challenging
situation (e.g., for a child with weak emotional control, it
may mean role playing how the child will handle it when
assigned some math work that the child thinks he or she
cannot do). Another way adults can alter responses to
students with weak executive skills is to go out of their
way to notice when students use a weak skill or show
improvement. Through the use of specific praise,
students learn what is valued, which increases the
likelihood the student will produce the response in the
future. Statements such as, “I saw you really trying to
control your temper” or “I like the way you thought
about that and figured out a good solution to the
problem” provide this kind of specific feedback. Finally,
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when adults who work with children embed metacog-
nitive questions into their conversations, this will prompt
students to access their own executive skills. Examples of
these kinds of questions are: What are three things you
can do if you start your math homework and realize you
don’t remember how to do it? How long do you think it
will take you to finish the poster you have to do for
health class? When are you planning on starting it?
What can you do if you realize you’re about to lose your
cool in the lunchroom.

School psychologists who work directly with students
(e.g., as therapists, behavior specialists, or coaches) can
incorporate these suggestions into their own interactions
with students. More broadly, however, they can share
these strategies with both parents and teachers; that is,
the adults who come into contact with children on a
daily basis and have the greatest likelihood of interven-
ing effectively.

Teaching Executive Skills

Environmental modifications have limitations, the most
obvious being that if the focus is exclusively on this
strategy, every environment the child encounters will
have to be modified (the home, the sports field, religious
institutions, and shopping malls) as well as every single
school setting the child enters (playground, cafeteria,
gym, classroom, corridors). This is not only unrealistic, it
does not prepare the student for a world in which he or
she 1s expected to function independently without
modifications. Thus, the child must be targeted directly,
either by teaching the child the weak skill or providing
motivation for the child to practice the weak skill to
make it stronger.

Teaching a skill means operating directly on the
behavior of concern (i.c., the missing or weak executive
skills) and involves the following process: (a) describe the
problem behavior; (b) set a goal related to the problem
behavior; (c) establish a procedure or a set of steps the
child will follow to reach the goal; (d) turn the steps into
a written list, checklist, or short set of rules to follow
(with very young children, pictures can be used in place
of words); (d) prompt the child to use the list when it is
needed; (e) evaluate the process and make changes if
necessary; and (f) fade the supervision. For example, a
child with weak working memory who is learning to
write sentences may continually forget to begin each
sentence with a capital letter and end it with a period. A
two-step checklist could be created (Start every sentence
with a capital letter. End every sentence with a period).
The child could be prompted to complete the checklist
each time a writing assignment is completed. When the
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child is able to use the checklist effectively, the teacher
can fade the process by asking the child to check the
work without using a checklist and to place a small
checkmark next to his or her name to signal that he or
she has done so. Eventually, the checkmark can be
dropped as well. For other examples of teaching
procedures for common home and school problems
associated with executive skill weaknesses, the reader is
referred to Dawson and Guare (2009, 2010).

Some students have executive skills at their command
but choose not to employ these skills because it takes too
much time, feels burdensome or effortful, or they do not
believe that using the skill makes a difference for the
final outcome. For example, a student may well be
capable of developing a plan for writing a paper or
completing a chemistry project, but may feel that the
quality of the work does not suffer if the planning phase
1s omitted. In these cases, the best intervention strategy
may be to work with consequences; that is, create an
incentive for using the skill. This may be in the form of a
daily home-school report card targeting specific beha-
viors, such as, for the child with weak response
inhibition, raising a hand to speak rather than calling
out or keeping hands to himself or herself when walking in
line. While positive incentives are generally preferable to
negative consequences, there are times when penalties
work well, such as, for a student who fails to do homework
because of weak task initiation or sustained attention,
having that student remain after school on days he or she
fails to hand in homework can be effective.

For students with significant executive skill weak-
nesses, incorporating all three strategies (environmental
modifications, skill instruction, and the use of motivators
or incentives) should be considered. A planning form
that can be used for designing individual interventions
is shown in Figure 24.1. This planning form can be
used at all levels of a multitiered system to design
interventions ranging from those that could be incorpo-
rated into whole class instruction or daily routines to
those that might be considered Tier 2 or Tier 3
strategies. The role of the school psychologist in this
planning process may vary from school to school, but in
many schools it 1s the school psychologist who provides a
leadership role in designing interventions and monitor-
ing progress.

Research Support for Intervention Strategies

Empirical evidence supporting the efficacy of interven-
tions for improving executive skills is limited by a number
of practical and methodological considerations. First,
intervention research tends to focus on interventions
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Figure 24.1. Checklist for Designing Interventions

Intervention Steps

1. Establish the behavioral goal.

Problem behavior:

Goal behavior:

2. What environmental supports will be provided? (Check all that apply.)

[ ] Change physical or social environment (e.g., add physical barriers, reduce distractions,
provide organizational structures, reduce social complexity).

[ ] Change the nature of the task (e.g., make shorter, build in breaks, give something to look
forward to, create a schedule, build in choice, make the task more fun).

[ ] Change the way adults interact with the child (e.g., rehearsal, prompts, reminders, coaching,

praise, debriefing, feedback).

3. What procedure will be followed to teach the skill?

Who will teach the skill/supervise the procedure?

What steps will the child follow?
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

4. What incentives will be used to encourage the child to learn, practice, or use the skill?

(Check all that apply.)

[ ] Specific praise

[] Something to look forward to when the task (or a piece of the task) is done

[ ] A menu of rewards and penalties

Daily reward possibilities:

Weekly reward possibilities:

Long-term reward possibilities:

Note. From Smart But Scattered: The Revolutionary “Executive Skills” Approach to Helping Kids Reach Their Potential, by P.
Dawson and R. Guare, 2009, New York, NY: Guilford Press. Copyright 2009 by Guilford Press. Adapted with permission.

of brief duration (i.e., weeks or months), while, as noted
carlier, months or years are more often needed for
interventions to bear fruit. Second, it is easier to design
an intervention using simple laboratory tasks (e.g.,
computer games for improving working memory) than
it is to design an intervention to be implemented in vivo
directed at real- world tasks requiring executive functions

10

(such as remembering to bring to and from school all the
materials needed to complete and hand in homework
assignments). Third, effective interventions are often
complex, involving multiple components. When this is
the case, it 1s challenging, if not impossible, to unpack the
intervention to determine which components were
critical to success.
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Nonetheless, executive function intervention studies
are becoming prevalent enough to enable some conclu-
sions to be drawn about efficacy, using a combination of
meta-analyses, single case studies, and small case series.
For an extensive review of the extant literature, see
Slomine, Locascio, and Kramer (2010), which groups
mnterventions by the specific executive skill targeted,
focusing on attention, working memory, initiation,
problem solving, and inhibitory control. Many of the
studies Slomine et al. (2010) cite employ one or more of
the three strategies emphasized in this chapter and
described above. For instance, studies aimed at
improving initiation typically use cueing strategies, such
as verbal prompts, visual cues (pictures or reminder
notes), or physical prompts, but efforts have also been
made to teach subjects to self-prompt, using smart-
phones or other electronic devices (e.g., DePompei et al.,

2008; Gillette & DePompei, 2004).

Transferring the prompting function to the children
themselves is an example of teaching the skill. Another
example of efforts to teach students skills have focused
on teaching a problem-solving strategy to children
and teenagers impaired in this function due to an
acquired brain injury (Gureasko-Moore, DuPaul, &
White, 2006; Suzman, Morris, Morris, & Milan, 1997;
Wade, Walz, Carey, & Williams, 2010). Direct instruc-
tion in executive skill strategies has also been shown to
be effective within the context of academic skills, most
notably the work of Graham and Harris (2002),
who developed an approach to teaching writing that
includes goal setting, self-instruction, self-monitoring,

and self-reinforcement.

Interventions designed to treat symptoms associated
with ADHD are extensive and provide the greatest
empirical support for the efficacy of practices to enhance
executive functioning. In a recent review, DuPaul,
Eckert, and Vilardo (2012) classified the kinds of
interventions into three categories that match the three
intervention strategies described in this chapter: (a)
academic interventions, focusing “primarily on manip-
ulating antecedent conditions” (p. 391); (b) contingency
management, defined as “an intervention that uses
reinforcement (e.g., praise, tangibles) or punishment
(e.g., corrective feedback, response cost)” (p. 391) to
effect behavior change; and (c) cognitive-behavioral
approaches designed to improve self-control by teaching
strategies such as cognitive rehearsal, self-instruction,
and self-management. DuPaul et al. (2012) concluded
that all three intervention practices were associated
with positive effects for both academic and behavioral
outcomes. Since the symptoms associated with ADHD
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represent a subset of the executive skills described in this
chapter, this suggests that similar efforts to tackle other
executive skill deficits may be equally promising.

One study that went beyond the executive skill
weaknesses traditionally associated with ADHD
attempted to improve organizational skills in ADHD
students (Abikoff et al., 2013). This study is also unique
in that it compared a strategy that focused on teaching
deficient executive skills (organizational skills training)
with one that employed a motivational strategy that
primarily relied on the use of reinforcers to improve
organization (parents and teachers helping kids organ-
1ze). Although both groups improved more than controls
on most of the nine outcomes measured, a head-to-head
comparison of the two interventions demonstrated the
superiority of the skills training intervention over the
contingency management intervention, particularly
when looking at gains in academic proficiency.

While 1t is likely unrealistic to expect school
psychologists to conduct formal outcome studies of their
own as they begin to implement the strategies described
in this chapter, responsible intervention design must
include identifying ways to assess efficacy. Whenever
possible, naturally occurring records can serve as
outcome measures. These might include reduced
discipline referrals (as measures of improved response
inhibition or emotional control), increased homework
completion rates (as measures of improved working
memory, task initiation, and sustained attention), and
improved grades on long-term projects (as measures of
improved planning and time management skills).
Checklists, rubrics, and goal-setting strategies can also
be created to measure outcomes objectively. Dawson
and Guare (2012) provide a discussion of progress
monitoring for executive skill development that spells
out these strategies with more specificity.

Cultural Considerations

It becomes quickly evident in looking at cultural
influences on executive skill development that different
parenting styles and cultural values have an impact on
the development of traits commonly associated with
both temperament and personality. There is consid-
erable overlap, particularly when considering traits
associated with temperament and those commonly
defined as executive skills. For example, Garstein et al.
(2006) define temperament as “individual differences in
reactivity an self-regulation, which are constitutionally
based and influenced over time by heredity, maturation,
and experience” (p. 146). They note that the specific
traits associated with self-regulation and reactivity are
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attention, behavioral inhibition, arousability of affect,
and self-soothing. Child-rearing patterns in different
cultures are felt to reflect the values of those cultures.
For instance, Eastern cultures are felt to promote
collectivist attitudes, while Western cultures emphasize
individualistic attitudes.

Delineating cultural differences in executive skill
development is well beyond the scope of this chapter.
Studies have shown, for instance, that motivational
beliefs and self-regulated learning vary when comparing
early adolescents in the United States to those in China
(Wang & Pomerantz, 2009) and that self-report of
adolescent procrastination is greater in Singapore than
Canada (Klassen et al., 2009). A study comparing
Finnish and American students found differences in
both attentional control and inhibitory control (Gaias
et al., 2012), while another study found that whereas
there is a gender gap between boys and girls when it
comes to self-control in young children in America (with
girls exhibiting more self-control than boys), no gender
gap 1n self-control development is evident in Asian
cultures (Wanless et al., 2013).

While it 1s unrealistic to expect school psychologists to
fully understand how child-rearing practices influence
executive skill development in children from different
cultures, it is reasonable for school psychologists to be
sensitive to cultural differences and to avoid imposing
their own values on families from different cultural
backgrounds. It is therefore incumbent on school
psychologists to elicit from the parents the values and
behavioral expectations those parents may import from
their own cultures. School psychologists also should
avoid sounding judgmental when they work with parents
to help parents understand things they can do at home to
promote the kind of executive skill development that will
be most likely to further academic success.

Case Examples

One case example is focused on an elementary-aged
student with problems with behavioral excesses assoc-
iated with those executive skills most closely tied to
problems with behavior regulation. The second case
example features a middle school student with executive
skill weaknesses associated with behavioral deficits (i.e.,
poor time management, working memory, task ini-
tiation, sustained attention).

Case Example 1

Max 1s a third-grade student who, when given an
assignment requiring some kind of production (math,
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writing), does one or more of what follows more than
half the time: complains loudly or refuses to do the task
(“I don’t know how to do this!” “I'm not doing this
stupid paper!”), pushes the paper off the desk or
crumples it, or roams around room and does not
respond to teacher directions. The problem behaviors
occur whether or not the task is within Max’s
independent ability, but the more difficult the task, the
more disruptive the behavior.

A multipronged approach is developed to help Max
learn to handle his weak emotional control, inflexibility,
and response inhibition. Elements of the intervention
include (a) a social story describing how he feels and
what his options are for helping himself; (b) the creation
of a hard-times board (see Dawson & Guare, 2009, for
more detailed instructions) that identify triggers, can’t
do’s (behavior Max was not allowed to exhibit), and
coping strategies; (c) shorter tasks with check-in breaks at
the end of each section with the teacher or paraprofes-
sional; (d) immediate check-ins following the presenta-
tion of the task
understands the task or to offer help; (¢) Max’s
agreement that if he begins to get upset and does not

instructions to make sure Max

remember to use his hard-times board, he will accept a
cue from an adult to make a choice from it; (f) a rule that
if his behavior disrupts class, Max will take an out-of-
class break for at least 2 minutes and whatever time
after that until he is able to resume his in-class plan; (g)
Max’s agreement that uncompleted work will be
finished during free time or, if needed, at the end of
school; and (h) an incentive system allowing him to earn
points that he can use to buy computer time, a highly
preferred activity, at the end of the morning and at the
end of school.

The components of the plan are rehearsed with Max
in the classroom with the paraprofessional and teacher
modeling how the plan would be implemented and then
walking Max through the procedure with cues until he
can independently demonstrate how it would work. He
and the paraprofessional and teacher agree on a starting
time for the plan, and, at the beginning of the day and
on returning from lunch, the plan is reviewed by his
reading the social story. Over time, Max becomes better
able to manage his emotions in the context of the kind of
written work that he found aversive.

Case Example 2

Kevin is a bright middle school student with ADHD
whose academic performance is inconsistent, with
grades on nightly homework assignments, tests and
quizzes, and long-term assignments ranging from A to F,

National Association of School Psychologists

4/10/13 11:41:21



depending on the amount of effort he puts into studying
and whether or not he remembers to do the work or to
hand it in on time. His parents employ punitive measures
(such as removing access to videogames), and he 1is
frequently prevented from participating in sports (his
school has a policy that prohibits student athletes from
participating in sports events in any given week if they
have earned grades of C or less on any graded work the
week before). These measures have not been successful,
and his parents are looking for a more effective approach
to improving Kevin’s study habits and working memory.
Together, the school psychologist, Kevin, and his parents
design an incentive system that allows Kevin to earn
points engaging in behaviors that increase the likelihood of
academic success, including using an assignment book on
a daily basis to record homework assignments, handing in
his homework on time, completing homework with at
least 80% accuracy, and earning grades of B- or better on
tests and quizzes (with more points earned the higher the
grade). When Kevin earns 500 points, he can trade the
points in for a smartphone, which his parents have agreed

to let him purchase.

The incentive system is designed so that it would take
Kevin a minimum of 10 weeks to earn the phone, but by
tallying points each week and graphing the total, he can
objectively measure his progress toward his goal. The
plan has built in some ground rules: Kevin agrees to
start homework at 7:00 p.m. except on nights when he
has a basketball game; Kevin is willing to accept one
reminder from his parents to start homework; and
Kevin and his mother or father meet to compute points
together once a week, usually on Friday to allow him to
see his progress toward his smartphone goal. It is
understood that at these weekly check-ins, both Kevin
and his parents will focus on the positives, with each
person stating at least one positive thing about the

process at the time they calculate points.

Once implemented, Kevin earns the smartphone
within the time frame established. More importantly, he
brings his grades up in all subjects, and the plan allows
Kevin to practice habits such as writing down assign-
ments, remembering to hand in homework, and studying
for tests more thoroughly and effectively, all executive

skills that are critical to long-term school success.

Promoting Executive Skill Development
Within a Multitiered Model

In designing a multitiered system of supports for
students with executive skill weaknesses, the emphasis
should be on Tier 1, universal supports. There are two
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primary ways to support executive skills in a regular
classroom. I'irst, classroom teachers can build in daily
routines, such as a routine for collecting homework or
creating a list of classroom behavior rules that are
reviewed regularly with the whole class. These routines
correspond to environmental modifications. Second,
teachers can incorporate components of executive skill
instruction into the subject matter being taught. For
instance, when long-term projects are assigned, teachers
can teach students how to break down complex
assignments into subtasks and timelines. As time goes
on, teachers can transfer more and more of the planning
process to the students themselves (e.g., by requiring the
students to develop a plan as part of the project itself).

Not all students respond to whole-class supports and
instructional strategies. For these, either Tier 2 or Tier 3
strategies will be necessary. Table 24.2 provides exam-
ples of the kinds of strategies that are appropriate at all
three levels.

For a three-tiered model to work effectively, target
behaviors must be defined explicitly and rules for success
at any given level must be agreed upon. It is beyond the
scope of this chapter to describe in detail how this can be
done, but readers are referred to other chapters as well
as to Dawson and Guare (2010) for examples of how
decisions are made within a three-tiered model.

Systems Level Models

As noted previously, executive skill proficiency in young
children is a better predictor of later academic success
than either cognitive ability or family characteristics.
Schools have limited ability to affect directly either
intelligence or family traits, but they can have an impact
on the development of executive skills by creating
classrooms that support training these skills in a
developmentally appropriate fashion. Since this a
variable that schools can have some control over,
making it a target of systems level intervention should
be a strategic use of school district resources in terms of
time, money, and manpower.

While this is in no way intended to represent the
universe of options available to school districts, some
ways they might tackle the problem are described below.

Make executive skills a component of school district strategic
planming: By making executive skill development an
explicit goal, districts can then identify the tactics,
strategies, and resources needed to achieve measureable
results. When new initiatives are proposed, school
administrators often argue that their plates are already
full and they have no capacity to take on more work. In
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Table 24.2. Strategies for Executive Skill Development at Three Levels

Intervention Tier

Environmental Modifications

Instructional Supports Motivational Strategies

Tier 1 (universal):

Systems-level or
classroom-level
supports directed at all
students and designed
to meet the needs of
most students.

Establish classroom
routines to manage things
such as using an
assignment book, handing
in homework, planning for
long-term assignments,
maintaining notebooks
Teach classroom rules
for behavior (post
prominently, review

Teach:

e Use group
contingencies to
meet specific criteria
Build in fun activities
following effortful
classroom tasks
Make liberal use of
effective praise
targeted to
executive skill

Study skills necessary to meet

course requirements: how to study

for tests, how to break down long- .
term assignments into subtasks and
time lines

Organizational/working memory .
skills: how to maintain an assignment
book, how to organize notebooks,

how to remember important things

regularly, and practice such as due dates, permission slips development
for mastery) e Homework skills: how to plan
e Set up school-wide homework sessions, strategies for
monitoring/ feedback getting started, screening out
systems (such as Power distractions, persisting until
School or TeacherEase) completion, avoiding temptation,
problem solving
Tier 2 (targeted): o Modify assignments to e Set up small group coaching for at- ¢ Home—school

Somewhat more
intensive interventions
to meet the needs of
the 10-15% of
students for whom
universal supports are
insufficient

Tier 3 (intensive):

For the 1-7% of
students with chronic
and more severe
problems

increase likelihood of
success (shorten, build in
choice, make more closed
ended).

Set up after school
homework clubs

Provide weekly progress
reports to inform parents
of missing assignments,
upcoming deadlines

At this level an effective
intervention involves
working collaboratively
with parents, teachers,
and students to develop
an individual support plan

risk students to teach them how to

make and follow homework plans and
provide closer monitoring to students
with working memory deficits or o
planning or organizational problems
Institute peer tutoring programs or

train volunteer tutors

Contact parents to develop a simple
plan to address the problem (e.g.,
arranging for progress reports)

incentive systems
(daily or weekly
report cards)
Require students to
use free time or after
school time to
complete unfinished
work

Elements of an effective intensive intervention:

Target behavior is well defined and includes criteria for success
Specific environmental modifications are identified

The skill is explicitly taught, modeled, and rehearsed on a regularly
Someone is assigned to check in with the student at least daily
The student is given a visual reminder of expectations; the
student’s independent use of the skill is monitored over time so
that progress can be measured

Note. From Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents: A Practical Guide to Assessment and Intervention (2nd ed.), by P.

Dawson and R. Guare, 2010, New York, NY: Guilford Press. Copyright 2010 by Guilford Press. Used with permission.

fact, by infusing executive skills into daily classroom
practices, other goals become easier to achieve. The
Common Core State Standards, for instance, can only
be successfully implemented if the foundational exec-
utive skills are strong enough to support them.

Identify grade level expectations for executive skills, along with
the environmental supports and teaching strategies necessary to meet
those expectations: We know that executive skills emerge
gradually. This means that it is reasonable to identify
key executive skills to target at different age levels and to
create a gradually diminishing system of supports based
on developmentally appropriate expectations. In the
lower elementary years, for instance, schools might
target task initiation, sustained attention, emotional
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control, flexibility, and response inhibition. Moving into
upper elementary years, targeted expectations for
working memory, planning, and organization can be
added. Given the often dramatically increased demands
at the middle school level, these three skills should
continue to be targeted, along with the addition of time
management. At the high school level, an emphasis
should be placed on goal-directed persistence and
metacognition, along with advanced level training for
the other executive skills.

Make executive skills a_focus of home school collaboration efforts:
Executive skills develop through practice, and students
are well served when both parents and educators have
a role to play. Parent-teacher conferences, school open
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house events, and PTA activities can all be used to help
parents understand executive skills, why these skills are
important, and steps parents can take to ensure that
their children have an opportunity to practice these skills
at home. Parents do not always appreciate the role that
chores, daily routines, and homework play in helping
children develop good work habits. Once parents
understand the connection, they are often motivated to

do their part.

Create a system of coaching interventions to support students
with executive skill weaknesses: Coaching (Dawson & Guare,
2012) 1s a versatile strategy designed to help students
improve executive skills. It has been shown to be an
effective way to help elementary-aged students with
ADHD improve peer relationships (Plumer, 2007;
Plumer & Stoner, 2005), to help middle school students
improve homework completion (Merriman, 2010), and
to improve academic skills at the high school level
(Merriman & Codding, 2008). While this strategy can
be used on an ad hoc basis as a Tier 2 or Tier 3
intervention, it can be employed more effectively by
establishing it as a service available to students in need
in the same way that some schools offer check-in/check-
out procedures as a dropout prevention program or
provide weekly progress reports to parents to help their
children stay on top of their homework. A cadre of
adults and peers can be trained to provide this service
under the supervision of a school psychologist, following

procedures outline by Dawson and Guare (2012).

Remove barriers to providing special education supports for
students with severe executie skill weaknesses: All too often
students are denied access to the services they need
because scores on standardized achievement tests are
used as evidence that they are acquiring academic skills
at a rate commensurate with their peers. For many of
those students, the issue is not input (i.c., acquisition of
information or knowledge) but one of output (i.e., ability
to demonstrate that knowledge in a format that is
acceptable to teachers). When this occurs at the high
school level, students are often seen as unmotivated and
this is seen as the barrier preventing them from doing

the expected work.

Given what is known about executive skills and the
impact on behavior and academic performance, it is
incumbent on schools to address these skill weaknesses
when these weaknesses can be shown to be a primary
factor causing students to fail classes or grades. The best
way to do this is through a response-to-intervention
model, and it is hoped that schools will increasingly
adopt this model as the way to meet the needs of

students with disabilities.

Student-Level Services, Ch. 24
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Where this model is not implemented, however,
students with executive skill deficits are often denied
services because it is felt they do not have a recognized
disability. Many, but not all, students with significant
executive skill weaknesses also have ADHD or an autism
spectrum disorder, and can access special education
through these classifications. For those who do not have
ADHD or an autism spectrum disorder, a case can be
made that they have a specific learning disability. The
Learning Disabilities Association of America (n.d.)
defines the disorder in this way: “A learning disability
is a neurological condition that interferes with a person’s
ability to store, process, or produce information.” With
this in mind, there can be little argument that when
executive skill weaknesses are causing students to fail
classes or grades, their weaknesses would qualify as a
learning disability.

School psychologists have many demands on their
time, and school districts vary in terms of how they
deploy school psychological services. Whether school
psychologists are involved primarily with individual case
studies, consultation to teachers around classroom-based
concerns, or establishing school-wide interventions, the
stronger grounding they have in executive skills and
their impact on learning and behavior, the better they
will be able to meet the needs of the students they are
charged with helping.

SUMMARY

Executive skills are brain-based skills shown to be strong
predictors of school achievement. Executive skills
emerge slowly and are dependent on brain maturation
and practice to become fully operational. When students
struggle in school, the assessment process should include
an ecvaluation of executive functioning, primarily
through the use of interviews and norm-referenced
rating scales. Interventions to address executive skill
weaknesses fall into three categories: (a) environmental
modifications to improve the goodness of fit between
task demands and the student’s current level of
functioning, (b) teaching strategies to help students
develop more competent executive skills, and (c)
incentives or other forms of reinforcement designed to
motivate students to use or practice skills that they have
but that they find effortful or tedious to employ. A three-
tiered response-to-intervention model is well suited to
meeting the needs of students with executive skill
weaknesses. Universal supports include establishing
classroom routines and whole-class teaching strategies
that are likely to be effective with the vast majority of
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students. For students for whom whole-class supports
are insufficient, more intensive small group interventions
can be used to teach executive skills more explicitly and
to provide more direct supervision to ensure students
practice the skills being taught. Finally, intensive one-
on-one interventions can be designed for students who
need a more individualized approach. These typically
involve a collaborative effort on the part of teachers and
specialists, parents, and the students themselves. School
psychologists are also encouraged to address executive
skill development at a systems level, for example, by
helping schools identify grade-level expectations along
with environmental supports and teaching strategies
that are developmentally appropriate, by providing
guidance to parents about how the parents can support
executive skill development in the home, and by
developing systems of interventions, such as coaching,
to meet the needs of underachieving and underperform-
ing students.

AUTHOR NOTE

Disclosure. Peg Dawson has a financial interest in books
she authored or coauthored referenced in this chapter.
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ight plays a crucial role in regulating many of the body’s internal processes,
I including the circadian rhythms that govern sleep. Among night-shift workers,

fatigue, insomnia, and performance impairments are so common that experts have

coined the term “shift work disorder” to encapsulate the symptoms. Research has even

linked some forms of cancer and heart disease to the internal disruptions that stem from

ignoring the sun’s sleep-wake cues.

So it makes sense that holding a light-emitting device a few inches from your eyeballs would
disrupt your sleep. And there’s some evidence to support this theory. Studies have shown
that exposing a person to blue light—a type of short wavelength light commonly emitted by
digital devices—can suppress the body’s release of melatonin, a hormone that helps
regulate sleep. And research from Harvard Medical School has found that people who read
traditional paper books fall asleep faster and feel more alert the next morning than those

who go to bed with an e-reader.

Experts say blue light isn’t the only thing— or even the
primary thing —linking your bedtime device use to
sleep issues.

A blue light-blocking filter or one of those light-mellowing programs built into most
smartphones should remove any sleep risks, right? That would be a convenient solution
(especially for device makers and app sellers who want you to stay glued to your screens),
experts say blue light isn’t the only thing—or even the primary thing—linking your bedtime

device use to sleep issues.

“Based on my research and that of others, we have consistently found that the blue-enriched
light from screens tested in a single night in a sleep laboratory does not affect sleep,” says

Michael Gradisar, a sleep researcher and professor of psychology at Flinders University in

Australia. While he’s not ruling out the notion that blue light can repel sleep, Gradisar says
it’s more likely that devices “indirectly” repel sleep by keeping people active and alert during

times when they’d normally be winding down for bed.

Not all devices are created equal. “Interactive devices”—namely smartphones, computers,
and video games—*“are more likely to be associated with people having difficulty falling
asleep,” says Gradisar, citing a large-scale sleep study he co-authored, based on nationwide

data collected by the National Sleep Foundation. On the other hand, he says there is “almost


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2904525/#R1
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http://jcsm.aasm.org/ViewAbstract.aspx?pid=29249

a zero relationship” between watching TV and sleep. “This could be because TV is a passive

device,” Gradiser says. “There’s no real interaction with what’s happening on the screen.”

Other researchers agree. “Almost everything we do on phones and tablets is stimulating,

especially social media, texting, email, and online shopping,” says Jean Twenge, a professor

of psychology at San Diego State University and author of iGen, a book that examines the

relationship between adolescents and technology.

Twenge says social media and other smartphone activities tend to spur rumination—or
problems with turning off our thoughts. “It’s too easy to keep thinking about your friend’s
text, the frustrating work email, or the comments on your Facebook post,” she says.
Stressing about the news you just read or whether you made the right choice while shopping
online can also keep your brain churning. “None of this is conducive to settling down for

sleep at night,” Twenge adds.

It’s hard to find a sleep expert who doesn’t recommend
banishing all mobile devices from the bedroom.

Twenge’s research reveals that, among adolescents, device use and time spent on social
media are both associated with poor sleep. These same trends pop up in Gradisar’s work;
compared to adults, young people are more likely to go to bed with their phones and more

likely to experience insufficient sleep.

For lots of Americans, middle-of-the-night device alerts are a common source of sleep
disruption. Gradisar and his colleagues found that, among people who use their cellphone
just before bed, 57 percent leave their ringers on, and one in 10 Americans reports being

awakened by buzzes or alerts at least a few nights a week.

Assuming you’re looking for solutions to this problem, the answer is obvious (though maybe
not easy): Stay away from screens during the hour before bed. “Use of electronic screens
prior to bedtime is probably the biggest problem we see,” says Judith Owens, MD, director of
sleep medicine at Boston Children’s Hospital. In fact, it’s hard to find a sleep expert who
doesn’t recommend banishing all mobile devices from the bedroom. (“You don’t need an
$800 alarm clock” is a common refrain.) One exception to this rule: Some e-readers—
assuming you’re using them to read books, not to surf or shop—should be safe, since they’re

similar to reading a book.

It would be nice if blue light alone were to blame for device-related sleep woes. But your
friend’s comment on your Instagram feed or that infuriating email from your boss is likely

just as much, if not more, to blame.
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