
From Goldstein & Naglieri (Eds.). (2014) Handbook of Executive Functioning. New York: Springer. 

Intervention Steps 
 

Establish behavioural goal 
Undesired behaviour: ___________________________________________________ 

Goal behaviour: ________________________________________________________ 

 
 
1. What environmental supports will be provided (check all that apply)? 

__ Change physical or social environment (add physical barriers, reduce 

distractions, provide organizational structures, reduce social complexity, etc.) 

__ Change the nature of the task (make shorter, build in breaks, give something 

to look forward to, create a schedule, build in choice, make the task more fun, etc.) 

__ Change the way adults interact with the child (e.g., rehearsal, prompts, 

reminders, coaching, praise, debriefing, feedback) 

 

 

2. 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. 

 

 

3. What incentives will be used to encourage the child to learn, practice, or use 

the skill (check all that apply)? 

__ Specific praise 

__ Natural consequences 

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

__ A menu of rewards  

Daily reward possibilities: 

Weekly reward possibilities: 

Long-term reward possibilities: 
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Environmental Modifications - Examples 

Environmental 

modification 

Executive skills 

addressed  

Examples 

Change the 
physical 
environment 

Response inhibition  •Add barriers (e.g., avoid runways in preschools) 
 

Sustained attention  
 

• Seating arrangements (e.g., place distractible kids near 
teacher, away from windows) 

Task initiation  
 

• Reduce distractions (e.g., allow kids to listen to music 
while taking tests or doing homework to screen out more 
distracting stimuli) 
 

Organization  
 

• Use organizing structures (e.g., clear plastic containers 
with labels; consistent space on blackboard for writing 
homework) 
 

Change the 
social 
environment 

Response inhibition  
 

• Reduce social complexity (e.g., fewer kids, more adults; 
supervision of playtime; structured play vs. free play) 
 

Emotional control  
 

• Change the “social mix” (seating arrangements in class; 
rules about who children can invite for play dates) 
 

Modify tasks Sustained attention  
 

• Make tasks shorter or build in breaks along the way 
 

Task initiation  
 

• Make steps more explicit (e.g., provide templates or 
rubrics that spell out task 
requirements) 
 

Working memory  
 

• Create a schedule, either for a specific event or for a block 
of time (such as morning work time or Saturday chores) 
 

Flexibility • Build in variety or choice either for the tasks to be done or 
the order in which they are to be done 
 

Metacognition • Make the task closed ended 

Change the 

way adults 

interact with 

the child 

Response inhibition  
 

• Rehearse with the youngster what will happen and how 
the youngster will handle it  

Emotional control  • Use prompts and cues (either verbal or visual)  
 

Flexibility • Remind youngster to use checklist or Schedule  
 

Working memory • Praise youngster for using executive skills—rule of thumb: 
3 positives for each corrective feedback 
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Teaching children executive skills 
 

Step 1: Describe the problem behaviours 
Examples of problem behaviours might be starting chores but not finishing them, not 
following morning routines on school days, forgetting to hand in homework assignments, 
losing important papers, etc. Be as specific as possible in describing the problem 
behaviours—they should be described as behaviours that can be seen or heard. Complains 
about chores, rushes through homework, and making many mistakes are better 
descriptors than has a bad attitude or is lazy. 
 
Step 2: Set a goal 
Usually the goal relates directly to the problem behaviour. For instance, if not bringing 
home necessary homework materials is the problem, the goal might be: “Mary will 
bring home from school all necessary materials to complete homework.”  
 
Step 3: Establish a procedure or set of steps to reach the goal 
This is usually done best by creating a checklist that outlines the procedure to be followed.  
 
Step 4: Supervise the child following the procedure 
In the early stages, the child will need to be walked through the entire process. Steps 
include (1) reminding the child to begin the procedure, (2) prompting the child to perform 
each step in the procedure, (3) observing the child as each step is performed, (4) providing 
feedback to help improve performance, and (5) praising the child as each step is 
completed successfully and when the entire procedure is finished. 
 
Step 5: Evaluate the process and make changes if necessary 
At this step, the adult continues to monitor the child’s performance to identify where the 
process might be breaking down or where it might be improved. Most commonly, this will 
involve tightening the process to include more cues or a more refined breakdown of the 
task into subtasks. When possible, involve the child in the evaluation process to tap into 
their problem-solving skills. 
 
Step 6: Fade the supervision 
Decrease the number of prompts and level of supervision to the point where the child is 
able to follow the procedure independently. This should be done gradually, for example, 
by (1) prompting the child at each step but leaving the vicinity between steps; (2) getting 
the child started and making sure she finishes but not being present while she performs 
the task; (3) cueing the child 
to start, to use the checklist to check off as each step is completed, and to report back 
when done; and (4) prompting the child to “use your checklist” with no additional cues or 
reminders. Ultimately, the child will either retrieve the checklist on her own or even be 
able to perform the task without the need for a checklist at all. 
  

  



From Goldstein & Naglieri (Eds.). (2014) Handbook of Executive Functioning. New York: Springer. 

Incentive systems for difficult tasks 

Steps 1 and 2: Describe the problem behaviours and set a goal  
See Steps 1 and 2 above for teaching the child to use executive skills.  
 
Step 3: Decide on possible rewards and contingencies 
Incentive systems work best when children have a “menu” of rewards to choose from. One 
of the best ways to do this is a point system in which points can be earned for the goal 
behaviours and traded in for the reward the child wants to earn. The bigger the reward, 
the more points the child will need to earn it. The menu should include both larger, more 
expensive rewards that may take a week or a month to earn and smaller, inexpensive 
rewards that can be earned daily. Rewards can include “material” reinforcers (such as 
favourite foods or small toys) as well as activity rewards (such as the chance to play a 
game). It may also be necessary to build contingencies into the system; usually the access 
to a privilege after a task is done (such as the chance to watch a favourite TV show or the 
chance to talk on the telephone to a friend).  
 
Incentive systems can be used together with the school and is recommended to build in a 
home component. This is because parents often have available a wider array of reinforcers 
than are available to teachers. When a coordinated approach is used, a home-school 
report card is often the vehicle by which teachers communicate to parents how many 
points the child has earned that day. However, this is not recommended when the child 
needs a more immediate reward and cannot wait until the end of the school day to earn it. 
 
Once the system is up and running, if you find the child is earning more penalties than 
rewards, then the program needs to be revised so that the child can be more successful. 
Usually when this kind of system fails, we think of it as a “design failure” rather than the 
failure of the child to respond to rewards. 
 
Step 4: Write a behaviour contract 
The contract should say exactly what the child agrees to do and exactly what the parents’ 
or teacher’s roles and responsibilities will be. Along with points and rewards, adults should 
be sure to praise children for following the contract. It will be important for adults to agree 
to a contract they can live with: they should avoid penalties they are either unable or 
unwilling to impose (for instance, if both parents work and are not at home, they cannot 
monitor whether a child is beginning his homework right after school, so an alternative 
contract may need to be written). 
 
Step 5: Evaluate the process and make changes if necessary 
Incentive systems may not work the first time. Parents or teachers should expect to try it 
out and redesign it to work the kinks out. Eventually, once the child is used to doing the 
behaviours specified in the contract, the contract can be rewritten to work on another 
problem behaviour. As time goes on, children may be willing to drop the use of an 
incentive system altogether. This is often a long-term goal, however, and adults should  
be ready to write a new contract if the child slips back to bad habits once a system is 
dropped. 


