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Aims of the Session

• To introduce executive function skills.

• To understand their role in academic and 

life achievement.

• To understand impact of executive 

functions in HLP.

• To take away an intervention framework to 

support children with low executive 

function skills.



What are 

Executive Function Skills?

No agreed terminology

Executive function (EF) skills are a 

set of coordinated brain processes 

for achieving goal-directed 

behaviours. 

“Executive function (EF) is an overarching 

term that refers to mental control processes 

that enable physical, cognitive, and 

emotional self-control.” (Corbett et al., 2009)



Not a unitary concept



What are 

Executive Function Skills?

Response inhibition

Emotional control

Flexibility

Working memory

Task initiation

Sustaining attention

Shifting attention

Planning/prioritising

Organisation

Time management

Goal-direct persistence

Metacognition/Monitoring



Definition Examples

Response 

inhibition

The ability to think before 

reacting. Controlling the need to 

say or do something, gives space 

to evaluate a situation and 

consequences of our behaviour

• Acts without thinking

• Interrupts others

• Blurts out comments or answers 

• Loud when talking or playing

• Acts wild or out of control

Flexibility Being able to adapt and change 

plans when confronted with 

obstacles, new information or 

after making mistakes. 

• Upset by changes in plans

• Resists change of routine

• Gets stuck on one topic or activity

• Stick to one solution to a problem

• Difficulty handling open-ended tasks

Working 

memory 

The ability to hold and manipulate 

information in memory to perform 

complex tasks

• Forgets directions

• Forgets to do chores

• Forgets to hand in homework and   

bring materials to and from school

• Forgets when assignments are due

Task 

initiation

The ability to begin projects 

without undue procrastination, in 

an efficient or timely fashion

• Puts off homework 

• Delays starting effortful tasks

• Chooses “fun stuff” over homework

or chores



Definition Examples

Sustained 

attention

Continue to pay attention to a 

situation or task, despite lack 

of interest, context or potential 

boredom

• Stops before task or chore is  

completed

• Switches between tasks without

finishing any

• Daydreams excessively

Planning/

prioritising

The ability to come up with 

sequential steps to achieve a 

goal

• Can’t break up tasks in smaller parts

• Can’t decide what’s important, thus 

difficulty taking notes and revising

Organisation The ability to create and 

maintain systems to keep 

track of information or 

materials

• Messy bedroom, cluttered desks

• Can’t find things in notebooks,

backpacks, lockers

• Loses or misplaces things

Time 

management

The capacity to estimate how 

much time one has, how to 

allocate it, and how to stay 

within time constraints

• Can’t estimate how long tasks take

• Late for appointments

• Difficulty meeting deadlines

• Lacks sense of urgency



Definition Examples

Goal-directed 

persistence

The capacity to follow through  

a goal to completion, and not 

be put off by or distracted by 

competing interests. 

• May not do homework because they

don’t see how it will impact their future

• May try to save money to buy 

something but spend it before they

reach their goal

Metacognition The ability to stand back and 

take an objective view of 

oneself in a situation. The 

ability to observe how you 

problem solve. It also 

includes self-monitoring and 

self-evaluative skills (e.g., 

asking yourself, “How am I 

doing?” or “How did I do?”)

• Wait for others to solve problems for 

them

• Lack insight into their behaviour (and

its impact either on others or their

ability to get what they want)

• Don’t know how to study for tests



How EF develop?

A series of maturational processes:

1. Pruning

2. Strengthening

3. Myelination



How EF develop?

• Whole brain activation

• Domain general

• Integration of emotional and 

motivational processes. 



How EF develop?

1. First year of life

2. Three to seven years

3. Puberty 

4. Further myelination up to 30 & 

white matter increase until 60



How EF develop?

• Appreciation of delayed gratification

• Understanding concept of time

• Ability to generate realistic 

hypothesis of what may happen.

In other words, constant monitoring 

and updating of risk-benefit trade off. 



What lack of EF looks like?

+ Memory and academic skills

- Applying what it’s known  



Why are they important?

• predict academic achievement

• life success 

• social relationships



Why are they important

in children with high ability?

High IQ    ≠ EF at home/school

High IQ    ≠  High achievement



Who struggles with EF?



What can parents do?



Consider the child’s 

developmental level



Harness the child’s drive 

for mastery



Move from external cues to 

internal motivation



Modify the physical or 

social environment



Modify the task



Modify the task when the 

child won’t do it



Modify interactions with 

adults



Creating an intervention

Summary

1. Manipulate the environment.

2. Teach skills directly.

3. Motivate the child to use the skills.



Putting it all together

See ‘Teaching Children Executive Function Skills’

1. Describe problem behaviour.

2. Set a goal.

3. Create an intervention.

4. Evaluate and make changes.

5. Fade supervision or support. 



Resources

Smart but Scattered by Guare and Dawson 

(there is a teen version)

Bright Kids Who Can’t Keep Up

by Braaten and Willoughby

Late, Lost and Unprepared: A parents’ Guide 

to Helping Children with Executive 

Functioning by Cooper-Kahn and Dietzel



Revisiting Aims

• To introduce executive function skills.

• To understand their role in academic and 

life achievement.

• To understand impact of executive 

functions in HLP.

• To take away an intervention framework to 

support children with low executive 

function skills.



Potential Plus UK

Potential 
Plus UK

Independent, 
educational 

charity

Established in 
1967

Awareness 
raising

Support for 
families

Services for 
schools and 

teachers
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Support for Families
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Services for Schools and Teachers

• To aid the identification of high potential 
learners and ensure meaningful provision

• For senior leadership, teachers, teaching 
assistants and governors

Professional 
Development 

• To recognise and embed best practice in 
schools in relation to high learning potential

• For both state and independent, primary and 
secondary schools

High Learning 
Potential Best 

Practice Award

• To guide schools in their identification of and 
provision for high potential learners

• Website, telephone advice, downloadable 
resources

Information 
and Advice 

Service
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More support

• www.potentialplusuk.org

• Webchat Monday and Wednesday 9.30am 
– 12.30pm; Thursday 8pm – 10pm 

• Could my child have high learning 
potential? 
https://www.potentialplusuk.org/index.php/
online-questionnaire/

• Bookable advisory calls £36 (non member)

• Advice sheets; free or £3.60
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Support through membership

• Unlimited bookable advisory calls

• Online resources

• Newsletters with articles, ideas & activities

• Assessment and event discounts

• Eligibility to apply to Scholarship Fund

• HLP community
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