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Blocks to Lifelong 
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Presented by 

Michelle Antle, Ed.S.
School Psychologist and 

Field Training Coordinator,
Kentucky Autism Training Center

Objectives

➢ Participants will learn the definition of executive functioning.

➢ Participants will recognize how these differences may impact 
learning and behavior.

➢ Participants will learn at least 3 simple strategies to address and 
instruct executive functioning. 



4/27/22

2

What is Executive Functioning

A set of cognitive processes and mental skills that 
help an individual plan, monitor, and successfully 
execute their goals.

Psychology Today (2020)

Frontal Lobe

Much like an air traffic control system, 
Executive Function skills help our 

brains prioritize tasks, filter distractions 
and control impulses. 
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Flexible 
Attention

● Shift attention to most important 
task

● Sustain attention
● Allows us to switch focus quickly 

from one thing to another 

Inhibitory 
Control

● Pause and Think before we act
● Helps us resist impulses
● Keeps us on task
● Set goals and carry them out

● Ability to remember and 
use important 
information

Working 
Memory

EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING
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When do Executive Functioning Skills Develop?

➔ As essential as they are, we aren’t born with the skills.
➔ These skills typically develop most rapidly between ages 3 and 5. 
➔ It takes a long time and a lot of practice to grow executive functioning 

skills. 

➔ There is another spike during the adolescent and early adult years.

What might we see with EF deficits?
➔ Behavior:

◆ The child’s actions--usually in relation to their environment or task demands.
➔ Self regulation: 

◆ The ability to obtain, maintain and change one’s emotion, behavior, attention and activity level 
appropriate for a task or situation in a socially acceptable manner.

➔ Social skills: 
◆ Determined by the ability to engage in reciprocal interaction with others 
◆ To compromise with others
◆ To be able to recognize and follow social norms.

➔ Attention and concentration:
◆ Sustained effort
◆ Doing activities without distraction
◆ Being able to hold that effort long enough to get the task done.
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EF deficits are strongly associated with components 
of...

Attention Deficit Disorders Anxiety Autism

Depression Fetal Alcohol Syndrome Intellectual Disability

Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorders

Schizophrenia Social Communication Disorder

Specific Learning Disability Tourette’s Syndrome Traumatic Brain Injury 

A child does NOT have to have a disability to have challenges with EF! 
Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)

● Shows little awareness of the process involved in how things happen.
● Have difficulty getting started on a task.
● Live in the current moment and not think for the future or about consequences.
● Be unable to reflect on past experiences to plan for the future.
● Use the same strategy to solve a repeated problem, even if proven ineffective.
● Have difficulty adapting to change.
● Rarely match a strategy to a problem.
● Have low self esteem
● Have difficulty overriding an emotion in order to behave appropriately.
● Locate the source of their troubles outside their control.
● Have a low tolerance for failure.
● Skip steps in a procedure and is baffled when the outcome is not reached.
● Have difficulty putting a sequence of steps in order
● Have difficulty shifting perspectives.
● Need prompting to consider the feelings of others.
● Fail to see the ‘big picture’ of a task or situation.

Some of these are 
developmentally 
appropriate--
Why should I worry?
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How does this impact learning and behavior?
During the day a child must...

➔ Listen to the teacher/parent
➔ Keep focused despite distractions
➔ Redirect themselves back to task
➔ Ask for help when needed
➔ Remember prior knowledge to complete activity
➔ Engage appropriately in group setting
➔ Wait to speak until called on
➔ Be flexible with changes in activities or schedule
➔ Control emotions about all of the above

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)

What might this look like at home?
Difficulty with…

➔ Planning and prioritizing
➔ Completing tasks
➔ Sustaining effort
➔ Storing information in working memory
➔ Recalling information
➔ Seeking more information if  needed
➔ Regulating alertness
➔ Adapting to changes

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)
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Why is Executive Functioning Important?
Initiate

Beginning a task or activity.

Inhibit
Not acting on an impulse or  stopping 
one’s own inappropriate activity at the 
proper time.

Shift
The ability to move from one situation, 
activity, or aspect of a problem to 
another as the situation demands.

Plan
Anticipating future events, setting 
goals, and developing appropriate 
steps ahead of time to carry out an 
activity.

Organize
Establishing or maintaining order in an 
activity or place; carrying out a task in 
a systematic manner.

Self	Monitor
Checking on one’s own actions during, 
or shortly after finishing, the task or 
activity to ensure appropriate 
attainment of goal.

Working	Memory
Holding information in the mind for 
the purpose of completing a specific 
and related task.

Emotional	Control
Modulating/controlling one’s own 
emotional response appropriate to the 
situation or stressor.

Executive	
Functioning

Play-Based 
interventions
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So what can we do?

Think about the mental control it takes for a 
young child to stay “in character” when 
pretending to be someone else. 

This is great practice in working         
memory and impulse control. 

So what can we do?

PRETEND PLAY
And 

Role Play
➔ Children must determine what is needed, hold this 

information in mind, and then follow through without 
getting distracted. 

➔ They also exercise selective attention, working memory, 
and planning. 

➔ If the original plans don’t work out, children need to 
adjust their ideas and try again, challenging their cognitive 
flexibility.
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So what can we do?

Lily has trouble wanting to share  
her new purse at school.

Learning to control yourself.

Being first is not always best!

Encourage Children to tell you stories!

Write them down to read with the child. 

Children can also make pictures 

and create their own books. 

Revisiting the story, either by reviewing

pictures or words, supports more 

intentional organization and greater elaboration.
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So what can we do?

GAMES

Freeze Dance or Simon Says

Planning and Problem-Solving Games such as 
puzzles

Specific
Interventions
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Providing Visual Supports
● Pictures of Expectations
● Schedules
● Only provide needed supplies
● Task Analysis
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Providing Visual Supports
● Pictures of Expectations--Not just behavioral! 

Using Transition Supports
★ Count-down timers
★ Warning of changes to the schedules
★ Change Cards
★ Warning of having to stop in the 

middle of an activity
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Consistent Routines
Establish Routines:

-Breakfast
-Bathroom
-Bus/Car Rider Procedure
–Parent Trade-offs for Custody 

Changes

Structure the Unstructured:
-Provide Options or Choices

Teaching Flexibility 

*KEY = DIRECT INSTRUCTION*
✓Visual Scales
✓Wait Card
✓ Power Cards

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)
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Teaching Flexibility

*KEY = DIRECT INSTRUCTION*
✓Visual Scales
✓Wait Card
✓ Power Cards

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)

Teaching Flexibility 
*KEY = DIRECT INSTRUCTION*
✓Visual Scales
✓Wait Card
✓Power Cards

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)

Thomas likes it when I...

Look at him 

Keep my hands to myself 
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Teaching leveled emotionality
(The ability to emotionally regulate and avoid mood swings)

Have to teach….
✓ Calming routines

⭐ All focus on teaching replacement behaviors

Wilkins & Burmeister (2015)

Teaching Impulse Control

https://www.thepathway2success.com/12-games-to-practice-self-control/



4/27/22

16

Teaching Impulse Control

https://www.thepathway2success.com/12-
games-to-practice-self-control/

What did you learn from today?

Who wants to volunteer to share?

32
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Contact	Information

Thank You!!

Email:	michelle.antle@louisville.edu
michelle.antle@grrec.org
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● The Left Brain Buddha.  https://leftbrainbuddha.com/10-fun-activities-that-teach-executive-functioning-kids-
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● Wilkins, S. and Burmeister, C. (2015).  FLIPP The Switch: Strengthen Executive Function Skills. AAPC Publishing: Shawnee 
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