
Demystifying Executive 
Functioning (EF): 

Practical Ways We Can 
Support EF in Our Schools





nachos 
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lift weights

The Great 
Gatsby

● building relationships 
● strength-based approaches to 

supporting students and families

Diana Gilbert, EdD NCSP



Burritos

Walk & read & 
binge Netflix

Scumble River 
book series by 
Denise Swanson

Connecting with other school psychologists 
& having the opportunity to present today 

with my friend and colleague Dr. G

Amy Merenda, EdD, LEP



● Gaining a deeper understanding of what executive 
functioning is in the school setting and how it impacts us 
as school psychologists 

● Learning strategies to implement executive functioning 
skills into the fabric of our school teams to improve 
collaboration and respect amongst team members

● Identifying ways to incorporate executive functioning 
interventions into the support for the students at our 
schools 



● What is Executive Functioning (EF)?
● EF and student interventions
● EF and school site teams
● EF and practicing school psychologists



What is 
EF?



“Executive function is a set of mental skills that include working 
memory, flexible thinking, and self-control. We use these skills 
every day to learn, work, and manage daily life. Trouble with 
executive function can make it hard to focus, follow directions, 

and handle emotions, among other things.

Some people describe executive function as “the management 
system of the brain.” That’s because the skills involved let us 

set goals, plan, and get things done. When people struggle with 
executive function, it impacts them at home, in school, and in 

life.”

Understood.org



“The executive functions all serve a “command and control” 
function; they can be viewed as the “conductor” of all 
cognitive skills.

Executive functions help you manage life tasks of all types. 
For example, executive functions let you organize a trip, a 
research project, or a paper for school.”

-LD Online, All About Learning Disabilities and ADHD



From: https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/what-is-executive-function-and-how-does-it-relate-to-child-development/

HUMAN



For today’s discussion, we will 
be relying on the definitions 
put forth by Dawson and 

Guare. 



Organization The ability to create and maintain systems to keep track of information or materials. A 
young child can, with a reminder, put toys in a designated place. An adolescent can 
organize and locate sports equipment.

Response Inhibition The capacity to think before you act–this ability to resist the urge to say or do something 
allows us the time to evaluate a situation and how our behavior might impact it. In the 
young child, waiting for a short period without being disruptive is an example of response 
inhibition  while in the adolescent it would be demonstrated by accepting a referee’s call 
without an argument.

Working Memory 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. A young child, for example can hold in mind and follow 
1-2 step directions while the middle school child can remember the expectations of 
multiple teachers.

Sustained Attention The capacity to maintain attention to a situation or task in spite of distractibility, fatigue, 
or boredom. Completing a 5-minute chore with occasional supervision is an example of 
sustained attention in the younger child. The teenager is able to attend to homework,with 
short breaks, for one to two hours.

Time Management 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. A young 
child can complete a short job within a time limit set by an adult. A high school student 
can establish a schedule to meet task deadlines.



Emotional Control The ability to manage emotions in order to achieve goals,  complete tasks, or control and 
direct behavior. A young child with this skill is able to recover from a disappointment in a 
short time. A teenager is able to manage the anxiety of a game or test and still perform.

Flexibility The ability to revise plans in the face of obstacles, setbacks, new information or mistakes. 
It relates to an adaptability to changing conditions. A young child can adjust to a change 
in plans without major distress. A high school student can accept an alternative such as a 
different job when the first choice is not available.

Task Initiation The ability to begin projects without undue procrastination, in an efficient or timely 
fashion. A young child is able to start a chore or assignment right after instructions are 
given. A high school student does not wait until the last minute to begin a project.

Planning/Prioritization 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’s important to focus on and what’s not 
important. A young child, with coaching, can think of options to settle a peer conflict. A 
teenager can formulate a plan to get a job.

Metacognition The ability to stand back and take a birds eye view of oneself in a situation. It is an 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?”). A young child can 
change behavior is response to feedback from an adult. A teenager can monitor and 
critique her performance and improve it by observing others who are more skilled.



Stress Tolerance The ability to thrive in stressful situations and to cope with uncertainty, change, and 
performance demands.

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



Foundational EF Skills

● Response Inhibition
● Working Memory
● Emotional Control
● Flexibility 
● Sustained Attention
● Task Initiation

Advanced EF Skills

● Organization
● Planning/Prioritization
● Time Management
● Goal Directed 

Persistence
● Metacognition

www.smartbutscatteredkids.com

http://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com


EF & 
Students



Foundational EF Skills

● Response Inhibition
● Working Memory
● Emotional Control
● Flexibility 
● Sustained Attention
● Task Initiation

Advanced EF Skills

● Organization
● Planning/Prioritization
● Time Management
● Goal Directed 

Persistence
● Metacognition
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How do we know what EF 
skills we should work on with 

students?



Best Practices tells us that there are two 
main ways to target interventions for 
students with EF needs:
1. Target the assessed needs of the 
student individually 

2. Target classrooms and schools to 
support and accommodate EF skills 



How do we support these 
needs?



How to support students with EF 
needs…

● Change the environment around the 
student

● Change the tasks the student is 
expected to complete/do

● Change the way adults interact with 
the student



How to support students with EF 
needs…

● Teach EF skills directly!
○ Resources and interventions will be shared at the 

end of this presentation



EF & Site 
Teams



EF skills are not just 
important for students but 
essential to how our site 

teams work



EF skills are what 
keep our systems 

moving

Success of consultation 
also impacted by EF 

skills

Some EF skills are 
more salient than 
others based on 

the team 

MTSS
SST
IEP

EF Skills & Site Teams



What are some traits of 
effective school site teams?



Prepared, Efficient, Get Things Done
● effectively plan
● problem solve
● complete tasks
● collaborate with stakeholders
● be flexible 



How do these traits align with EF 
Skills Many are used each 

step of the way with 
our site teams in 
meetings, consultation, & 
how we communicate

-sustained attention 
-working memory
-response inhibition
-emotional control
-task initiation
-flexibility



Utilizing a master 
calendar for 
scheduling 
meetings

Tracking timelines
Delegating tasks

Keeping a student 
referral list, folders in 
shared google drive, 
binders, file boxes 

with frequently used 
forms 

EF and Site 
Teams

Organization



● bringing data or 
helping others 

prepare/collect data 
to be reviewed

● Action plan
● follow up
● next steps

● scheduling meetings
● which meetings to 

attend
● knowing who needs 

to attend 

EF and Site 
Teams

Planning/Prioritization



● vision/hearing 
referrals

● follow up with 
stakeholders

● fidelity of 
interventions

● data collection

Who does what and 
how that impacts 
the your site teams’ 
systems and efficacy 

EF and Site 
Teams

Goal Directed Persistence



what worked? 
what could have been 
better?
what needs to change?

Is follow up needed 
with a parent or 
staff member?

● Sufficient time for 
meetings?

● Did we consider the type 
of meeting for the time 
allotted?
○ IEP, staffing, need 

for interpreters

EF and Site 
Teams

Metacognition
SELF-REFLECTION



EF & Practicing School 
Psychologists



SURVEY 
25 practicing school psychologists

Majority with 10+ years of 
experience (54.2%)

20% with 6-10 years of experience
16.6% 1-5 years of experience
8.3% Interns

8 counties  from California and 
Virginia

4.2% High School
12.6% Elementary and High 
school
4.2% PK-adult
4.2% PK-middle school
4.2% K-middle school
12.5% PK
37.5% Elementary
20.8% Middle



SURVEY-Organization 



SURVEY-Organization 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Calendars (digital or physical)
● Office supplies - post it notes, folders, colored items
● Spreadsheets
● To do lists



SURVEY-Response Inhibition 



SURVEY-Response Inhibition 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Take time to process and prepare before 

responding to others
● Breathe
● Rely on others to listen and support



SURVEY- Working Memory 



SURVEY- Working Memory 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Write information down (sticky notes, lists, etc)
● Practice!



SURVEY- Sustained Attention 



SURVEY- Sustained Attention 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Get enough rest
● Take movement breaks
● Background music



SURVEY- Time Management 



SURVEY- Time Management 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Set timers for tasks
● Use of planners
● Chunk tasks
● Wear a watch



SURVEY- Emotional Control



SURVEY- Emotional Control 
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Breathe
● Take a break
● Consult and vent with safe colleagues 



SURVEY- Flexibility



SURVEY- Flexibility
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Leave flex time in the day
● Keep extra protocols/rating scales in the car
● Growth mindset



SURVEY- Task Initiation



SURVEY- Task Initiation
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Set due dates
● Score protocols right away
● Prioritize tasks
● Utilize to-do lists



SURVEY- Planning/Prioritization



SURVEY- Planning/Prioritization
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Plan ahead for the year

○ For the month
○ For the day

● Utilize a planner
● To-do lists



SURVEY- Metacognition



SURVEY- Metacognition
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Self-reflection
● Meditation
● Journaling



SURVEY- Stress Tolerance



SURVEY- Stress Tolerance
How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● Daily exercise
● Relationships
● Prioritize YOUR wellbeing



SURVEY-Goal Directed Persistence



How to support this skill as a school psychologist:
● To-do lists
● Planner use
● Checklists

SURVEY-Goal Directed Persistence



● EF skills are vital to students
○ Site teams
○ AND US!

● What strategy will you try next 
week?



Resources
● https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com/resources/pri

nt-articles/
● Best Practices in School Psychology
● https://rebeccabranstetter.com/books/ 

https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com/resources/print-articles/
https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com/resources/print-articles/
https://rebeccabranstetter.com/books/


Thank you! Questions?


