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Learning Objectives

Understanding: 
“Executive 
Function”

Understanding:

How EF develops

Practicing:

Case Studies

Practicing:

Identifying challenges 
and preparing supports



Think – Pair - Share



Ava is having a great time with her electronic animal
sounds game. When the computerized voice hee-
haws, the two-year-old cries out, “dun-kee!” and
presses the donkey picture on the touch pad. This
gizmo also has games for identifying colours,
numbers and shapes. Ava now knows two dozen
animals and 30 colours, including obscure ones like
magenta.
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Three-year-old Tyler and his dad are “camping”
in the spare bedroom. They pitch their tent by
stretching out some sheets. They pretend to
gather wood, build a campfire and cook a meal.
After dinner they sing some songs and then “go
to sleep.” Tyler plays the role of the parent
while his dad pretends to be the kid.

© Chris Barr, Creative Commons License (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Text quoted from Hoffman, J. (2016)



Tyler’s imaginary camping game is doing more to prepare 
him to be a good learner.

When kids are doing – using their bodies, their minds and 
their senses at the same time – they are understanding how 
to use their brain power to make things happen. What sets a 
child up for learning and being happy, are executive 
functions. 

- and -

The development of emotional regulation depends on
interaction with people. Kids can’t learn well if strong
negative emotions and stress often cloud their ability to think
and process information.

Text quoted from Hoffman, J. (2016)



What are
Executive Functions?



Executive Functions 
enable the 

mental control of

THOUGHTS,
FEELINGS,

and 

ACTIONS

in order to accomplish 
an objective
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3 Primary Components of Executive Functions

Inhibition

• To stop oneself from doing a natural or 
reflexive behavior

Working Memory

• Mentally holding onto information when using 
or processing it

Flexibility (Shifting)

• To change behaviors or thinking to adapt to a 
changing situation

Photos courtesy photos-public-domain.com



Subskills related to Executive Functions

SELF-MONITORING

tasks

Developing and 
implementing 

strategies

PLANNING

ORGANIZING

items, tasks, and 
time

Correct Emotional Levels

EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION

More…

Starting tasks easily

INITIATION

Sustaining ATTENTION





“Growing” 
Executive Functions



COGNITIVE PROCESSES DEVELOP OVER 
TIME

 they are 
born with the 
potential to 

develop them.

 Executive Functions develop from birth to young adulthood.

 The development of Executive Functioning skills depends on 
practice opportunities to develop the skills.

Children are 
not born with 

Executive 
Functioning 

skills 
© Maristas Salamanca, Creative Commons License



Inhibition: Learning strategies from others



Screen shot of EF development handout



THE ENVIRONMENT MATTERS

WE CAN PROVIDE 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

GROWTH:

“SERVE & RETURN”

Growth-
Promoting 

Environmen
t

Relationship

Routines

Adult 
Modelling 

(Me)

Practice 
Together 

(We)

Independence 
(You)

Play & Social 
Activities



ACTIVITY



MODIFIED HEDBANZ RULES:

• Place the cards face down. 

• Players wear headbands.

• Without looking at the picture side of the card, players insert the 

top card into their headband so the card is visible to others. 

• Players take turns asking each other questions to identify the picture 

card.  NOTE: You can ask any question except, “What am I?” although 

at any time you can ask “Am I a … ?”

• Make your guess!  One minute time limit.



SHARE: What EF skills were needed?



Inhibition

- Thinking about an appropriate category, question, or comment 

before speaking (e.g., refraining from blurting out).

Working Memory

- Keeping key information in mind (e.g., Questions that have been 

already asked).

Mental Flexibility

- Considering a situation from multiple angles in order to figure out 

the quickest and most effective way of arriving at a solution.  

- Generating different organizational categories.

Adapted from: www.smartspeechtherapy.com



Task Initiation

- Knowing how to begin and start asking questions (e.g., not “freezing up”) 

Organization

- Organizing questions by meaningful categories (e.g. animate vs. inanimate things)

Planning

- Strategizing through prioritizing questions during the game.

Self-Monitoring

- Figuring out how well or how poorly you are doing in the game. (Difficulties may 

include not detecting limited progress, and needing explicit instruction to change 

strategy.)

Emotional Regulation

- Keeping emotions in check when the game becomes frustrating (e.g., being able to 

mentally regroup, and continue)

Adapted from: www.smartspeechtherapy.com



Strategy Games Planning Trips Creative Activities

Service Projects Safe Risk-Taking Sports

Example of EF Activities for Kids & Teens 
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Case 
studies 



SBT Referral #1

Caden is a very bright and very busy Grade 2 student. He 
has difficulty waiting his turn with peers. During academic 
tasks, he often rushes through his work and makes careless 
errors. Caden rarely waits to listen to the whole instruction, 
so proceeds with the task incorrectly. He produces work, but 
the work he produces does not usually reflect his 
capabilities.



Observed 
Behaviours

Underlying execution 

function challenges
(circle/narrowed down to 2-3 main EF 

challenges)

Adaptations / Strategies



SBT Referral #2

Sarah is in Grade 10. She is often running late for class and 
shows up unprepared. Sarah is often asked by teachers to 
go to her locker and gather the needed materials for each 
course and subsequently misses the beginning of each 
class. She can’t seem to keep her course materials straight 
and frequently misses due dates for assignments. Her locker 
is an absolute mess!



Observed 
Behaviours

Underlying execution 

function challenges
(circle/narrowed down to 2-3 main EF 

challenges)

Adaptations / Strategies



SBT Referral #3

Ben is in Grade 9. He has a very hard time interacting socially with 
others. He often invades the personal space of others and does not 
adjust his behaviour in different situations. Ben often reacts before 
thinking through the impacts of his behaviour on others and often 

has strong (seemingly) disproportionate emotional reactions to 
situations. He steals items from other students and the school and 

does not seem to empathize with how the other person may feel 
following these incidents. Peers and staff find the intrusive 

behaviours aversive and they often avoid being around Ben. He 
feels ostracized at school.



Observed 
Behaviours

Underlying execution 

function challenges
(circle/narrowed down to 2-3 main EF 

challenges)

Adaptations / Strategies



SBT Referral #4

Billy is a Grade 6 student. He has a hard time keeping 
up with the pace of the class. He has trouble starting 
and finishing. Billy often does not follow even one-
step directions. He appears easily overwhelmed when 
presented with verbal information. He complains that 
school is boring. 



Observed 
Behaviours

Underlying execution 

function challenges
(circle/narrowed down to 2-3 main EF 

challenges)

Adaptations / Strategies
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