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What Are Executive Skills?

• Executive skills refer to the cognitive 
processes required to plan, organize, 
and execute activities. 

• They are frontal lobe functions that 
begin to emerge shortly after birth but 
take a full 25 years to fully mature. In 
students with attention disorders, they 
tend to develop more slowly than 
normal achieving peers. 



Specific Executive Skills

Neuroscientists, neuropsychologists, and 
brain researchers have different schema 
for labeling and organizing executive skills; 
the organizational scheme we propose 
places a premium on specificity to better 
link the skill deficit to interventions designed 
to remediate the deficit. 



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.



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



Emotional Control

The ability to manage 
emotions in order to achieve 
goals, complete tasks, or 
control and direct behavior.



Flexibility

The ability to revise plans in 
the face of obstacles, 
setbacks, new information or 
mistakes.  It relates to an 
adaptability to changing 
conditions.



Sustained Attention

The capacity to maintain attention to a 
situation or task in spite of distractibility, 
fatigue, or boredom.



Task Initiation

The ability to begin projects 
without undue 
procrastination, in an 
efficient or timely fashion.



Planning/Prioritizing

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.



Organization

The ability to create and 
maintain systems to keep 
track of information or 
materials.



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.



Goal-Directed Persistence

The capacity to have a goal, 
follow through to the completion 
of the goal and not be put off or 
distracted by competing 
interests.



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?”).
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Two levels of executive skills:
Foundational and Advanced



Foundational Executive Skills

Response Inhibition
Working Memory
Emotional Control

Flexibility
Sustained Attention
Task Initiation



Advanced Executive Skills

Planning/Prioritizing
Organization
Time Management

Goal-Directed 
Persistence

Metacogntion



Strategies to Build Foundational 
Executive Skills

Executive Skill Strategy
Response Inhibition Teach “wait” and “stop”
Working Memory Teach “off-loading” and “work-arounds”
Emotional Control Teach self-talk; mindfulness meditation
Flexibility Stuck/unstuck; Big deal/little deal; Plan A/Plan B
Sustained Attention Gradually increase attention span
Task Initiation Make a plan with a start time



Helping Kids Grow Their Own 
Executive Skills



How can we work with kids to help them grow 
their own executive skills?

• Ask children to reflect on their own 
performance, especially when they are 
successful (What worked for you today? 
Why do you think it worked?)

• Use questions to get them to use their
executive skills (What’s your plan? Do you 
have a strategy for that? What’s your goal? 
How long do you think that will take?)
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How can we work with kids to help them grow 
their own executive skills?

• When problems arise, share your 
observations in a nonjudgmental way (I 
noticed you….What can we do about that?).

• Brainstorm strategies. Together with the 
child, make a list of possible strategies. Ask 
the child to pick one, and then check back 
with the child later to see how it worked.
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Keep your eye on the biggest prize: 
building goal-directed persistence!

 Model this yourself—if your child sees you 
persisting over time to achieve a goal, that can 
make an impression.

 Help him/her set and achieve little goals—they 
add up over time.

 Praise effort— “Wow, you stuck with it!” “You 
figured it out.” “I can’t believe how hard you 
worked for that!”

 Emphasize your child’s goals, not yours.



“Human beings are happier, 
more cooperative and 
productive, and more likely to 
make positive changes in their 
behavior when those in positions 
of authority do things with them 
rather than to them or for them.”

~Ted Wachtel
International Institute for 

Restorative Practices 
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