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*Coaching Children 
and Teens for 
Better Executive 
Functioning Skills 



*

Executive skills enable us to manage our emotions and monitor 
our thoughts in order to work more efficiently and effectively. 

Through the use of these skills we can plan and organize 
activities, sustain attention, and persist to complete a task. 

Simply stated, these skills help us to regulate our behavior. 

•Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents: A Practical Guide to Assessment 
and Intervention (Second Edition) Peg Dawson and Richard Guare 



*

*Thinking skills to select and achieve goals or 
to develop problem solutions 

*Planning 

*Organization 

*Time Management 

*Working Memory 

*Metacognition 

 
Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents: A Practical Guide to Assessment 
and Intervention (Second Edition) Peg Dawson and Richard Guare 

 



*

*Executive Functioning Skills to guide behavior 

*Response inhibition 

*Emotional control (also called self-regulation of 

affect) 

*Sustained attention 

*Task initiation 

*Flexibility 

*Goal directed persistence 
 

Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents: A Practical Guide to Assessment and 

Intervention (Second Edition) Peg Dawson and Richard Guare 

 



*

*EFs develop with age; problems often become 
apparent with increased demands 

* EF deficits are commonly diagnosed when a child, 
adolescent, or adult hits a level of “load” or demand in 
life that he/she cannot manage (juggling) 

* This commonly occurs at the beginning of formal 
schooling, in fourth grade, and in transitions to middle 
school, high school and college. 

* This may also be related to plateauing in working memory 
development in students with ADHD, as there is little 
development in Working Memory from 8.5 to 15.5 years 
old 

* William R. Sixrud, PhD 

 



*

*Children today have weaker self-regulation 

than children 60 years ago 

*A recent study replicated a study of self-

regulation from the 1940s (Bodrova). 

*Today’s 5-year-olds functioned like 3-year-olds 

*Today’s 7-year-olds functioned like 5-year-olds 



*

EF skills are better predictors of school 
readiness than IQ for early reading or math 

EF skills are extremely important for 
academic success 

• Inhibition and WM each predict math and reading 
skill in all grades 

• Inhibition (self-discipline) accounts for more than 
twice as much variance in final grades than IQ, even 
in college 

William R. Stixrud, Executive Functioning: Understanding and 

Developing the Brain’s Command and Control System 



*

Gifted children may tune out because the work is not 
stimulating 

They may have low tolerance for tasks that seem irrelevant, 
repetitive or boring. 

They may be emotionally intense and engage in power 
struggles. 

They may get intensely focused on projects that are interesting 
to them and have trouble shifting to something else. 

Joyce Cooper-Kahn, PhD 

Hong King Academy for Gifted Education 



*

Gifted Children 
have asynchronous 

development in 
various areas and it 

is common for 
executive 

functioning skills to 
be a weakness for 
some gifted kids. 

Gifted children and 
teens may not 

understand why 
seemingly “easy” 
tasks cause such 

great distress, get 
them in trouble 
and make them 
feel “dumb.” 



*

*People talked a lot about the role of 

acquisition [in] acquiring more knowledge, 

acquiring more skills. What I realized is that’s 

important but what’s also important is being 

able to inhibit reactions that get in the way 

[of learning something new]. 
* Adele Diamond, Pioneer in the field of Dev. 

Cognitive Neuroscience 



*

*There is very little overlap between EF skills 

and “crystalized” intelligence. Typical 

traditional IQ tests measure what’s called 

crystallized intelligence, which is mostly your 

recall of what you’ve already learned — like 

what’s the meaning of this word, or what’s the 

capital of that country?  
* Adele Diamond, Pioneer in the field of Dev. 

Cognitive Neuroscience 



*

*What executive functions tap is your ability to 

use what you already know — to be creative 

with it, to problem-solve with it — so it’s very 

related to fluid intelligence, because that 

requires reasoning and using information. 
* Adele Diamond, Pioneer in the field of Dev. 

Cognitive Neuroscience 



*

*How well you can control your impulses, 

concentrate your attention and persist with 

challenging or boring tasks to accomplish 

long-term goals are crucial skills for future 

achievement.  
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*

*Incremental steps 

*Begin with significant support to set up the 

child for success 

*Support can also motivate a pre-teen or teen 

to become more independent 

 

 

*See Handout 



*

*Reminders (verbal, written, visual) 

*Rehearsal of task and rehearsal of self-talk 

*Regular Routines – Plan and talk about 

*Give hopeful PEP talks, instill work and hope 

*Close proximity and/or structured environment 

*Doing the task with the child (especially to regulate 
emotions and impulsivity) 

*Talking out loud while doing the task to model 
positive self-talk and what to think and attend to 

* Incentives 
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*

*Long-term Goals 

*Positive Self-Talk 

*Normalizing struggles – keep trying, practice 

*Growth Mindset 

* It is okay to need support!  

* Kids tend to do things independently when they can 

* If they don’t, they can’t – find out why they need 

support. Often it is emotional regulation or 

impulsivity problems. 



*

 

*Connection, Connection, Connection  

*(this is your currency now and forever) 

 

*Be ready for the marathon! 

 


