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Introduction

Chances are, if you picked up this book, either you have been told that your child has executive functioning challenges or you have heard the term executive functioning used in the field of education and are curious what all the buzz is about. Either way, you’ve come to the right book.

Children have their own sets of strengths and weaknesses. In the same way that some children take to reading like ducks to water, there are some children who take to planning, organization, self-discipline, self-control, and time management with very little direct instruction. On the flip side, there are some children who need extra support in reading, or with executive functioning tasks, and they will require more intensive interventions to be as successful as some of their classmates. Fortunately, there are strategies that work for children and adolescents with executive functioning challenges, many of which you will learn in this book.

Knowing that children learn and grow at different paces helps parents become more patient with the struggling child. The aim of this book is twofold: first, to help you better understand where you should set the bar for your child to master executive functioning skills, and, second, to guide you in a mindful approach that lets you tailor strategies for him to help him reach that bar and achieve more success and less stress from his efforts. So let’s get started!


Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Being a conscious parent is all about building strong, sustainable bonds with your children through mindful living and awareness. Traditional power-based parenting techniques that promote compliance and obedience can disconnect you from your children. Conscious parenting, on the other hand, helps you develop a positive emotional connection with your child. You acknowledge your child’s unique self and attempt to empathize with his way of viewing the world. Through empathetic understanding and tolerance you create a safe environment where your child feels that his ideas and concerns are truly being heard. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, remember that conscious parenting reminds you to take a step back, reflect, and look for a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations. This approach benefits all children, especially children with executive functioning deficits. Children and adolescents who need support in planning, organizing, managing their time, and regulating their behavior and emotions can be challenging to parent. Fortunately, the mutual frustration felt between children with executive functioning difficulties and their parents can be lessened through conscious parenting practices.

Adopting the conscious parenting philosophy can relieve your stress and improve your child’s self-image. The strong bond built between you and your child, along with your own calm, respectful attitude, help him to develop positive behavior patterns. One of the most powerful ways to teach your child how to self-regulate behaviors, emotions, and goals is to lead by example. By adopting a conscious mindset and practicing mindful parenting practices, you are actually modeling many of the skills he will need to improve his executive functioning.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

Conscious parenting isn’t a set of rules or regulations that you must follow, but rather a system of beliefs. Conscious parents engage and connect with their children, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. They try to be present when they’re spending time with their children, avoiding distractions such as TV and social media. Conscious parents respect their children and accept them as they are. The most important part of conscious parenting is building an emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for her behavior.

Conscious parenting is about listening with full attention, and embracing a nonjudgmental acceptance of yourself and your child. As you engage in the act of becoming, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child, a clearer self-regulation in the parenting relationship, and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits, including improved communication, stronger relationships, and a feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction in life. Some of these benefits appear immediately, while others take some time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness are a result of making this philosophy a part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who and how you are in the world, and can then become a central part of who your child is as well.

Self-Awareness and Self-Control

One of the first benefits of conscious parenting that you (and your child) will see is a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner life, including your emotions, thoughts, and feelings. As you become more aware of these various forces moving within you, you can begin to watch them rise without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you have a choice about whether to act from that anger or attend to that feeling directly. You will start to notice the things that tend to set you off—your triggers—and be able to anticipate your emotions before they have a hold on you.

Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment, and noticing what is taking place both inside and outside of you without passing judgment. It is the practice of purposefully seeing your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise. Simply put, mindfulness is the act of paying attention.


As you become more skilled at noticing the thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, maybe even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is itself a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility of saying, “Hey, I’m pretty mad right now . . . ” instead of yelling at somebody you care about because you were upset about something else. The practice can do exactly the same thing for your child, helping her to learn to communicate about her feelings rather than just react from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.

Often, you may notice that your emotions carry with them a sense of urgency. As you feel the impulse to do something arise within you, you will be able to identify the forces driving that sense of “I need to do something.” They could be, for example, the thoughts that come up as you watch a three-year-old put on her own shoes. Your mind might be buzzing with impatience, and the thought “I need to put her shoes on for her because she’s taking forever” arises. When you notice this thought, rather than immediately acting on it, you can check in with yourself and act intentionally instead of just reacting. This practice of noticing creates a certain amount of mental space in which you can examine the thought or feeling itself rather than being moved to act by it.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. It is a sense of the now, being present in the moment without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find that you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change and experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction and enjoyment of whatever each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that you are who you are intended to be, doing precisely what you are designed for in the moment.

As human beings, we each possess the tools for contributing something of value. Assess your gifts and talents—those personality traits and skills that make you unique—and determine how to employ them to enhance your parenting. If you take a full account of yourself—good, bad, and indifferent—and own the sum total of your individual experience, you are taking the first step toward conscious parenting.


Empathy

The awareness you gain as a conscious parent has the practical purpose of redefining your perception of yourself and your compassionate understanding of your child. When you understand how your child experiences the world and how she learns, you can communicate in ways that really reach her. Conscious parenting encourages you to view your behavior through your child’s point of view and to mold your reactions to meet her needs. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching through example. Doing so allows you to pass on the values and lessons that are important to you, regardless of your beliefs.

It is particularly important to develop an awareness of how your child feels when she has trouble regulating her behaviors or feelings. Children with executive functioning weaknesses usually do the best they can with the tools they have, but are often told by others that they need to do better, or that they are not motivated. However, in most cases, if these children had the tools to do well, they would. The job of a conscious parent is to meet your child where she is and teach her the tools to focus, complete tasks, and be organized, while understanding that these tasks do not naturally come easily for her. Using empathy and having an understanding that she needs coaching on tasks that other children her age may not need will go a long way toward helping your child feel supported.

Acceptance and Validation

Your child relies upon you and your family to provide a solid foundation of self-esteem. Equipped with a strong sense of self-worth, your child will be better prepared to enter into a life that will likely present many challenges. Much of your time and energy will be expended in raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that she will understand. It is important to try to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of her gifts and talents.

Giving Your Child Full Attention

All too often people multitask their way through the day. This is a common coping mechanism you have probably developed as a means of juggling the many projects, tasks, errands, and obligations that you are responsible for. But it splits your attention in ways that distract your mind and lessen the quality of your attention, causing your work and social interactions to suffer.

To avoid this becoming an issue between you and your child (and to model the kind of focus and engagement that you want your child to use), make sure to practice engaged listening when you are at home with your family. This means setting aside other distractions, making eye contact, and giving the speaker (in this case, your child) your full attention.

Even if you set down what you are doing and are looking at your child, check in with yourself. Is your mind focused on what he is saying, or is it still planning, scheduling, remembering, projecting, or worrying? It is very easy to only half-listen, and this can be especially true when it comes to listening to children.

Multitasking is neurologically impossible. When you try to multitask, what you actually end up doing is rapidly switching between tasks. Each time you do so, you lose efficiency and concentration, so stop trying! Do one thing at a time so you can do it with your whole brain, then move on to the next.


The stories your child tells are not always very interesting or relevant to your adult life. The idea behind active listening is not that you suddenly care about what everyone else brought to school for Show and Tell today; it’s that you care about your child, and he wants to tell you the funny, strange, or interesting things that he experienced that day. The important part of this interaction is that your child wants to share his joy, curiosity, and interests with you. He wants to interact with you and share parts of himself and his life with you, and this is one of the ways he can do that. Don’t miss out on this gift, even if the subject itself bores you. You’ll be surprised by the interest you may develop in these things as you listen to your child talk. When a person you love cares about something, it becomes easier to see that “something” through his eyes and come to appreciate it all the more.

Understanding Behavior

Children and adolescents who have difficulties in executive functioning are often labeled “lazy,” “forgetful,” “inconsistent,” or “lost.” Their challenges often lead to difficulties in the classroom, such as forgetting to turn in assignments, making careless errors, and having difficulties staying on-task and keeping up with the pace of the class. At home, a child may experience challenges as well. She might lose her belongings, have trouble remembering routines, fail to complete chores, or have emotional reactions that are extreme for the situation. Difficulties with executive functioning can also impact social relationships. For example, if a child forgets to meet with her friend, says something without thinking first, loses something she borrowed, or is constantly late to meet up, there can be friction in friendships. The good news is that the skills these children have difficulties with can also be taught.

It is understandably frustrating to have a child who is constantly leaving belongings everywhere, forgetting to turn in that homework you spent hours helping with, or procrastinating for hours on end. But just remember that no child wants to fail to meet parental expectations. Sometimes it isn’t a motivation issue; it’s that the child lacks the skill set to be successful. The first step to teaching your child the skills she needs to pay attention, follow through, and become independent is to understand her behavior through conscious parenting.

What does it mean to be a conscious parent of a child with executive functioning problems? Conscious parenting means different things to different people, but the essence is that you are making parenting choices with the intention of nurturing your child and putting your relationship first. Instead of focusing on how to control your child’s behaviors and feelings, conscious parents seek to understand and get at the root of the behavior or feeling.

For children with difficulties independently meeting goals, traditional parenting tactics of rewarding “good” behavior and punishing “bad” behavior can backfire. Often, the child does not yet have the skill set to meet expectations, and punishment then leads to resentment and shame. Not that there aren’t appropriate times for rewards and punishments; however, you should take into consideration whether the problem behavior is a “will problem” or a “skill problem.” Most often, there is a lagging skill that needs to be taught. Becoming your child’s partner in understanding the challenge and collaborating on solving it together can strengthen your relationship with your child.

To illustrate the pitfalls of using only rewards and punishments to change behavior, imagine that someone put a difficult calculus problem in front of you (presuming you are not a mathematician or calculus teacher) and said, “If you do this, you get $1,000, and if you don’t, you have to pay me $1,000.” If you never learned calculus, you are getting punished for something that is simply beyond your skill set.


It is useful for parents to keep in mind that being a conscious parent is not a destination, but a journey. When you get stressed, overwhelmed, and frustrated, it is difficult to be present, respectful, and reflective before acting in response to your child’s behavior. Just as you want to be patient with your child as she learns new skills, it is worth reminding yourself that you are also on your own journey and should be patient with yourself.


Chapter 2

What Is Executive Functioning?

In order to be an advocate for your child and empathize with his challenges, you should have a solid background in what executive functioning is. At first, the term executive functioning sounds like something that belongs in the boardroom. That’s probably because the word executive evokes an image of a person doing all of the tasks necessary to be successful in a business—managing time, being organized, changing course when needed, strategizing, and thinking ahead. But this book is not about teaching your child to be the next CEO of a major corporation. It is about teaching your child to be the CEO of his own learning.

Defining Executive Functioning

Many formal definitions of executive functioning exist in the research on the psychology of learning. In general, there is consensus that executive functioning skills are all of the cognitive skills needed to regulate your thinking, feeling, and behavior, often to reach a goal. What is important to know is that executive functioning skills are needed for all the other cognitive processes as well, such as memory, attention, motor skills, verbalizing, visualizing, and completing learning tasks. Executive functioning skills are also used to regulate emotions. Put another way, if the brain is the engine of learning and self-regulation, executive functioning is the driver of that engine.

Definitions of executive functioning skills often include the following basic functions:


	
Task Initiation: Stopping what you are doing and starting a new task.

	
Response Inhibition: Keeping yourself from acting impulsively, in order to achieve a goal.

	
Focus: Directing your attention, keeping your focus, and managing distractions while working on a task.

	
Time Management: Understanding and feeling the passage of time, planning good use of your time, and avoiding procrastination behaviors.

	
Working Memory: Holding information in your mind long enough to do something with it (remember it, process it, act on it).

	
Flexibility: Being able to shift your ideas and plans in changing conditions.

	
Self-Regulation: Being able to reflect on your actions and behaviors and make needed changes to reach a goal.

	
Emotional Self-Control: Managing your emotions and reflecting on your feelings in order to keep yourself from engaging in impulsive behaviors.

	
Task Completion: Sustaining your levels of attention and energy to see a task to the end.

	
Organization: Keeping track and taking care of your belongings (personal belongings, schoolwork) and maintaining order in your personal space.



Research on executive functioning has burgeoned in the past twenty years, often including brain-based neuroscience. The region of the brain that has been associated with the executive functions, such as planning, organizing, shifting attention, problem-solving, and self-control, is the prefrontal cortex, or the frontal lobe.

Part of being a mindful parent is to simply notice your child’s executive functioning strengths and weaknesses, not to judge them as “good” or “bad.” His skills are where they are at this moment in time. Parents can help children build their executive functioning skills while at the same time being respectful of where they are in their journey. By doing so, you are strengthening the relationship with your child, because he will feel that you are accepting him and supporting him at the same time.


The prefrontal cortex continues to develop well into early adulthood. The executive functions are among the last to fully mature in child development. As such, you should not expect your school-age children and adolescents to have fully developed executive functioning skills. The region of the brain that is responsible for executive control is a work in progress. Knowing this fact can help parents and teachers become more patient with students who struggle in these areas.

Being a Parent: The Ultimate Test in Executive Functioning

To better understand executive functioning skills in your child, think of ways you use executive functioning in your own life. At times, parents may feel like the CEOs of their families. Parents organize schedules, shift plans when needed, put aside things they’d rather do in favor of higher priorities, and plan for the present as well as the future. In fact, the skills used to manage your household are the very same executive functioning skills you are likely trying to develop in your child.

For example, when you are planning a family trip, you may talk to family members about where you want to go, then narrow down your choices by price, weather, and availability. Perhaps you research how to get there by car or plane, line up pet sitters and house sitters, ask for time off work, and try to get some things done early so you don’t have a huge backlog when you get back. You might put aside money for the trip, or make a plan for paying off credit card bills later. As the trip gets closer, you might make a list of what you need to bring and begin packing. All of these planning, organizing, thinking-ahead, and anticipating skills are executive functions. You use them every day, whether you are aware of them or not.

The “Boss in Your Brain”

When explaining executive functioning to children, it may be helpful to use imagery. Have your child think of a tiny man or woman in the front of her brain (to represent the frontal lobe) being “the boss” of her brain. The “boss” tells her what to pay attention to, what to do first, what to remember, and so on. Children and adolescents like being the boss of things! For some reason, when you tell a kid she gets to be the boss of planning out her science project, it resonates better than telling her she is “responsible” for planning out her science project.

Using imagery with children is a good way to help them understand complex concepts such as executive functioning. Find a metaphor or image that works for your child, perhaps based on his interests. For example, if your child likes trains, you can say, “Like a train going up a steep track, it takes you a while to get going on your homework. But once you do, you are fast and do a great job!”


You might carry the boss analogy further to explain when your child is lagging in some of the executive functions. For example, if she forgets to complete a part of her homework, you might say, “Looks like the boss in your brain was on a break! Let’s look at these directions again.” For children and adolescents who are sensitive to feedback, this can be a nice way to alert them to their challenges in a friendly way.

“Smooth Sailors” versus “Boat Rockers”

Children all grow and learn at different paces. Some kids learn very quickly, and others require more adult guidance. There are some children who seem to sail smoothly through learning how to self-regulate, self-monitor, and work independently. These are kids who do need reminders when they are learning something new, but after a few times, they catch on to the routine and need fewer and fewer reminders. They may also be innovative in problem-solving. When faced with a new task, they might spontaneously come up with a faster, better, or new way to solve the problem, without much adult guidance at all. They tend to be able to put aside temptations (TV, social media, playing outside) in order to finish tasks such as homework or chores.

Of course, even the smoothest of sailors still need adult intervention to become skilled in completing tasks such as remembering chores, completing homework well, remembering to turn in homework, catching careless mistakes in their schoolwork, planning ahead for long-term projects and tests, turning off screens in favor of focusing on a project, and expressing their feelings instead of acting out. They just need less adult intervention than kids who have challenges in executive functioning, and they tend to learn from their mistakes and file away strategies to use more readily next time.

On the other hand, there are the “boat rockers.” It seems that no matter how many times you remind them about something, they inevitably forget it. They work in bursts and are known for their patterns of ups and downs. One week they are on top of their work, and the next they are losing things, getting stuck, and procrastinating all over again. They may become excited at the suggestion of a new strategy, try it for a while, and then lose steam and go back to ineffective strategies. They can’t seem to help themselves and are often disappointed in their performance. They frequently want to do better, but they feel that they can’t. Sometimes they give up easily. They require a lot of adult intervention to do tasks that perhaps their siblings or friends can do independently.

Parenting a “Boat Rocker”

Parenting a “boat rocker” can be trying, even if you tend to be a very patient person. What seems like common sense is often lacking in a child with executive functioning difficulties. You may find yourself getting frustrated because it seems so obvious that when your child works all weekend on a project, he will surely remember to take it to school on Monday. You know that something could take ten minutes if your child just focused on it. Instead, you are in disbelief that it ends up taking two hours. This is partially because parents can forget what it is like to learn something new and challenging.

For children with executive functioning deficits, it can be a real challenge to get started and keep focus. In order to have more empathy and patience with your child, just think of the last time you had to learn something new or perform a complex task, such as programming the DVR, fixing a flat tire, learning a new computer program, or reading a complicated tax document. Learning something new or doing something difficult can be frustrating. If someone helps you through the process, it can ease your frustration. If someone stands over you and tells you that it should only take ten minutes, so just get it done, chances are it will increase your frustration.

Sometimes you may find it hard not to think of your child’s difficulties as solely a motivation issue. This is because your child may be inconsistent in her skills. But inconsistency does not mean that she completes tasks when motivated and doesn’t when unmotivated. It just means that there are certain conditions in which her executive functioning skills are being supported. Your job is to figure out what those conditions are and apply them to the situations in which she is less successful.


But how do you explain when your child is having challenges with tasks or routines that are not new? Why can’t he just remember the routine? You might find yourself saying things like, “I shouldn’t have to remind you to do this! We do this every day!” The fact is, if your child has executive functioning challenges, he may still struggle with tasks, even though they are daily and routine. Just think of a habit that you have tried to change, such as quitting smoking or exercising more. It can be challenging to change, and old habits die hard. There are inevitably setbacks, even though you know what to do.

Typical Development

For all learning and behavior in children and adolescents, there is no one age at which a skill is mastered. Rather, there is a range of what is “typical” for most children and adolescents. To illustrate, think of a classroom of six-year-olds all lined up for a race. It is not expected that they will all finish at the exact same time, right? They take off running, and only a few kids finish way ahead or way behind the other kids. The majority of kids will trickle in around the middle of the pack. The same goes for developing executive functioning skills. The age at which a child is able to do a task independently will vary. However, there are several ways you can tell whether your child is accomplishing tasks in the middle of the pack of same-age peers.

Parents with more than one child have the advantage of being able to compare their children’s development. One child may have been quick to learn how to clean her room, while her sibling may reach that milestone earlier or later. One child may have stronger abilities to focus than the other. Parents can also gauge their child’s development by talking to other parents with children the same age about what tasks their children can do independently.

Be careful about doing too much comparison with your friends’ children’s development. Children develop at different rates, so don’t get too worried if a peer is advancing in a skill and your child is not. Childhood is not a competition. Use the observation about peers’ development as information about which skills may need to be built in your child, and use other parents as resources for how to encourage certain skills.


Parents can also get a sense of how their child’s executive functioning skills are coming along by asking their child’s teacher. The teacher has a classroom of students the same age, has most likely taught the same age group for a while, and has a good sense of the typical range for skill development. At parent-teacher conferences, if issues around organization, time management, homework completion, or the like are raised, ask if the issue is more severe in your child than in other kids your child’s age or if the issue is fairly typical.

See Appendix A for a list of executive functioning skills that are expected from children and adolescents at different stages of development.
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