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Ex • ec • u • tive Func • tions

(ĭg-zĕk’y[image: ]-tĭv fŭngk’sh[image: ]ns)

(n) The cognitive processes necessary to think, manage oneself, evaluate and solve problems, and achieve goals


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 you 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 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 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. 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 aim of this book is to help you better understand where you should set the bar for your child to master executive functioning skills as well as develop practical strategies for teaching him to reach that bar. So let’s get started!



CHAPTER 1
What Is Executive Functioning?

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 needed 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 her own learning.

Defining Executive Functioning

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 keeping on-task and 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 an iPod 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. The first step in helping your child with difficulties in executive functioning is to really understand what the term means and what specific skills are involved.

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.




[image: ]


If your child’s teacher or a professional who works with your child talks about your child having executive functioning difficulties, ask him to clarify what specific features are problematic. There are likely a few executive functioning skills in particular that need to be addressed, rather than all of the executive functions. This will help you be on the same page to develop targeted interventions to help your child.







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. What is important for parents to know is that 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-aged 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.
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Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) is a research technique that neuroscientists use to detect blood flow to certain regions of the brain during activities. In this way, they can see where tasks such as planning, inhibiting, and problem-solving tend to occur. This technique gives scientists a “map” of the brain for critical executive functioning skills.







Being a Parent: The Ultimate Test in Executive Functioning

In order to better understand executive functioning skills in your child, you may 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.
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Know your own executive functioning strengths and areas of weakness. Knowing your strengths can help you be purposeful about teaching your child what you know. Knowing your weaknesses is also good because you can enlist the support of others to help both you and your child improve on these particular skills.







For example, when you are planning a family trip, what do you do first? Do you all just hop in the car and take off for vacation one morning without directions, a map, or a plan? Of course not, unless you are an extremely spontaneous and impulsive family! You may talk with your family members about where you want to go, narrow down your choices by price, weather, and availability, and check everyone’s schedules to see when everyone is free. A few weeks prior, you might call friends who live near your destination and let them know you’d like to see them. Perhaps you research how to get there by car or plane, line up dog-sitters and house-sitters, ask for that time off work, and do some work projects early so you won’t return from vacation with a huge backlog of work to do. You might put aside money for the trip, or charge it on a credit card and make a mental plan about how you’ll pay off your credit card later. As the trip gets closer, you might make a list of what you’ll need to bring, and begin packing a day or two before the trip. All of these planning, organizing, thinking-ahead, and anticipating skills are executive functions. They are the mental road map and itinerary for achieving a goal. 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.

You might carry the boss analogy further to explain when your child is lagging in some of the executive functions. For example, if your child forgets to complete a part of his 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. You can also use the analogy to praise your child when he does use an executive skill (e.g., “Wow! You just focused on your math for twenty minutes straight! The boss in your brain is working very hard today.”).
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Using imagery with children is a good way to help them understand complex concepts like 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!”







“Smooth Sailors” versus “Boat Rockers”

Children all grow and learn at different paces. Some kids learn very quickly, and others require more adult guidance. Take reading for example: Some children begin reading at a very early age, often without a lot of instruction. Some children develop reading skills on-target, with typical reading instruction. And yet some children require much more explicit and specialized instruction, guidance, and practice to become fluent readers. The same principle applies to the acquisition of executive functions. There are some children who seem to sail smoothly through learning how to self-regulate, self-monitor, and work independently.

So what might development look like for those “smooth sailors,” who catch on to executive functioning tasks with ease? 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, Facebook, YouTube, 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.
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Children sometimes describe themselves as “lazy,” which makes it seems like a stable personality trait. You can counteract this belief by redirecting “I’m lazy” to a situational interpretation (e.g., “Today on this math assignment, you’re feeling lazy”) or provide counter-evidence (e.g., “You’re not a lazy person. Remember when you worked hard yesterday on your spelling test and got an A?”).







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 like 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. As parents, what seems like common sense is often lacking in a child with executive functioning difficulties. You may find yourself getting frustrated because is 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 challenging task, like 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.

But how do you explain when your child is having challenges with tasks or routines that are not new? Why can’t she 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, she 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.

Learning executive functioning skills is sort of like learning a new recipe. At first, you have to prepare by reading the instructions, gathering the ingredients, making sure you have the proper tools, ensuring that you have enough time to make the recipe, and carefully measuring and sequencing the order of the steps. The next time you do the same recipe, you may be quicker, but you still have to reference the recipe. The third time, you may remember the recipe, but have to just check to make sure it really was 1⁄2 teaspoon and not 1⁄2 tablespoon. After a few more times, you may have internalized the recipe so that it’s like second nature to whip it up. You might even be able to experiment and change the recipe a bit without ruining the meal. Your child may just need to “make the recipe” more times than your average child. She may need a few more reminders about the details (teaspoon versus tablespoon). She might make mistakes, but you can remind her that practicing makes her better each time. When routines or “recipes” need to change, you might need to guide her through the process and be explicit about how routines can be mostly the same, but also different. This teaches adaptability.

The building blocks of teaching your child strategies for internalizing routines, such as making his bed, cleaning his room, finishing homework, gathering belongings for school days, or remembering equipment for sports or activities on the weekend, include modeling, repetition, and consistency. Parents can often get stuck in the day-to-day survival mode of getting your kid out the door in the morning, or just getting homework done at a decent hour. Parents need to step back and ask themselves “What skill am I teaching my child to develop independence?” If you end up just grabbing everything your child needs for school in the morning for him so you can get out the door on time, you are essentially teaching him that if he dawdles around in the morning, Mom or Dad will end up getting him everything he needs.

So how do you build independence and executive functioning skills in your child? The first step, of course, is to understand what skills in particular you would like to develop. Next, you can set an intention to work on those skills in depth. Sometimes parents start too big when trying to make behavioral changes. If you think about when you want to make a change, such as losing weight, you might start small (e.g., buying skim milk instead of whole milk, walking fifteen minutes around the block on your lunch hour). Small changes can pave the way for big changes. In order to help your child learn or improve his executive functioning skills, you can start with the following:

Modeling

Modeling is the process of being a good role model for your child. Children learn by watching you. Parents of toddlers know that they repeat everything you say, and want to try everything you do. You have to show them how to do things, often while narrating the process. Telling them without showing them doesn’t quite do the trick. But it isn’t just toddlers who benefit from modeling — all kids do. Even adults profit from seeing someone do a task successfully. Just think of all the instructional videos on YouTube. You can learn to do many different things by watching demonstrations, and sometimes seeing someone do something is easier than reading directions or trying on your own with no guidance.

It is important to note that kids also learn negative behaviors by watching adults and other children. Albert Bandura, a famous psychologist, did a series of landmark studies in the early 1960s called the “Bobo Doll” experiments. In these studies, he had children watch other children play in a playroom through a one-way mirror. Children who watched other children play aggressively (as shown by punching a blow-up clown doll called a “Bobo Doll”) were much more likely to play aggressively when it was their turn, especially if they overheard a child being praised for doing so. This type of learning is deemed “social learning” — learning by watching others.

So, if you tend to run around like a crazy person in the morning, desperately trying to find your keys, wallet or purse, and jacket, and are notoriously late for things, your child may be learning that this is the way things go in the morning. If you always have a place for your belongings and you narrate your organizational strategy (e.g., “I am putting my keys on the key holder and my wallet in the closet so I will know where they are”), your child is more likely to understand that if things have a place, or a “home,” where they always go, then you are less likely to lose them.

Especially with younger children, modeling is one of the best strategies for teaching. It may seem silly to talk out loud to yourself in front of your child, but it is a great way for her to understand that we all use “self-talk” to regulate our behavior, and we are constantly thinking things through as we act. Children and adolescents with executive functioning difficulties often lack the inner dialogue that guides them through tasks and activities. Giving them a script for the steps they need to take by demonstrating and modeling them can teach them this very important strategy of self-talk.

Repetition

You may have heard the quote “Repetition is the mother of all learning.” Children and adolescents with executive functioning difficulties need more repetition than those who do not have such difficulties. They often need repetition of routines, reminders about procedures, and more explanation about how to break down a complex task into a logical series of manageable tasks.
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There is a difference between repetition and nagging. Repetition is typically delivered as a reminder before a problem occurs, and nagging is often delivered once a problem has already started. Repetition is saying “Remember our rule that your phone is off during homework” prior to homework each day. Saying “Get off that phone and get to work!” is nagging.







One of the puzzling (and frustrating!) things about parenting a child with executive functioning challenges is that he needs more repetition for following directions than is expected for his developmental level. When you give a direction such as “go clean your room” or “get ready,” he might not have a clear visual image of what it looks like to “get ready” or “clean your room.” This is why you might find your child playing with toys instead of cleaning when you go up to check on the progress. Your child may lack the inner mental checklist of the tasks required for cleaning his room. So in addition to repeating the steps for cleaning a room (put toys away, put clean clothes in drawers and dirty clothes in the hamper, make your bed, bring dishes to the kitchen, etc.), you may also have to ask your child to picture the finished task. You can even have him describe what a tidy room looks like and see what parts of “clean your room” he has internalized and for what parts he still needs reminders.

Consistency

If repetition is the mother of all learning, then perhaps the father of learning routines and rules is consistency. In general, children and adolescents do better when they have consistency. Consistency is a must for children and adolescents with executive functioning challenges because they often struggle with internalizing routines and following procedures and directions. It is much harder for them to remember the rules and routines if the rules and routines keep changing.

Consistent Routines

One of the challenges children and adolescents with executive functioning difficulties often demonstrate is sequencing. They may not always do things in the logical order. They often hyper-focus on a detail or one step in a sequence and lose the big picture, or skip necessary steps. They often cannot resist temptations to do something else along the way, or procrastinate getting started. If you set up consistent routines for the sequences your child is struggling with, you will help him with internalizing the routine. When a child internalizes a routine, she requires less adult guidance and becomes more efficient.
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Don’t assume that a child simply isn’t listening or choosing not to follow directions. She may not be processing the instructions, or she forgets part of the instructions. You might ask your child to repeat a direction to you so you know she got all of it.







For example, if your child struggles with getting ready in the morning, you can work together to develop a routine. You might build into a bedtime routine the choosing of clothes for the next day (or two outfits for the child who says she doesn’t know what she wants to wear until the morning). You might also group the morning tasks into categories to simplify the number of things she needs to remember (school things, hygiene tasks, food tasks). Teach her two or three things for each group (e.g., “Your three hygiene tasks are brushing hair, brushing teeth, and putting on clean clothes.”). Start with one group at a time until she gets the hang of it. So then, instead of saying “Did you brush your hair, brush your teeth, change your underwear, get dressed, gather your books, permission slips, and lunch, and eat breakfast?” you can just say “What school things have you gathered? Do you need help with your hygiene tasks? Did you do your two food tasks (eating breakfast and remembering lunch bag)?” Shortened directions are great for children and adolescents with executive functioning challenges. And the beauty of grouping the morning tasks is that the groups don’t change, even if they need different things within a group on a given day.
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Being consistent is different than being rigid. When you are consistent, you do what you say you will do. When you are rigid, you never change your rule even if the situation calls for it. The important thing is to give your child a logical explanation for the change in the rule. Avoid “because I said so” reasoning, which can make a child feel like rules are arbitrary.







Consistent Rules

Being consistent with rules can be the most difficult strategy for parents, especially if you are tired or worn out! Or perhaps you start out strong and then relax the rule. For example, you might have a rule that homework must be done before your child can do a certain activity (play soccer, for example). But then, of course, something comes up and you might have to break your rule. Perhaps he spent too much time trying to get started on homework and lo and behold, it is fifteen minutes until soccer practice and he’s not done. Do you make him miss soccer? You then tell yourself that soccer is a good way to release excess energy, stay fit, and work on a team, so you don’t want to deny your child the opportunity. But then you also tell yourself that you have a rule and you shouldn’t break it. This dilemma is an example of many dilemmas that you will no doubt experience as a parent. There is no “right” answer to these dilemmas. In general, you should ask yourself if breaking the routine is due to a situational factor or if it is due to a habitual pattern. If it is situational, then it may be okay to deviate from the routine with an explanation that this is a one-time change and a warning about what will happen if it becomes a habit. If it is a habitual issue (e.g., your child is almost always delaying starting on homework), then you may need to explore strategies for supporting your child in getting started or change your rule so he can finish his homework and receive the benefits of soccer.
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Research on child and adolescent development shows that children of parents with authoritative parenting styles (versus authoritarian or permissive) tend to have more positive outcomes. When kids have love and limits, they do better in school, have better relationships, and are more successful and resilient.







It is also important that caregivers are consistent with each other. If Mom allows TV to be on during homework and Dad doesn’t, a child with executive functioning challenges will likely gravitate toward the more desirable condition. Talk about the rules with your partner and plan for changing conditions. Think of obstacles to enforcing the rule and how you will deal with them. If you don’t agree on a rule, work at it until you do. You should also know that the manner in which rules are imposed matters. If rules are authoritative and implemented without warmth or logic, kids tend to break them. If the rules are loosely implemented, or you are permissive because you want to keep the peace and warmth in your relationship with your child, kids tend to not follow them. The best combination is an authoritative style: a mix of warmth and understanding and firmness. This might sound like “I know you are disappointed that you cannot go to soccer today, but we have a rule that we finish homework before soccer. Perhaps tomorrow I can help you get started earlier so you will be able to participate.”



CHAPTER 2
The “Big Ten” Executive Functions

Executive functioning skills are best thought of as an umbrella under which many different skills fall. These skills are all related to the overarching skills of self-regulation, or being able to monitor, evaluate, and change one’s behavior with a goal in mind. In this chapter, an overview of the “Big Ten” executive functions will help you understand what skills you may want to target for improvement in your child. You will find checklists following descriptions of the skills so that you can prioritize which areas you may wish to target for intervention first. Take the time to think about your child and whether or not she has any of the challenges outlined in each of the Big Ten executive functions. You can prioritize by the areas that create the most stress for you or your child, or the area that has the most challenges.

Task Initiation

Task initiation is the activation energy it takes to stop what you are currently doing and do something else. Children with executive functioning difficulties often have challenges stopping a preferred activity in order to do another, often nonpreferred activity. In fact, even children (and adults!) without executive functioning difficulties may have these challenges as well. The difference between typical difficulties starting a new task and severe challenges is in the degree of difficulty in switching gears. A typical child may occasionally grumble and drag her feet about taking out the trash, or a teenager might sometimes put off studying until the last minute. A child or teenager with executive functioning problems chronically shows these behavior patterns. He may never get to his chores without a huge argument or multiple reminders, and he may be a chronic procrastinator such that he has severe sleep deprivation as a result of staying up late to finish things he should have started hours before. Children and adolescents with task initiation problems have to be torn away from things they are doing by others; they seem to lack the will power to do so themselves.

Ask yourself the following questions to determine the frequency of your child’s difficulties with task initiation and check all that apply:


	Historically, has your child had a hard time beginning tasks independently?

	Does your child often say things like “I don’t know where to start!”?

	Does your child frequently need multiple reminders and prompts to get started on things?

	Does your child have a hard time stopping what he is doing to start something new?

	Would you describe your child as a “procrastinator”?

	Does your child frequently complain and delay when asked to do a nonpreferred activity?



If you checked three or more of these questions, your child likely has difficulties with task initiation, and you may want to target interventions in this area and see Chapter 5 for more information.
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How do I know if my child has task initiation difficulties or is just lazy?

Understand that difficulties with task initiation have many causes — difficulty understanding the task, challenges with knowing where to start, problems with visualizing the end product and planning how to get there, lagging skills in time awareness and management, etc. The process of switching gears to do something new is not automatic or seamless for children with executive functioning problems. Instead of thinking of problems starting on tasks as “laziness,” think of them as lagging skills that need to be taught.







Response Inhibition

If you have ever talked yourself out of that delicious piece of cake, or have been successful in resisting the temptation to go online and check your Facebook page instead of writing a report for work, you have practiced response inhibition. Response inhibition is keeping yourself from acting impulsively, in order to achieve a goal. Young children often have great difficulties with delaying gratification because their time horizon is so short — they tend to think only of the here and now. But as children mature, their ability to control impulses improves, and they can think ahead to the consequences of acting impulsively. For example, they may forgo going to a baseball game with their friends because they have a paper due in a few days. They might turn off their phones to finish their homework if they know they have a lot of work to do. If friends call in the middle of their work, they will tell them that they will call them back when they’re done. However, for children and adolescents with executive functioning difficulties, there is often a lag in the development of these response-inhibition skills.

Ask yourself the following questions to assess the degree to which your child shows response-inhibition challenges:


	My child has always acted impulsively, from a very early age.

	My child tends to “jump first and think later,” doing the first thing that comes to mind.

	It is very difficult for my child to think about and follow “if-then” contingencies (e.g., If I finish my chores now, then I can go play).

	I am constantly reminding my child to turn off screens (e.g., phones, computers, tablets, TV) when she is supposed to be working on homework.

	It is hard for my child to think about the consequences of his behavior.

	My child is impulsive in her work and makes careless mistakes.



If you checked three or more of these questions, your child likely has difficulties with response inhibition. You may wish to target this area for intervention and read Chapter 6 for more helpful advice.

Focus

In order to learn or practice skills, children must learn how to focus their attention. Paying attention involves directing your attention to what you are supposed to be doing, keeping that attention long enough to finish your task, and all the while filtering out distractions. Children and adolescents with executive functioning difficulties can have challenges with any or all of these processes. Distractibility comes in many forms as well. Some children are internally distracted, and they spend their time daydreaming or thinking of other things. Others are externally distracted, and they will direct their attention to anything in their environment — noises, people, objects — you name it. When a child has problems with focus, it can be during listening, and he can miss important instructions or information. Or you may see focus problems when it comes to your child sitting down and completing homework without getting sidetracked. Needless to say, helping a child who is easily distracted can wear on even the most patient of parents. And yet, teaching focus and strategies for managing distraction is one of the most powerful gifts you can give your child, because it can help with many different areas in her life.

Using the following checklist, you can assess the degree to which your child is showing focus difficulties:


	Does it seem like your child is not hearing you when you give directions?

	Does your child have difficulties sticking with one task, especially if it requires patience and concentration?

	Do you find your child paying attention to background noises when he is doing homework?

	Does your child have a hard time staying on topic when talking?

	Does your child complain that it is hard to concentrate?

	Do your child’s teachers report to you that she has a hard time focusing in the classroom?



If you checked three or more as true for your child, you will likely be looking for interventions to help strengthen your child’s focusing skills. You can also see Chapter 7 for more on helping your child focus.
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Children with focus issues often have self-esteem issues as well. This is because they receive so much corrective feedback (e.g., “Pay attention!” “You forgot this part!” “What did I say?”). Even if the feedback is neutral or constructive, it is still someone telling them they aren’t doing something correctly. Balance this out by giving positive feedback as well (e.g., “I like how you checked your work!” “Great job following my directions!”).







Time Management

Even adults struggle with completing all the tasks they need to do within a finite amount of time. Is it any surprise that children with executive functioning difficulties, who have trouble setting goals, forecasting the future, and being aware of passing time, also have difficulties with time management? The challenges only seem to increase for adolescents, who have more responsibilities, afterschool activities, and desires for peer interaction. The battle between tasks on the “have to do” list and tasks on the “want to do” list can create procrastination and avoidance behavior. Children and adolescents with time-management issues may be chronically late, lose track of time, overestimate what they can accomplish in a period of time, or rush through things to finish on time. The good news is that time management is a learned skill, and therefore can be taught to children and teens.

Referencing the following checklist, you can determine if your child struggles with time-management tasks:


	Does your child often lose track of time?

	Does your child underestimate how much time a task will take?

	Does your child set unrealistic goals for how much he can complete in a time period?

	Without your reminders, would your child forget appointments or scheduled activities?

	Does your child complain that she runs out of time on tests at school?

	Does your child seem unaware of passing time?



If you checked three or more of these items, you may want to prioritize developing interventions for time management for your child. See Chapter 8 for more on time management.

Working-Memory

Working-memory is the process of holding information in your mind long enough to do something with it (remember it, process it, act on it). Think of it like RAM in the computer of your brain: It determines how much you can have open on your hard drive without “crashing.” Working-memory is especially important for learning — you must be able to remember what is said in the short term in order to learn it for the long term. Children and adolescents with working-memory challenges often miss parts of conversations, instructions, and lectures and as a result have pieces of the learning puzzle missing. They may also seem forgetful and lose track of what they are doing midstream.

Using the checklist that follows, identify which statements are true for your child:


	My child has difficulties following directions with more than one part.
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