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Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

 

Foreword 

 

Every child who stares blankly at a homework sheet, every teenager who loses track of 

three deadlines at once, every student who melts down before a test, they are not lazy. 

They are not broken. They are, in most cases, showing us a gap in a specific set of 

cognitive skills that the brain is still actively developing. 

Those skills have a name: executive function. 

Executive function (EF) is the collection of mental processes that allows us to plan, 

focus, remember, and manage our behavior and emotions. It is the “conductor” of the 

brain, the system that coordinates everything else. When it works well, children can sit 

down and start their homework, shift from one task to another without a meltdown, and 

keep track of what they need to bring to school. When it doesn’t, the results look 

unmistakably like what many parents and teachers call “difficult behavior.” 

This book is written for anyone who lives or works with children aged 6 to 18. It is 

grounded in three decades of cognitive neuroscience, developmental psychology, and 

classroom research. The names that underpin this work (Adele Diamond, Peg Dawson, 

Richard Guare, Russell Barkley, Ross Greene, Dan Siegel) appear throughout. But this is 

not an academic text. It is a practical guide. 

Each chapter moves from understanding to action. We start with what executive 

function actually is, explore how it develops across childhood and adolescence, examine 

what difficulties look like in real life, and then offer concrete, evidence-based strategies 

you can use at home and in the classroom tomorrow. 

One final note before we begin: executive function skills are learnable. The brain is 

plastic. With the right environment, the right support, and consistent practice, children 

who struggle today can build the skills they need to thrive. That is not optimism. That is 

neuroscience. 

 

“Executive function skills are not fixed at birth. They develop and can be 

taught.” - Adele Diamond, Developmental Cognitive Neuroscientist 
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Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

Chapter 1 

What Is Executive Function? 
 

The foundation of everything that happens at a desk, in a classroom, and at the dinner table 

The Brain’s Air Traffic Control System 
Imagine the brain as a busy airport. Dozens of flights are arriving and departing 

simultaneously, memories, emotions, sensory inputs, tasks, social cues. Without a 

control tower, the whole system descends into chaos. Executive function is that control 

tower. 

The term “executive function” was first formalized in neuropsychology to describe the 

higher-order cognitive processes managed primarily by the prefrontal cortex, the area 

behind your forehead that is the last part of the brain to fully develop. These processes 

allow us to: 

•​ Formulate goals and plans 

•​ Initiate and sustain effort toward those goals 

•​ Hold information in mind while using it 

•​ Shift flexibly between tasks or ideas 

•​ Inhibit impulsive responses and distractions 

•​ Monitor and adjust our own behaviour 

•​ Regulate emotional responses 

 

 

Figure 1: The 7 Core Executive Function Skills, all coordinated by the prefrontal cortex 
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Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

A Brief History of the Research 
The scientific study of executive function gained momentum in the 1970s and 80s 

through studies of patients with prefrontal cortex damage. These patients often had 

intact intelligence and memory but lost the ability to plan, organise, and self-regulate, 

confirming that EF was a distinct cognitive system, not simply an expression of general 

intelligence. 

In the 1990s, researcher Adele Diamond began mapping how these skills develop in 

children, establishing that EF follows a predictable developmental trajectory from 

infancy through early adulthood. Her landmark 2013 paper in Annual Review of 

Psychology remains the definitive overview of the field. Simultaneously, Peg Dawson 

and Richard Guare translated this research into practical frameworks for parents and 

educators. Russell Barkley’s work on ADHD brought executive function into popular 

awareness, arguing that ADHD is fundamentally a disorder of executive function. 

Today, EF research sits at the intersection of neuroscience, psychology, and education. 

It is one of the strongest predictors of long-term academic, professional, and social 

outcomes, more predictive, in some studies, than IQ. 

EF Is Not Intelligence 
Executive function and intelligence are not the same thing. A child can be highly 

intelligent and have significant EF difficulties. A child with moderate academic ability 

can have excellent EF skills that carry them further than their raw intellectual capacity 

might predict. 

This distinction matters enormously for how we respond when children struggle. When 

a bright child can’t organize their backpack or start their homework, the instinct is to 

interpret this as laziness or defiance. Understanding EF reframes this: we are looking at 

a skill gap, not a character flaw. 

“The most impactful thing adults can do is stop asking ‘why won’t they?’ and 

start asking ‘what do they need?’” 

The Prefrontal Cortex: A Slow Developer 
The prefrontal cortex is not fully mature until approximately age 25. The extended 

developmental window allows for enormous learning and adaptation. But it also means 

that we are asking children and teenagers to use brain systems that are still under 

construction. 

•​ A 7-year-old cannot plan ahead the way an adult can, not because they won’t, but 

because their brain literally cannot yet 

•​ A 14-year-old who loses their temper over small frustrations may not be ‘spoiled’, 

their inhibitory control is still developing 

•​ A 17-year-old who forgets appointments consistently may not be irresponsible, 

their working memory is still being scaffolded 
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Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

Chapter 2 

The Developing Brain: Ages 6-18 
 

What to expect at each stage and why your child’s age matters more than you think 

 

Figure 2: Prefrontal cortex development from childhood through early adulthood 

Development Is Not Linear 
Executive function does not develop on a smooth, even curve. It accelerates in spurts, 

plateaus unexpectedly, and can appear to regress during periods of stress, transition, or 

high emotional load. 

Ages 6-8: Building the Foundations 
What is emerging: Simple planning, early impulse control, short-span working 

memory, rudimentary emotional regulation with adult support. 

What is NOT yet solid: Multi-step planning, time perception, self-monitoring, 

independent emotional regulation. 

What this looks like: A child who needs step-by-step instructions, who gets 

overwhelmed by complex tasks, and who requires adult co-regulation during emotional 

upsets. 

  Key insight for parents & educators 

  At ages 6–8, YOU are the child’s external prefrontal cortex. Your structure, routines, and 

calm regulation are not crutches, they are the scaffolding the brain requires to develop. 

Ages 9-12: Expanding Capacity 
What is emerging: Backward planning, time estimation (rudimentary), 

self-monitoring, beginning of metacognition, more deliberate impulse control. 
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What is NOT yet solid: Consistent self-regulation, long-horizon planning, effective 

multitasking, emotional regulation under social stress. 

Ages 13-15: The Adolescent Disruption 
Early to mid-adolescence is one of the most neurologically turbulent periods in human 

development. The prefrontal cortex is undergoing a process of pruning and myelination, 

effectively rewiring itself for adulthood. The emotional and social brain systems are 

disproportionately active relative to the rational prefrontal systems. 

Neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blakemore describes the adolescent brain as 

prioritising ‘social and emotional salience’, it is tuned for the peer environment, 

not the homework desk. 

What is emerging: Abstract reasoning, more sophisticated planning, early 

metacognitive strategies, growing capacity for cognitive reappraisal of emotions. 

What is NOT yet solid: Consistent inhibitory control, long-term perspective-taking, 

reliable working memory under emotional load. 

Ages 16-18: Consolidation 
Late adolescence brings meaningful consolidation of EF skills, though full maturity 

remains several years away. Most young people at this stage can plan over weeks, 

regulate emotions more consistently, and sustain effort toward long-term goals, when 

stress and sleep are adequately managed. 

What is emerging: Greater long-term planning, improved emotional regulation, 

stronger metacognitive awareness. 

What is NOT yet solid: Automatic inhibitory control under high stress, reliable time 

management without external structure. 
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Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

Chapter 3 

The Seven Core EF Skills 
 

A practical map of what executive function consists of, and what each skill looks like in real life 

The model used throughout this book draws primarily on Adele Diamond’s three-factor 

framework and Dawson & Guare’s clinical model, synthesized into seven practical 

categories that map directly onto what parents and educators observe every day. 

1. Task Initiation 
The ability to begin a task promptly, without procrastination, even when the task feels 

difficult, boring, or unclear. This is the “start button” of the executive system. 

When strong: A child sits down and begins homework within minutes, without 

external pressure. 

When weak: Prolonged staring, apparent freezing, endless ‘getting ready to start,’ or 

displacement activities that delay beginning. 

•​ Common misread: laziness or defiance. Actual cause: the brain’s initiation circuit 

requires an external trigger it isn’t receiving. 

2. Working Memory 
The ability to hold and manipulate information in mind while using it. The brain’s 

‘mental whiteboard’, temporary, limited, and highly sensitive to stress and sleep 

deprivation. 

When strong: A student follows multi-step instructions and holds a maths problem in 

mind while solving it. 

When weak: Forgetting instructions mid-task, losing track of arguments, appearing 

not to listen. 

3. Inhibitory Control 
The ability to pause before acting, resist impulses, and override automatic responses. 

This is the ‘brake’ of the executive system. 

When strong: A child waits their turn, thinks before speaking, and can stop a behavior 

when asked. 

When weak: Interrupting constantly, acting before thinking, physical impulsivity. 

4. Cognitive Flexibility 
The ability to shift perspective, adapt to new information, and move between tasks or 

ideas without getting stuck. 
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When strong: A student can switch between subjects without distress and accept that 

a plan has changed. 

When weak: Strong resistance to transitions, rigidity in thinking, getting stuck on one 

approach. 

5. Planning & Organisation 
The ability to create a roadmap from the present to a future goal, identifying steps, 

sequencing them, and managing the materials and time required. 

When strong: A student breaks a project into steps, estimates time accurately, and 

prepares in advance. 

When weak: ‘Time blindness,’ incomplete projects, consistently underestimating task 

duration. 

“Time blindness is not laziness. Children with poor time perception genuinely do 

not experience the future as ‘real.’” - Russell Barkley 

6. Task Persistence 
The ability to sustain effort toward a goal over time, especially in the face of difficulty or 

competing interests. 

When strong: A student sticks with a difficult problem and returns to a task after an 

interruption. 

When weak: Abandoning tasks at the first sign of difficulty, half-finished projects, 

high effort variability. 

7. Emotional Regulation 
The ability to modulate emotional responses to experience a feeling without being 

controlled by it, and to return to a regulated state after being dysregulated. This is the 

most foundational EF skill: without it, none of the others can function reliably. 

When strong: A child manages disappointment, tolerates frustration, and recovers 

from upsets. 

When weak: Disproportionate emotional reactions, difficulty recovering, emotional 

states that derail entire tasks. 

•​ Critical reminder: you cannot access any other EF skill from a dysregulated state. 

Emotional regulation is the floor, not the ceiling. 

  The EF Skills Are Interconnected 

  No EF skill operates in isolation. Poor working memory increases cognitive load, which 

impairs emotional regulation, which undermines task initiation. Strengthening one skill 

benefits all the others. 
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Chapter 4 

Recognizing EF Difficulties 
 

What EF struggles actually look like, across age groups, settings, and profiles 

Why EF Difficulties Are So Often Misread 
Executive function difficulties are among the most commonly misinterpreted challenges 

in childhood and adolescence. Because EF is invisible, it is a process, not a product, its 

absence often looks like bad attitude, laziness, defiance, or carelessness. 

This misreading has real consequences. Children who are told they are lazy when they 

cannot initiate tasks learn to believe it. The first step in helping is seeing clearly. 

Red Flags at Different Ages 

Ages 6-10 
•​ Cannot start tasks without significant adult prompting, even when they clearly 

understand the task 

•​ Frequently loses track of multi-step instructions 

•​ Disproportionate emotional reactions to small frustrations or transitions 

•​ Consistently disorganized workspace, bag, or belongings despite repeated 

instruction 

•​ Very high variability in performance, capable one day, seemingly unable the next 

Ages 11-14 
•​ Chronic failure to complete or submit work despite apparent understanding of 

the material 

•​ Significant difficulty with projects that require planning ahead 

•​ Pervasive time blindness, consistently surprised by deadlines 

•​ Emotional dysregulation that interferes with learning 

•​ Increasing avoidance of effortful tasks with delayed rewards 

Ages 15-18 
•​ Inability to manage increasing academic independence without significant 

scaffolding 

•​ Sleep dysregulation that compounds all EF difficulties 

•​ Consistent failure to meet commitments across multiple domains 

•​ Difficulty with self-monitoring, not recognizing when their approach isn’t 

working 

EF Difficulties vs. Other Conditions 
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ADHD: Russell Barkley argues that ADHD is fundamentally a disorder of executive 

function. Almost all children with ADHD have significant EF difficulties. Not all 

children with EF difficulties have ADHD. 

Anxiety: Anxiety is both a consequence of EF difficulty (shame and overwhelm from 

repeated failure) and a cause of it (anxiety consumes working memory and derails task 

initiation). 

Autism Spectrum: Many autistic children experience specific EF difficulties, 

particularly in cognitive flexibility, task initiation, and emotional regulation. 

Dyslexia & Learning Differences: Children with dyslexia spend so much cognitive 

effort on decoding that working memory is often exhausted before any higher-level task 

can begin. 

“Behavioral problems are lagging skills problems. Kids do well if they can. If 

they can’t, we need to figure out why.” - Ross Greene, The Explosive Child 
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Chapter 5 

Strategies for Home 
 

Evidence-based approaches that parents can implement starting today 

 

Figure 3: 10 evidence-based homework strategies, mapped to EF skill areas 

Strategies for Task Initiation 

The First Two Minutes Rule 
Ask your child to commit to just two minutes of effort on a task, not to finish it, just to 

start. Use a visible timer. The goal is to lower the emotional cost of beginning. Research 

on task initiation consistently shows that the hardest moment is the transition from 

inaction to action. Once that transition is made, momentum typically carries the task 

forward. 

Pre-Task Rituals 
A short, predictable pre-task sequence, three to five steps that happen the same way 

every time, acts as an on-ramp to focused work. Over two to three weeks, this sequence 

begins to automatically cue the brain that work is coming. 

Body Doubling 
Working alongside another person, even in silence, significantly improves task initiation 

and sustained effort. Sit nearby doing your own work. The child’s nervous system uses 

your calm presence as a stabilizing signal. 
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Strategies for Working Memory 

Externalize Everything 
Move information out of the child’s head and into the physical environment. 

Whiteboards, visual checklists, sticky notes, a ‘launch pad’ by the door for items needed 

the next day. The goal is to reduce the amount the brain needs to hold. 

The Capture Habit 
Teach your child a one-rule system: anything that needs to be done, remembered, or 

brought gets captured immediately in one trusted place. A teen who captures everything 

in one place stops relying on working memory as a filing system. 

Strategies for Planning & Organisation 

Backward Planning 
Starting from the deadline and working backwards: “The project is due Friday. What 

needs to happen Thursday? What needs to happen Wednesday for Thursday to be 

possible?” This technique builds time perception, the ability to experience future time as 

real and structured. 

Weekly Preview 
A ten-minute Sunday evening planning session, child-led, adult-supported, creates a 

weekly scaffold. Three questions: What’s happening this week? What needs to be ready? 

What do I need help with? 

Strategies for Emotional Regulation 

Co-Regulate First, Always 
When a child is dysregulated, no EF strategy works until regulation is restored. Lower 

your own voice, position yourself at their level, slow your breathing. The child’s nervous 

system literally mirrors yours through co-regulation. Only once the child is calm can 

problem-solving begin. 

Name It to Tame It 
Dan Siegel’s research shows that labelling an emotion activates the prefrontal cortex and 

reduces amygdala activity. Teaching children a rich emotional vocabulary, beyond 

happy, sad, and mad, is a direct neurological intervention. 

Proactive Regulation 
Emotional dysregulation is far more likely when a child is hungry, tired, overstimulated, 

or anxious. Proactive regulation means managing these upstream factors: consistent 

sleep, regular meals, transition warnings, and predictable routines. 

Sleep is not negotiable. The American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends 

9-12 hours for ages 6-12, and 8-10 hours for ages 13-18. No EF strategy 

compensates for chronic sleep deprivation. 
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Chapter 6 

Strategies for the Classroom 
 

Evidence-based approaches for educators, from individual accommodations to whole-class 
design 

Universal Design: EF Supports for Every Student 

Written Instructions Always 
Never rely solely on verbal instruction delivery. Any multi-step task should have written 

or visual steps available throughout the work period. Externalizing instructions removes 

unnecessary cognitive load for all students. 

Consistent Classroom Structure 
Lessons that follow a consistent structure, arrival routine, agenda on the board, clear 

transitions, consistent close-down procedure, reduce cognitive load and provide the 

external scaffolding students with weak EF rely on. 

Visible Timing 
Use visible timers for work periods. A countdown timer on the board reduces 

time-related anxiety and the need for verbal reminders of time remaining. 

Task Chunking 
Present complex assignments in segments, not as a single large task. Breaking tasks into 

visible segments reduces overwhelm and prevents the freeze response that larger tasks 

trigger. 

Planned Transitions 
Warn students two to three minutes before transitions occur. This ‘cognitive 

pre-loading’ significantly reduces transition difficulty, particularly for students with 

cognitive flexibility challenges. 

Targeted Supports for Students with EF Difficulties 

Check-In / Check-Out Systems 
A brief daily check-in and check-out provides a scaffolded planning and review 

structure. Over time, students internalize this structure. 

Graphic Organizers and Planning Templates 
Pre-structured planning templates reduce the cognitive load of planning by 

externalizing the structure. A project planning template with sections for steps, 

materials, and timing builds planning skills while lowering the barrier to completion. 
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Regulation Stations 
A designated corner stocked with child-chosen regulation tools normalizes 

self-regulation and provides a non-punitive option for students who need to regulate 

before they can work. Framing is critical: this is a resource, not a consequence. 

The Educator’s Own Regulation 
The most powerful regulation tool in any classroom is the teacher’s own regulated state. 

A calm, consistent, predictable adult is a direct neurological support for students with 

EF difficulties. Modelling regulation out loud is one of the highest-impact EF 

interventions available. 

“You don’t have to be perfect to be regulating. You just have to be consistent 

enough that students can predict you.” 
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Chapter 7 

EF & Special Populations 
 

How executive function intersects with ADHD, anxiety, autism, and twice-exceptionality 

 

Figure 4: Why emotional regulation must come before any other EF strategy can work 

EF & ADHD 
ADHD is, at its core, a disorder of executive function. Russell Barkley’s influential model 

describes ADHD as a deficit in behavioral inhibition that cascades into impairments 

across all other EF domains. 

Key EF profiles: Severe task initiation difficulties, significant working memory 

impairment, time blindness, emotional dysregulation, highly variable performance. 

What helps: External structure and scaffolding at every level. Medication creates a 

window in which skills can be learned, it does not teach EF skills. Strategies must still be 

taught. 

•​ Never interpret variability as evidence of ability. A student with ADHD who ‘did 

it yesterday’ is not deliberately withholding effort today. 

•​ Interest-based motivation is a feature, not a character flaw. Leverage it. 
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EF & Anxiety 
Anxiety and EF have a bidirectional relationship. Poor EF creates experiences of failure 

and shame, which generate anxiety. Anxiety then consumes working memory and locks 

the brain into threat-detection mode. 

Key EF profiles: Task avoidance driven by fear of failure, rigid thinking as a protective 

strategy, working memory impairment from ruminative thought load. 

What helps: Predictability, explicit reassurance about performance expectations, 

gradual exposure to manageable challenges. 

EF & Autism Spectrum 
Autism intersects with executive function in complex and highly individual ways. 

Cognitive flexibility is a particular area of difficulty, along with task initiation and 

emotional regulation. 

Key EF profiles: Difficulty with transitions and unexpected change, strong preference 

for predictable routines, sensory load that exhausts working memory before academic 

tasks begin. 

What helps: Explicit, structured advance notice of all transitions. Visual schedules. 

Reduction of sensory cognitive load. 

Twice-Exceptionality (2E) 
Twice-exceptional children are both gifted and have a learning difference or EF 

difficulty. High intelligence masks the EF difficulty; the EF difficulty masks the 

giftedness. This is one of the most commonly missed profiles in education. 

What helps: Simultaneous extension in areas of strength and support in areas of EF 

weakness. Neither gifted programming nor special education alone is sufficient. 

“The twice-exceptional child is exhausted from managing what doesn’t come 

easily and bored from the absence of what does. Neither state is good for 

learning.” 
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Chapter 8 

Building Long-Term EF Strength 
 

How to build lasting capacity, not just manage the immediate difficulty 

 

Figure 5: The Gradual Release of Responsibility, from adult-led to child-independent EF 

From Scaffolding to Independence 
All strategies in this book are forms of external scaffolding. The goal is never permanent 

dependence on the scaffold. The goal is internalisation: the child gradually takes over 

functions that adults previously performed for them. 

The Gradual Release Model 
Stage 1 - I do, you watch: The adult performs the EF function entirely. 

Stage 2 - We do together: The adult and child share the function. 

Stage 3 - You do, I support: The child leads with an adult available. 

Stage 4 - You do it independently: The child manages the function alone. 

Most EF development requires sustained time at stages 2 and 3 before stage 4 becomes 

reliable. Rushing to independence prematurely is the most common mistake in EF 

support. 

Sleep: The Non-Negotiable Foundation 
Sleep is the single most important factor in day-to-day EF performance. Matthew 

Walker’s research is unambiguous: chronic sleep deprivation causes lasting structural 

impairment to prefrontal development. 

•​ Ages 6-12: 9-12 hours per night (American Academy of Sleep Medicine) 

•​ Ages 13-18: 8-10 hours per night 

Page 18 



Understanding & Managing Executive Function 

•​ Reality: the average teenager in most Western countries gets 6-7 hours. This is a 

public health crisis with direct EF consequences. 

Exercise and Physical Activity 
Aerobic exercise is one of the most robustly supported environmental interventions for 

EF development. John Ratey’s Spark shows that 20-30 minutes of moderate-intensity 

aerobic exercise improves working memory, task initiation, and inhibitory control, with 

effects lasting two to four hours. Exercise before homework, not after. 

Building Metacognition 
Metacognition - thinking about one’s own thinking, is the long-term goal of EF 

development. A child with strong metacognition can recognize when their approach isn’t 

working, identify what kind of support they need, and adjust their strategy accordingly. 

•​ Regular reflection questions (“what strategy did you use? did it work? what would 

you try differently?”) 

•​ Error analysis without shame (“this went wrong, let’s figure out why”) 

•​ Visible planning processes (letting children see adults think through problems 

out loud) 

The child who can say “I notice I’m avoiding this task because I’m worried about 

getting it wrong” has already taken the most important step. That level of 

self-awareness is the destination of all EF development. 
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Chapter 9 

Quick-Reference Toolkit 
 

Summaries, checklists, and at-a-glance resources for daily use 

 

The 7 EF Skills at a Glance 
EF Skill Looks Like Key Strategies 

Task Initiation Can’t start 2-min rule, rituals, body doubling 

Working Memory Forgets, loses track Externalize, capture habit, chunked 

instructions 

Inhibitory Control Impulsive, can’t stop Pause practice, code words, co-regulation 

Cognitive Flexibility Rigid, stuck Transition warnings, advance notice, choice 

Planning & 

Organization 

Time blind, chaotic Backward planning, visual boards, weekly 

preview 

Task Persistence Gives up easily Small steps, immediate feedback, interest 

anchoring 

Emotional 

Regulation 

Explosive, shuts down Name it, toolkit, proactive regulation 

 

Classroom EF Checklist 
•​ Written instructions visible throughout all tasks 

•​ Consistent lesson structure (agenda on board, predictable transitions) 

•​ Visible timer used for work periods 

•​ Tasks chunked and presented in stages 

•​ Transition warnings given 2-3 minutes in advance 

•​ Regulation station available (non-punitive) 

•​ Check-in/check-out for students with significant EF needs 

•​ Graphic organizers and planning templates available 

•​ Educator models own regulation out loud 

•​ Curiosity-first response to behavioral incidents 
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Key Researchers & Resources 
Adele Diamond: Annual Review of Psychology, 2013 - the definitive EF overview 

Peg Dawson & Richard Guare: Smart but Stuck; Executive Skills in Children and 

Adolescents 

Russell Barkley: Taking Charge of ADHD; Executive Functions: What They Are, How 

They Work 

Ross Greene: The Explosive Child, collaborative problem-solving for EF & behavior 

Dan Siegel: The Whole-Brain Child; Brainstorm - neuroscience of development & 

regulation 

Sarah-Jayne Blakemore: Inventing Ourselves - the adolescent brain 

Matthew Walker: Why We Sleep - sleep and prefrontal function 

John Ratey: Spark - exercise and brain development 

Leah Kuypers: The Zones of Regulation - classroom regulation framework 

James Clear: Atomic Habits - habit stacking for task initiation 

 

 

 

End of Book 
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