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Cara Koscinski, OTD, MOT, OTR/L CAS
The Pocket Occupational Therapist

Executive Function
Up Front with the Frontal Lobe
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Describe executive 
function and its 
importance to 

occupations in school.

Name treatment 
strategies and resources 

to help improve 
executive function

based on OTPF 
terminology.

Create and implement 
goals for improving 

executive function in 
occupations for

children.

Today’s Course Objectives

1 2 3

● Set of skills to manage tasks we complete every day
● What we will pay attention to and what we choose to do
● Manage emotions and thoughts so we can be efficient
● Regulate behavior when difficulties arise
● Assist in ability to function with independence
● Self-awareness
● Inhibition
● Attention management
● Visual imagery
● Problem solving
● Self motivation 

Working Definition of EF
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Two Types of Skills

• Planning

• Organization

• Time Management

• Working Memory

• Metacognition (Self-observation 
and assessment) Looking at self 

and evaluating how you’re 

doing.

Thinking

• Response Inhibition

• Emotional Control

• Sustained Attention

• Task Initiation

• Flexibility
• Goal-directed activity (not be 

distracted by competing 

activities/interests)

Doing 

What the Research Says:

• Smooth EF includes the ability to regulate emotions and think creatively about 
situations by forming multiple solutions. EF is intimately connected with the 
ability to acquire knowledge required for effective participation in play, social 
skills, and learning. It involves a set of cognitive abilities that control and regulate 
goal-directed behavior (Josman & Meyer, 2019). 

• Play skills are also affected by EF deficits (Cramm et al., 2013; Faja et al., 2016). 
Oftentimes, children with ASD and EF struggle with behavior and organization 
for independent task completion (Althoff, Dammann, Hope, & Ausderau, 2019; 
Demetriou et al., 2017). They often insist on routines and show decreased ability 
to think outside of the box to develop creative ways to solve problems arising in 
daily life (Josman & Meyer, 2019).

What the Research Says:

• Josman and Meyer (2018) describe EF as a set of cognitive abilities that control 
and regulate goal-directed behavior. Oftentimes, children with poor EF struggle 
with behavior and organization for independent task completion. 

• EFs are vast and as such, affect function in many areas of occupational 
performance. They list thinking skills as planning, organization, time 
management, working memory, and metacognition. 

• Another group of EF skills includes the doing skills: response inhibition, emotional 
control, sustained attention, task initiation, flexibility, and goal-directed activity 
(Josman & Meyer, 2019).
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What the Research Says:

• Cramm et al. (2013) completed a qualitative study in to determine how OTs 
recognized EF in children. They found OTs needed to identify effects of EF 
deficits on occupational performance and utilize an EF lens in assessment and 
treatment planning (Cramm et al., 2013). 

• Therapists often feel ill equipped to work on EF with children and lack a 
framework for doing so. Politics of change affect OTs confidence addressing EF 
deficits as opposed to more traditional roles such as working on handwriting and 
sensory (2013).

Anger, frustration

Depression

Social skills deficits

Difficulty understanding 
others’ point of view

Feeling inadequate

Problems Caused by EF

Acting out in class, 
homework, going to 

school

Failing assignments and not able 
to demonstrate knowledge

If EF Doesn’t Mature Until 25 y/o Why Work on It?
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Personality
Abilities in 

Performance Skills

Nurture, Culture,

Setting

Genetic Blueprint

Experiences &

Practice

Scaffolding

• Adults set up framework for learning and practice.

• Routines, experiences

• Encourage games and activities to boost 
function/performance skills

• Need to use this to support ex. function skills until 
they can be more independent

Games we play

▪ Peek-a-boo
▪ Block copying
▪ Finger plays
▪ Hokey Pokey
▪ Simon Says
▪ Use inhibition such as: FREEZE….Ring around the 

Rosie
▪ Talking about mutually shared experiences
▪ Imaginary play
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➢ Working memory: remember a toy hidden under a 
blanket.

➢ 9-11 months can figure out how to get a toy out of 
reach.

➢ Assist in pulling clothing on/off and self-feed. 
➢ Inhibit unsafe or inappropriate behaviors ~6 months old 

can refrain from touching something that’s a ‘no no.’

Skills by age 2

➢ Complete simple errands (hang jacket on hook) 
➢ Clean and put items away with minimal assistance 
➢ Perform simple chores and self care tasks with reminders and 

physical assistance if needed; clear dishes, brush teeth, get 
dressed. 

➢ Remember ‘conditions’ on rules (leave shoes on in school but 
take them off in your home). TWO rules.

➢ Inhibit unsafe or inappropriate behaviors (don’t touch a hot 
stove, run into the street, hit, bit, push etc.) 

➢ Can wait to begin a task (delay immediate gratification)

Skills by ages 3-5

➢ Complete a 2-3 step errand (throw the trash out and bring me a cup) 
➢ Tidy bedroom/playroom independently 
➢ Initiate and perform simple chores and self-help tasks. May need 

reminders (make your bed, make a bowl of cereal) 
➢ Bring papers to/from school 
➢ Prepare a simple book report
➢ Inhibit behaviors: follow safety rules, use appropriate language, raise 

hand before speaking, keep hands to self

➢ **by 7 years old can ignore irrelevant information 

Skills by ages 5-7
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Skills build upon each other
until EF matures

~age 25 years

-Voting
-Drinking

EF Requires Continual Development/Refinement!

Ideas

What If It
Doesn’t

Constantly playing catch up and missing 
critical skills at critical times.

Why OT?
Because AOTA’s OTPF gives us a list of 

performance factors that guide us as OTs. 
Multiple performance factors affect 

occupation.
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Motivated, Neat, Goals

Highly Organized

Takes initiative to begin and 
work through a task

Self-Starter

Anticipate problems and/or if 
they arise, determine 
effective solutions

Problem Solving

Flexible, can work through 
stumbling blocks

Think on Feet

Decide what’s important and 
ignores competing 
information

Attention to Task

Completes treatment, notes, pt. 
education within work 
hours

Time Management

Job Interview for an OT Executive

Related to EF

● Initiates—Starts or begins the next task action or task step without any 
hesitation

● Attends—Does not look away from task performance, maintaining the ongoing 
task progression

● Chooses—Selects necessary and appropriate type and number of objects for the 
task

● Organizes—Logically positions or spatially arranges task objects in an orderly 
fashion

Performance Skills:  Performance skills are observable, goal-directed 

actions that result in a client’s quality of performing desired occupations.

AOTA OTPF (Framework 4)

AOTA, 2021
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AOTA, 2021

Quick Neuro
Review

Pre-Frontal Cortex

o Rational thinking

o Future considerations

o Flexibility

Pituitary Gland & 
Hypothalamus

o Coordinates autonomic nervous system 
and the activity of the pituitary, 
controlling body temperature, thirst, 
hunger, and other homeostatic 
systems, and involved in sleep and 
emotional activity.

Amygdala

o Fear center

o Emotions & Behavior
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Higher Abstract  

Concrete 

Thought 

Affiliation 

Attachment 

Sexual Behavior 

Emotional 

Reactivity Motor 

Regulation 

Arousal 

Appetite/Satiety 

Sleep 

Blood Pressure 

Heart Rate

Bruce D. Perry, M.D., Ph.D. 

www.ChildTrauma.org Body 

Temperature

Internal Awareness

● Body (interoceptive) state

● Emotional state

● Self-reflection

External Awareness

● Refer to others

● Am I on track

● Theory of Mind

Regulation
Our ‘optimal’ state of learaning

Not too energetic and not too tired
Attention, emotions, state of being matches setting
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Theory
of

Mind
A critical concept to consider in EF work.

Others have differing opinions and might 
have other values, thoughts. 

Reading the room example.

Theory of Mind (ToM)

Begins to

develop around 3-

5 years of age. 
But takes time 

and experience.

A reason many
autistic individuals
have trouble lying

and are fact-based.

80% of kids with

autism showed 

impaired ToM

(Baron-Cohen)

Brain will do what it takes to SURVIVE so it uses compensation strategies.

When a child has a stressed system, he is
‘dysregulated.’

This dysregulated child cannot focus on higher 
level brain functions because he’s CONSTANTLY 
looking for potential threats in the environment

Inhibition and Survival
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Remember
It can be very difficult for even the most competent children to 

enlist whatever executive function skills they have. 

In these circumstances, the provision of a safe and predictable 
environment offers the sense of security needed for successful 

behavior change to occur.

EF Evidence to Remember:

EF capacities do 
not automatically 
develop with 
maturity over time

Impulse control 
does not happen 
automatically as 
kids mature

Kids don’t outgrow 
attention and 
retention of 
information deficits–
they need rehearsal 

Evidence found 
emerging executive 
function skills 
contribute to early 
reading and math 
achievement during 
the pre-
kindergarten years 
and into 
kindergarten.Children who are 

impulsive or cannot 
control emotions 
are not ‘bad kids.’

Adverse 

experiences or 

biological 

disruptions can 

disrupt focus, 
attention, working

memory. Center on the Developing Child, Harvard 
University, 2021 

Jean would like to visit the third building on the left.

Working Memory
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Visualize the task

Repeat it with self-talk

Chunk into smaller pieces

Working Memory

Confirmation

Reviewing after the task to see what went 
well and what could be improved

How do children learn best?

Metacognition

Thinking about 

your student’s 

thinking

OTs can support 
students to develop 

a repertoire of 
thinking tools and 

techniques

What is the 

LEARNING 

STYLE of your 

student?

Assessing EF
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Non-Formal Assessment 

Attention

Begin task, follow-through, cues to
attend, need encouragement

Planning vs. Impulsive

Gather materials, think about steps, 
First, then, next, turn in late

Organization

Messy, loses items, cannot keep track
of materials FOR the assignment/task

Shift/Flexibility

Adapt to change, routine?, insist on
having own way, compromise in
groups

1

2

3

4
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YOU can work
on this during

ANY task!OT

● Just as a scaffold supports workers while a building is being constructed, adults 
can use these activities to support the emergence of children’s executive 
function skills until they can perform them on their own.

Scaffolding Review

What Can I Do?

● Set up the framework for children to learn and practice these skills over time 

● Establishing routines

● Breaking big tasks into smaller chunks

● Encouraging games that promote imagination, role-playing

● Work on following rules

● Mindfulness and interoceptive work on controlling impulses. 

The above techniques are known as “scaffolding.” 
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What we say:

It’s time to get ready. We need to leave in 15 
minutes.

Only 5 minutes left to finish your work.

You’ll have 1 week to finish this project.

Sticky Notes RULE!!!!

Always flexible!

Where does task occur?

Area or setting?

Space

How long?     What else happens then?

Project or list?  

Sequence of the task?

Time

What do I need?

Where do I get items from?

Objects

Who can help?

Who is involved (team or 
individual)?

People

49

50

51



8/27/2021

18

Get Ready, Do, Done, Check

DoGet Ready Done

How will I feel?

Often the use of activity can relax or divert a person who is becoming 
agitated or aggressive and can provide the person with a sense of 
satisfaction and fulfillment. 

➢ Polishing shoes
➢ Folding clothes/ towels
➢ Sorting objects
➢ Watering plants
➢ Dusting
➢ Peeling vegetables or doing one specific cooking task
➢ Relaxing music

Begin to Build Confidence:
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1 Brainstorming
Helps recall from long-
term storage

4 Using a Scale 1-10
Rating scales allow for 
review and revision

2 Reflective Thinking
What went well and what 
would go better IF….

5 Categorizing
Venn Diagrams
Thought Bubbles

3 Post-It Note Activities
Flexible since the note can 
be removed and replaced

Additional Tools for Metacognition

Brainstorming

Clear
Expectations

Benefits:

Know
Steps

Self
Analysis

NO
Judgement

Kids know what is expected

What needs to be included for success

Kids can check own work and self-evaluate (builds metacognition)

Rubric

No subjectivity, it IS or it ISN’T
Beery 

VMI
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EF
Goals

A critical concept to consider in EF work.

● Need a lot of individualized structuring, 
cueing, and reinforcement. 

● Simply showing a child how to fill out an 
agenda book will not enable that child to 
do so independently on a regular basis. 

● Should link directly to all key academic 
content areas (reading, writing, math, 
science, etc.) as well as to communication 
and social-emotional performance.

● Intensive practice with an adult, followed 
by the implementation of key cues, such 
as a written checklist and the slow fading 
of direct adult support as the child 
becomes more independent is required.

EF Goals on IEP (or clinic)
Purpose - to teach the child to automatically use self-regulatory routines and 
scripts (or habits) that increase independent, flexible, goal-oriented, problem-

solving.

Related to EF

● Initiates—Starts or begins the next task action or task step without any 
hesitation

● Attends—Does not look away from task performance, maintaining the ongoing 
task progression

● Chooses—Selects necessary and appropriate type and number of objects for the 
task

● Organizes—Logically positions or spatially arranges task objects in an orderly 
fashion

Performance Skills:  Performance skills are observable, goal-directed 

actions that result in a client’s quality of performing desired occupations.

AOTA OTPF (Framework 4)
AOTA, 2021
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Self-regulation, problem solving, flexible thinking, organization

2

3

1

IEP Goals

Jacob will use visual cues (graphic organizer or drawing) attached to desk to place 
supplies/materials in their appropriate location 75% of the time in one quarter.

Lizzy will demonstrate on task-behavior in the general education setting (math class) for 90% 
of the time during a 10-minute period, with the use of an appropriate fidget in a year.

Given a complex task, Brianna will organize the task on paper, including the materials 
needed, the steps to accomplish the task, and a time frame with 90% accuracy in 12 
weeks.

5

6

4

IEP Goals

When given visual prompts/signs to aid Katie in completing a work task independently, she 
will follow the directions in order to complete the task with 80% accuracy in
4/5 opportunities by the end of the year.

Given a complex task, Brianna will organize the task on paper, including the materials 
needed, the steps to accomplish the task, and a time frame with 90% accuracy in 12 
weeks.

When Brant becomes upset, frustrated, or angry, he will use a self-regulation/coping 
strategy (movement break, deep breathing, quiet space break, deep pressure/heavy work 
activity, etc.) to avoid engaging in an unexpected behavior, with one reminder, on 4 out 
of 5 opportunities, as measured by observations and documentation.

Accommodations

• Preferential 
seating

• Distraction 
free areas for 
work and 
testing

• Built-in break 
areas for 
movement

Space

• Extended time 
for work

• Warnings of 
transitions

• Allow for 
breaks

• Grade on each 
‘chunk’

Time
• Add use of 

fidgets, alt. 
seating, or other 
sensory aids

• Break cards

• Provide 
completed 
models

• Calm area
• AT

Objects

• Use less words and 
short instructions

• Pair with organized 
or motivating peer

• 1:1 time to ensure
understanding

• Microsoft teams

People
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Interventions

Visual schedules

Teach predictions & make
errors acceptable (not 
taboo)

Have rules in every session
so everyone knows
expectations

s
Let student teach you and 

then you both grade by 
rubric

Teach self-regulation 
strategies

ANY activity you are 
currently doing can be 
supplemented with EF 

work!

OTs are 
EXPERTS

YOU are poised and ready to analyze activities with an EF lens! 

Thank You!

Resources:
https : / /www.pocketot .com/otschoo lhouseef /
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