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WHAT  IS  IT?

Executive functions are the cognitive 

abilities needed to control our thoughts, 

emotions and actions. This ebook should 

help to increase understanding about 

how these functions develop, their role 

and their impact on a person’s social, 

emotional and intellectual life.

 

Our executive functions represent a 

plethora of functions which control our 

logical reasoning, strategy, planning, 

problem-solving, and hypothetical-

deductive reasoning skills. Planning 

capacities help us determine an action 

plan and define and organize our 

priorities. The control of these functions is 

critical to our everyday lives, school, work, 

and home. 

 

Historically, the executive functions 

have been seen as regulated by the 

prefrontal regions of the frontal lobes, 

but it is still a matter of ongoing 

debate if that really is the case.
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THE  CORE  LIST  

OF  EXECUTIVE  

FUNCTIONS

The ability to stop one's own behavior 

at the appropriate time, including 

stopping actions and thoughts. The 

flip side of inhibition is impulsivity; if 

you have a weak ability to stop 

yourself from acting on your impulses, 

then you are "impulsive.”

 

 

 

The ability to move freely from one 

situation to another and to think flexibly 

in order to respond appropriately to the 

situation.

 

 

 

 

The ability to modulate emotional 

responses by bringing rational thought 

to bear on feelings.

The ability to begin a task or activity 

and to independently generate ideas, 

responses, or problem-solving 

strategies.

 

 

 

 

The capacity to hold information in 

mind for the purpose of completing a 

task. This is a very important skill in 

subjects areas like math.

 

 

 

The ability to manage current and 

future tasks.

 

 

 

The ability to impose order on work, 

play, and storage spaces.

 

 

 

The ability to monitor one's own 

performance and to measure it against 

some standard of what is needed or 

expected.
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SHIFT

EMOTIONAL CONTROL

INHIBITION

SELF-MONITORING

ORGANIZATION OF MATERIALS

PLANNING/ORGANIZATION

WORKING MEMORY

INITIATION

Executive Functions Are 

Supported by Cognitive 

Functions
This list of functions was compiled by psychologists: Drs. Gerard A. Gioia, Peter K. Isquith, Steven C. Guy, and Lauren Kenworthy.
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When the components of executive functions 

come together to determine behavior, this is 

called Self-Regulation. 

Regulating your thoughts, emotions and 

behaviors is crucial for success in school, work 

and life in general.

A Child is not born with strong executive function.  However, 

we all are born with the potential to develop executive 

function.  All the childhood games you played were designed 

to support executive function.  While playing Mother May I, 

Simon Says, & Red Light Green Light, your teacher didn’t say – 

"I am going to teach executive function".  However, these 

games all support the development of executive function.

"SIMON SAYS"

Shauna Tominey Associate Research Scientist - Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence
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EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONS and COGNITIVE 

SKILLS as they relate to ADHD

Think of executive functions as capacities for self-control that allow us to 

sustain action in problem solving towards a goal. It is goal directed problem 

solving and goal directed persistence. Certain cognitive functions support 

executive functions. They include attention, filtering out distractions, working 

memory, short-term memory, spatial memory, auditory processing, time on-

task, and behavioral control. These are often deficit in ADHD children and 

adults.

This cognitive function is at the core of all executive functions. Poor attention negatively affects 

working memory, planning/organization, self-monitoring, initiation, inhibition, and shift.  Play 

Attention has an attentional feedback mechanism that in real-time can show the individual if 

they are paying attention while doing one of the above mentioned skills.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When solving a problem, our attention skills help us focus, concentrate on the various elements, 

and determine what's most relevant. This will allow clarifying both the goal and the strategy to 

reach it. Focus helps us resist interferences that may interrupt the reasoning process. It can also 

help us inhibit automatic and irrelevant answers for the situation, such as stopping at a stop sign 

when a traffic policeman is actually motioning us to continue.

Attention



 

Working memory is one's ability to hold on to new information so we can use it in some way. 

Working memory allows us to store information without losing track of what we’re doing.

It is like a temporary sticky note in our brain. It holds new information in place so the brain can work 

with it briefly and perhaps connect it with other information.  Attention plays a critical role in this 

process.

 

Our long-term memory plays a major role in reasoning as we can refer to action plans stored in our 

memory to solve a new problem. Our short-term memory and its counterpart, working memory, are 

the gateways to long-term memory. Working memory allows us to memorize essential elements of 

the problem, such as the goal we have to reach, and to configure them in different ways - like solving 

a mental calculation. 

 

 

 

 

Time on task requires mindfulness; the 

ability to sustain attention to the task 

at hand. It is also a critical cognitive 

skill that permits executive functions to 

operate properly such as initiation; the 

ability to begin a task and to 

independently generate ideas, 

responses, or problem-solving 

strategies to finish the activity in an 

appropriate amount of time.
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Discriminatory processing is a cognitive ability 

that supports strong executive function. 

It allows one to take in different bits of 

information and recognize what is important 

and what can be filtered.

Learning this skill enables other executive 

functions to take over and guide future 

behavior.

 Memory

Time on Task Discriminatory Processing



 

 

The term auditory processing refers to how the brain perceives and interprets auditory information. 

Several skills determine auditory processing ability—or listening success.

At the core of auditory processing is verbal working memory. This is often a very difficult executive 

function for ADHD children and adults. They often cannot maintain attention to multiple step 

instructions. Therefore, sequencing, planning, and strategizing are often impaired. When a teacher asks 

an ADHD student to take out their textbook, open it to page 46, and get a sheet of paper and a pencil 

out - the ADHD student is often unable to process all of this information.

 

 

 

 

Social cues are forms of communication that help kids “read” other people and react appropriately.

Social cues include expressions, body language, tone of voice and personal space or boundaries.

 

 

Use of mental images as mental maps to guide behavior toward accomplishing tasks through a 

sequence of events. Without good working memory, the sense of time, hindsight, and foresight 

are all impaired.

 

In Play Attention, the working memory game requires mental imagery. This helps the student 

perceive something that isn't there. To complete the game it is necessary to remember the map 

and the obstacles between the player and his goal.

 

When it comes to vision, mental imagery is the impression to actually "see" an image in your 

mind (like an absent person's face). This can help us create existing (faces, human bodies, 

numbers, words, objects, animals) or imaginary (monsters, abstract figures) or shapes. Mental 

imagery skills are called upon every day for various tasks such as thinking, dreaming, reasoning, 

problem-solving, anticipating events, recognizing objects presented in an unusual way, 

considering an itinerary, and understanding a verbal description.
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Auditory Processing

Social Cues

Working Memory



 

 

Executive function requires control of our emotions and motivations. If emotional self-control is 

impaired, then outbursts often replace reasoning. Excuses often accompany outbursts and a downward 

spiral begins.

 

Emotional self-control permits other executive functions to initiate reasoning, strategizing, planning, 

developing objectives, and the ability to shift to other situations appropriately. 

 

It facilitates self-monitoring -  the ability to monitor one's own performance and to measure it against 

some standard of what is needed or expected.
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A child who struggles with these skills may have problems with the following:

– Planning projects

– Estimating how long it will take them to complete a project

– Telling stories (verbally or written)

– Memorizing

– Starting activities or tasks

– Remembering

 

Children who have ADD/ADHD, 
dyslexia, depression or 

learning disabilities often have 
weak executive function skills.

Behavioral Shaping 



Let's get PRACTICAL

Strategies for Working Memory Strategies for Flexible Thinking

Have your child teach you.  Explaining 

a skill or activity helps them 

remember all the steps needed to 

complete the task. An example can be 

baking a cake: What are the steps?

Make a list of ingredients etc.

Play “What's this?” Take an ordinary 

object like a candle. Let your child 

express how many things he can 

imagine it can be.

Make up new rules for a game.

Talk through scenarios. Thinking out 

loud while problem-solving etc.Practice active reading strategies. Take 

notes, use sticky notes, ask what has 

been read.

Play card games (Crazy Eights, Uno, Go 

Fish, etc).

Keep a calendar for your home or  

the classroom.

Create checklists.

Use containers and closet 

organizers.

Establish a homework routine or 

classroom routine.

Assign chores/tasks where sorting 

and organizing is essential. (Put 

groceries in cupboard)

Clean out all clutter.

Label and color code everything.

Prepare for the next school day 

the night before. Lay the clothes 

out, pack the sports bag etc.

Use timers - visual is best.

Put up goals where they can be seen 

everyday.

Create daily goal sheets with time-

slots. Give each task a different color. 

Homework = orange, sports = red, etc.  

Break down tasks into mini-steps. 

They will feel much more achievable. 

Provide visual schedules.

Be aware of auditory and visual 

distractions in the room.

Strategies for Organization

Strategies for Task Initiation
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Let's get PRACTICAL

Strategies for Impulse Control Strategies for Emotional Control
Avoid problem situations. 

Give the child a plan when heading 

into a potential problem situation.

Encourage the child to forgive himself 

for mistakes.

Give and practice coping strategies.

Make sure your child gets enough 

sleep.

Read books on emotional control.

Use calming techniques (deep 

breathing, quiet space,sensory room)

Have very clear, enforceable 

expectations at home and in the 

classroom.

Have predictable consequences 

when those expectations or rules 

are not followed.   

Provide visual reminders.

Reinforce appropriate behavior.

Anticipate potential explosive 

situations. Explain ahead of time 

what is going to happen and the 

expected behavior.

Strategies for Self-Monitoring

Set the expectations for/with the 

child/student. 

Use visual checklists or written 

checklists. 

Use visual cues or reminders to 

self-monitor.
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Activities for Toddlers and Preschoolers: Sorting
 

Areas developed: General Organization/General Adaptability

A great example of a sorting game involves a standard deck of playing cards.  Lay all 

of the cards out face up--or just a few, if your child feels overwhelmed by too many 

cards.  We may have to gradually build up to a full deck.  Regardless, once the cards 

are laid out, tell your child that the objective of this fun game is to sort the cards 

according to color, (black cards go in one pile, red cards go in another).

Once your child can successfully and consistently sort in this way, make things more 

challenging by telling them the new goal is to sort the cards according to the 

shapes on them: cards with diamonds go in one pile, cards with hearts go in 

another, etc.

Once they are successful in being able to do this, make things even more 

challenging by telling them the goal is to sort the cards by number: jacks go in one 

pile, eights go in another, etc.

This gradual progression in difficulty allows them to develop cognitive skills related 

to organization with a minimum of frustration.  Plus, by periodically switching up 

the criteria for sorting, you are teaching them to adapt to changing situations, which 

is often difficult for children with attention issues.

Sorting of this kind is an excellent activity for younger children, and using a deck of 

cards is only one example.  You could just as easily use Lego's, or army men, of 

stuffed animals, or socks, or any group of objects with defining characteristics 

conducive for sorting.  

Remember, start slow with sorting that is relatively easy, and then build from there 

in terms of complexity.  Like any skills, organization and adaptability do not come 

naturally to everyone, so taking things slow and at the child's own pace facilitate the 

most positive results.

Activities to enjoy
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Activity for Toddlers and 
Preschoolers: Puzzles

 

Areas developed: Working Memory / Patience & Impulse Control / Spatial Memory

 

In our high tech world of iPads and X-boxes, sitting down with your child to put 

together a puzzle might seem antiquated. In reality, however, it is a tried and true 

method of strengthening cognitive skills necessary for good Executive Function, 

especially if you start early.

Modern manufacturers make puzzles appropriate for ages as young as 3, and 

starting early gives a child a strong foundation in negotiating low-stimuli activities 

before technology like cell phones or computers come into the picture. Once a child 

is exposed to things like off-the-shelf video games, which are intentionally high in 

stimulation, lower stimuli activities tend to feel tedious by comparison... and often 

academic tasks like homework or classwork fall into the latter category.

But if a child develops an affinity for low-stimuli tasks early on, that affinity tends to 

persist and carry over as the child ages. Plus, it gives you an excellent way to spend 

quality time with your child, where you can engage with them, yet still be working 

on the puzzle itself.

Most importantly, puzzles develop working memory and spatial memory, by which 

the child absorbs the shape, appearance, and positioning of various pieces, and uses 

that information to gradually construct a larger whole. Not to mention the sustained 

focus and patience it requires, which helps develop the ability to control 

impulsiveness.

Again, the key here is to start young. Modern puzzles for toddlers and preschoolers 

have anywhere from 4 to 8 pieces, and the pieces themselves are large with colorful 

images children find appealing: from dinosaurs to spaceships. Appropriate age 

categories are printed right on the box, so as your child's ability increases, you can try 

puzzles of greater and greater complexity.

Done early, and at the child's own pace, puzzles can be a fun and fruitful activity 

your family can enjoy for years on end.
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Activity for School-Age children: 
Guessing Games

Areas developed: Working Memory

 

Any family who has ever taken a road trip together with kids in the car has probably 

played a variation of the "I Spy" game, wherein the "Spy" calls out a single 

characteristic of an object they can see. The other participants have to then try and 

identify what that object is based on that very limited description. 

"I spy something green!", one child might say, to which the others might respond 

with guesses like:

"Grass!" 

"That road sign!"

"Mom's shirt!"

This might seem like a fun but ultimately pointless exercise, but it's excellent at 

developing working memory.  A chief component of working memory is absorbing a 

piece or pieces of data, and then holding that information in memory long enough 

and accurately enough to do calculations with it.  In this case, once given the initial 

piece of data, (the object is green), each participant is keeping that specific criterion 

in mind while moving their attention from object to object.  When their eyes rest on 

a target, they absorb the details of that target and compare that information to the 

aforementioned criterion.  This is the "calculation" part, and it happens over and over 

again in rapid succession until an appropriate target is located, and the participant 

verbalizes their assessment.

Seems like a complicated way to explain a simple task, I know.  But that's exactly 

how working memory operates.  And along those lines, this same game can increase 

in complexity to further strengthen working memory simply by adding more pieces 

of data into the mix.

"I spy something orange, and round!"

"The sun!"

"One of those pumpkins over there!"

"Dad's basketball!"

The more components that are added, the higher degree of working memory 

prowess is required.  So keep this fun but definitely NOT pointless game in mind on 

your next family trip.  You might find what you previously considered a way to keep 

the kids from driving you nuts, is actually a fantastic learning tool!
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Activity for School-Age children: 
Classic Board Games

 

 

 

Areas developed: Various

 

Though perhaps not enjoying the widespread appeal they once did, board games 

used to be a staple of entertainment for many families... and for good reason!  Classic 

board games combine fun with learning, while simultaneously strengthening family 

bonds through interaction.  In today's Coach's Corner, I'd like to mention a few 

classic board games from my childhood that are still relevant today and help 

strengthen executive functioning.

Monopoly: Perhaps the granddaddy of all board games, this classic improves 

counting, addition, subtraction, and the basics of working-memory-based problem 

solving.  Obviously, the movement of the tokens and the buying and selling of 

property strengthen mathematics skills, but there is also the problem-solving aspect, 

which requires anticipation and abstract thinking: 

'Do I spend what's left of my money on a hotel since my brother's car token is so 

close?  Or do I wait until I've passed his properties, so I don't have to 

mortgage anything if I get hit?'  

Battleship: Another classic, this game is fantastic for improving Spatial Memory, 

which is a difficult skill for many children with ADHD.  Does your child lose his or her 

backpack all the time?  Do they constantly forget where they put things?  Battleship 

is the game for you, as it facilitates keeping various pieces of geographic data in 

memory long enough to act on that information upon the player's next turn.

Risk: Perhaps the most comprehensive game in terms of the sheer number of 

cognitive skills developed, Risk is outstanding at developing organizational and 

problem-solving skills.  Numbers of troops, possible attacks from multiple directions, 

whether to push forward or draw back, how many resources to spend this turn 

versus next, outgoing expenditures versus incoming revenue... the management of 

so many factors employs a vast array of cognitive skills, from working memory to 

discriminatory processing to social skills.  Yes, I said social skills!  As with poker, a 

large part of the game of Risk involves interacting with your fellow player to 

ascertain what they intend to do. Being able to read facial expressions and body 

language is vital to a better understanding of your peer’s intent.  

'Do they really want to be allies?  Or will they break our truce as soon as I spread my 

troops too thin?'
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Activity for Teens: Journaling
 

 Areas developed: Self-Reflection

 

Every Play Attention session ends with the Journal, which is an electronic 

opportunity for self-reflection.  Asking questions like, "what I learned" and "what I'm 

proud of" prompts an individual to internally evaluate the experience they just had, 

which in turn facilitates a better understanding of the experience they had.  Part of 

the process of learning certain cognitive skills is understanding how something 

"feels".  How it feels to be genuinely focused as opposed to casually focused, for 

example.  Self-reflection helps develop that awareness, which is why it is such an 

important part of the Play Attention program.

 

However, it is also a useful activity outside of Play Attention.  Keeping a journal and 

writing down thoughts is an excellent way for a teen to not only self-reflect in 

general, but also to clarify and process emotions and experiences.  In our modern 

electronic world, there are so many activities our teens engage in that require no 

self-reflection at all.  As such, a great gift is just a blank journal in which they can 

choose to write whatever they want.  No stipulations, no expectations, just an 

opportunity.
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Activity for Teens: Music & Dance
 

Areas developed: Attention, impulse control, working memory, cognitive flexibility.

 

Learning how to play a musical instrument is often an excellent way to strengthen 

cognitive skills.  The same is true with organized singing and/or dancing instruction.  

Such tasks have multiple, complicated processes that must be negotiated 

simultaneously.  These include rhythm, cadence, pitch, and tone.  Any musical 

performance or dance routine will share these components, thereby strengthening 

attention, working memory, and cognitive flexibility (a person's ability to smoothly 

"shift" from one task to another).  Also, since a successful performance requires the 

person to closely follow the musical score or dance routine, impulse control is key.  

In other words, a participant learns to inhibit their tendency to "do whatever they 

want" without thinking of consequences. 

 

Given the popularity of so many young entertainers for whom singing, dancing, or 

playing an instrument has brought them fame, such activities are inherently 

appealing to a teen, thus making them an excellent choice for cognitive skill 

development.
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Activity for Adults: Crafting a 
Feelings Folio

 

Areas developed: Introspection, Emotional Self-Regulation/Self-Control

 

At first glance, this exercise might seem to serve the same purpose as a journal or 

diary, but it is actually quite different.  To begin you'll want to decide on a way to 

record your work.  This can be anything from a piece of paper to a Word document 

on your computer.  Preferably, however, this should be something that can 

accommodate a growing assemblage of realized thoughts.

 

Step two is look up the definition of a word that describes an emotion you have felt 

recently or tend to feel often: Anger, Fear, Joy, Anxiety--there are no wrong answers 

here, so it doesn't matter if it's what you consider to be a "positive" or a "negative" 

emotion.

 

Next, look up the literal definition of the word itself via online search or even a 

physical dictionary.  Write the word and the definition down in your Feelings Folio.  

Next, via either an online thesaurus on a paper one, look that word up to find other 

words that indicate either the exact same emotion or one very similar to it.

 

Think about how each addition to your Feelings Folio is described, and take a 

moment to remember a time when you yourself felt exactly that way.  Some words 

and their definitions will connect strongly with you.  Others will not.  But the trick 

here is to accurately and thoroughly define what any given emotion means to you 

personally.  The more aware of what you feel, and how you emotionally react in 

concrete terms, the better you are at regulating that emotion.  

 

Another way to think of this is that you are training yourself to reflect on the emotion 

itself and define it, instead of simply feeling it and thus acting on it.

 

This can sometimes be a taxing process, so don't try to rush it.  Just go through this 

process with one emotion at a time, and get specific.  Are you feeling comfortable or 

elated?  Or you feeling inconvenienced or enraged?  The more you narrow it down, 

the better.  And be sure to relate each specific emotion to specific causes 

or situations in which you experienced it.

 

When I go to the grocery store, and someone has parked over the middle line thus 

taking up two spaces instead of just one, I feel ________.

 

All of this goes in your Feeling Folio.  And even if you don't rush it, even if you take 

your time with this process, (as you should), you'll be amazed at how quickly it fills 

up.  Be certain to review your entries often.

 



 

Play Attention's Advanced Technology strengthens specific cognitive skills 

areas in order to improve Executive Functioning and Self-Regulation.

http://playattention.com/index.php/

professional-consultation

 

SCHEDULE A PERSONAL CONSULTATION 

WITH US IF YOU NEED ADVICE FOR 

YOURSELF, YOUR CHILD OR YOUR CLIENTS

CLICK HERE 
TO BOOK
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www.playattention.com


