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Learning Skills & Executive Function: 

A Student’s Symphony  

  

  The Conductor 

Executive functioning refers to a collection of brain-

based skills that are necessary to perform most tasks.  

The prefrontal cortex of our brain is like the 

“conductor of an orchestra”, and each of the 

executive functioning skills we will be discussing is 

like an “instrument”.  These “instruments” include 

the ability to plan, organize, initiate tasks, think 

flexibly, problem-solve, sustain attention and effort, 

attend to and remember details, self-monitor, make 

decisions, and self-regulate behaviour and emotions.  

Executive functioning skills are not fully mature until 

adulthood; the critical period for the development of 

such skills is during the junior, intermediate, and 

secondary school grades.  As the demands for 

independent work in the classroom escalate, 

problems with executive functioning may become 

more apparent.  Problems with executive functioning 

may be particularly noticeable in students with 

Learning Disabilities (LD), ADHD, Mild Intellectual 

Disabilities (MID), Behaviour difficulties, and 

Autism. 

The Learning Skills and Work Habits section of the 

report card provides an indication of how well a 

student’s executive functioning skills are developing.  

As we discuss the various executive functioning 

skills below, keep in mind how these are related to 

the Responsibility, Organization, Independent Work, 

Collaboration, Initiative, and Self-Regulation 

categories on report cards.  

 The Instruments 

Emotional Control: The ability to self-regulate 

emotions so that goals can be achieved and tasks get 

completed.   

Flexibility: The ability to adapt and make changes 

upon receipt of new information or following 

mistakes.   

Goal-Directed Persistence: The ability to set a goal 

and see it through to completion without getting 

distracted.   

Organization of Materials - The ability to impose 

order on work, play, and storage spaces.  

Inhibition: The capacity to think before you act.  

The opposite of inhibition is impulsivity.  
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Working Memory: The ability to hold information 

in memory while performing complex tasks.  

Planning/Prioritization: The ability to create a plan 

to reach a goal or to complete a task. It also involves 

being able to prioritize tasks (i.e., make decisions 

about where to focus our attention and efforts).  

Planning/Organization - The ability to manage 

current and future- oriented task demands. Planning 

involves anticipating future events, setting goals, and 

planning ahead when completing tasks.  Organizing 

involves bringing order to information and 

understanding main concepts when learning 

information. 

Metacognition: The ability to analyze and evaluate 

our own problem-solving strategies, progress, and 

success.  It also involves trying to improve based on 

feedback we receive or by watching how others 

approach the task.  

Sustained Attention: The capacity to maintain 

attention to a situation or task in spite of 

distractibility, fatigue, or boredom.  

Task Initiation: The ability to begin a task or 

activity promptly (without procrastinating), and to 

independently generate ideas and answers. 

Time Management: The capacity to estimate how 

much time one has, how to allocate it, and how to 

stay within time limits and deadlines. It also involves 

a sense that time is important.  

Shift - The ability to move freely from one situation, 

activity, or aspect of a problem to another as dictated 

by circumstances.  Shifting facilitates a student’s 

ability to transition smoothly between tasks, tolerate 

change, solve problems flexibly, shift attention, and 

change focus from one mindset or topic to another.  

 

Self-Monitoring - The ability to monitor one's own 

performance and to measure it against some standard 

of what is needed or expected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Poor Executive 

Functioning in the 

Classroom 

Students with weak executive functioning skills may 

be described as: disorganized and forgetful; 

distractible; inflexible; dramatic or emotional; 

irresponsible; careless; disengaged; or unmotivated.  

Students with poor executive functioning may 

struggle to: 

 

 Set goals to complete tasks; get started on tasks; 

sustain attention on tasks; transition between 

tasks 

 Complete and hand in homework regularly and 

on time;  work on long-term assignments  

 Use an agenda book; manage and be aware of 

time; keep track of and organize belongings 

 Proofread and edit written work; tell or write a 

story where ideas are presented in an organized 

or sequential manner; complete multi-step math 

problems 

 Adapt to changes in routine; manage and 

regulate emotions; control impulses or stop 

behaviour at appropriate times; understand the 

effect of their behaviour on others 

 

Strategies 
 

Accommodations and modifications on an IEP can 

make a significant difference in the life of a student 

with poor executive functioning. However, 

strategies that help teach executive functioning skills 

to students are “Good for all, necessary for some”, 

meaning that other students can benefit from these 

strategies as well, particularly since the school years 

are a critical time for the development of executive 

functioning skills. Direct instruction of executive 

functioning skills can be indicated on an IEP under 

“Alternative Section”.
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Compensatory strategies for poor executive functioning skills include: 

 

Instructional  

Accommodations 

Environmental  

Accommodations 

Assessment 

Accommodations 

Provide more prompts, cues, reminders, 

supervision, and feedback 

Preferential seating and the 

option of a study carrel/folders 

propped up on the desk 

Include editing/self-

correction with a coloured 

pen as part of rubric 

Chunk multi-step tasks or oral 

instructions into a series of steps 

Offer a personal basket of work 

supplies  

Make written test 

instructions more explicit.  

Use bold font, underlining, 

highlighting etc.  

Chunk large projects into small tasks 

with clear timelines 

Use a timer to allow student to 

keep track of time to complete 

task 

Reduce open-ended 

questions if possible 

Give time each day/week to organize 

binders, desk, etc. 

Use visual organizational aids 

and refer to visual schedules 

several times a day 

Provide oral prompts for the 

student to begin work in tests 

and exams 

Provide organizers/lecture outlines in 

advance if possible 

Use visual calendars to keep track 

of long-term assignments, due 

dates, and special events 

Divide the test into parts and 

give it to the student one 

section at a time or even over 

a period of days if possible 

Give a 2 (or 5 or 10) minute warning 

before shifting tasks 

Post checklists and to do lists  

Provide learning goals and success 

criteria 

Reduce visual clutter in student’s 

work area 

 

Provide instructions in writing as well as 

orally 

Reduce noise in 

classroom/provide quiet area for 

tests and exams 

 

Provide time guidelines so that the 

student knows how much time a task 

should take 

Colour-code study materials (ie. 

Math book, folder, and notebook 

coded in blue; science coded in 

green, etc) 

 

Provide the student with frequent 

feedback regarding strategies that are 

working and those that require tweaking 

 

Sources of Information:  

Executive Function Fact Sheet - Information from the 
National Center for Learning Disabilities 

“Executive skills:  The Hidden Curriculum” By: Peg 
Dawson and Richard Guare  (From the National Association 
of School Psychologists Mar 2009) 

“What is Executive Functioning?” By: Joyce Cooper-Kahn 
and Laurie Dietzel (From the website: www.ldonline.org) 

www.smartbutscatteredkids.com 

Waterfall Chart - York Region District Schoolboard 

Encourage the use of graphic organizers 

(such as Smart Ideas) for writing 

assignments 

Encourage assistive technology (such as 

Premier) to help summarize text 

 

 

 

By: Tania Folino, C.Psych.Assoc. and Jazmine Orprecio, C.Psych.Assoc.                        Chief Psychologist:  Dr.Maria Kokai, C.Psych. 
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