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Agenda
✘ Introduction to executive functions
✘ Symptoms and educational implications of 

trauma
✘ Strategies, interventions, accomodations



What Are executive 
functions?

A very quick overview
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What is executive function?
“An umbrella term for the 
complex cognitive processes that 
control flexible, goal-directed 
behavior and the coordination and 
synthesis of many different 
processes.” (SMARTS CURRICULUM)

“Set of directive capacities 
that facilitate a person’s ability 
to engage in purposeful processing of perceptions, 

emotions, thoughts and actions” (Miller, 2013)

“An array of mental processes 
responsible for regulation of 
cognitive functioning during 
purposeful, goal directed problem 
solving behavior” (Dehn, 2013)

“Control and coordination of 

cognitio
n processes during 

performance of complex tasks” 

“Frontal lobe 
functioning responsible 
for higher-level 
cognitive abilities and 
cognitive control.” 
(Gottschall and 
Rozendaal, 2011)

“Skills that enable us 
to navigate through 
everyday life by 
helping us organize, 
plan, and manage life 
tasks.” (Gottschall 
and Rozendaal, 2011)
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Simple definitions of ef
✘ How the brain helps us to execute tasks

✗ EF enable us to plan, organize, remember 
things, prioritize, pay attention and get 
started on tasks

✘ The ability to regulate thoughts, emotions, and 
actions (self-regulating)
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https://learningspecialistmaterials.blogspot.com/2020/04/what-does-executive-functioning.html

Directs

Manages Organizes

IntegratesDirects
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Two dimensions of skills
COGNITION-THINKING

✘ Working memory
✘ Planning/prioritization
✘ Organization
✘ Time management
✘ Metacognition

BEHAVIOR-DOING

✘ Response inhibition
✘ Emotional control
✘ Sustained attention
✘ Task initiation
✘ Goal-directed persistence
✘ Flexibility

Dawson and Guare (2009) 
Smart But Scattered

Select & achieve goals or 
develop solutions to 

problems

Do what’s 
necessary to 
reach goals

https://read.amazon.com/kp/embed?asin=B005D7D57K&preview=newtab&linkCode=kpe&ref_=cm_sw_r_kb_dp_gv5AFbNGX6TS7
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Does the child...
✘ Follow classroom rules?
✘ Handle conflicts with peers without getting into 

physical fights?
✘ Calm down from an emotionally-charged 

situation when prompted by an adult?
✘ Resist saying hurtful things when with friends?
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Response inhibition

The capacity to think 
before you act
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Does the child...
✘ Remember after-school and weekend 

activities, events, and responsibilities?
✘ Remember to do assignments?
✘ Bring school materials to and from school?
✘ Remember multistep directions, given sufficient 

time and practice?
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Working memory
The ability to hold 

information in mind 
while performing 

complex tasks
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Does the child...
✘ Recover quickly from a change of plans?
✘ Tolerate criticism from an adult?
✘ Calm down quickly when they get upset or 

excited?
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Emotional control

The ability to manage 
emotions
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Does the child...
✘ Get “stuck” on things?
✘ Recover quickly from minor disappointments?
✘ “Shift gears” when plans change?
✘ Do “open-ended” homework assignments?
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flexibility

The ability to revise plans 
in the face of obstacles, 

setbacks, new information 
or mistakes.
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Does the child...
✘ Spend adequate time on homework 

assignments?
✘ Maintain focus in the classroom?
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Sustained attention

The capacity to keep 
paying attention to a 

situation or task in spite 
of distractibility, fatigue, 

or boredom.
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Does the child...
✘ Follow 3-4 step routines that have been 

practiced?
✘ Complete 3-4 classroom assignments in a row?
✘ Make and follow nightly homework schedule 

without undue procrastination?
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Task initiation

The ability to begin 
projects without undue 
procrastination, in an 
efficient or timely 
fashion.
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Does the child...
✘ Finish one task before beginning another?
✘ Carry out a homework assignment with 

various steps 
✘ Do online research for school/something of 

interest
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planning/prioritization
The ability to create 
a plan to reach a 

goal/complete a taskImportant

Not 
important
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Does the child...
✘ Maintain notebooks/folders (including virtual)?
✘ Lose personal belongings? 
✘ Keep track of and complete assignments?
✘ Have a neat workspace?
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organization

The ability to create and maintain systems to 
keep track of information or materials
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Does the child...
✘ Complete homework/tasks in a reasonable 

amount of time?
✘ Use a planner/calendar?
✘ Spread out studying for tests and completing 

long-term projects? 
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Time management
Estimating the amount of time a 

task will take to complete in order 
to meet deadlines
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Does the child...
✘ Try more than one solution to get to a simple 

goal?
✘ Increase their effort to improve performance?
✘ Practice without reminders to improve a skill?
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Goal-directed self-persistence

The capacity to have a 
goal, follow through to the 
completion of the goal, and 
not be put off/distracted 
by competing interests
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Does the child...
✘ Anticipate the result of an action and make 

adjustments accordingly?
✘ Stop and re-read when they lose track?
✘ Stay on topic while writing?
✘ Review work and edit mistakes?
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Metacognition

The ability to 

stand back and 

take a bird’s eye 

view of oneself in 

a situation

How am I doing? 
How did I do?



Symptoms and Educational 
Implications of Trauma
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Trauma and PTSD Symptoms or Behaviors
✘ Flashbacks, hallucinations, 

nightmares, etc.
✘ Emotional distress from 

reminders of event
✘ Physical reactions from 

reminders of event
✘ Fear of certain places, things, 

or situations
✘ Disturbed/irregular sleep

✘ Difficulty concentrating
✘ Easily startled
✘ Self-destructive behavior
✘ Irritability
✘ Impulsiveness
✘ Anger and hostility
✘ Depression, sadness, 

hopelessness
✘ Fight, flee, freeze
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Educational Implications of trauma
✘ Clingy, whiny, impatient, impulsive, aggressive
✘ Unable to perform skills or even basic functions 
✘ Capacity for learning may be decreased
✘ Difficulty concentrating, preoccupied, easily confused
✘ Lose interest in activities
✘ Become quiet and/or sad
✘ Avoid interaction with other children
✘ Fall asleep in class



Instructional Strategies 
and classroom 

accommodations
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Provide a Consistent, Predictable Routine with Movement and 
Mindfulness
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Use Planning approaches and reminders
✘ To-Do checklists
✘ Structured daily routine
✘ Provide scoring rubrics
✘ Graphic organizers
✘ Use different modalities
✘ Have child repeat lists
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Example of a child following and remembering directions

Sesame Street - Episode 0408, November 14, 1972

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MNghp9tPXjo
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Plan for homework, projects, other tasks
✘ To-do lists/tables
✘ Plan for long-term projects
✘ Kanban boards 
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Kanban boards

https://kanbantool.com/personal-kanban-board

● Color code post-it notes
● Move up and down and 

across columns
● Option- Use days of the 

week instead of status
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Provide and Teach Students to Use Graphic organizers
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Wear reminders
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Encourage the Use of Calendars/Planners
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Teach how to make homework plans
Helps to 

visualize/rehearse 

task

OR- write what time/where 
on assignment itself, in 

assignment book, or as an 
alarm in smart phone

Helps with time 

estimation
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Implement Reminders
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Assign work in chunks
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Teach note taking and active reading strategies

Have students 
fill in cloze notes 
during lectures
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Teach binder organization
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Consistently monitor and assess student organization

Presentation by Peg Dawson, 2021
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Increase Accessibility
✘ Provide a scribe for the child
✘ Read document aloud to hear/see/edit errors
✘ Speech to text
✘ Text to speech
✘ Spell check
✘ Grammarly
✘ Audible versions of books along with hard copies

59
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Adjust the Environment
✘ Attempt to control or eliminate situations that may trigger 

strong emotional responses
✘ Establish a feeling of safety and acceptance in the 

classroom (warm greetings, eye contact)
✘ Arrange room so it is easy to move through
✘ Create a balance between quiet and noisy activity areas; 

alternate schedule between active and quiet activities

Ideal for trauma victims’ 

classrooms
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Provide a Safe Space

Create a 
peace 

corner in 
the 

classroom

Allow 
students to 

use a 
“flash” or 

“fast”  
pass to go 
to a safe 

place in the 
building

Ideal for trauma victims’ 

classrooms
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Help children think before they act
✘ Post and review classroom rules
✘ Sticky notes to write something down 

rather than interrupting
✘ Use a nonsense word to cue 

self-control
✘ Quiet body signal (thumb on chest)
✘ Provide prompts in advance about 

expected behavior
Ideal for trauma victims
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Teach Students:
✘ How to recognize situations or early signs
✘ Coping strategies
✘ Mindfulness meditation
✘ Growth mindset
✘ Social pragmatics (Michelle Garcia Winner)

✘ Self-talk to plan in advance (if/then)

Butterfly
 hug

I can get 
myself back 
on track as 

soon as I 
can

Ideal for trauma victims
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Provide Visuals to Help Children in the MomentIdeal for trauma victims
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Offer Comfort When Needed

Something to 
hold

A supportive 
peer

Ideal for trauma victims
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Provide art and/or Music Therapy

May be included in IEPs 
for some trauma victims



Wrapping it up
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Look into some resources
✘ Smart But Scattered by P. Dawson and R. 

Guare
✘ The Organized Student by D. Goldberg
✘ Executive Functions Training by C. Gottschall 

and C. Lund Rozendaal
✘ Seth Perler sethperler.com and on YouTube
✘ Executive Function Tribe (private FB group 

maintained by Seth Perler)

Just a few to 

get you 
started!

https://sethperler.com/
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Devices and apps
✘ Time Cube: datexx.com
✘ WatchMinder: watchminder.com
✘ myHomework: myhomeworkapp.com
✘ Fantastical: flexibits.com/fantastical 
✘ Learning Ally: learningally.org
✘ Epic Books: getepic.com
✘ Audible: audible.com
✘ Hoopla: hoopladigital.com



Stephanie Gerstenblith, ph.d.
enhancingyourstrengths.com

stephanie@enhancingyourstrengths.com

Thank you! Have a good night!


