
 

 

Executive Function Skills… what are they? 

 
Executive functions (EF) are mental processes (i.e. they exist in the brain) that help us 
connect what has happened in the past to what we need to do in the moment.    Many 
children with learning differences, including language learning disabilities (LLD) have 
weaknesses in one or more of their executive skills.  The following are some of the most 
common EF skills that create problems at school: 
 

Initiation is the ability to recognize when it is time to get started on something and to 

begin it without procrastinating or becoming distracted.   The child puts away materials 
when told to “Clean up”.  Or he notices that others are cleaning up and joins in.  He sees a 
game that others are playing and asks to play.  Students who have trouble with initiation 
may need more reminders than others there age to get started, to approach others, or to 
ask for help. 
 

Organization is the ability to create, maintain and use systems to help keep track of 

information or materials.   The student knows where to find the things he needs or wants 
as he has put them in a place that makes sense to him.  Students who have trouble with 
organization often lose things.  Their desks or lockers may be much messier than others 
their age. 
 

Planning/ prioritizing  is the ability to create steps to reach a goal and to make decisions 
about what to focus on.  The child can complete a chore in order to earn a privilege (e.g. 
computer time) within a set period.  He can figure out the steps needed to get a chore 
done.  Children who have difficulty with planning or prioritizing often seem to have no 
sense of time.  They “run out of time” to do the things that they need or want to do. 
 

Impulse/ Emotional Control is the ability to stop and think before acting and to manage 
feelings by thinking about goals.  When upset or excited the child is able to manage his 
body and his reactions in ways that are typical for his age.  He can wait for favorite 
activities or items without becoming upset.  He learns to use his words rather than his 
body to get his needs met.  He can calm himself down with a little help.  Children who 
have trouble with impulse and emotional control may have “melt downs” more often than 
others their age.  Or they may get “in trouble” more frequently for “not listening” or 
“getting physical”. 



 

 

 

Self-monitoring is the ability to monitor and evaluate your own performance. Children 
who self -monitor think about what they are doing or saying and can change their 
behaviour when they notice that others disapprove.  Children who are poor at self-
monitoring may not recognize when their behaviour is causing a problem.  For instance, 
they may not notice that they are making noise that is disturbing others. 
 

Flexibility is the ability to change strategies or revise plans when conditions change. 
Children who are flexible thinkers are able to cope with most changes without much 
difficulty.  They can understand simple explanations about why things may need to change.  
They can begin to think about other’s points of view.  Children who lack flexibility may act 
as though there is only one way to solve a problem.  They have difficulty considering 
other’s ideas. 
 
Executive functions get better as the child grows up and matures.  The child will become 
more independent with each of these skills as he gets older.    You would not expect a 3 
year old to have the same ability to control his impulses or organize his materials as you 
would a 10 year old!  But, some children are delayed in their ability to develop executive 
functions. 
 
We can help children develop executive skills by teaching them strategies.  Each child (and 
each adult!) will have their own pattern of strengths and weaknesses.  We can teach 
children to use their stronger Executive Function skills to help them complete tasks. We 
can provide tools to help them compensate for their weaker Executive Function skills.  
Executive Function skills are particularly important for self-regulation and school success. 
 
For more information about executive function skills, we recommend the free eBook 
Executive Function 101.  We were able to access it directly from 
http://stjo.hwcdsb.ca/?fileID=102747 .  If this does not work, type Executive Function 101 
into your search engine to get the National Centre for Learning Disabilities website.  You 
can register there for free and they will let you download the book. 
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