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Executive function is a number of skills which combines skills and information that have been 

learned in the past and then applied to new situations – knowledge and skills are generalised. 

There are a number of conditions which may cause some difficulties with social interactions, 

personal organisation, and learning.   Executive function is an umbrella term for these skills; they 

draw on elements of each other but loosely fall into three groups: 

• Attention and concentration 

• Memory, organisation and planning 

• Social skills and behaviour 

Things which might affect development of executive function skills might include attachment 

difficulties, dyspraxia, ADHD, Deficits in Attention, Motor and Perceptual abilities (DAMP) 

Syndrome or an acquired brain injury, which are associated with atypical neurodevelopment. 

Difficulties with executive function can most successfully be managed by teaching strategies for 

the individual to practise and learn how to apply them to their everyday life.  By identifying at any 

early age where there may be difficulties it is possible to build in some resilience so that the young 

child does not develop low self-esteem and continues to be motivated to try new experiences. 

Executive function difficulties in the Early Years 

Early motor, sensory, and even communication skills are very important to the development of 

executive functions. In the early years it may be difficult to pick out particular characteristics of 

executive function difficulties.  All young children may impulsive, focused on their own interests, 

prone to wandering off and attending to activities for just a few moments. Look out for: 

• General delays in motor, cognitive, or communication development 

• Significant differences in responses to sensory experiences, e.g. too sensitive or not sensitive 
enough 

• Becomes easily frustrated and struggles to manage emotions or is not easily calmed 

• Has rigid routines and dislikes change 

• Struggles to make adjustments after getting used to doing something a certain way 

• Has difficulty completing simple, age-appropriate tasks 

• Difficulty with age-appropriate social interactions 

• Struggles to participate in age appropriate play 

• Needs more help with tasks than other children his or her age 
 
While the early years curriculum relies on child-initiated learning, this can be difficult to achieve for 
a child with executive function difficulties.  Skills and strategies have to be taught and practised so 
that they become embedded into daily living.  This is most effectively achieved through a multi-
sensory approach using verbal, visual and practical approaches to help the child develop 
familiarity with the cues which they are learning.  Once a skill has been learnt, however, it is 
important to generalise the learning by applying the skill in a series of different activities and/or 
environments.  An example of this might be to be able to stack bricks.  This should be taught using 
the same equipment in the same place before offering different types of stacking objects and 
modelling how the same skill set can be used to achieve a different outcome. 
 
 
 

https://pathways.org/glossary/cognitive/
https://pathways.org/topics-of-development/social-emotional/abilities/
https://pathways.org/blog/kids-learn-play-6-stages-play-development/
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Executive function in Primary School Years 

During primary school years the child may have difficulty: 

• Concentrating 

• Remembering and learning new information, particularly abstract concepts 

• Thinking of new ideas 

• Maintaining conversations 

• Behaving appropriately 

• Getting on with friends, poor reading of non-verbal communication 

• Difficulty using language in social situations 

• Responding to teaching staff 

• Following verbal instructions in a busy, noisy classroom situation 

• Planning and organising their schoolwork and own time 

• Sequencing; both practically and intellectually 

• Taking a long time to dress and struggling with sequence, orientation of clothes 
 
The primary school years cover the time when most of the foundations of executive function skills 
are developed and practised in a range of circumstances.  It is helpful to learn new skills through a 
task-based approach.  The following strategies to support the development of skills in the three 
main groups of executive function skills 

• Attention and concentration 

• Memory, organisation and planning 

• Social skills and behaviour 

Attention and concentration 

• Keep the task simple and focussed. 

• Use short prompts and cues, limit the overall amount of information given at any one time. 

• Break down tasks into achievable chunks. 

• 1-1 teaching, particularly with complicated and complex material. When giving instructions, get 
the child's attention by calling their name and making eye contact. 

• If possible, schedule important and demanding activities early in the day or after a longer 
break. 

• Allow time for regular breaks, and give the child errands that let them move around 

• Alternate activities between mentally demanding and less challenging or physical ones. 
 
Memory, organisation and planning 

• Encourage diaries, checklists, timetables 

• Repeat instructions to ensure that key aspects are remembered 

• Talk through lessons afterwards 

• Written instructions to compliment verbal 

• Provide opportunities for over learning.  

• Encourage student to ask for help, often they are reluctant to do so  

• Multi-sensory learning experiences 

• Block out/remove unnecessary text/ information 

• Break down tasks into manageable chunks 

• 1 - 1 planning and feedback  

• Explain the learning outcome beforehand 

• Use technology – diaries, apps and reminders for Mobile Phone and Tablets 
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Social skills and behaviour 

• Discuss school rules and expected behaviour  

• Establish specific rules for specific situations 

• Establish a ‘circle of friends’ and help them reinforce strategies which are helpful 

• Rehearse social situations which might be difficult  

• Working on sharing and taking turns in small group situation 

• Avoid stressful or competitive situations  

• Discourage behaviour with verbal or non-verbal cues   

• Talk about what would have been a better way to behave – consider using a script so that all 
adults respond with consistency 

• Avoid using jokes or sarcasm.  

• Respond either before or during the incident when the behaviour is ‘fresh’  

• Responding before the behaviour escalates gives the child some responsibility for managing 
their own behaviours  

• Focus on the behaviours you are trying to promote, rather than the negative ones you are 
trying to extinguish 

 
Executive function in Secondary School Years 

Moving into secondary school years the style of teaching and independent learning can present 

greater difficulties if the student has not learned strategies to support their executive function 

difficulties.  Primary school should have given information on the strategies that the student has 

used successfully in the past, however, areas where it will be apparent that the student is 

struggling may be: 

• Never having the right books and equipment for a lesson 

• Failure to complete homework on time 

• Difficulty structuring work for independent learning and recalling instructions 

• Being late for lessons and getting lost around school 

• Difficulty socially integrating, interrupting others, changing the subject  

• Mental health difficulties and becoming isolated 

• Acting out in lessons 

• Difficulty managing school uniform and always appearing scruffy 
 

When we get to secondary school years the student will have a new set of situations and 
expectations to respond to.  The jump from primary school can be very difficult for students with 
executive function difficulties as there is far greater emphasis on them taking personal 
responsibility for time management, personal organisation, independent learning, and a much 
bigger site to negotiate.  Students who may have coped well with the learnt routines in primary 
school may flounder in their new school and are at risk of becoming demotivated, developing poor 
self-esteem and are more at risk of mental health difficulties and challenging behaviour.  A 
successful transition will provide opportunities for the student to learn routes around the school, 
identify key staff who they can go to with problems and opportunities to become familiar with 
routines in school, eg where to go and what to do at lunchtime.   
 
Key strategies to support these students may include: 
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• Encourage checklists, timetables. Use technology – diaries, apps and reminders for Mobile 
Phone and Tablets 

• Written instructions to compliment verbal 

• Differentiated schoolwork, particularly support with structuring independent work  

• Consider a buddy to help with getting to class 

• Summarised pre learning of topic  

• Having two sets of books, one at home and one set for school 

• Encourage student to ask for help, often they are reluctant to do so 

• Key stage 4 and above: consider choice and number of subjects  

• Realistic goals  

• Establish clear expectations  

• Step by step approach to problem solving 

• Respond either before or during the incident when the behaviour is ‘fresh’ and give 
constructive feedback 

• Avoid using jokes or sarcasm 

• Allow extra time getting changed for PE lessons 

• Provide support / prompts to ensure dresses correctly 

• Managing periods can be challenging for girls. A designated member of staff for the student to 
go to for feminine hygiene materials can be helpful 

 

 


