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Introduction







There’s nothing more frustrating than watching a son or daughter who has so much to offer struggle with the typical tasks and functions of everyday life. The other kids in the class can write down the third-grade homework, remember to take the math book home, and then finish the assignment before bedtime. Why can’t your daughter do that? When you sit with her, it’s clear she can do the math, and the teacher confirms that she understands the work. Most kindergartners can sit with the class at circle time for 10 minutes without causing major disruptions. How come your son, who’s been reading since pre-K, can’t stay there for more than 10 seconds? You have an 8-year-old who cleans his room with minimal fuss, but for your 12-year-old the chore sets off a weekly war. Your friends’ children don’t forget permission slips, lose expensive coats, or fall apart in public. Why does yours?

You know your son or daughter has the brains and the heart to succeed. Yet teachers, your friends, maybe your own parents, and that nagging little voice in your head all say the child isn’t where he or she should be. You’ve tried everything—pleading, yelling, cajoling, bribing, explaining, maybe even threatening or punishing your child to get him to buckle down and do what’s expected of him or muster up the self-control to act his age. Nothing has worked.

That’s because what your child may lack is skills. You can’t talk children into using skills they don’t have any more than the right incentive could get you safely down a black diamond run when you can’t even ski the bunny hill. Your child may very well want and have the potential to do what’s required but just doesn’t know how. Scientists who study child development and the brain have discovered that most children who are smart but scattered simply lack certain habits of mind called executive skills. These are the fundamental brain-based skills required to execute tasks: getting organized, planning, initiating work, staying on task, controlling impulses, regulating emotions, being adaptable and resilient—just about everything a child needs to negotiate the typical demands of childhood in school, at home, and with friends. Some kids lack certain executive skills or lag behind in developing them.

Fortunately, there’s a lot you can do to help. This book will show you how you can modify the daily experiences of a child aged 4 to 14 to build the executive skills that will make it possible for the child to get on track and get things done. The groundwork for the development of executive skills in the brain is laid before birth, and you can’t control this biological capacity. But neuroscientists now know that these skills develop gradually and in a clear progression through the first two decades of life. This gives you infinite opportunities throughout childhood to boost the executive skills your son or daughter seems to lack.

With the strategies you’ll learn in this book, you can help your child learn to clean her room, get homework done, wait her turn, handle disappointment, adapt to unexpected changes in plans, manage new social situations, follow directions, obey rules, save her allowance, and much, much more. You can help your son or daughter meet the thousands of other large and small demands that are part of a child’s life and reverse an alarming pattern of falling behind in school, losing friends, and generally falling out of step with peers.

We’ve seen the methods in this book work for thousands of kids in the school setting and back at home with their families. The strategies require a certain commitment of time and consistency, but none of our methods is difficult to learn or adopt. Some you may even find fun. There’s no doubt that these alternatives to constant supervision, nagging, and cajoling will make your lives together more fun.

What Can This Book Do for You and Your Smart but Scattered Child?

At some point, to some degree, all children struggle with getting organized, exercising self-control, and getting along with others. Battles over room cleaning erupt regularly in almost every home in the United States. And there isn’t a 13-year-old on the planet who does all his homework flawlessly, with perfect promptness, every single day. But some kids seem to need constant supervision and help far beyond the point when their peers are beginning to manage certain tasks on their own. You’re probably wondering when you’re going to be able to retreat to the sidelines like the other parents: When will you be relieved of issuing constant reminders? When will your child learn to calm himself rather than relying on you to do it? Will a time ever come when you can stop stage-managing every event in your child’s life to ensure her success?

These milestones may be a long time coming if you bank on a late-bloomer leap in development. While you’re waiting, your child could suffer damage to self-esteem, and you will remain frustrated and worried. So if your child doesn’t have the executive skills to meet others’ reasonable expectations, it makes sense to take action now to help him catch up. Executive skills have recently been identified as the foundation that all children need to negotiate the demands of childhood, and these brain-based skills become more and more critical as children venture into the world with decreasing parental supervision and guidance. Ultimately, they are essential to successful management of adult life. Acting now to boost your child’s executive skills could spare the child a lot of difficulty in years to come.

If your 5-year-old lacks or lags behind the other kids in executive skills, he may not be able to stand to lose a game or keep his hands to himself and could end up with an ever-dwindling selection of playmates. If your 9-year-old can’t plan her work and then stick to the plan, she may never finish the longer-term school projects assigned at this age. If your 13-year-old has little impulse control, what’s to stop him from leaving his little sister alone to ride his bike with the guys just because you’re not there to remind him he agreed to babysit? In adolescence, will your daughter pay attention while driving with a car full of friends? Will your son go to SAT review classes or spend his time instant messaging or playing video games? Will your child have the organization and time management skills to get to a summer job on time and the emotional control to avoid blowing up at an annoying customer or boss? Once grown, will your child leave home or “fail to launch”? In short, will your son or daughter be able to lead a successful independent life?

The chances are far, far greater if you help your child build missing or weak executive skills starting now. This is one of the reasons we focus on kids of preschool to middle school age: If you begin to work on your child’s executive skills now, by the time she reaches high school you’ll have given her an important foundation for success during that important part of her academic and social life. You’ll then find that she is armed with greater self-control, decision-making, and problem-solving skills than you might dream of right now. A lot of what we illustrate for middle schoolers may work for your high school son or daughter anyway, but because high school kids face much different executive-skill-related demands and respond to different parental coaching approaches than littler kids, we won’t go into depth here on the older age group.

About This Book

As we have worked with other children—and watched our own children grow up—we’ve found that all kinds of children may struggle with executive skill weaknesses and that what you can do to help will vary depending on the age and developmental level of the child, as well as on your own strengths and weaknesses and which problems are causing you the most trouble. If you can target the right behavior and choose the right strategy, you can have a positive, significant, and long-lasting impact on your children’s ability to develop executive skills. Helping you figure out where your child needs help and the best angles of attack for strengthening those executive skills is the main goal of Part I of this book.

Chapters 1–4 provide an overview of executive skills, how they develop, how they show themselves in common developmental tasks, and how you and the environment can contribute to the development of strong executive skills. Different scientists and clinicians have categorized and labeled executive skills in various ways, but all of us in this field agree that these are the cognitive processes required to (1) plan and direct activities, including getting started and seeing them through, and (2) regulate behavior—to inhibit impulses, make good choices, change tactics when what you’re doing now isn’t working, and manage emotions and behavior to achieve long-term goals. If you look at the brain as organizing input and organizing output, executive skills help us manage the output functions. That is, they help us take all the data the brain has collected from our sensory organs, muscles, nerve endings, and so forth and choose how to respond.

In Chapter 1 you’ll learn more not only about the specific functions of executive skills but also a little about how the brain develops, and, more specifically, how executive skills develop in children, beginning at birth. This understanding should give you an idea of how far-reaching the functions of executive skills are and why weaknesses or deficits can limit a child’s daily life in so many ways.

To be able to identify your child’s particular executive skill strengths and weaknesses, of course, you have to know when the various skills are expected to develop—just like you did for motor skills like sitting, standing, and walking when your child was a baby and a toddler. Most parents already have an intuitive sense of the developmental trajectory for executive skills. We, and our children’s teachers, naturally adjust our expectations to fit each child’s growing capacity for independence even though we probably don’t consciously label these milestones as the acquisition of various executive skills. Chapter 2 will give you a closer look at this trajectory, listing the common developmental tasks that require the use of executive skills at different childhood stages. We’ll also show you how executive skill strengths and weaknesses tend to follow certain patterns in individuals, although it’s also true that the skills overall may be better developed in some people than in others. You’ll begin to form a picture of your own child’s strengths and weaknesses with a set of brief tests. This picture will help you start identifying possible targets for the interventions we offer in Parts II and III.

As we’ve said, a child’s biological capacity for developing executive skills is determined before the child is born, but whether the child reaches her potential for developing those skills depends a lot on her environment. You, as parents, are a huge part of your child’s environment. This is not to say that you’re to blame if your child has executive skill weaknesses, but knowing where your own executive skill weaknesses and strengths lie can enhance your efforts to build your child’s executive skills and also reduce conflict that may have arisen due to certain mixes or matches between you.

Let’s say your child is very disorganized and so are you. Not only will it be tough for you to teach your child organizational skills, but battles over disorganization may increase exponentially. Armed with knowledge of this similarity, however, you may be able to establish a camaraderie with your child over the shared need to learn these skills. Working on them together can preserve your child’s pride and encourage cooperation.

Or imagine you uncover a mix rather than a match: Just being aware that you are by nature superorganized where your child is disorganized can make you feel more inclined to be patient with your child so you can help him build the skill in which you’re so strong. It’s not that he’s just trying to aggravate you, it’s a matter of executive skill differences. Chapter 3 will help you understand where your own executive skill strengths and weaknesses lie and how you can use this knowledge in your efforts to help your child.

The fit between you and your child is not the only one you should be looking at. Goodness of fit between your child and the rest of the environment is also important. As you’ll learn once you get into the strategies for building your child’s executive skills, the first thing you should always turn to when trying to offset an executive skill deficit is altering the environment. Of course you can’t do this forever—and a major goal of this book is to ensure you won’t have to—but this is exactly what parents do to varying degrees throughout their kids’ childhood and adolescence. We put safety plugs in outlets to keep creeping babies from putting curious fingers into electrical outlets; early play dates always involve parents or caregivers staying with the children; we limit our kids’ Internet and iPod time so they get their homework done. In Chapter 4 we’ll show you how to look at your child’s environment for goodness of fit with his executive skills and what kinds of stage-managing you can do until your child no longer needs such environmental supports.

Once you know where your child’s strengths and weaknesses lie and what the fit between you and your child and between your child and the environment looks like, you’re ready to start working on building those skills. We believe the reason our interventions are effective is that (1) they are applied in the child’s natural setting and (2) you can choose from different angles of attack. These choices allow you to custom-tailor your efforts to suit the child you know so well, and they give you a Plan B to try if Plan A isn’t entirely successful.

The first chapter in Part II (Chapter 5) gives you a set of principles to follow whenever you’re deciding what the best angle of attack is for a particular problem task or a particular executive skill that your child needs. Three of these form the framework for all the work you’re going to do, and each of these is described in one of the chapters that follow (Chapters 6–8): (1) make adjustments in the environment to improve the goodness of fit between the child and the task; (2) teach the child how to do the tasks that require executive skills; or (3) motivate the child to use the executive skills already within his repertoire. As you’ll see, we generally recommend that a combination of these three approaches be used to ensure success, and Chapter 9 shows you how to put them all together. Meanwhile, you can decide whether you’d like to adopt some of the scaffolding techniques or use some of the games we suggest in Part II to boost your child’s executive skills in a seamless fashion during the course of the day.

You’ll also want to target certain problem situations that are causing lots of aggravation for all and/or certain executive skills that are causing your child problems across all the domains of her life. Chapter 10 offers teaching routines aimed at the problems most commonly reported by parents of the children we see in our clinical practice. These routines give you a set of procedures, and in some cases a script, that will help your child learn to manage activities of daily living with less effort and turmoil, whether it’s following a bedtime routine, handling changes in plans, or tackling a long-term school project. Many parents find it easiest to begin with these routines because they directly address a task that’s a source of conflict every day and because we’ve supplied all the steps and tools you need. You may find this the best way to get used to executive-skill-building work and the shortest route to observable results. Parents need motivation too, and there’s nothing like success to keep you going. These routines tell you how to adapt the routine for your child’s age. They also identify the executive skills needed to perform that task, so if you find that the same skills are needed for the tasks causing your child the most trouble, you may decide to read and work on those skills in the corresponding chapters that follow.

Chapters 11 through 21 take up each executive skill individually. We describe the typical developmental progression of the skill and give you a brief rating scale you can use to determine whether your child is on target or lagging with respect to skill development. If you feel your child’s skills are generally adequate but could use some tweaking, you can follow the general principles we list for how to do this. If you recognize that problems are more pronounced, however, you can create your own intervention, based on the models we provide for a couple of more intensive interventions, focusing on those problem areas that arise most frequently in our clinical practice. These interventions incorporate elements of all three methods described in Part II.

We’re confident that, given all these different choices, you’ll find a way to help your child build weak executive skills into stronger ones. But we live in an imperfect world, so Chapter 22 includes troubleshooting suggestions for those times when you run into a brick wall, including questions you should ask yourself about the interventions you have tried, as well as guidance for how and when to seek professional help.

As parents, you can help your child use strong executive skills to get homework done and form good study habits, but you can’t follow him into the classroom. Most scattered children encounter problems in school as well as at home. In fact it may very well be your child’s first teachers who have made you aware of your child’s executive skill weaknesses. Chapter 23 offers suggestions for how to work with teachers and the school to make sure your child gets the necessary help and support in school as well as at home. This includes suggestions for how to avoid adversarial relationships with teachers as well as how to access additional support, such as 504 Plans or special education, if needed.

The skills your child builds with your help should help her negotiate school more successfully, but what happens after middle school? For scattered youngsters, high school and beyond present additional challenges—ones that are often scarier to contemplate than when children are younger and you’re focused much more on the upside of growing independence. The last chapter in this book offers guidance for helping your child handle the life stages ahead.

For now, we know it’s sometimes scary to look down the road and imagine what will happen when your children reach adulthood. We both know that when our oldest sons were in middle school, we had sleepless nights wondering how they would ever make it through high school, let alone to whatever point lay beyond high school. We’ve written this book in part to assure you that children do grow up and learn to make it on their own. Our kids did it—yours can too. Years of clinical and parenting experience went into the writing of this book. We hope you find it helpful, no matter where you are on your child’s journey from childhood to independence.



Part I
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WHAT MAKES YOUR CHILD SMART 
BUT SCATTERED




1
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How Did Such a Smart Kid
End Up So Scattered?








Katie is 8 years old. It’s Saturday morning, and her mother has sent her to clean her room, with the admonition that she can’t go across the street to play with her girlfriend until everything is picked up. Katie reluctantly leaves the living room where her younger brother is engrossed in Saturday morning cartoons and climbs the stairs. She stands in the doorway and surveys the scene: Her Barbie dolls are scattered in one corner, a tangle of dolls and outfits and accessories that look from a distance like a colorful gypsy ragbag. Books are piled every which way in her bookcase, with some spilling out on the floor. Her closet door is open, and she sees that clothes have fallen off hangers and drifted to the floor of her closet, covering several pairs of shoes and some board games and puzzles she hasn’t played with recently. Some dirty clothes have been kicked under her bed but are visible in the space between the bedspread and the floor. And there’s a pile of clean clothes strewn around the floor by her bureau, left there after a mad search for a favorite sweater she wanted to wear to school yesterday. Katie sighs and goes to the doll corner. She places a couple of dolls on her toy shelf, then picks up a third doll and holds it at arm’s length to inspect the outfit she’s wearing. She remembers she was getting the doll ready for the prom and decides she doesn’t like the dress she chose. She scrabbles around in the pile of miniature clothing to find a dress she likes better. She’s just snapping the last fastener on the dress when her mother pops her head in the door. “Katie!” she says, a note of impatience in her voice. “It’s been half an hour and you haven’t done a thing!” Her mother comes over to the doll corner and together she and Katie pick up dolls and clothes, placing the dolls on toy shelves and the clothes in the plastic bin that serves as a clothes chest. The work goes quickly. Mom stands up to leave. “Now, see what you can do with those books,” she says. Katie walks to the bookshelf and begins organizing her books. In the midst of the pile on the floor, she finds the latest in the Boxcar Children series, the one she’s in the middle of reading. She opens the book to the bookmarked page and begins reading. “I’ll just finish this chapter,” she tells herself. When she’s finished, she closes the book and looks around the room. “Mom!” she cries out plaintively. “This is way too much work! Can I go play and finish this later? Please?!”



Downstairs, Katie’s mother sighs heavily. This happens every time she asks her daughter to get something done: she gets distracted, discouraged, and off track, and the job doesn’t get done unless Mom sticks around and walks her through each and every little step—or caves in and does it all herself. How can her daughter be so unfocused and irresponsible? Why can’t she put off just a little of what she’d prefer to do until she finishes what she has to do? Shouldn’t a third grader be expected to take care of some things on her own?

Katie has been in the 90th percentile on the Iowa achievement tests since she began taking them. Her teachers report that she’s imaginative, a whiz at math, and has a good vocabulary. She’s a nice girl, too. That’s why they hate to keep reporting to Katie’s parents that their daughter can be disruptive in class because she can’t stay on task during a group activity or that the teacher has to keep reminding her during quiet reading time to get back to the book and stop rummaging around in her desk, fiddling with her shoelaces, or whispering to her neighbors. Katie’s teachers have suggested more than once that it might help if her parents tried to impress upon her the importance of following directions and sticking to assigned activities. At this point her parents can only reply sheepishly that they’ve tried every way they know to get through to their daughter and that Katie sincerely promises to try but then can’t seem to hold on to her vow any more than she can follow through on cleaning her room or setting the table.

Katie’s parents are at their wits’ end, and their daughter is at risk of falling behind at school. How can someone so smart be so scattered?

As we mentioned in the Introduction, kids who are smart often end up scattered because they lack the brain-based skills we all need to plan and direct activities and to regulate behavior. It’s not that they have any problem receiving and organizing the input they get from their senses—what we might ordinarily consider “intelligence.” When it comes to smarts, they’ve got plenty. This is why they may have little trouble comprehending division or fractions or learning how to spell. The trouble shows up when they need to organize output—deciding what to do when and then controlling their own behavior to get there. Because they have what it takes to absorb information and learn math and language and other school subjects, you may assume that much simpler tasks like making a bed or taking turns should be a no-brainer. But that’s not the case because your child may have intelligence but lack the executive skills to put it to best use.

What Are Executive Skills?

Let’s correct one possible misunderstanding right off the bat. When people hear the term executive skills, they assume it refers to the set of skills required of good business executives—skills like financial management, communication, strategic planning, and decision making. There is some overlap—executive skills definitely include decision making, planning, and management of all kinds of data, and like the skills used by a business executive, executive skills help kids get done what needs to get done—but in fact the term executive skills comes from the neurosciences literature and refers to the brain-based skills that are required for humans to execute, or perform, tasks.

Your child (like you) needs executive skills to formulate even the most fundamental plan to initiate a task. For something as simple as getting a glass of milk from the kitchen, he needs to decide to get up and go into the kitchen when he’s thirsty, get a glass from the cabinet, put it down on the counter, open the refrigerator and retrieve the milk, close the refrigerator, pour the milk, return the milk to the refrigerator, and then drink it either on the spot or back in the family room where he started out. To carry out this simple task he has to resist the impulse to grab and eat the chips he spots in the cabinet first—they’ll only make him thirstier—and to choose a sugar-loaded soda instead of milk. If he finds none of the usual glasses in the cabinet, he has to think to check the dishwasher instead of opting for one of his parents’ best crystal goblets. When he finds the milk is almost gone, he has to soothe his own frustration and resist starting a fight with his little sister when he’s sure she drank most of the milk. And he has to be sure not to leave a milk ring on the coffee table if he doesn’t want to be banned from having his snacks in the family room in the future.

A child with executive skill weaknesses may be able to get a glass of milk without trouble—or he may get distracted, make poor choices, and demonstrate little emotional or behavioral control, leaving the fridge wide open, leaving a trail of milk droplets across the counter and the floor, leaving the milk out on the counter to spoil, and leaving his little sister in tears. But even if he can get himself a glass of milk without incident, you can bet that he will have trouble with the tasks in his life that are more complicated and more demanding of his ability to plan, sustain attention, organize, and regulate his feelings and how he acts on them.

Executive skills are, in fact, what your child needs to make any of your hopes and dreams for his future—or his own hopes and dreams—come true. By late adolescence, our children must meet one fundamental condition: They must function with a reasonable degree of independence. That does not mean that they don’t ask for help or seek advice at times. But it does mean that they no longer rely on us to plan or organize their day for them, tell them when to start tasks, bring them items when they forget them, or remind them to pay attention at school. When our children reach this point, our parenting role is coming to an end. We speak of our children as being “on their own,” accept this at some level of comfort, and hope for the best for them. Social institutions do the same, defining them as “adult” for most legal purposes.

To reach this stage of independence, the child must develop executive skills. You’ve probably seen an infant watch his mother leave the room, wait for a short time, and then begin to cry for his mother’s return. Or maybe you’ve listened to your 3-year-old tell herself, in a voice that sounds suspiciously like your own, not to do something. Or how about watching the 9-year-old who actually stops and looks before he races into the street after a ball? In all these cases you’re witnessing the development of executive skills.

Our Model

Our initial work in executive skills dates to the 1980s. In evaluating and treating children with traumatic brain injuries, we saw that the source of many cognitive and behavioral difficulties was deficits in executive skills. Although less severe, we noted similar types of problems in children with significant attention disorders. From these origins, we began investigating the development of executive skills for a broad range of children. While there are other systems of executive skills (the Resource section includes references for these systems), our model has been designed to achieve a specific goal: to help us come up with ways that parents and teachers can promote the development of executive skills in kids who have demonstrated weaknesses.



We’ve based our model on two premises:


	Most individuals have an array of executive skill strengths as well as executive skill weaknesses. In fact, we’ve found that there seem to be common profiles of strengths and weaknesses. Kids (and adults) who are strong in some specific skills are often weak in other particular skills, and the patterns are predictable. We wanted a model that would enable people to identify those patterns so that kids could be encouraged to draw on their strengths and work to enhance or bypass their weaknesses to improve overall functioning. We also found that it made sense to help parents identify their own strengths and weaknesses so they could be of the greatest help to their kids.


	The primary purpose of identifying areas of weakness is to be able to design and implement interventions to address those weaknesses. We wanted to be able to help children build the skills they need or manipulate the environment to minimize or prevent the problems associated with the skill weaknesses. The more discrete the skills are, the easier it is to develop operational definitions of them. When the skills can be operationalized, it’s easier to create interventions to improve those operations. For example, let’s take the term scattered. It’s great for a book title because as a parent you read the word and know immediately that it describes your child. But scattered could mean forgetful or disorganized, lacking persistence, or distracted. Each one of those problems suggests a different solution. The more specific we can be in our problem definition, the more likely we are to come up with a strategy that actually solves the problem.




The scheme we arrived at consists of 11 skills:


	Response inhibition


	Working memory


	Emotional control


	Sustained attention


	Task initiation


	Planning/prioritization


	Organization


	Time management


	Goal-directed persistence


	Flexibility


	Metacognition




These skills can be organized in two different ways, developmentally (the order in which they develop in kids) and functionally (what they help the child do). Knowing the order in which the skills emerge during infancy, toddlerhood, and beyond, as mentioned earlier, helps you and your child’s teachers understand what to expect from a child at a particular age. In a workshop we conducted several years ago with teachers in kindergarten through grade 8, we asked teachers to identify those two or three executive skills in their students that were of greatest concern to them. Teachers in the lower elementary grades focused on task initiation and sustained attention, while middle school teachers stressed time management, organization, and planning/prioritization. Interestingly enough, teachers at all levels selected response inhibition as a skill that they saw lacking in many of their students! The main point, though, is that if you know the order in which skills are expected to develop, you won’t end up wasting your time trying to bolster a skill in your 7-year-old that is typically not mastered before age 11. You have enough battles already, you don’t need to add beating your head against a brick wall.

The table on pages 16–17 lists the skills in order of emergence, defines each skill, and provides examples of what the skill looks like in younger and older children.


Developmental Progression of Executive Skills

	Executive skill
	Definition
	Examples



	Response inhibition
	The capacity to think before you act—this ability to resist the urge to say or do something allows your child the time to evaluate a situation and how his or her behavior might impact it.
	A young child can wait for a short period without being disruptive. An adolescent can accept a referee’s call without an argument.



	Working memory
	The ability to hold information in memory while performing complex tasks. It incorporates the ability to draw on past learning or experience to apply to the situation at hand or to project into the future.
	A young child can hold in mind and follow one- or two-step directions. The middle school child can remember the expectations of multiple teachers.



	Emotional control
	The ability to manage emotions to achieve goals, complete tasks, or control and direct behavior.
	A young child with this skill can recover from a disappointment in a short time. A teenager can manage the anxiety of a game or test and still perform.



	Sustained attention
	The capacity to keep paying attention to a situation or task in spite of distractibility, fatigue, or boredom.
	Completing a 5-minute chore with occasional supervision is an example of sustained attention in the younger child. A teenager can pay attention to homework, with short breaks, for 1 to 2 hours.



	Task initiation
	The ability to begin projects without undue procrastination, in an efficient or timely fashion.
	A young child is able to start a chore or assignment right after instructions are given. A teenager does not wait until the last minute to begin a project.



	Planning/ prioritization
	The ability to create a roadmap to reach a goal or to complete a task. It also involves being able to make decisions about what’s important to focus on and what’s not important.
	A young child, with coaching, can think of options to settle a peer conflict. A teenager can formulate a plan to get a job.



	Organization
	The ability to create and maintain systems to keep track of information or materials.
	A young child can, with a reminder, put toys in a designated place. A teenager can organize and locate sports equipment.



	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.
	A young child can complete a short job within a time limit set by an adult. A teenager can establish a schedule to meet task deadlines.



	Goal-directed persistence
	The capacity to have a goal, follow through to the completion of the goal, and not be put off by or distracted by competing interests.
	A first grader can complete a job to get to recess. A teenager can earn and save money over time to buy something of importance.



	Flexibility
	The ability to revise plans in the face of obstacles, setbacks, new information, or mistakes. It relates to an adaptability to changing conditions.
	A young child can adjust to a change in plans without major distress. A teenager can accept an alternative such as a different job when the first choice is not available.



	Metacognition
	The ability to stand back and take a bird’s-eye view of yourself in a situation, to observe how you problem solve. It also includes self-monitoring and self-evaluative skills (e.g., asking yourself, “How am I doing?” or “How did I do?”).
	A young child can change behavior in response to feedback from an adult. A teenager can monitor and critique her performance and improve it by observing others who are more skilled.




Infant research tells us that response inhibition, working memory, emotional control, and attention all develop early, in the first 6 to 12 months of life. We see the beginnings of planning when the child finds a way to get a desired object. This is more evident when the child walks. Flexibility shows in the child’s reaction to change and can be seen between 12 and 24 months. The other skills, such as task initiation, organization, time management, and goal-directed persistence, come later, ranging from preschool to early elementary school.

Knowing how each skill functions—whether it contributes to your child’s thinking or doing—tells you whether the goal of your intervention is to help your child think differently or to help your child behave differently. If your child has a weak working memory, for instance, you will be working to give the child strategies to help her retrieve critical information (such as what she has to bring home from school for homework) more reliably. If your child has weak emotional control, you will be working to help him use words rather than fists when he discovers that his little brother sat on his model airplane. In fact, though, thinking and doing go hand in hand. Very often, we’re teaching kids how to use their thoughts to control their behaviors.

The thinking skills are designed to select and achieve goals or to develop solutions to problems. They help children create a picture of a goal and a path to that goal, and they give them the resources they’ll need to access along the way to achieve the goal. They also help your child remember the picture, even though the goal may be far away and other events come along to occupy the child’s attention and take up space in his or her memory. But to reach the goal, your child needs to use the second set of skills, ones that enable the child to do what he needs to do to accomplish the tasks he has set for himself. The second set of skills incorporates behaviors that guide the child’s actions as he moves along the path.

This organizing scheme is depicted in the table below.

When all goes as planned, beginning in early childhood, we come up with ideas for things we want or need to do, plan or organize the task, squelch thoughts or feelings that interfere with our plans, cheer ourselves on, keep the goal in mind even when obstacles, distractions, or temptations arise, change course as the situation requires, and persist with our efforts until the goal is achieved. This may be as time limited as completing a 10-piece puzzle or as extensive as remodeling our house. Whether we’re 3 years old or 30, we use the same set of brain-based executive skills to help us reach our goal.

During much of your child’s growth, you can see those executive skills improving. You probably remember having to hold your child’s hand on the sidewalk constantly at age 2, then recall being able to walk side by side when your daughter was 4, and then letting her cross the street on her own a few years later. At each stage you were aware that your child’s executive skills—her ability to be independent—were growing yet were not developed enough for the child to manage her behavior or solve all the problems she faces without guidance. Everything you teach your child reflects your instinctive understanding that you play a role in helping your child develop and refine these executive skills. So, if parents are playing this role, how do some kids end up off track?


Two Dimensions of Executive Skills: Thinking and Doing

	Executive skills involving thinking (cognition)
	Executive skills involving doing (behavior)



	Working memory
	Response inhibition



	Planning/prioritization
	Emotional control



	Organization
	Sustained attention



	Time management
	Task initiation



	Metacognition
	Goal-directed persistence Flexibility




How Executive Skills Develop in the Brain: Biology and Experience

How do children come by executive skills? As is the case with many of the abilities we have, there are two main contributors: biology and experience. In terms of the biological contribution, the potential for executive skills is innate, already hardwired into the brain at birth. This is similar to the way that language develops. Of course at birth executive skills, like language, exist only as potential. This means that the brain has within it the biological equipment for these skills to develop. But there are a number of biological factors that can influence how these skills develop. Major trauma or physical insult to the child’s brain, particularly to the frontal lobes, will affect skill development. The genes that the child inherits from you two can also impact these skills. If you don’t have good attention or organization skills, chances are your child will have problems in these areas as well. As to the environment, if it’s biologically or physically toxic, the likelihood that the child’s executive skills will suffer is increased. Environmental “poisons” can include anything from lead exposure to child abuse. However, assuming reasonably normal biological equipment and the absence of genetic or environmental traumas, brain development can proceed as it’s supposed to.

Biology: Growth + Pruning = Executive Skills

At birth, a child’s brain weighs about 13 ounces. By the late teenage years brain weight has increased to nearly 3 pounds. A number of changes account for this increase. First, there’s rapid growth in the number of nerve cells in the brain. These nerve cells must communicate if the child is to think, feel, or act. So they can “talk” to each other, the nerve cells develop branches that allow them to send and receive information from other nerve cells. The growth of these branches, called axons and dendrites, is especially fast during the infant and toddler years.

Also during these earliest stages of development, a substance known as myelin begins to form a fatty sheath around the axons. This process of myelination insulates the branches that carry the nerve signals, making the “conversations” between nerve cells faster and more efficient. Myelination continues well into the late stages of adolescence and early adulthood and is responsible for the development of what is often called the white matter of the brain. The white matter consists of bundles of axons that connect different brain regions and allow them to communicate.

Then there’s gray matter. There’s a reason that this is the term often used as a metaphor for the learning, thinking power of the brain itself. The gray matter is made up of the nerve cells, or neurons, and the connections between them called the synapses, and the development of this type of brain matter is a bit more complex.

Five months into pregnancy, the brain of an unborn child is estimated to have about one hundred billion neurons. This is comparable to what the average adult brain has. Early in childhood, the number of synapses in the brain (about a quadrillion) greatly exceeds the number in the adult brain. If development of gray matter continued at this pace, the adult brain would be enormous. Instead, a different phenomenon occurs. The increase in gray matter—neurons and particularly synapses—peaks before age 5 and is followed by a gradual reduction or “pruning” of the neuron connections. The initial increase happens during a period of rapid learning and experience in early childhood. Recent brain research suggests that as this learning and skill development become more efficient, additional increases in gray matter could actually undermine new learning.

Through pruning, the child consolidates mental skills, with the gray matter connections that are not needed or used dropping away. This period of consolidation continues until a second period of significant growth in gray matter that begins around age 11 or 12, the onset of another period recognized as one of rapid learning and development. This increase is again followed by a period of reduction through pruning over the course of adolescence.

Of significance to what we know about the development of executive skills, research shows that this growth spurt prior to adolescence occurs primarily in the frontal lobes. Considering that scientists generally agree that the frontal brain systems play a key role in the development of executive skills, we can safely say that these areas, which include the frontal and prefrontal cortex, along with connections to adjacent areas, make up the brain base for executive skills. It’s as if during the preteen years the brain is preparing itself for the development of executive skills and the significant demands that will be made on those executive skills during adolescence.

The diagram on the facing page shows the human brain with the approximate location of major functions, including executive skills, in the prefrontal cortex.

Researchers at the National Institute of Mental Health also suggest that a “use it or lose it” process may be occurring in the frontal lobes during this time. Neural connections that are used are retained, while those that are not exercised are lost. If this is the case, then the practice of executive skills is critical. It means that kids who practice executive skills are not only learning self-management—independence—but in the process developing brain structures that will support their executive skills into later adolescence and adulthood.

Practice is important to acquisition of executive skills for another reason. Researchers who study the brain using fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) have found that when children and teenagers perform tasks that require these skills, they rely on the prefrontal cortex to do all the work rather than distributing the workload to other specialized regions of the brain, such as the amygdala and the insula, two parts of the brain that are activated when making quick decisions that affect safety and survival (the fight-or-flight response). Adults, in contrast, can spread out the workload in part because they’ve had years of practice to develop the neural pathways to make this possible. Activating executive skills takes more conscious effort with children and with teenagers than it does with adults, which may help explain why they are less inclined to engage their working memory to perform tasks of daily living.
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The human brain, with the approximate location of major functions.

This is where you—and your child’s teachers—come in. Clearly childhood offers parents and teachers a critical opportunity to enhance the learning and development of executive skills in a child.

We don’t mean to oversimplify. The brain is a very complex organ, and evidence from brain-imaging studies continues to suggest that areas other than the prefrontal cortex are involved in the development of executive skills. But the prefrontal systems are among the last areas of the brain to develop fully, in late adoescence or young adulthood, and are the final, common pathway for managing information and deciding how we will behave. When you consider the critical functions of the frontal lobes, it’s easy to see how important these brain structures must be to the development of executive skills:


	The frontal lobes direct our behavior, helping us decide what we should pay attention to and what actions we should take. Example: A 7-year-old sees his brother watching television. He wants to sit and watch with him but decides he should finish his chores first, since he knows his dad will be upset with him if he doesn’t.


	The frontal lobes link our behaviors together so that we can use past experience to guide our behavior and make future decisions. Example: A 10-year-old remembers that after she finished cleaning her bedroom last week, her mom let her have a friend over for pizza. She decides to clean her room in anticipation that she can do the same thing again.


	The frontal lobes help us control our emotions and our behavior, taking into account external and internal constraints as we work to satisfy our needs and desires. By regulating our emotions and social interactions, the frontal lobes help us meet our needs without causing problems for ourselves or others. Example: A mother tells her 6-year-old that he can get a video game at Game Stop, but when they check, the store doesn’t have the game he wants. Although angry, he does not tantrum in the store, and he settles for a promise that they will call other stores to find the game.


	The frontal lobes observe, assess, and fine tune, allowing us to correct our behavior or choose a new strategy based on feedback. Example: A 12-year-old misses out on a class field trip because he was the only child in his class who forgot his permission slip. He remembers to get his slip signed the next time, and he makes sure it’s in his backpack the night before it has to be handed in at school.




So, where does biology leave your child? First, we know that executive skills are critical to independent living, a basic goal that we assume all parents have for their children. Second, at birth, executive skills exist only as potential; the newborn has no actual executive skills. Third, the frontal lobes, and therefore executive skills, will require 18 to 20 years, or even longer, to develop fully. Given these factors, children cannot rely solely on their own frontal lobes to regulate behavior. What’s the solution? We lend them our frontal lobes. Although we may not think of it in these terms, parenting is, among other things, a process of providing executive skill support and coaching for our children.

Experience: Lending Your Child Your Frontal Lobes

In the earliest stages of your child’s life, you simply are the frontal lobes for your child, and your child has little to contribute. You plan and organize your child’s environment so it’s safe and comfortable, monitor your child’s condition (sleeping, diet), initiate interactions, and problem solve when your child is distressed. As a newborn your child has very few behaviors—pretty much just crying and sleeping—with which to manage her world, and she lives completely in the present. At about 5 or 6 months, however, your infant begins to develop some of the skills that will eventually lead to independence. You may notice your baby’s increased awareness, although these early changes are not readily seen by just observing. For the baby, however, the changes are powerful.

One of the new skills to develop at around 5 to 6 months is working memory. Before having this skill, the baby could respond only to what she could see, hear, touch, or taste, right now, in this place right here. But once she can remember people, events, or objects, even for short periods of time, your baby’s world gets bigger, and she can have it with her whenever she’s awake. She can begin to make choices and “decisions.” For example, if Mom leaves and does not come back immediately, the baby can look to the last place she saw her and cry. Mom might return. If this happens, the baby “understands” at some level that “if Mom leaves and I want her back, she’ll come if I cry.”

As information and experience grow, working memory allows the child to recall a past event, apply it to a present situation, and predict what might happen. For example, suppose your child is now 11 years old. She might say to herself, “Last Saturday after I helped with the laundry, Mom and I had time to go to the pool. I’ll ask her if we can do that again after I help her with chores today.” Or the 17-year-old could say, “If my boss asks me to work tomorrow night, I need to say I can’t. The last time I worked before a test I didn’t leave enough time to study and got a lousy grade.”

Obviously the baby’s recall of Mom is a far cry from her skills at age 11 or 17. But, in her ability to hold a picture of Mom in mind, we can see the beginning of this control. To help her develop a skill like working memory, you can provide your child with certain types of experiences. For an infant, you might provide manipulative, “cause–effect” toys such that when the baby performs an action, like banging it, the toy does something, like move or make a noise. Or you can make a toy “disappear” and have your baby look for it. Once the child can move, you might have her retrieve or search for objects. As she gains language, your child can begin to manage her behavior by remembering directions and rules repeated and displayed by you. And then later again, you can ask questions like “What do you need for this activity?” or “What did you do the last time this happened?”

Obviously, in the early stages of helping a child with this skill, you do most of the work. This includes providing the toys the baby will play with and structuring the games and activities she engages in. Once your child is more mobile and can speak, she is less dependent on you and you don’t have to be so close by. In fact, by incorporating some of your actions and words into working memory, she has begun to internalize some of your executive skills!

This brings us to a second key skill that begins developing in the infant at around the same time as working memory: response inhibition. The ability to respond or not respond to a person or an event is at the heart of regulating behavior. We are all aware of the trouble our children can and do get into when they act before thinking. And we are impressed by the self-control of the child who can see a tempting object and not immediately touch or take it.

As with working memory, when an infant begins to develop this skill at around 6 months, we don’t see any obvious changes. But between 6 and 12 months, a baby’s ability to inhibit a response grows tremendously. You might see your 9-month-old crawling toward her mom in the next room. Whereas a month or two earlier she might have been distracted by finding a favorite toy along the way, now she crawls right past the toy on her way to her mom. During the same period, you may notice that your baby can now withhold some kinds of emotional expression and show others depending on the situation. We’ve probably all had the experience of trying to engage a baby of this age, who then doesn’t respond at all or even turns away. Feels like rejection, doesn’t it? Even at this young age, a baby is beginning to learn the powerful effect of responding or not responding to a particular person or situation. The 3- or 4-year-old shows this skill by “using his words” instead of hitting a playmate who tries to grab his toy. The 9-year-old mentioned a little earlier is using the same response inhibition skill when he looks before running into the street to get a ball. And the 17-year-old shows response inhibition by staying near the speed limit instead of responding to his friend’s suggestion, “Let’s see what this thing can do.”

As parents, we all recognize how critical a skill response inhibition is: Its absence can be dangerous and often leads to conflicts with authority. When your child was a baby, especially once he could creep or crawl, you loaned him this frontallobe ability by setting boundaries and limits for him, using gates, doors, and childproof locks and simply putting a lot of hazardous articles out of reach. You also provided very close supervision. You undoubtedly tried words—a sharp “NO!” or “HOT!”—and in a few cases you may have allowed natural consequences to play a part—or you couldn’t prevent them from playing a part, such as when your child suddenly reached out unexpectedly and touched something hot or fell off a couch or cushion. As the child develops, some risks are diminished, such as the stairs once the child has the ability to navigate them safely, but there also are more opportunities.

Besides boundaries and limits, parents also start to teach alternative behaviors (petting the cat instead of pulling its tail, using words instead of hitting). As with working memory, and helped by it, children begin to model parents’ behavior and language and make it part of themselves. Depending on what you observe, you start to supervise from a distance, extend the boundaries, use more words, and look to other institutions such as the school to help teach this skill. Since you understand that increased independence and self-management are the goals, you constantly try to balance freedom and supervision. The work you do to lend your children your frontal lobes will, however, always have two components: structuring the environment and directly supervising your child. By observing your behavior, trying to copy it, and doing this repeatedly, your child will begin to learn and take on these skills. Reasonable consistency in the routines and expectations you establish will help. You also will instruct the child using your language. Over time your child will use these words, actually saying them to herself out loud at first, to regulate her own behavior. Over a period of years, with experience, this will become the child’s inner voice, heard only by her. We are not meant to be our children’s frontal lobes indefinitely. As they develop an inner voice and internalize these skills, our role is naturally decreased.

So, Why Does Your Child Lack Certain Executive Skills?

One distinct possibility is a diagnosis of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The prototypical “scattered child” is one with this disorder, and if your child has been diagnosed, you probably already know which of your child’s executive skills are most impaired. There is an emerging consensus among researchers that ADHD is fundamentally a disorder of executive skills. Russell Barkley, for example, sees the disorder as one of reduced ability to self-regulate. While a number of executive skills can be affected, response inhibition is key among these and impacts development of the other executive skills. Other researchers emphasize different aspects, but all agree that if a child has ADHD, some executive skills will be impaired. Chief among these are response inhibition, sustained attention, working memory, time management, task initiation, and goal-directed persistence. Others may be affected, but by the time a child reaches adolescence, if he has ADHD, it is likely that parents and teachers will have seen significant weaknesses in this cluster of executive functions. And if a child has this cluster of executive skill weaknesses, it is likely that he has ADHD. Consistent with these findings, emerging brain research suggests that the frontal brain systems of children with ADHD may have differences in physical and chemical makeup that distinguish them from other children. In some of these children, such differences represent a “developmental lag,” and over an extended period of time the child (and brain) mature, albeit 2 to 3 years later than in peers. For other children with ADHD, however, this maturation does not take place, and the weaknesses persist until adulthood.

It’s important to know that children can and do vary in the development of these and other executive skills without qualifying for a diagnosis of ADHD or any other “clinical” diagnosis. As is the case with almost any set of skills, children (and adults) have strengths and weaknesses that fall along a continuum. There are certainly children for whom time seems irrelevant. And who among us has not known a little “absent-minded professor” who cannot keep track of her belongings? Patterns of strengths and weaknesses like these can be perfectly normal developmental variations. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do anything about them if they’re affecting your child’s performance in school, at home, socially, athletically, or in any domain where you naturally want to see your child thrive. Executive skills are increasingly critical for success in our complex world, so if your child resembles Katie from the beginning of this chapter or seems scattered in other ways, it’s worth your time—and will ultimately save you time and aggravation—to do what you can to give your child’s executive skills a boost.

Kids can be scattered in a variety of ways. Those with ADHD, as well as those with weak organization, working memory, and time management, are very obviously “scattered.” They seem lost in time or space, or they lose things in time or space, and they work inefficiently as a result. Some kids, however, are emotionally scattered. Their feelings fracture, sending them off on emotional tangents, blocking their ability to get past obstructions or to problem solve effectively. Or maybe they react so instantaneously and impulsively to what’s happening around them that they can’t stay on course to get the job done. These children, too, are scattered. They need help corralling or taming their emotions to get on track and get things done.

In the next chapter, you’ll be able to assess your own child’s executive skill strengths and weaknesses. This is your first step on the path to addressing your child’s weaknesses and enhancing his or her strengths.
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Identifying Your Child’s Strengths
and Weaknesses







If you’re not accustomed to thinking of your child’s growth in terms of executive skills, you might not be fully aware of how much adults do to see that kids learn to make decisions and exercise their gradually developing executive skills. Looking at what schools and teachers do to provide boundaries and room for growth can give you a better overview of how executive skills develop over time.

Think about preschool. A good preschool program imposes a familiar rhythm on the school day that gives children structured group activities as well as the opportunity for free play. Group activities are kept brief because children at this age have short attention spans, and directions are generally given one or two at a time because the kids have a limited ability to hold complex directions or multiple steps in mind. Materials are laid out for children; they’re not expected to organize tasks for themselves. While good teachers expect preschool children to help pick up after themselves, they know they have to be there to prompt or cue them to do this.

Free play time gives children the opportunity to practice some executive skills with a little more independence. Here children use planning and organizational skills to make up games and decide on rules. They practice flexibility by taking turns, sharing toys, and allowing another child to be the leader. And the social interactions built into free play enable children to learn to control impulses and manage emotions. These skills are reinforced when preschool teachers give children a few simple rules about behavior (no running inside; use indoor voices in the classroom) and review the rules regularly.

By first grade teachers may differentiate between rules for classroom behavior and rules for behavior in other settings like recess, gym, and lunchroom. At this age children are better at modifying their behavior to fit different contexts: it’s okay to giggle hysterically with your girlfriends out at recess, for example, but not in the classroom. Teachers also use structure and routines to help children learn to initiate tasks and sustain attention so they can work at them. They do this by prompting children to begin their work at specified times, by giving them tasks that can be completed within a time frame consistent with their attention spans, and by making their expectations clear regarding what the students should accomplish and how long it should take. As the year goes along, they may stretch these skills by gradually increasing the number of tasks that need to be completed and the amount of time each task should take.

Demands on working memory are also greater at this age than in preschool. Teachers assign homework that they expect children to remember, they give them permission slips and ask them to remember to have their parents sign them, and they assume that if children want to eat hot meals in the cafeteria they will remember to bring their lunch money. Of course you help with this too, checking in with your child after school and making sure your child’s backpack is packed appropriately before leaving for school.

By late elementary school, teachers begin to work in a more directed fashion on helping children develop organizational and planning skills. Children are expected to keep track of materials, maintain organized notebooks, and keep their desks reasonably neat. Teachers also start assigning long-term projects that require children to follow a sequence of steps and stick to a timeline. Assignments start being more open-ended, which requires students to use metacognition and flexibility to problem solve and consider multiple possible solutions.

Once children reach middle school, the demands on executive skills increase dramatically—and, we would argue, in many cases unrealistically. As we said in Chapter 1, a rapid period of brain development begins at around age 11 or 12—the beginning of middle school in most school systems. In the early stages, development is uneven and unpredictable. That means more support, rather than less, is critical. Think about how children learn to ride a bike. At the point where training wheels are removed, they need more guidance, encouragement, and support from parents than they did when they were riding around with training wheels. The onset of adolescence, and the brain growth that accompanies this stage, requires the same thing.

For most children, middle school is the first time they have multiple teachers, each with his or her own set of expectations regarding how work is to be formatted, notebooks are to be organized, and assignments are handed in. Demands on working memory, planning, organization, and time management increase accordingly. Just take a look at what middle school students are expected to do:


	Remember to write down assignments consistently.


	Keep track of assignments and other materials (notebooks, folders, etc.).


	Know which materials need to be brought home or taken to school daily.


	Plan and monitor long-term assignments, including breaking them down into subtasks and creating timelines.


	Plan how work will be organized and time will be spent, including estimating how much time is required to complete daily assignments as well as long-term assignments.


	Keep track of other responsibilities or belongings—gym clothes, lunch money, permission slips, etc.


	Manage the complexity of changing classes, including the problems associated with having to take different materials to different classes and having teachers with different organizational styles and expectations.




What can parents do about this? It’s tempting to pull back on supervision and homework monitoring at this age—in part because children are beginning to look for more independence and freedom from parental scrutiny. While some children’s executive skill development allows for a high level of self-management, many are not there yet. You’ll know which category your children fall into—but if they fall into the “not there yet” category, then checking in with them daily about homework, helping them keep in mind long-term assignments (for example, by posting them on a calendar located in a prominent place in the house), and asking them how they plan to study for tests, may be advised.

Most teachers don’t write their lesson plans specifically with executive skill development in mind. Teachers and parents inherently understand, at least roughly, what they can expect from kids at different ages and set the bar accordingly. Teachers also have had the opportunity for some more formal education in child development. We think, however, that if teachers understood the role executive skills play in fostering independent and self-regulated learning—and how much they are already doing to encourage the development of executive skills—they might do even more. They might teach executive skills explicitly and infuse their instruction with questions and prompts designed to enhance executive skill development. We’ve written a book, Executive Skills in Children and Adolescents, for educators and other professionals such as school psychologists that describes how to do this (see Resources section at the end of the book). And we’ve just illustrated how standard approaches to education foster executive skill development so that you can begin to see how you can do the same at home—and how you, too, might be able to encourage your child’s executive skill development more explicitly.

Think about the daily routines that teachers use to structure the day’s activities, the explicit directions they give children, the way they monitor their performance to make sure they understand and follow through on assignments. Think about the way they organize the classroom to make it easy for children to follow those routines. You lead busy lives, and it’s unrealistic that you will build your entire day around supervising your child’s executive skill development. But if your child seems to be lacking some critical executive skills, you may find it helpful to adapt some strategies teachers use for managing your child at home.

Perhaps even more than teachers, you have an important role to play. This is because there is at least as much demand for executive skills in the home as there is at school. Think about room cleaning, controlling temper, dealing with changes in plans, keeping track of belongings—or any of the other countless examples you will read about in this book. Whereas a teacher has between 20 and 30 students to manage and can’t be expected to provide individualized support for every student, the child–parent ratio is more favorable. Think of yourself as your child’s tutor when it comes to executive skills. To be a tutor, you don’t need to take a course in child development, but you do need to understand what normal executive skill development is and where your child fits along the developmental continuum. That’s what this chapter is all about.

How Can You Tell Where Your Child’s Executive Skills Are?

There are a number of ways to assess whether your child’s development is on target with respect to executive skills.

Is Your Child Generally Meeting Expectations at School?

First of all, if your son or daughter is generally successful in school—earning reasonable grades but also fulfilling the kinds of responsibilities schools demand, such as homework management—chances are his or her executive skills are progressing nicely. Of course there’s a chance that your child does fine in school and not as well at home, and that may be why you’re reading this book. This can occur for any number of reasons—home is less structured than school, there may be more stressors at home (for example, siblings who get on each other’s nerves), or the expectations for executive functioning may be out of sync with your child’s development (either too high or too low). Your own executive skill weaknesses could even make home a more challenging place for your child—see Chapter 3 on the goodness of fit between parents and children.

To figure out where your child stands, you need to be aware of the kinds of tasks and responsibilities that are typically expected of children at different ages. The table on page 30 lists the kinds of tasks that require executive skills that children at different ages are usually capable of performing, either on their own or with cueing or supervision from an adult.

How Is Your Child Doing Compared to the Other Kids?

It may be helpful to compare your child to friends or classmates to get a rough estimate of whether executive skills are progressing normally. Keep in mind, though, that there is a range of normal development. Just as we don’t expect all children to begin walking at 12 months on the dot or combining words at 18 months, it’s normal for children to vary around an average point. Some 5-year-olds may be able to remember on their own to brush their teeth after breakfast, but many others do not, and it’s not unusual for children at age 8 to need to be reminded to perform this kind of self-care.


Developmental Tasks Requiring Executive Skills

	Age range
	Developmental task



	Preschool
	Run simple errands (for example, “Get your shoes from the bedroom”)

Tidy bedroom or playroom with assistance

Perform simple chores and self-help tasks with reminders (for example, clear dishes from table, brush teeth, get dressed)

Inhibit behaviors: don’t touch a hot stove, run into the street, grab a toy from another child, hit, bite, push, etc.
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