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Supporting Executive Functioning in the Classroom:

Practical Strategies for Educators
A Ready-to-Use Guide for Boosting Student Independence and Success

Purpose & Overview

Executive functioning (EF) skills are the mental processes that enable students to plan,
focus attention, remember instructions, and juggle multiple tasks successfully.

Students with challenges in EF — including those with ADHD, autism, or learning
disabilities — benefit from explicit support and scaffolding.

This guide provides practical, classroom-ready strategies educators can implement
immediately to strengthen EF skills across settings.

Core Executive Functioning Skills

Skill

Description

Planning & Organization

Ability to set goals, develop steps, and
organize materials or ideas.

Working Memory

Holding and using information over short
periods of time.

Inhibitory Control Self-regulation to resist impulses and
distractions.
Cognitive Flexibility Ability to shift between tasks, perspectives,

or problem-solving strategies.

Task Initiation

Starting tasks promptly without unnecessary
delay.

Self-Monitoring

Checking work, behaviors, and strategies for
effectiveness.
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Classroom Strategies by Executive Functioning Skill

Skill

Strategies

Example Implementation

Planning & Organization

Use visual schedules; teach
backward planning; model
breaking tasks into steps.

Post a daily agenda and review it
each morning; use graphic
organizers for projects.

Working Memory

Provide written and verbal
directions; use memory aids;
repeat and chunk information.

Give multi-step instructions with a
visual checklist; use mnemonic
devices.

Inhibitory Control

Teach self-monitoring scripts;
provide structured breaks; use
signals for attention.

Agree on a private cue for
‘refocus’; use brain breaks between
tasks.

Cognitive Flexibility

Model flexible thinking; use
'what if' scenarios; encourage
multiple solutions.

During science, discuss several
ways to solve an experiment’s
problem.

Task Initiation

Use starter prompts; set clear,
short-term goals; provide an
immediate first step.

Say, 'Let’s do the first problem
together' to get started.

Self-Monitoring

Teach self-check rubrics; use
reflection prompts; provide
exemplars.

Have students compare their work
to a checklist before submitting.

Embedding EF Support in Daily Routines
» Start and end class with a brief organization check (materials, homework,
upcoming tasks).

* Embed EF prompts into transitions between subjects or activities.

» Use consistent visual cues and classroom structures so students can anticipate

routines.

* Encourage peer modeling and peer support systems for EF strategies.
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Common Pitfalls & How to Avoid Them

* Assuming students will 'pick up' EF skills without explicit instruction.
» Using strategies inconsistently across teachers or settings.
* Overloading students with too many strategies at once — introduce gradually.

* Failing to involve students in reflecting on which strategies work for them.

Action Starter: Try Tomorrow
* Choose one EF skill to focus on with your class this week.

* Introduce a single, high-impact strategy and model it explicitly.

* Schedule 5 minutes at the end of the day for students to reflect on their EF skill use.
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