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What are some misconceptions about executive functions?

Mitch

| believe the biggest misconception when it comes to supporting the development of executive
functioning skills in students is that we make the mistake of thinking that executive functioning
skills can be taught, and executive functioning skills can’t be taught; they’re best learned when
students clearly see them modelled, and they get practice with them as a by-product of engaging
in a predictable, daily learning routine.

Sara

Sometimes people think that executive functions are just about doing as you are told, or
compliance. That is not the case. Executive functions, on the contrary, are the skills that allow a
learner to behave appropriately, of course, but to do so in ways that suit their own needs, the
context, many different factors all at the same time. So it’s not just about being obedient, but
rather functioning as a wholly participating individual in a situation.

Mitch

If we approach and give students practice with executive functioning skills while they’re clearly
seeing them modelled over time, they start to make them their own, and it doesn’t interfere or
get in the way of a teacher’s job of teaching their content or their curriculum.

Sara

Executive functions are not a fixed trait. It's not something that you're just given when you’re
born and stuck with. Different circumstances will make it easier or harder to use executive

functions. For example, if there are a lot of distractions, you might find it harder to focus on an
online lecture.
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Mitch

It's not to say that the content and the curriculum and the standards we teach are not important,
of course they are. We know that new knowledge is built on prior knowledge. And the things that
we’re teaching are important. But if we really want to lay that foundation for success for all
learners of all backgrounds, we really have to focus on equipping students and supporting the
development of executive functioning skills.

Sara

Executive functions cannot be trained with a simple computer game or an app. There is no
magic bullet. Executive functions need to be practised routinely throughout the day in a variety of
contexts to see any real improvements. Also, as we get older, they do just get stronger. That’s
brain maturation.

Mitch

They’re trainable and they can be improved at any age. But repeated practice is key. So again, if
students get practice doing executive functioning skills at school as a by-product of engaging in
a daily routine, it allows for repetition and with any skill a student is trying to learn, the more
repetition, the more likely they are to make that skill their own.

Sara

Executive functions, while being foundational, are not only important for our youngest learners,
they continue to develop well into our 20s. And although we do tend to have stronger executive
functions as we get older, everyone can have a good executive functions day and a bad
executive functions day.
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