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What strategies can support executive functions?

Sara

Research in lab settings and in classrooms shows there are several ways that teachers can
support executive functions.

Mitch

The core executive functions in the ideal scenario are taught, or students have exposure to
them, in the early years of their schooling because the higher order executive functions are built
on the foundation that the core executive functions lay for them.

Sara

Higher order thinking, critical thinking, creative thinking, planning and goal setting - all of these
more sophisticated and advanced skills are supported by those foundational executive functions.

Mitch

There’s one word that is absolutely critical when it comes to teaching or supporting the
development of executive functioning skills, and that word is environment. If we can improve a
learner’s environment in ways that lead to executive functioning, we can increase the likelihood
that they will develop them and make them their own.

Sara

Routines relieve the burden of working memory. This means that brain power can be applied

elsewhere. It also provides a sense of security so learners feel safe, they know what's
happening, they know what’s coming, and they can try things out in a known environment.
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Mitch

There are three keys for supporting the development of executive functioning skills: clarity,
modelling, and routine. And again, if students clearly see these executive functioning skills
modelled while getting practice with them as a by-product of that routine, they’re more likely to
make them their own.

Sara

Make space for learners’ agency. Involve learners in making complex decisions - even our
youngest learners. For example, choosing between multiple forms of formative assessment.

Mitch

It's about shaping the environment in ways that lead to better executive functions.

Sara

A lot of the strategies that we use to build executive functions in young children are also things
that we continue to use throughout our lives. For example, if you have a lot on your mind, writing
a list can help to alleviate the stress and keep you moving towards your goal.

Mitch

The higher order executive functions are really where students start to become more
independent learners, manage their time, learn to get and stay organised, and exhibit goal-

oriented behaviours.

Reflect together on what is working well and what could be better next time. For example, build a
habit of self-identifying reading goals.

Mitch
Learn about how to set goals and actually set them within the context of the grade level or the

subject that a student is in, mixed with the things they’re learning, so that as they apply these
goals in their day-to-day life, they actually have some context and meaning.
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