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Let’s start with defining 
Cognition

One of the influential definitions is from 
Ulric  Neisser (1967), the "father of 
cognitive psychology" which refers to 
the mental process by which 
external or internal input is 
transformed, reduced, elaborated, 
stored, recovered & used. 



Shifting attention

Shifting strategies

Organizing resources

Self-regulation

Multi-tasking

Planning timelines

Analyzing information

Many definitions and models exist. Most agree the general term 
“executive function” is an umbrella construct defined as 
the control, supervisory, or self-regulatory 
functions that organize and direct all cognitive 
activity, emotional response, and overt behavior.

Isquith, Crawford, Andrews Espy, and Gioia (2005)





Dawson and Guare used two premises when 
constructing their model:

1. Most individuals have an array of executive skill 
strengths as well as executive skill weaknesses. 
It’s about drawing on your strengths to either improve or bypass your 
weaknesses!

2. The primary purpose of identifying areas of weakness is 
to be able to design and implement interventions to 
address those weaknesses.
The more specific we can be in defining the problem 
skill, the more likely we are to come up with a strategy 
that can solve the problem!



Dawson and Guare use a developmental progression to identify 
what should be expected at each age through eleven skills. A child 
has to think differently to behave differently; so a child must have 
adequate THINKING (cognitive) skills first to incorporate /choose 
the DOING (behavior) skills in a given situation.

• Response inhibition
• Working memory
• Emotional control
• Sustained attention
• Task initiation
• Planning /prioritization
• Organization
• Time management
• Goal-directed persistence
• Flexibility
• Metacognition



Meltzer explains Executive Function processes 
using the analogy of a mountaintop view.

At the top of the mountain, you can see a 
panorama, “the big picture”; Standing at the 
bottom of the mountain, you see thousands of 
leaves on individual trees. Executive function 
allows you to shift back and forth to see the big 
picture and all the details. - Lynn Meltzer 



Meltzer discusses the effects of Executive Function weaknesses 
on academic performance in the context of reading 
comprehension, written expression, studying, completion of 
long-term projects, and test taking through six domains .

Metacognition is the ability to 
think about one’s own thinking 
and learning which leads to 
why, where, when, and how to 
use strategies for each of these 
processes.



Barkley defines six steps 
of Executive Function as:

1. Analyzing a task
2. Planning how to address the task
3. Organizing the steps needed to carry out the task
4. Developing timelines for completing the task
5. Adjusting or shifting the steps, if needed, 

to complete the task
6. Completing the task in a timely way



Task Execution
Barkley, is a recognized authority on attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). He indicates to remediate 
executive functioning skills, one needs to repeatedly 
practice ways to “plan and go” toward the future by: 

• Self-monitoring 
• Self-stopping 
• Seeing the future  
• Saying the future 
• Feeling the future 
• Playing with the future



Difficulties in the area of executive functioning can 
manifest themselves in many different ways. Some 
of the student challenges that arise:

Planning & completing long-range projects

Completing homework within the time allotted (elapsed time)

Organizing personal belongings (backpack!)

Walking in someone else’s shoes (“mindfulness”)

Impulsivity without forethought of consequences

Integrating knowledge from one subject to another

Reasoning and problem-solving



Skills to Develop

The Executive Function skills that we will 
focus on from all of these models are:

Attention
Planning 
Organization



Attention

Sustained attention is the ability to pay 
attention to a situation or task in spite of 
distractions, boredom, and/or fatigue.

Peg Dawson, EdD & Richard Guare, PhD (2009)



Strategies for Increasing 
Attention

• Limit verbal and visual 
distractions

• Designate a work space 
• Break tasks into small 

steps
• Active learning - Brain 

Breaks
• Use non-verbal signals for 

redirection

• Obtain attention before 
giving verbal directions

• Provide frequent feedback
• Provide direct instruction 

and modeling
• Use graphic organizers
• Reinforce attending 

behaviors
• Allow access to SIA 

(Special Interest Area) 



Workspaces should be free of clutter and define what 
should be accomplished while in that space. 



Common Visual Supports



Most students with autism are not intrinsically motivated by 
social reinforcement (ie. praise). However, praise can be paired 
with tangible R+ or access to SIA to strengthen the students’ 
response to being praised.

SIA

Tangible

Praise

Jessica Minahan, Med, BCBA  (2016)

Reinforcement Strength increases with 
Special Interest Area 



This is great example of different strategies combined: SIA, 
incentives/reinforcement, visual support, and chunking of 
larger assignment, each used to keep the student motivated.



If the last example was not age appropriate every concept 
can be reinvented to be appropriate for any student.



Puzzle token system can often be effective because 
each piece represents the SIA.



Research indicates increased engagement and retention 
of learning when Active Learning is incorporated into 
lessons and class time. 



This is a great book 
for ideas to 
incorporate 

active learning and 
inclusive practices 
to include all types 

of learners!



Brain Breaks can be another way to maintain a 
structured way to refocus a student.



Try some fun interventions !i

To improve cognition:
Play card and board games
Engage in physical activities that require attention & quick    
responses 
Complete puzzles, mazes, word finds
Play guessing games (“I Spy”)
Singing in rounds
Clapping rhythms
Play strategy games (chess)
Play imaginative games (Minecraft)
Jump rope (especially double-dutch!)
Answer brain teasers
Set goals and monitor progress
Engage in yoga/meditation (martial arts)
Role play
Participate in drama/theater



Planning

Planning is the ability to create a roadmap to 
reach a goal or to complete a task. It 

involves being able to make decisions and 
to prioritize what is important to focus on.

Peg Dawson, EdD & Richard Guare, PhD (2009)



Strategies for Improving 
Planning

• Checklists to follow
• Make lists of what is needed
• Break down an assignment 

or project into subtasks
• Create timelines and 

deadlines
• Encourage to identify and 

tackle top priorities first

• Withhold preferred 
activities until the priorities 
are completed

• Communicate with 
language that encourages 
sharing and predicting

• Use verbal scaffolding
• Modeling desirable 

behavior



Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen; Cognitive Connections, 2014

Here is a Mnemonic Device  taking the pulse of the situation. 
This helps to look at more details and help predicting and planning.



Declarative Vs. Imperative 
Language

• Imperative Communication has responses that 
are right and wrong, predictable, scriptable 
answers, and non-verbal communication is not 
important.

• Declarative Communication is language that 
offers opportunity to share experience. When a 
person is using declarative communication, the 
goal is to share ideas, perspectives, thoughts, 
and predictions with another person.

Linda Murphy M.S., CCC-SLP, CEIS; Peer Projects



Try using more Declarative Language when 
speaking to students. This helps move away from 

CONCRETE to ABSTRACT thinking.
• “Hmmmm… it looks like everyone is going to the table…I 

wonder what that could mean?” (indirect cue to attend to 
and follow through with transition)

• “I’m not sure your friend can reach that” (indirect cue to 
help child attend to their friend, and then pass item)

• “My favorite animal is a leopard!” (indirect cue to 
encourage participation in a group conversation)

• “Huh!” + a point (indirect cue to have child pick something 
up off the floor that they dropped)

Linda Murphy M.S., CCC-SLP, CEIS; Peer Projects



The use of Verbal Scaffolding can provide 
guidance for a student to begin thinking on their 
own how to draw conclusions. Some examples:

• Questions/ statements that 
associate with location

• Relating current activity to a 
previous experience

• Verbalizing while physically 
doing something

• Associating emotions with a 
reason

• Linking two aspects of an 
activity

• Where does this puzzle 
piece go?

• It’s like making cookies 
(when using play-doh)

• This is how you open a jar
• Your friend is crying 

because they want the ball
• We need cake if we’re 

going to have a birthday 
party

Peg Dawson, EdD & Richard Guare, PhD (2009)



Organization

Organization refers to the ability to 
establish and maintain a system for 

arranging or keeping track of 
important items.

Peg Dawson, EdD & Richard Guare, PhD (2009)



Strategies for Improving 
Organizational Skills

• Use consistent routines to 
ensure predictability

• Task analyze multi-step 
activities

• Use outlines or teacher 
slides to help student take 
notes

• Use contingency statements: 
“First …,Then …”

• Segment workloads
• Used timed work 

sessions
• Use schedules, 

calendars, to-do lists, etc.
• Use pictures that model 

assignments or tasks
• Structured and frequent 

practice of concepts



Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen; Cognitive Connections, 2014

We have created checklists and task analysis’ for a long 
time in the field to create greater independence… Lists are 
pieces of the final product and someone without “gestalt” 
thinking needs the final visual to be more complete.



Clean out your book bag!

The adult version!



This concept is a way for the individual to figure out 
schema and learn to generalize skills they know in 

new but similar situations.

Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen; Cognitive Connections, 2014



Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen; Cognitive Connections, 2014

“Get Ready, Do, Done” 
workspaces. This is a 
way to organize how 

you plan to complete an 
assignment. 

• First you start with the end 
product in mind “what will it 
look like when I’m done?”

• Then, “what steps do I need 
to do?”

• Then, “What do I need to get 
started?”





Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen; Cognitive Connections, 2014

A homework folder that has enough pockets to divide the 
action the student needs to take with each assignment.



Calendars help with planning and organization. 
We all use these methods to some degree.



Time Tracker®

Elapsed-Time Timers help students 
self-monitor activities

http://www.ariadne.de/inklusiv/kulturtechniken/zahlen-und-zeiten/5535/time-tracker-mini-n/537-16909/
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Thank you!!

Center for Autism and Related Disabilities
Florida Center for Inclusive Communities

University of South Florida
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