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Information for Parents and Caregivers

Executive Functioning

Basic Information:

Executive functioning describes the mental skills humans use to 
solve problems and achieve desired outcomes. Executive functioning 
skills include goal-setting, identifying and solving problems, making and 
following plans, adapting to changes, remembering important information, 
and self-monitoring. There are three primary areas of executive function:

•	Working memory

•	Inhibitory control

•	Mental flexibility

WORKING MEMORY: 

Working memory is our ability to hold and use information in our minds 
over short periods of time. 

•	Example: a child remembering what to do when his/her turn comes

INHIBITORY CONTROL:

Inhibitory control is our ability to regulate thoughts and impulses in order 
to resist temptations and distractions. Inhibitory control allows us to pause and think before we act. 

•	Example: a child having to stop and give someone else a turn

MENTAL FLEXIBILITY:

Mental flexibility is our ability to adjust when a situation changes, to apply different rules in various settings, and to notice 
mistakes and correct them.

•	Example: a child coming up with a new strategy when the game changes, as when playing chess

Working on executive function skills is very important because these skills enable children to plan, organize, prioritize, use their 
working memory effectively, and act appropriately in social situations.

Turn this sheet over for suggested activities you can do at home to help strengthen your child’s executive functioning skills!
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Parent/Caregiver Tips:

Use play to strengthen executive functioning skills through games 
such as:

•	Simple role-playing (e.g. taking turns)

•	Finger play (e.g. Itsy Bitsy Spider)

•	Hiding games (e.g. hiding objects under a blanket; having older 
children hide themselves)

•	Active games (e.g. Follow the Leader)

•	Games that involve starts and stops (e.g. Red Light/Green Light, 
Simon Says)

•	Matching and sorting games (e.g. simple puzzles, sorting shapes and 
colors)

•	Imaginary play involving steps (e.g. cooking)

Add executive functioning components into everyday activities: 

•	Have children help with sequence-based activities, such as setting the 
table for a meal

•	Ask children about the feelings and emotions of favorite movie/book characters

•	Ask children questions while they are pretend playing

•	Have children help create checklists for everyday routines

•	Have children write down the rules for favorite games

Next Steps:

If additional support in executive functioning skills is needed, it may be helpful to contact your pediatrician, ask your child’s 
teacher, or contact a local pediatric therapy clinic, such as Encompass, for an evaluation.

Additional Resources:

Executive Functioning in Children: Understood.org 

Mini-Guide: Breathe, Think, Do with Sesame App (self-awareness, self-control)

InBrief: Executive Function: https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/inbrief-executive-function/

Activities Guide: Enhancing and Practicing Executive Function Skills with Children from Infancy to Adolescence: 
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/activities-guide-enhancing-and-practicing-executive-function-skills-
with-children-from-infancy-to-adolescence/


