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EXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAM

Executive Function and Cognitive Flexibility:

Strategies for Success

SAIS Academic Support Conference
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Agenda

- Executive Function and Cognitive Flexibility

- Understanding EF Difficulties

- What is a Strategy?

- Purposeful Highlighting

- What Hat am I Wearing?
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Organizing: 

Categorizing 
and sorting 
information Goal 

Setting: 

Working 
towards 
desired 

outcomes 

Shifting 
flexibly:

Looking 
again in a 
brand-new 

way 

Remembering
/Accessing 

working 
memory:

Juggling 
information in 

the brain 

Self-
checking:

Recognizing 
one’s most 
common 
mistakes 

Elements of Executive Function
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Metacognition 
• Thinking about how they think and learn

• Understanding their strengths and challenges
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COGNITIVE FLEXIBILITY

Cognitive flexibility is the ability to think flexibly and 
to shift perspectives and approaches easily.
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Executive function is crucial for success in school.

We see it every day!

Let’s develop our own definition of EF
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CHALLENGES WITH COGNITIVE FLEXIBILITY

Students may be asked 
to:

Students may have 
difficulty:

-synthesizing new information 

with previously learned 
concepts

-seeing another perspective

-letting go of rigid thinking

-shifting between multiple 
word meanings, text structures 
or problem-solving 
approaches.

-infer how a character feels

-manage social situations
-adapt to changes in 
schedule

-build on topics they learn 
from one content area to 
another 

-take tests that are in a format 
other than the way they 
studied

-shift between main ideas and 
details with ease
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Thinking flexibly (aka cognitive 
flexibility) is essential!

It helps students (and adults):

- Shift from one perspective to 
another.

- See the big picture, details, 
and everything in between.

- Adopt new strategies when 
old ones aren't working.
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The work of Dr. Lynn Meltzer has often focused on the 
importance of cognitive flexibility, the "most 
important of all the EF processes.
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Cognitive Flexibility and Clogged Funnels: 

Understanding EF Difficulties

© RESEARCHILD, 2023  | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711 

When students are unable to access the EF 

strategies they need to complete their work, we call 

that a clogged funnel. 
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There are many reasons why students struggle with 

executive function.
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DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF and EMOTIONS

There are brain-based reasons why some students struggle 
with executive function and emotional regulation:

- Exposure to trauma

- Fetal alcohol syndrome

- Learning or attention challenge

(e.g., ADHD)
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DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF and EMOTIONS

Many learning differences may 
predispose a student to struggle to 
think flexibly. 

Students with LD may:

- Be concrete thinkers

- Be rigid and resist change

- Be more comfortable with the big 
picture or the details, but struggle to 
switch between the two
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Other Factors

- Age

- Genetics

- Temperament

- Parenting style

- Cultural norms
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Regardless of the reason, a clogged funnel 

results when demands exceeds one’s capacity 

at any given moment. 
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And, unfortunately, struggling in 

school can be traumatic for our

students. 

How does trauma impact the brain?
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LIZARD BRAIN VS. WIZARD BRAIN

Lizard Brain

-Acts on instinct

-Seat of powerful 
emotions

-Fight, flight, or freeze 
are the only options

Wizard Brain

- Goal-directed
- Seat of “reason” or at least 
self-talk
- Planning, problem solving, 

flexibly lead to many options
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Both brains are important. They both have their time

and place.

LIZARD BRAIN VS. WIZARD BRAIN
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Repeated exposure to trauma strengthens the lizard
brain, making it harder to access the wizard brain.

The lizard brain is locked on by default, so even
something like “doing your homework” looks like…

LIZARD BRAIN VS. WIZARD BRAIN
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When you're using your lizard brain, being flexible is 
the last thing on your mind!

LIZARD BRAIN VS. WIZARD BRAIN
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

How does it feel when a student has a clogged 
funnel…

…. Not good!
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

What does it look like when a student has a clogged 
funnel…

…. It’s not pretty

I’m never going 

to use this stuff!

You’re out 

to get me.

I give up. 
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

When a student 

has a clogged 

funnel, everything 

is clogged!
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So what is the long-term 

consequence of a clogged funnel?

Students are unable to learn from 

their mistakes, they become trapped 

in a fixed mindset.
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To support EF across the grade levels, we need to 

teach strategies that meet the demands placed on 

students in their classrooms!
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Explicit instruction, repeated practice, and reflection are 

the keys to improving EF
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So, what is a strategy?
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It takes up too 
much time!

I just read 
my notes a 
few times.

I don’t need a 

strategy. I can 

just do it.

Anything is 
a strategy

Ugh! Why do I 

have to do this?!
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The stone statue 

Patrick Star from 

SpongeBob™

The smiley face 

The book

The lion

The phone
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What strategy did you use to complete the I Spy?

WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Read the list 

then scanned 

the picture

Scanned the 

picture and 

then read the 

list

Found the 

items in order

Did the easy 

ones first

Broke the 

picture into 

zones

Looked for 

specific 

shapes

Looked for 

specific colors

Scanned the 

pic from top to 

bottom

Did the hard 

ones first

Other
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What makes a strategy an

“I-SEE” strategy?

✓ I-Individualized

✓ S-Systematic

✓ E-Efficient

✓ E-Effective
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Purposeful Highlighting
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TEACHING EF
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Yellow Page Syndrome
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Ways to highlight with a purpose:

1. Distinguish between main ideas and details

2. Identify unfamiliar vocabulary

3. Draw our attention to important information (e.g., 
the sign of an integer, +/-)
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Try it out!

Virtual Tour:
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TEACHING EF
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING
Real Estate Agent
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Upstairs, there were eight bedrooms. Mark showed Pete his mother’s 

walk-in closet that was filled with furs and a safety deposit box filled 

with jewelry. His sisters’ room was uninteresting except for the          

newly installed bathroom, which left the hallway bathroom for Mark 

alone to use.  Mark grabbed the portable Xbox out of his sisters’ room 

and carried it up to the third floor playroom, where they discovered a 

hole in the roof near the fire escape.

= Real Estate Agent
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TEACHING EF
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Private Investigator
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Upstairs, there were eight bedrooms. Mark showed Pete his mother’s 

walk-in closet that was filled with furs and a safety deposit box filled 

with jewelry. His sisters’ room was uninteresting except for the          

newly installed bathroom, which left the hallway bathroom for Mark 

alone to use.  Mark grabbed the portable Xbox out of his sisters’ room 

and carried it up to the third floor playroom, where they discovered a 

hole in the roof near the fire escape.

= Real Estate Agent = Private Investigator
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TEACHING EF
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PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING

Metacognitive Wrap-Up
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Discussion

• Why might you need to look at the same passage 

from different perspectives?

• Why might purposeful highlighting be helpful when 
studying for tests? (Why should you avoid the 

“yellow page syndrome?” )

• What are some examples of how you might use 

purposeful highlighting across the content areas? 

PURPOSEFUL HIGHLIGHTING
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What Hat Am I Wearing?
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Sleeping angel or in 
trouble big time?
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Wild child or just 
having fun?
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Not paying 
attention or on 

task?
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CASEL FRAMEWORK

What is the CASEL Framework? CASEL. (2021, October 11). Retrieved from 
https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/

Responsible Decision-Making
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Responsible Decision Making

The abilities to make caring and constructive choices about 
personal behavior and social interactions across diverse 
situations.

This includes the capacities to consider ethical standards and 
safety concerns, and evaluate the benefits of consequences 
of various actions for personal, social, and collective well-
being.

What Is the CASEL Framework? - CASEL

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Learning Objectives

✓ Identify the different “hats” we wear 

✓ Know when and where each of these “hats” is 

appropriate 

✓ Understand why it is important to be aware of 

these different “hats” 

Today, we will learn what it means to 
“wear different hats.” 

“Wearing a hat” means that you can 
play different roles.

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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Now we will take a look at how one 

person can wear many different 

“hats.”

Think about who the person might be 

and where they are wearing this 

“hat.” 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Who? 

Where? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Who? 

Where? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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Who? 

Where? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Who? 

Where? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Even though this might be the same 

person, they may act or speak 
differently depending on the 

situation.

It is important to wear the right ”hat” 

at the right time! 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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For our next activity, we need to 
learn a little bit about…

Emma Watson

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Emma Watson

• Harry Potter – Hermione Granger 

• Attended Brown University 

• UN Women Goodwill ambassador  

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Now that we know about some roles 

Emma Watson might lead, let’s think 
about the different ways she may 

present herself.

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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Acting Hat

Things she would say? Clothing?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

UN Ambassador Hat

Things she would say? Clothing?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Fun Hat

Things she would say? Clothing?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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Student Hat

Things she would say? Clothing?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

What would happen if Emma Watson 

wore her “Fun Hat” when she should 
have been wearing her “Professional 

Hat”? 

Why is it important to wear the 

proper “hat” for each occasion?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Rihanna

Hats:

- Singer/performer
- Entrepreneur

- Actress

- Entrepreneur

- New mom
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Mr. Beast

Hats:

- Video game player
- Content creator

- Friend

- Entrepreneur

LeBron James

Hats:

- Athelete
- Actor

- Activist

- School founder

Now we will think about the different “hats” that 
we wear! 

What are some examples that you can think of? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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What are the defining characteristics of each 

hat? How do you know you’re wearing that hat?

Think about the way you talk, dress, use your 
body language, and treat others. 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

To wear the right hat, students need to be able to:

• Define the hats they wear
• Monitor if they are wearing the right hat at the 

right moment

• Shift hats when necessary. 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

Think of a time when you wore the wrong hat.

What happened? 

How could wearing the right hat have helped? 

What could you have done differently? 

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5
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Sometimes, when a student is getting in trouble, 
they may be wearing the wrong hat. 

Their behavior would be appropriate in another 
context, but it is not appropriate in the current 
context. 

How do we help them wear the right hat at the 
right time?

What Hat Am I Wearing?

Lesson 7.5

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAM

Wrapping Up
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Let's Reflect!

What do you think of the activities today? What did you like 

or not like about them? When and where could you 
implement them?

Remember to help students:

• Understand their strengths and challenges
• Reflect on their performance

• Make plans for next time
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Questions? 
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THANK YOU!

Questions, comments, concerns?

Michael Greschler
mgreschler@researchild.org
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