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ABOUT K12 ACADEMICS

The world’s largest
education resource.

Online since 2004, K12 Academics has helped millions of families, students and educators
find the right school, college, camp, business and program in their community —

for every kind of learner.

THE BRAIN'S MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Executive function is the set of mental skills that manage everything else — planning,
organizing, starting tasks, remembering, managing time, controlling impulses, and staying
flexible. When these lag, bright kids struggle in ways that look like “not trying.” This guide walks
ten steps to understand and build them.

General guidance. Executive-function differences are common and often overap with ADHD, autism,
and leaming differences. This guide Is educational; for significant or persistent struggles, work with your
child’s school and a professional.
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STEP 01 OF 10

What Executive Function Is

WHAT TO KNOW

Executive function is the brain's set of management skills: planning, organizing, starting tasks,

working memory, time management, impulse control, flexible thinking, and emotional regulation. They
coordinate everything else a student does.

BY THE NUMBERS

.

Management skills ~8 skills Develops slowly
the brain's CEQ planning toregulation intethe mid-20s

HOW TO HELP

See executive function as a set of skills that can be taught — not fixed traits — and identify which

specific ones are hard for your child.

GOOD TO KNOW

EF develops well into the mid-20s — so a 10-year-old with weak organization is developmentally normal,
just needing more support.
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a STEP 02 OF 10

Recognize the Challenges

WHAT TO KNOW

Weak executive function looks like forgetting assignments, losing things, trouble getting
started, poorsense of time, messy backpacks and lockers, and difficulty switching tasks —
despite good intelligence and real effort.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Forgetiul Trouble starting Time-blind
assignments & items theblank-page freeze "5 more minutes"

HOW TO HELP

Notice the pattern across settings — it's not about one subject or one bad week — and figure out

which EF skills are the sticking points.

GOOD TO KNOW
A capable kid who "just can't get organized” isn't careless — their management system is still developing.
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STEP 03 OF 10

Know It Isn’t Laziness

WHAT TO KNOW

Executive-function struggles are developmental, not character flaws. Kids with ADHD, autism, and
learning differences very often have EF challenges — and shaming rarely helps, while tools and
coaching do.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Not laziness Common overlap Coachable
a skills gap ADHD, autism, LDs tools + practice

HOW TO HELP

Reframe “won't” as "can’t yet" and respond with structure and skill-building instead of frustration

or punishment.

WATCH oUT
“Why can't you just remember?” doesn't build the skill — external tools and practice do.
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4 STEP 04 OF 10

Externalize Everything

WHAT TO KNOW

The master strategy: make the invisible visible. Move planning, time, and reminders out of the
child’s head and into checklists, calendars, timers, and visual schedules they can see.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Checklists Calendars Timers
for routines for what's due make time visible

HOW TO HELP

Build an external system — a family calendar, checklists, visible timers, and a launch-pad spot — so

the tools carry the load, not memory.

GOOD TO KNOW
Don't rely on a child with weak EF to "just remember” — externalizing isn't coddling, it's the actual fix.
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STEP 05 OF 10

Break Tasks Down

WHAT TO KNOW

Big tasks overwhelm a developing management system. Chunking — breaking work into small,
clear steps with an obvious first move — turns —impossible” into —doable.”

BY THE NUMBERS
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Chunk it Name step one One at a time
small clear steps reduce the freeze hide the pile

HOW TO HELP

Help your child break assignments into steps, identify the very first action, and work one chunk at

a time with breaks between.

GOOD TO KNOW
“Write your essay” paralyzes; "brainstorm three ideas” starts — always shrink the first step.

. K12 ACADEMICS — EXECUTIVE FUMCTION SKILLS BREAK TASKS DOWN o7



STEP 06 OF 10

Make Time Visible

WHAT TO KNOW

Many kids with EF challenges are "time-blind” — they can't feel how long things take or how much

time is left. Visual timers and time estimates make the abstract concrete.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Time-blindness Visual timers Estimate
real & commaon see it counting down then check reality

HOW TO HELP

Use visual timers, have your child estimate then compare how long tasks actually take, and build in

buffers for transitions.

GOOD TO KNOW
Add 10 minutes of buffer to every estimate — “time optimism” is a hallmark of weak EF.
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7 STEP 07 OF 10

Build Organization Systems

WHAT TO KNOW

Organization isn't a personality trait — it's a system. Simple, consistent structures for papers,
materials, and digital files remove the daily chaos that derails good intentions.

BY THE NUMBERS
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A home for everything Launch pad Keep it simple
papers, materials one spot for gear fewer steps stick

HOW TO HELP

Set up simple, consistent systems — a single homework folder, a launch pad by the door, a tidy

digital setup — and maintain them with your child.

GOOD TO KNOW
The best system is the simplest one your child will actually use — elaborate setups collapse.

. K12 ACADEMICS — EXECUTIVE FUMCTION SKILLS BUILD ORGANIZATION SYSTEMS

o8



o STEP 08 OF 10

Support Getting Started

WHAT TO KNOW

Task initiation — simply beginning — is often the single hardest EF skill. The gap between —lI
should” and —I"m doing it" can be huge, and it needs support, not nagging.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Starting is hardest Reduce friction Body doubling
the initiation gap sef up in advance start alongside them

HOW TO HELP

Lower the barrier to starting: set up materials in advance, use a start ritual or timer, and "body

double” (work alongside them) to get over the hump.

WATCH OoUT
MNagging “just start!” increases the freeze — a shared first minute breaks it far better.
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STEP 09 OF 10

Support Emotional Regulation

WHAT TO KNOW

Executive function includes managing emotions and impulses. Kids with EF challenges often have
big reactions and low frustration tolerance — and need co-regulation (a calm adult) before they can
self-regulate.

BY THE NUMBERS
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EF includes emotion Big reactions Co-regulate first
not just tasks low frustration tolerance then teach

HOW TO HELP

Stay calm and co-regulate — help your child settle before problem-solving — and teach regulation

strategies during calm moments, not melidowns.

WATCH OoUT
You can't reason with a dysregulated brain — connect and calm first, coach later.
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a STEP 10 OF 10

Scaffold, Then Fade

WHAT TO KNOW

The goal is independence over time. Provide heavy support at first, then gradually hand over
responsibility as skills grow — “scaffold, then fade” — celebrating each step toward doing it alone.

BY THE NUMBERS
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Support first Then release Celebrate growth
do it together hand over slowly independence builds

HOW TO HELP
Start by doing it with your child, then beside them, then checking in — deliberately transferring

ownership as they're ready.

GOOD TO KNOW

Removing support too fast causes faillure; never removing it prevents growth — fade gradually.
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QUICK REFERENCE

The Executive-Function Skills

The core skills that make up executive function — knowing which one is hard points to the right
support.

Planning & prioritizing
Mapping out steps, sequencing tasks, and deciding what matters most and first.

Organization

Keeping track of materials, papers, and information — physically and digitally.

Time management
Sensing how long things take, estimating, and using time well (weak = “time-blindness®).

Task initiation & working memory
Getting started, and holding information in mind while using it — the two biggest daily hurdles.

Flexibility & regulation

Shifting between tasks and expectations, and managing impulses and emotions.
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SKILLS THAT CAN BE BUILT

Find Your
Community.

Explore our ADHD, Attendance, and Special Education guides — among
1,297 free resources to help every leamer thrive.
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