PEDIATRIC OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY
Executive Functioning
Remembering instructions, starting a task, switching gears when the plan changes, keeping a lid on big reactions — that's executive functioning. Here's what it is, how it develops, and how occupational therapy helps kids build these skills.

What Is Executive Functioning?
Executive functions are the mental skills that let a child manage their own thoughts, emotions, and actions in order to get things done. Think of them as the brain's air traffic control system — deciding what to focus on, holding a plan in mind, and adjusting course when something changes.
These skills develop gradually, from toddlerhood through the early twenties, with the biggest gains happening in the preschool and early elementary years. A certain amount of forgetfulness, impulsivity, or difficulty switching tasks is completely typical at every age.
Executive functioning isn't one single skill — it's a set of them working together. A child can be strong in one area, like remembering instructions, and still struggle in another, like managing frustration when a game doesn't go their way.
The skills involved: Working Memory, Self-Control, Flexible Thinking, Planning & Task Initiation, Attention, and Organization.
Three Core Executive Skills
Researchers generally group executive functioning into three foundational skills. Every other executive skill — planning, organizing, time management — is really some combination of these three working together.
1. Inhibitory Control
The ability to pause before reacting — resisting an impulse, a distraction, or a habitual response.
—  Blurts out answers or interrupts often
—  Struggles to wait for a turn
—  Big reactions to small frustrations
2. Working Memory
Holding information in mind and using it — like remembering a multi-step direction long enough to follow it.
—  Loses track partway through a task
—  Needs instructions repeated often
—  Forgets steps in a familiar routine
3. Cognitive Flexibility
Shifting attention or strategy when the situation changes, rather than getting stuck on one approach.
—  Melts down over small changes in plan
—  Rigid about rules or routines
—  Trouble seeing a problem another way

	Every child struggles with these sometimes — that's part of being a kid. It becomes worth a closer look when the struggle is consistently out of step with same-age peers and is getting in the way of school, friendships, or family life.


How It Shows Up at Different Ages
	Ages 3–5
	Ages 6–8
	Ages 9–11
	Ages 12+

	Following one- or two-step directions, waiting for a turn, calming down with help after a disappointment.
	Managing multi-step routines, starting homework without prompting, handling losing a game gracefully.
	Planning ahead for a project, organizing belongings, adjusting when a plan changes unexpectedly.
	Juggling multiple responsibilities, self-monitoring performance, managing time across longer deadlines.


How Occupational Therapy Helps
1. Observe & Assess
Standardized measures plus real-world observation of how your child plans, starts, and follows through on tasks.
2. Map the Skill Gaps
We identify which of the core skills — control, memory, flexibility — need the most support, and where they show up.
3. Skill-Building Activities
Games, routines, and real tasks that practice planning, sequencing, and self-monitoring in manageable steps.
4. Carry It Home
Visual schedules, checklists, and routines that transfer the skills built in session into home and classroom life.
Pediatric occupational therapists build executive skills the way any skill gets built — through repeated, structured practice, with just enough challenge and just enough support at each step. Over time, children can build greater independence with following directions, starting tasks independently, managing frustration, and adapting when plans change.

	Wondering if this sounds like your child?
A short conversation with one of our therapists can help you understand what you're seeing and what to do next.
▸  Fill out our initial intake form
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