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Generic Core Assessment - Executive Function Assessment 
Executive Function (EF) Skills are generally viewed as three core skills, all of which are fundamental for an individual to be an effective learner. These are: Working Memory (being able to hold information in mind and while using or manipulating the information, such as in mental maths; working memory is also important for supporting inhibitory control);  Cognitive Flexibility (ability to change perspectives or approaches to a problem;  and, flexibly adjusting to new demands, priorities, or rules, such as when switching between tasks); and Inhibitory Control (being able to ignore (internal and external) distractions in order to maintain focus; and being able to inhibit impulses and control of one’s behaviour, which is important to regulate emotions).  These core executive functions underpin higher level executive skills such as reasoning, problem solving, planning and organising (Diamond, 2013)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Diamond, A. (2013). Executive functions. Annual review of psychology, 64, 135-168.] 

Difficulties with EF skills can lead to children displaying behaviour that can be misinterpreted, e.g. as disruptive behaviour.   For example, children who have difficulty staying on task may experience working memory difficulties;  children who shout out in class, may struggle with inhibitory control; and children who become upset in the face of being told ‘No’ may have difficulties in the area of cognitive flexibility.  Therefore, it is important to unpick behaviour in relation to EF in order that relevant strategies can be used to support the young person.


	Assessment name
	What is it?
	How it works
	What it can tell you

	Executive Function (EF) Assessment[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This questionnaire is meant as a simple brief assessment of key EF skills;  for in-depth EF assessment we would recommend the use of standardised assessments such as the BRIEF (Behaviour rating inventory of executive function) https://www.parinc.com/products/pkey/24

] 

	A questionnaire to help you assess a young person’s skills across the three key EF areas of working memory, inhibitory control and cognitive flexibility. 

The assessment compliments information gathered in the Initial Concerns assessment.  
 
	Answer each item by circling either yes or no.  Consider your responses by following the analysis guidance at the end of the questionnaire.   

Consider picking three key priority items to support the young person in developing and refer to the strategy recommendations at the end of the document for ideas. 

	It can help you identify key executive function areas for which the young person may need support to develop in order that they can better access learning activities.        







	Child/YP:    
	


	Date completed:  
	

	School:
	
	Completed by (staff name):  
	




	WORKING MEMORY

	Does the young person often appear to not pay attention to classroom instructions/task directions?

	Yes/No

	Does the young person find it difficult to follow 2 (or more)-step instructions? Or ask to have instructions repeated?
	Yes/No

	Does the young person require frequent adult prompting to stay on task?
	Yes/No

	Does the young person forget what they are doing halfway through a task?
	Yes/No

	If sent to collect something from another classroom would the young person forget what they have been sent for?
	Yes/No

	Is the young person slow to process information, e.g. do they take time to think of a response
	Yes/No

	Does the young person struggle to remember things? And/or bring necessary materials to, from and about school, such as permission slips, homework, PE kit, lunch money, coat etc. 
	Yes/No

	COGNITIVE FLEXIBILITY

	Does the young person struggle to generalise learning to new situations? 
	Yes/No

	Does the young person struggle to switch tasks/activities?
	Yes/No

	Does the young person get upset in response to the unexpected?  (e.g. changes in routines, being told ‘No’, disappointments)
	Yes/No

	Does the young person find it difficult to come up with alternative ways of solving a problem, or get stuck on one way of solving a problem?
	Yes/No

	(Task initiation) Does the young person require prompts to begin a task/activity even when they appear interested by the task/activity?
	Yes/No

	(Task initiation) Is the young person slow to respond to instructions to get started on tasks?

	   Yes/No

	INHIBITORY CONTROL

	[bookmark: _GoBack](SA)* Does the young person struggle to maintain attention on task, or lose focus?
	Yes/No

	(SA) Does the young person talk irrelevantly in the middle of working on a discrete task, such as a test?
	Yes/No

	(SA) Is the young person often drawn off tasks by small distractions (e.g. external:  sights and sounds, or internal:  thoughts, daydreams)
	Yes/No

	(SA) Does the young person tend to need to be reminded to get back to work?

	Yes/No

	(RI)* Does the young person get up from their seat to retrieve items (e.g. sharpener) even when they have been told not to?
	Yes/No

	(RI) Does the young person tend to talk over peers when offering responses in teacher-directed activity?
	Yes/No

	(RI) Does the young person find it difficult to wait their turn?
	Yes/No

	(RI) Does the young person often gives a quick answer and then change it?
	Yes/No

	(RI) Does the young person shout answers out, or blurt out inappropriate comments?
	Yes/No

	(RI) Does the young person struggle to stop what they are doing when asked?
	Yes/No


*SA = Sustained attention; RI = response inhibition

Analysis of Executive Function Assessment Results
Review the number of ‘Yes’ answers for each item. Several ‘Yes’ answers may indicate a specific difficulty in the corresponding EF area.  Consider if the area of difficulty interferes with the student’s access to learning and support the young person’s development accordingly:  suggested strategies for each area are given below. 

N.B.   If the child is showing difficulties across multiple areas of the ‘cognitive flexibility’ section, AND shows difficulties with social communication and social interaction, contact the ASD team for advice:  email AutismTeam@nottinghamcity.gov.uk  or call  0115 876 5311


Suggested strategies
	Working Memory 

Working memory refers to an individual’s ability to hold information in mind and then mentally manipulate it. Therefore, working memory is central to all tasks that involve making sense of anything that unfolds over time (e.g. relating what happened earlier, even if that is just 5 seconds ago, with what happened now). 

Working memory is critical to the understanding of language, such as through reading, listening, following instructions.
	· Provide CYP extra time to process information in the classroom situation.
· Chunk instructions to the task / provide step by step instructions that are one part.
· At the end of an activity or learning sessions, the student may benefit from a brief review about what has just been completed.  It need only take a few minutes, which can help the CYP retain the information in long term memory as well as make associations and links between ideas, reflect on and absorb what they have just learned. 
· Teach CYP to use pictures or drawings to remind herself/himself of things. The main thing is to make it fun.
· Make the task less demanding: Reduce the amount of information the student will have to remember (freeing up processing space).  Make it more meaningful/familiar (allowing the student to rely on what she already knows to free up space).  Break down tasks to make them simpler.
· Repeat information – repeat what is important – either you or someone else in the class (e.g. a partner).
· Use memory aids – wall charts, writing frames, word lists, counters, abacus …. Anything that takes the load off the student.
· Help the student help themselves – encourage the student to self-monitor how they’re doing …let them know it’s ‘Ok’ to forget.  Encourage the use of strategies like rehearsal (repeating something over and over in your head) and asking for help.



	Cognitive Flexibility
The ability to revise plans in the face of new obstacles, setbacks, new information on the mistakes. It relates to an adaptability to changing conditions, and also includes being able to apply learning from one setting to another setting. 

Students with difficulties and flexibility may find it difficult to accept change e.g. find it hard to cope and have a supply teacher.  Successful use of this skill includes: 
· Being able to problem solve and go with the flow and plans have to change
· Recovering quickly from a disappointment e.g. a school trip being postponed









	· Use of social stories to address situations where the child is predictably inflexible. For more information see www.thegraycentre.org
· Give children choices to help the feel in control
· Use visual timetables
· Model adapting to change
· Give children advance warning when things are going to change; provide advance warning of what is coming next
· Reduce the novelty of the situation by not introducing a lot of change all at once
· Keep to schedules and routines where possible
· Give the child a script for handling the situation, and rehearse the situation in advance
· Reduce the complexity of the task – break tasks down to one step at a time
· Teach self-talk techniques through modelling, narration
· Scaffold collaborative learning tasks

 ‘flexible’ thinking skills may be enhanced through: 
· taking part in Organised sport; team sport
· Logic & reasoning games & puzzles
· Dancing
· Chess
· Learn musical instrument
· Theatre/Drama
· Post-task review and analysis

Task Initiation Strategies
· Have equipment ready for the children before the start of a task.
· Give children rewards.
· Model starting tasks, praise a child that has already started the task as an example.
· Use of timers.
· Use of ‘ready, steady, go’.
· Give verbal and visual cues.
· Helping the child with the first part of the task to get them started.
· Have the child specify when they will start the task (e.g. homework) or decide how they will be cued to start.
· Break overwhelming tasks into smaller more manageable pieces.




	Inhibitory Control


Sustained Attention
The capacity to keep paying attention to a situation or task in spite of distractibility, fatigue or boredom. Children with difficulties in this area may flit from task to task, or get easily distracted and find it hard to focus on e.g. written work. Examples of where sustained attention is used successfully include: 


Response inhibition
Response inhibition is the capacity to be able to think before acting or to resistant being distracted by stimuli in our environment that is not relevant to the task in hand (‘interference control’).  This ability enables us to resist the urge to say or do something and gives time to evaluate the situation and the impact of our behaviour on it, it also helps us to remain focussed on task.  Inhibitory control plays an important role in early cognitive development and can predict school achievement in mathematics and reading. 
	Sustained Attention Strategies
· The use of visual timers and countdown clocks. 
· Using voice modulation and performances to keep children interested.
· Using praise for sustaining attention.
· Visual prompts.
· Talking partners.
· Using rewards – stamps/stickers/stars/showing work to head.
· Tasks where children really have to pay attention (e.g. where children have to take a turn reading part of the script)
· Tell children before the task that you will be asking them questions.
· Make increasing attention a gradual process,
· Make the task interesting.
· Give the child something to look forward to as soon as the task is finished.
· Break tasks downs – give children breaks.
· Choose the time of day carefully (difficult tasks when pupil is most alert).
Response inhibition strategies
· Help children learn to delay gratification by using formal waiting times for things he or she wants to have e.g. use of timers, first______ then_______
· Use visible means to mark the progress such as a graph a sticker chart, or tokens. 
· Find ways to cue the child to control impulses (e.g. “before going out to break which behaviour only working on?”) And then reward the child for showing self-control.
· Prepare the child for situations that require impulse control, by reviewing them in advance, e.g. ask “what will you do if lots of children are waiting to have a turn on the computer?”
· Ignore the behaviour of children who are having difficulty inhibiting it and praise the children who are showing response inhibition.
· Model skills for the children by inhibiting your own responses
· Think about where you position children in situations where they may have difficulty inhibiting responses (e.g. on the carpet).
· Use of visual forms as reminders to children (e.g. flashcards)
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