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Introductions

 Who are you?

 Who am I?

 Who is this dog?
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WHAT WE WILL LEARN

 Describe the relationship between interest-based brain 
wiring, executive functions, and learning.

 Identify major executive functioning skills in common 
high-interest childhood activities.

 Explore ways to interact with children to enrich 
executive functioning skills using cooking, games, 
magic, crafts, animals, and literature.

 Discover “teachable moments” for executive functions 
in a wide variety of unique childhood interests. 

 Discuss ways to help children transfer new learning and 
skills from activities of high interest to less-preferred 
activities
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The ADHD Brain
It’s a matter of wiring
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The problem  

 Deficits in the reward and 
motivation centers of the ADHD 
brain

 Lower dopamine levels and 
fewer dopamine receptors

 Results in under-aroused, 
stimulation-seeking brain

 Most stuff isn’t as rewarding, 
fun, or interesting to the same 
level as it is for the 
neurotypical brain
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How to activate an under-aroused, 

dopamine-deficient brain 

 Stimulant medications

 Novelty

 Fear

 Anxiety

 Interest

 Strengths
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Stimulating the 

ADHD brain
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Fear, stress, and 

anxiety are 

ALMOST ALWAYS 

counterproductive
• Anxiety

• Depression

• Digestive problems

• Headaches

• Heart disease

• Sleep problems

• Weight gain

• Memory and concentration impairment
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Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence
Creativity
Humor
Hope 
Judgement
Curiosity
Zest
(www.viacharacter.org)

Flexibility
Metacognition
Planning
Prioritizing

(Smart but Scattered Guide to Success by 
Peg Dawson and Richard Guare)

Verbal
Conceptual
Kinesthetic
Intuitive
Emotional

(from Processing Styles by ADD Coach Academy)

Listening
Problem solving
Adapting recipes for food restrictions
Big picture planning

Photography

Tap dancing

Arts and crafts

Be in nature

Travel
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What does this mean?

 ADHD leaves us with an interest-based brain, not importance-based brain.

 My Test: Income Taxes

Diane                        vs.                         Neal

ADHD Neurotypical

Emotions: stress, fear, overwhelm Emotions: relief, productive, sense of 

accomplishment

Interests: follow the rules, don’t get 

in trouble

Interests: taking care of his family 

and his responsibilities

Strengths: organization Strengths: organization, self-

regulation, prioritization

Result: Pull all-nighter on April 13 

and Call Maureen on April 14

Result: Mail taxes on April 1
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An IMPORTANT note about 

BOREDOM

 Boredom can be toxic

 “AGITATED BOREDOM”

 A neurological problem, 

not a behavior problem
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Executive Functions
Getting things done with an activated brain
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What are Executive Functions?

 “The executive functions 

are a set of processes 

that all have to do with 

managing oneself and 

one's resources in order 

to achieve a goal.” 
(Cooper-Kahn & Dietzel, 2008.) 
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What are Executive Functions?

Manage Yourself

Self-Regulation

 Impulse control

 Use of social filter

 Self-monitoring behaviors

 Tolerance

 Delay of immediate gratification

 Establishing attention & filtering 

attention

Manage Your Resources

Mental Control

 Organizing time, materials, 

projects

 Prioritizing

 Attention shifting

 Informed decision making

 Use of Verbal & Non-Verbal 

Working Memory
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Teach the Language of 
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Meeting kids in their world
Activating the brain with interests, strengths, and positive emotions
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The ADVANTAGES of using play and activities 

to enhance executive functions

 Learn by doing

 Emotionally safe 

 Help normalize challenges

 Universal language of 

children

 Provide context and 

enhance episodic memory
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Unstructured Play
➢ Plan and experiment with problem 

solving

➢ Develop self-awareness

➢ Use executive functioning skills such 
as planning, organization, goal-
directed behavior, self-regulation, 
and focus 

To facilitate self-learning through 
unstructured play, adults can witness 
and reflect thoughts, body language, 
beliefs, and emotions.

During unstructured, child-directed play, children 
are able to explore their actual world through the 
toys and their imagination. Unstructured play 
provides opportunities for children to:
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o Self-regulation

o Sustained attention

o Filtering out distractions

o Task initiation

o Reading body language

o Social awareness

Going to the Dogs

According to the children’s book by Kathy 

Hooperman, All Dogs Have ADHD, making 

them the perfect subject for teaching 

executive functions such as:
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Self-regulation

Credit: Adapted from The Zones of 

Regulation by Leah Kuypers
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What’s Cooking?

 Requires the use of many 

executive functions

 Foresight, planning, prioritizing, 

and time management

 Includes a built-in, powerful 

reward: you get to eat something!
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Cooking requires having a vision, which 

is the basis of all good plans

 Backwards planning strengthens future-thinking

 Begin with the end

Photo credit: utahvalley360.com
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Credit: Adapted from material by 

Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen
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Arts and Crafts

 Opportunities to use foresight 

and planning

 Sensory experiences

 Connections with areas of 

interests

 Great for tactile, kinesthetic, 

and visual processing modalities

 Create anchors for new 

awareness
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Magic Moments

 Sense of control and accomplishment

 Highly engaging

 Lots of opportunities for practicing 

focus, working memory, and self-

awareness, and self-regulation
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Coin through the table

Credit: Howcast.com
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Game On!

 Games to practice virtually every 

executive function

 Use quick games

 Adapt how games are played

 Use games for calming and waking up 

brain
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By the Book

Through stories, children can:

 Know they are not alone in their 

challenges

 Identify with the struggles of 

characters

 Develop self-awareness

 Feel safe to explore new strategies
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Books about the Brain and ADHD
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Books about Self-Regulation
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Julia Cook Books
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Books about Pausing
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Other Books
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Generalizing to 

Other Situations
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“So, why did we make pizza?”



Activities provide opportunities to develop new contexts and 
schemas from which to draw upon in real-life situations.

 Always end an activity by 
reviewing the executive 
functions, strengths, and other 
skills the child used during the 
activity.

 Brainstorm other activities that 
might require similar strategies 
used in the activity.

 Choose a real-life activity to 
practice applying the new 
strategy.
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Use backward 
planning to 

make a pizza

Use backward 
planning to 
do a book 

report
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Use pause 
stragegy to 
play darts

Use pause 
strategy to 

walk 
quietly© 2018 Diane McLean/Odyssey Learning LLC



Use flexible 
thinking to 

follow Diane’s 
plan for 
coloring

Use flexible 
thinking to 

follow Dad’s 
plan for 
dinner
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Know the 

WHY
Purpose provides motivation
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For full-size handouts, 
executive function cards, or 
complete presentation, visit 
Diane’s website and download:

Diane’s website for 

Odyssey Learning LLC:

www.execskills.com
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Resources
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Games for Executive Functions

 The Adventures of Harley – planning, flexibility, organization (cooperative game) 

 AnimaLogic – Planning, prioritizing, flexible thinking, organization

 Blurt- self-regulation, metacognition

 Blokus - concentration, spatial thinking, self-regulation 

 Checkers - Planning and prioritizing; organization; task initiation; impulse control; 
flexible thinking 

 Chess - Planning and prioritizing; organization; task initiation; impulse control; flexible 
thinking 

 Diggity Dog – planning, memory, “Zones”*

 Distraction – attention, working memory; flexible thinking, emotional regulation 

 Don’t Break the Ice – self regulation, planning 

 Don’t Say It! - self-regulation, focus, metacognition

*Items tagged a “Zones” games are easily adapted to concepts in The Zones of Regulation by 
Lea Kuypers due to their color themes. 
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Games for Executive Functions

 Eyes of the Jungle – planning, flexibility, organization (cooperative game) 

 Flash - planning, time awareness, self-regulation 

 Forbidden Island – planning, strategy, and flexibility 

 Gobblet - encourages kids to employ strategic thinking and builds memory. 

 Guess Who – memory 

 Jenga - Self-monitoring; flexible thinking; impulse control 

 MindTrap - Flexible thinking 

 Pengaloo - memory and concentration game for younger kids 

 Pictionary – time management, flexible thinking

 Pixie Cubes - memory, spatial reasoning, concentration 

 Quiddler - Organization; flexible thinking; planning and prioritizing 

 Quoridor – planning, problem-solving
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Games for Executive Functions
 Rat A Tat Cat - reinforce visual-spatial skills and working memory 

 Rush Hour/Traffic Jam – planning, future thinking, goal directed persistence 

 Scatergories: The Card Game - time awareness, concentration, flexible thinking

 Scrabble – planning, organization 

 Set – shifting attention, sustained attention, working memory

 Snake Oil - Task initiation; flexible thinking; organization 

 Spot It! – focus, self-regulation

 Swish - spatial reasoning skills, concentration, impulse control! 

 Suspend - spatial reasoning, concentration, self-regulation, planning, future-thinking 

 Taboo – self-regulation, time awareness 

 Ticket To Ride - spatial planning, long term strategy, and self-regulation 

 TriBond Junior - flexible thinking and verbal organization 

 Trouble – planning, emotional regulation, “Zones” 

 Twister – self-regulation, planning, “Zones” 

 Uno – attention, flexibility, memory, “Zones”
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Children’s Books for Executive Functions
Planning/Problem Solving/Decision Making

 Annie’s Plan Jeanne Kraus

 The Book of Bad Ideas Laura Huliska-Beith

 Use Your head, Dear Aliki

Attention/Focus/Distractions

 Big Anthony Tomie dePaola

 Bunny Business Nancy Poydar

 Lilly’sPurple Plastic Purse Kevin Henkes

 Read to Tiger S.J. Fore

 Superflex Takes on Brain Eater Stephanie Madrigal/Michelle Garcia Winner

 This Morning Sam Went to Mars Nancy Carlson
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Children’s Books for Executive Functions

Working Memory

 Mr. Forgetful Roger Hargreaves

Organization/Time

 Get Organized Without Losing It Janet S. Fox

 Henry! You’re Late Again! Mary Evanson Bleckwehl

 The PROcrastinator Julia Cook

 It Was Just Right Here! Bryan Smith
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Children’s Books for Executive Functions
Self Regulation/Flexible Thinking

 A Handful of Quiet: Happiness in Four Pebbles Thich Nhat Hanh

 The Busy Beaver Nicholas Oldland

 Decibella and her 6-Inch Voice Julia Cook

 Hands Are Not for Hitting Martine Agassi

 Hands Off, Harry! Rosemary Wells

 I Just Don't Like the Sound of No! Julia Cook

 Interrupting Chicken David Ezra Stein

 It’s Hard to be A Verb Julia Cook

 It’s Hard to be Five Jamie Lee Curtis/Laura Cornell

 Mindful Monkey, Happy Panda Laurne Alderfer

 Moody Cow Meditates Kerry Lee MacLean

 Mrs. Gorski, I think I have the Wiggle Fidgets Barbara Esham

 My Day Is Ruined! Bryan Smith
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Children’s Books for Executive Functions
Self-Regulation (continued)

 No Ordinary Apple: A Story about Eating Mindfully Sara Marlowe

 Of Course It's a Big Deal Bryan Smith

 Peaceful Piggy Meditation Kerry Lee MacLean

 Personal Space Camp Julia Cook

 Silence Lemniscates

 Squirmy Wormy: How I Learned to Help Myself Lynda Farrington Wilson

 Tails Are Not for Pulling Elizabeth Verdick

 Think Before You Act Regina G. Burch

 Tiger-Tiger, is it True? Byron Katie and Hans Wilhelm

 What Were You Thinking?: Bryan Smith
Learning to Control Your Impulses

 Whole Body Listening Larry at School Elizabeth Sautter/Kristen Wilson

 Wiggle Doreen Cronin

 Words Are Not for Hurting Elizabeth Verdick

 The Worst Day of My Life Ever! Julia Cook

 Your Fantastic Elastic Brain JoAnn Deak
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