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The Research:  Evidence suggests that cognitive or occupation-based interventions 

can support function and participation (American Occupational Therapy Association, 

2016) for children with EF difficulties.  Executive function (EF) is an overarching term 

that describes a complex set of processes that control and monitor actions in various 

life areas (Blair, 2016; Waldman-Levi & Steinmann Obermeyer, 2018) and coordinate 

goal-directed actions 

 

Evaluation: Tools to evaluate children with suspected EF difficulties include the 
Children’s Kitchen Task Assessment, the Do-Eat, the Preschool Executive Task 
Assessment, and  School Function Assessment.  Behavior ratings include the Behavior 
Rating Inventory of Executive Function, the Childhood Executive Functioning 
Inventory, and the Children’s Organizational Skills Scale. 
 
Intervention: The multicontext treatment approach is an intervention used for people 
with EF impairment. This approach gives the occupational therapist guidelines for 
treatment that facilitates strategy generation by the student, that can then be used 
across a wide range of meaningful activities so that skills can be generalized and 
improve functional performance (Toglia, 2018).  The multicontext treatment approach 
has the following key elements:  

● The meta-cognitive foundation includes anticipating challenges, a structured 
self-assessment,  mediation rather than fading cues, and journaling  

● The focus is on strategy generation and use  
●  Variability is built in, which allows for practicing skills in various contexts 
●  It uses relevant everyday activities to work on EF skills 

 

EF Domain  Definition Behaviors Impact on School  Role of OT 

Inhibition The ability 
to resist 

- Take a toy from 
someone. 

-Blurt out answer 
if teacher doesn’t 

-Practice mentally 
shifting by changing 



acting 
without 
thinking 

- Hit, bite, push. 
- Run in front of 
cars in parking lot 

call on them 
quickly 
-writing doesn’t 
contain structure 

activities gradually  
-Play “freeze game” 
- Use cues for 
stopping and then 
changing activities 

Working 
Memory 

The ability 
to hold, 
update, and 
manipulate 
information 
in one’s 
mind.  

-Can’t remember 
steps of directions. 
-Difficulty 
following a 
schedule. 

-Don’t remember 
everything needed 
for class  
-Can’t follow the 
steps for a science 
experiment 

-Teach student how 
to generate 
strategies to help 
remember (e.g., 
making a list, picture 
of how locker/desk 
should be organized, 
self-edit list, self-
talk) 

Cognitive 
Flexibility/
Shifting 

The ability 
to change 
plans or 
actions 
because of 
obstacles, 
new 
information, 
or mistakes 

-Have behavioral 
or emotional 
outbursts when 
faced with 
unanticipated 
changes 

-Can’t let go of an 
activity or thought 
to move on to the 
next 
-Have difficulty 
when switching 
classes and with 
substitute teachers  

-Provide cues and 
facilitate strategies 
to move on -Develop 
a rewards system  
- Create visual 
schedules 

Planning 
and 
Organizati
on 

Planning is 
the ability to 
make and 
execute 
plans. 
Organizatio
n is the 
ability to 
identify 
information 
to follow a 
plan and 
execute 
tasks  

 -Is often late -
Does not have all 
their materials 
- Difficulty 
following 
directions that are 
not written out 

-Does not hand in 
assignments on 
time 
- Can’t keep track 
of their 
belongings—locker 
is often a mess 
- Difficulty 
executing long-
term assignments 
- Goal neglect 
- Can’t follow 
system 

- Teach strategies 
like making and 
checking off a list 
and/or how to use a 
calendar effectively 
- Use color coding 
- Label materials -
Develop a visual 
system for 
organization 

Self-
Regulation/ 
Monitoring 

The ability 
to control 
emotions/be

-Can’t sit still for 
the duration of an 
activity -

-Not able to attend 
to instructions due 
to internal 

-Teach awareness of 
one’s body (e.g., fast 
or slow?) 



haviors/ 
actions so 
that goals 
can be 
achieved 
and tasks 
completed 

Touches/fidgets -
Stares off into 
space (“zone out”)  
-Emotional 
outbursts when 
limit is reached 
- Covers ears/eyes 
when over 
stimulated 

distractions -
Bouncing up and 
down on their seat 
- Can’t sit in a 
specific space on 
the carpet 

 -teach attention to 
breathing, pulse, etc. 
-Teach strategies to 
help “speed it up” or 
“slow it down” 
-   “How Does Your 
Engine Run” or 
Zones  program  

 


