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Agenda

- What is executive function?

- EF and writing 

- Understanding EF challenges

- Best practices for teaching EF strategies

- BOTEC outlining strategy

- Q&A

© RESEARCHILD, 2021  | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711 

RESEARCH INSTITUTE FOR LEARNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT

The Research Institute for Learning 
and Development, (ResearchILD) 

is a 501(c)3 non-profit 

organization committed to 
changing the lives of children, 

adolescents, and young adults 

with learning differences and 

executive function challenges. 
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Lynn Meltzer, Ph.D.
President and Director of the Institutes for 
Learning and Development (ResearchILD 
and ILD) in Lexington, MA.

Books include: Promoting Executive Function 
in the Classroom, 2010, The Power of Peers in 
the Classroom: Enhancing Learning and 

Social Skills, 2015, co-edited with Karen 
Harris, and the 2nd edition of her book, 
Executive Function in Education: From 
Theory to Practice.

BACKGROUND AND HISTORY
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…a research-based strategy instruction 
curriculum that promotes LIFELONG 
strategic and self-aware learning

 

MOTIVATON

STRATEGIES

AWARENESS

RESILIENCE

TALENTS

SUCCESS

WHAT IS SMARTS?
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ANNOUNCING... SMARTS@HOME!

SMARTS@HOME is a collection of activities designed to 
help support students' executive function needs outside 
of school.
\

Working together, adults and children develop self-
understanding and strategies to tackle any EF challenge, 
from time management to organizing to thinking flexibly.

SMARTS@Home is engaging, challenging, and a whole lot of 
fun!
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What is executive function?
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Organizing: 

Categorizing 
and sorting 
information Goal 

Setting: 

Working 
towards 
desired 

outcomes 

Shifting 
flexibly:

Looking 
again in a 
brand-new 

way 

Remembering
/Accessing 

working 
memory:

Juggling 
information in 

the brain 

Self-
checking:

Recognizing 
one’s most 
common 
mistakes 

Elements of Executive Function
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Executive function is crucial for success in school.

We see it every day!

Let’s develop our own definition of EF
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For each round, enter 3-5 academic tasks that you 

feel heavily rely on this EF area. 

You only have 30 seconds for each area, so think

quickly!
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Executive 
Function 

Strategies

Metacognition

Motivation/EffortSelf-Concept
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Executive function processes are adult superpowers!

Think about the role EF plays in your day-to-day life-we couldn’t live 
without it!
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WHAT IS EXECUTIVE FUNCTION?

Executive function processes are adult superpowers!

Strong EF predicts a more successful, happy, 
and healthy life… as well as greater success in 
school from preschool through university.”

(Diamond, 2016)
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Key Takeaway

Executive function is the key to successful learning.

EF demands are an everyday thing; they take place in 

and out of academics.

EF and self-understanding are linked.

There is nothing magical about it; you can see EF 

happening! (Or not happening).
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Executive function and writing
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Is EF a part of writing? Yes! But… 

Writing instruction often targets skills that 
do not address EF  and EF strategies are 
not always explicitly part of writing 
instruction. 

This is especially a problem when it comes 
to teaching fundamental writing skills. 
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Components of Basic Writing Skills

• Handwriting

• Spelling

• Keyboarding

• Capitalization

• Punctuation

• Sentence Construction

Effective Writing Instruction | Improving Adult 

Literacy Instruction: Developing Reading and Writing 

| The National Academies Press
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Successful writers must be able to shift 
between basic writing skills, specialized 
writing knowledges, and the various steps 
of the writing stages. 

Executive function is essential!
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Effective Writing Instruction | Improving Adult Literacy Instruction: 
Developing Reading and Writing | The National Academies Press
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Key Takeaway

Successful writing relies heavily on engaging with EF.

EF instruction is not typically part of the early writing 

instruction, but it should be! 

Writing instruction must teach EF strategies explicitly, 

even in the earliest grades. 

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAM

Understanding EF challenges
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They may be smart…

…but they get stuck. 
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CLOGGED FUNNEL
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What should our 

students be able to 

do independently?

With guidance and 

support? 

What is beyond their 

current abilities?

3. Can do 
independently

2. Can do 
with support

1. Can’t do 
yet
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As students get older, 

expectations of 

independence go up 
and up. 

Does this work for all 

students? Why or why 
not? 

3. Can do 
independently

2. Can do 
with support

1. Can’t do 
yet
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Executive function processes are both biological and 

developmental and are associated with the contexts 

in which children develop.

DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF
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DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF

There are brain-based reasons why some students 

struggle with executive function.

-  Learning or attention challenge

  (e.g., ADHD, SLD)
-   Exposure to trauma

-  Fetal alcohol syndrome

© RESEARCHILD, 2023  | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711 

DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF

For all students, EF abilities will improve as they 

develop and mature.
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Developmental Factors:

DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF
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Contextual Factors:
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Basic Writing Skills: Learning to Spell
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Mid-Level Writing Tasks: Mastering Writing Rules
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Upper-Level Writing: Analysis and Critical Thinking
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When EF demands are matched by EF strategies, 

students develop the EF abilities they need to be 

successful.

To support EF across the grade levels, we need to teach 

strategies that meet the demands placed on students in 

their classrooms!

DEVELOPMENTAL ASPECTS OF EF
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Explicit instruction, repeated practice, and reflection 

are the keys to improving EF
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Key Takeaway

Struggles with writing tasks are often related to EF 

challenges (aka “clogged funnels”)

When understanding clogged funnels, it’s important to 

look at the context. 

By matching demands with EF strategies, we create 
contexts that promote success. 

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAMEXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAM

Best Practices for EF Strategy Instruction
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TEACHING EF

Extensions
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Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

Learning Objectives

✓ Sort and categorize information into groups 

✓ Recognizing sorting and categorizing as a 

brainstorming strategy

✓ Use the BOTEC strategy to create organized 

paragraphs or essays
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EF ACTIVATORS 

Use activators that engage students and help them understand the 
point of strategy use.
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EFFECTIVE ACTIVATORS

An effective activator is:

-Engaging (not just fun!)

-Non-threatening

-Connects to students’ lives

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Whose Pocket?

What are some things that you might find in 

someone’s pocket? 

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

Whose Pocket?
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Whose Pocket?

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes

© RESEARCHILD, 2021 | WWW.RESEARCHILD.ORG | 4 MILITIA DRIVE, SUITE 20 | LEXINGTON, MA 02421 | 781-861-3711 

Whose Pocket?

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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GUIDED INSTRUCTION

Model how to use the 
strategy successfully. 
Explicit instruction is 
crucial.
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GUIDED INSTRUCTION

Effective Guided Instruction:

-Shows what success looks like

-Breaks down the steps

-Uses multiple formats (auditory, 

visual, etc.)

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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BOTEC

Sorting and categorizing 

information makes it more USEFUL.

How can sorting and categorizing 
information help with our 

WRITING?  

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1
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BOTEC

Brainstorm

Organize

Topic Sentence

Evidence (or examples)

Conclusion

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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SUMMER

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

BOTEC: Brainstorm

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Category #1: _________ Category #2: _________ Category #3: _________

•  •  •  

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

BOTEC: Organize
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BOTEC: Topic Sentence

Families can spend lots of time outdoors 

during the summer.

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

BOTEC: Evidence (or examples)

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

BOTEC: Conclusion

Summer is my favorite season because I 

can take a break from schoolwork, 
spend lots of time outdoors, and go on 

vacation with my family.
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INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

Independent practice 
provides students with the 
opportunity to apply the 
strategy they are learning 
in a controlled context.
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INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

Effective Independent Practice:

-Targets the strategy they are 

learning

-Is appropriately challenging

-Integrates scaffolds

-Uses multiple formats (auditory, 

visual, etc.) as needed

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Independent Practice

Module 3

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1
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Your Turn!
Brainstorm

Organize

Topic Sentence

Evidence (or 

examples)

Conclusion

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

Lesson 5.1

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Possible prompts:

Sorting & Categorizing Using BOTEC

• What are the best toppings for a pizza? 

• Who is going to win the Super Bowl?

• Which decade had the best clothes?

• What is the best snack food? 

• What is the best pet to have?

• Come up with your own!
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REFLECTION

Reflection allows students 
to review how well the 
strategy worked. This step 
is crucial to long term 
growth in EF!
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REFLECTION

Effective Reflection:

-Helps students understand their 

strengths and challenges

-Gives them a chance to assess 

their performance

-Asks them how they want to 

adjust their behavior in the future
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TEACHING EF

Extensions
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STRATEGY EXTENSIONS

Extensions are short (15-30 min.) activities that 
teach executive function strategies in the context 
of day-to-day class activities.
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STRATEGY EXTENSIONS

A good extension is:

-Short (15-30 min)

-Useful (easily applied)

-Adaptable (can be adjusted to various teachers’ styles)

-Integrated (fits into the day-to-day rhythm of the classroom
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Extension ideas:
• Create a ‘junk drawer’ filled with miscellaneous objects. How many 

ways can they sort the objects? CHALLENGE them to expand the 
number of categories they come up with.

• Play games that involve sorting and categorizing (e.g., Scattergories, 
Clustergories, 20 Questions, Guess Who, Code Names, or Set). Ask 
students to explain their strategies after each round.

• Have students review the errors they made on homework and 
classwork. Ask them to sort their errors into categories.

• Make time for a short (e.g.,5 minutes) brainstorming session when you 
first assign a project so that students can generate different ideas for 
the project. 

I’m Wearing Your Shoes
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Let’s reflect

1. What do you think about this strategy?

2. When and where can you use it?

3. How would you need to modify this lesson 
for your students/grade level?

4. What questions do you have?

73

74

75

http://www.researchild.org
http://www.researchild.org
http://www.researchild.org


Michael Greschler, M.Ed.
© ResearchILD, 2023
www.smarts-ef.org; www.researchild.org 26

EXECUTIVE FUNCTION & MENTORING PROGRAM

Wrapping Up
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Let's Reflect!

What do you think of the activities today? What did you like 

or not like about them? When and where could you 
implement them?

Remember to help students:  

• Understand their strengths and challenges
• Reflect on their performance

• Make plans for next time
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Questions? 
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THANK YOU!

Questions, comments, concerns?

Michael Greschler
mgreschler@researchild.org
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