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About The GWA Counseling Team
Anjanae Merida - School Counselor

Helps with counseling needs, regularly 
teaches social and emotional skills in 
the classroom, helps families with needs 
and finding solutions

Brynn Bell - School Social Worker

Mental health therapy, individual and 
small group therapy, connecting families 
to resources



What Does Counseling Look Like at School
Evaluations - Not here to diagnose, Identify Barriers, Focus 
on finding solutions

Individual counseling - brief, weekly meetings to address a 
student’s individual needs (What is getting in the way of 
focus, learning, comfort, and success here at school?)

Group counseling - small groups of same-age peers working 
together on similar barriers to find solutions and learn 
skills

Social and Emotional Learning - weekly whole-class 
instruction on social and emotional skills



Executive 
Functioning 

Skills



What Are They?
● Organization - order, 

sort, keep track
● Planning - what next, 

what tomorrow, what do I 
need

● Self-Monitoring - 
mind-body connection, 
awareness

● Transitioning - stop and 
shift

● Controlling emotions - 
labeling, expressing



Cont...
● Initiating - get 

started, prioritize
● Inhibition - stop and 

think, impulse control, 
filter

● Working Memory - to do 
list, assignment 
deadlines

● Task Break Down - steps, 
sequencing



How Can 
Caregivers Help?



Assess Your Own EF Skills. Model Daily Executive Functioning. Get Help and Support.



TIPS At Home
Meet the Child Where They are At
What they are doing now, go from there
Not what you think they should be able

Too Little or Too Much Support
Too little - not supervising, 
prompting, supporting
Too much - rescuing, doing for, making 
excuses

Keep an Open Mind
Child may behave better at school. The 
environment may be structured in a way 
that works well for your child. Apply 
to home environment.



Take time to teach the “WHY”. 

Don’t assume that your child understands why these things are 
important or knows the benefits of executive functioning.



Teach Executive Functioning Skills
❖  Don’t rescue

➢ Allow learning from 
mistakes

➢ Allow natural consequences
➢ Allow discomfort
➢ Don’t teach fear, but 

rather familiarity with 
discomfort, frustration, 
challenge

➢ Teach perseverance and 
effort

❖ Directly Teach and Practice 
➢ Label the executive 

functioning skill and 
directly and intentionally 
teach and practice it.

Ex. Waiting can be hard. We are 
going to work on waiting. I am 
going to set a timer and you are 
going to practice waiting. When 
the timer goes off and you have 
calmly waited, you get...



Teach Executive Functioning Skills, Cont...
❖ Use visuals

➢ Less language processing 
required

➢ Quicker and easier for 
brain to process 

➢ Builds independence
➢ Fades out caregiver
➢ Put where they can see it
➢ Make copies, different 

locations
➢ Copy on phone for older 

kids
➢ Use clipart or real photos

❖ For close-ended tasks
➢ Have clear start and clear 

end/completion criteria
➢ Use checklist or permanent 

product or photo (“Show me when 
it’s completed”)

❖ For open-ended tasks
➢ Use timer 
➢ Use music (“When the song is 

over…”)
➢ Use visual form of measurement 

(Add legos to a build, move game 
piece on board, color in square 
on BINGO, part of dot to dot, put 
a piece in the puzzle)











Teach Executive Functioning Skills
❖ Break down the task

➢ Create steps
➢ Help them memorize or 

create checklist
➢ Provide visual prompts
➢ Take pictures of completed 

outcome for future 
expectation

➢ Fade out prompting from 
caregiver (“Go look at 
checklist”, “Is everything 
on the list cone?”, “Does 
it look like the picture?”



EXAMPLES OF VISUAL SCHEDULES



marymarthamama.com

sunnydayfamily.com

EXAMPLES OF VISUAL CHECKLISTS



MORE EXAMPLES OF CHECKLISTS



EXAMPLES OF VISUAL TASK LISTS



Helpful Apps
·         Choiceworks (iOS). Provides a platform for kids 
who need help with executive functioning to explore 
topics such as schedules, waiting, and feelings using 
pictures, checklists, storyboards, and more.

·         Choiceworks Calendar (iOS). This app is both 
visual and auditory. It provides a concrete way of 
displaying the abstract concept of time.

·         Learnme Calendar (iOS). Helps kids understand 
basic calendar concepts such as today, yesterday, and 
tomorrow with fun games and activities.

·         Morning Kids (iOS). This interactive app helps kids 
with their morning routines and helps create a positive 
atmosphere for kids who struggle with getting ready for 
their days. 

·         First Then Visual Schedule (iOS). This app offers kids 
a visual schedule using their own photos to personalize a 
daily routine or the steps needed to complete an activity.

·         Calm Counter – Social Story and Anger Management 
Tool (iOS). Helps kids process and identify their emotions 
through visual cues.

·         My Video Schedule (iOS). Includes a library of photos 
and videos of activities such as brushing teeth, eating 
breakfast, getting on a school bus, going to the grocery 
store, and more.

·         MyHomework (iOS, Android). Ages 6 and up 
recommended. Helps with scheduling, calendar, homework 
organization, making lists

·         Boximize (iOS) Recommended ages: 10 and up. Helps 
with creating lists, note-taking, organizing events

·         Wunderlist (iOS, Android) Recommended ages: 8 and 
up. Helps with managing tasks, making lists, tracking 
deadlines/assignments, can share with caregiver’s phone

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/choiceworks
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/choiceworks-calendar/id791053105?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/learnme-calendar/id526418288?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/morning-kids/id593641771?mt=8
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/first-then-visual-schedule/id355527801?mt=8&ign-mpt=uo%3D4
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/calm-counter-social-story-anger-management-tool
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/calm-counter-social-story-anger-management-tool
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/app-reviews/my-video-schedule


More Ideas to Help Teach Skills
Video Modeling - Video your 
child modeling completion or 
success in task, then show them 
the video before they start. Or 
use YouTube/online video to have 
a child model the task first.

Social Stories - Very brief 
narrative of successful skill 
with pictures written in 1st 
person. Review the social story 
and then practice the task.



More Ideas to Help Teach Skills
Keep a daily routine. Be 
predictable. Prepare a child 
for what is coming.

Challenge perception errors 
(“Scale of 1-10 how hard...?”)

Use carpool time; maybe stay in 
car if transitions are too 
difficult

Games - Play UNO or Hangman or 
build Legos with work required 
before each move

Speaking of games… a lot of board/card 
games and chess help build planning, 
waiting, working memory, focus, 
attention, perseverance, and impulse 
control skills

Praise effort. Focus on work, dedication 
to the task, and effort...not final 
product or performance.

Intersperse easy and hard tasks
★ Rotate work and break
★ Rotate already acquired skills with 

still-learning skills
★ Rotate preferred and non-preferred 

Use Breaks: 1 song, 1 short YouTube 
video, 1 small snack, 1 Pokemon card 
discussion, 5 minutes on game/TV, 
obstacle course, 2 tricks on the tramp, 5 
minutes with your phone/pet/sketch book



Help with Transitions 
Jumping from preferred to non-preferred is difficult. 

Structure transitions to have a “step-down” sequence.

High-prefered to semi-preferred to less-preferred. 

Example: Let’s turn off the video game, then go in your room 
and we can spend 5 minutes looking up Roblox skins and then 
we need to start on cleaning your bedroom.

Example: After your show, let’s choose your snack for 
tomorrow and put it in your backpack, then let’s clean out 
your backpack together



Flexibility
❖ Ways to Provide Choices

➢ Clipboards - Location
➢ Writing tools
➢ Music
➢ Snack
➢ Reinforcers - what do you 

want to earn?
➢ Order - what do you want to 

start with?
➢ Breaks - what do you want 

to do during your break?
➢ Scribe or Speak - tell me 

and I write, or I tell you 
and you write. Read it to 
me and I highlight or I 
read it and you highlight.

❖ Continued
➢ Do together or do alone and I 

check
➢ Race each other
➢ Caregiver or sibling help
➢ Get all done then long break 

or take breaks in between
➢ FaceTime with a friend and do 

together
➢ After school or in the morning 

before school
➢ What we can get done in this 

amount of time
➢ Adjusted amount/criteria
➢ Alternative activity (Ex. 

trace words in sand, shape 
words with pipe cleaner, 
rainbow write words, use dice 
for adding, use objects for 
math representation, use 
multiplication table)



Rewards and Reinforcement
Bribery vs Reinforcement

NOT THE SAME THING!

Bribery - child engaging in 
inappropriate/nonfunctional 
behavior is offered something 
to stop. Child sets criteria.

Reinforcement - child meeting 
pre-established requirements 
is rewarded. Adult sets 
criteria.

EXAMPLES - BRIBERY OR REINFORCEMENT:

“If you’ll stop screaming at me and 
throwing a fit, then you can just do 
half the problems.”

Child’s poor behavior      reward

“If you can remain calm and focused 
while completing half of the 
problems, then that’s all you’ll 
need to do today.”

Child’s meeting criteria      reward



Intrinsic Motivation - The reward is a feeling or social (not absent)

First Child Needs to 
Experience What Success 
/Achievement Feels Like

● Using reinforcement can 
build opportunity to begin 
valuing achievement/success

● Reinforcement can always be 
faded down/out (and/or 
requirements faded up)

● Reinforcement is natural and 
prepares for adult life

● Always pairing 
tangible/edible/activity 
rewards with praise build 
social motivation

● Reinforcement allows for 
variability to keep child 
motivated 

● Reinforce skill acquisition and 
fade out once easy/maintained 
(Ex. potty training)

● Reinforcement evolves with age



Recognizing Levels of Stimulation
Under-stimulated = restless, demanding, conflict-making, 
space-invading, unprovoked responses 

○ Get up to calm down. 
○ Barefoot on grass, outdoors, aerobic activity, cross midline, blow 

bubbles, jump tramp, swing, wrestle, push-ups against wall

Over-stimulated = tearful, irritable, aggressive, withdraw, 
anger, tune-out, refusal 

○ noise-reducing headphones, squishy ball, weighted blanket, bear 
hug/wrap, cushion pressure, wall press, trial and error to figure out 
what feels good for that child



Recognizing Levels of Stimulation
Under-stimulated = restless, demanding, conflict-making, 
space-invading, unprovoked responses 

○ Get up to calm down. 
○ Barefoot on grass, outdoors, aerobic activity, cross midline, blow 

bubbles, jump tramp, swing, wrestle, push-ups against wall

Over-stimulated = tearful, irritable, aggressive, withdraw, 
anger, tune-out, refusal 

○ noise-reducing headphones, squishy ball, weighted blanket, bear 
hug/wrap, cushion pressure, wall press, trial and error to figure out 
what feels good for that child

○ Simplify the environment, reduce “noise” on the walls, neutralize 
colors, reduce actual noise/distractions 

○ Is the brain processing the room or the learning material?



Fast Talk About ADHD
Very real disorder - Dopamine-deficient brain

Not motivated by ordinary, mild, intrinsic, long-term 

Not self-serving, lazy, irresponsible, incapable

Simply means that motivation requires higher level of Dopamine

Needs higher stimulation, stronger incentives, more immediate 
rewards, element of challenge, element of competition, 
something novel/new, something risky/extreme, immediately 
pleasurable (edible, tangible, music, movement



Hard Talk About ADHD
Untreated: among the most debilitating disorders to live with. 

Risks include academic, social, emotional problems in 
childhood. 

Adolescents that go untreated are at much higher risk to use 
drugs and alcohol to self-medicate, engage in risk-taking 
behavior, and engage in sexual activity. 

In adulthood, lower job performance, marital and family 
relationship issues, mental health problems, and decreased 
automobile safety. 



Evaluation is Important-Not every child with these has ADHD
● Motor hyperactivity
● Fast/constant speech
● Difficulty focusing
● Impulsive behavior
● Short attention span
● High stimulation needs
● Difficulty making/keeping friends
● Noise making/fidgeting
● Aggression; space-invading; lack of boundaries
● Daydreaming; “checking out”
● Overfocus on the wrong thing at the wrong time

If several of these, across differing environments, maybe evaluation by a professional 
would be appropriate



Evaluation does not always = Diagnosis
● Evaluation for any diagnosis should include formal testing, 

measurement tools/ screener, parent interview - not just a 
discussion or short observation

● Not really: labeled or not labeled. 
It’s typically: labeled by peers or labeled by professionals
(Peer labels are often inaccurate, unkind, inappropriate, and somewhat lasting)

● Sometimes diagnosis removes blame from the child, parents, 
caregivers, and teachers and allows for productive collaboration, 
agreement, intervention, possible natural remedies, and helpful 
knowledge about the child and how their brain learns

Diagnosis does not always = Medication



Every Child Can 
Benefit From 
Working on 

Executive 
Functioning 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND DEDICATION IN COMING TO PARENT NIGHT!


