
It’s a Brain Thing
PROVIDING COGNITIVE SUPPORT TO PEOPLE WITH 

FETAL ALCOHOL SPECTRUM DISORDERS



OBC’s Youtube Channel

When you see this logo, we have a 

video with more information! 

www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior



Goals of this Training
 Talk about the common skill deficits in people 

with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) 

and other developmental disabilities

 To empathize with people who struggle with 

certain cognitive skills

 To understand why common interventions help 

a person’s cognitive skills

 To provide new suggestions to support clients 

with cognitive skill deficits



“Our Interpretation Guides 
Our Intervention”

 When we reframe our way of thinking, it:

 Makes things easier emotionally

 It allows us to problem solve

 It helps the person to understand what is 

going on 

 It is more accurate than our “gut” feelings



“Our Interpretation Guides Our 

Intervention” (Continued)

 Research suggests that parents who 

understand the brain-based reasons for 

behaviors are more likely to:

 Use proactive strategies

 Feel more successful in their parenting 

The association between parental attributions of misbehavior and parenting practices in caregivers raising 

children with prenatal alcohol exposure: A mixed-methods study

Research in Developmental Disabilities, Volume 59, December 2016, Pages 255-267

Christie L.M. Petrenko, Mary E. Pandolfino, Rachael Roddenbery



Cognitive 

Support



What is Cognitive Support?

 Whenever you put a support in place with a specific

cognitive skill in mind, you are providing a cognitive 

support. 

 We do this by:

1. Understanding the various cognitive skills and how they work

2. Thinking ahead to anticipate potential cognitive skill challenges

3. Changing our approach/making a plan



Jealousy or…?

Traditional “Surface Level” 

Interpretations

 Sees sibling get attention, and wants 

attention for herself

 Doesn’t like seeing other people be 

successful, and so she escalates due 

to jealousy 

Cognitive Skill 

Interpretations

 Compliments are “out of nowhere”, 

and she struggles to adjust to 

unexpected events (Planning)

 She misinterprets compliments 

toward her siblings as negative 

statements against her (Perception)



Applying a Cognitive Support

Interpretation

Planning when 
something is 
unexpected 

(Skills 3, 4, 13) 

Cognitive Support

Tell her ahead of 
time

Is it working?

Less escalated



How We Change Behaviors Over Time 

 Make an interpretation (choose a cognitive skill)

 Change our approach or the environment

 Proactive Plans/Practice

 Prompt to Follow the Plan

 Re-Do the Plan

 Learn the skill



In other words: 

Successful practice builds skills: both cognitive and practical. 

If the person continually experiences stress or escalation, skills 

will not improve. 

We will talk about practicing more in a moment.



Understanding Cognitive Skills

 The more you learn about the skills, the 

easier the process gets

 The Oregon Behavior Consultation 

Cognitive Skills List can be a starting point 

for assessing and learning about skills



Processing/Receptive 

Communication Difficulties
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Fingerspelling
Is it easy to read fingerspelling?

 What would make it easier?

 Going slower (much slower!)

 Having it written out

 Using pictures instead of words



Receptive Communication 

Supports
 Talk slowly

 Use simple language

 Give time to process—the more time the better!

 Repeat what you said exactly the way you said it first

 Re-phrase only after repeating yourself once

 Use visuals!

 Avoid abstract questions—be specific 

 “What happened at school today?” vs. “What happened in Mrs. Smith’s class today?”



2-Minute People in a 10-Second 

World

Based on activity by FAT City Workshop



Perception and Memory Distortions





Perception & Memory Distortions/Lying

Lying

Impulsive Answer to a 
Question

Filling in the Blank

Confabulation

Cognitive/Memory 
Distortion

Which Takes the Most Brain Power?



Perception 

and Memory 

Supports

 Slow down/give time to 

process

 Check in throughout the day

 Use visuals!

 Use other organization tools

 Focus on the “next step” for 

larger projects



WHAT IS THE EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SYSTEM?

The “hub” of cognitive skills

Helps to connect past experience with current situations

Brings in information from various parts of the brain

Houses its own set of skills

It evolved after the more “primitive” areas of the brain



BRAIN DEPARTMENTS (PARTIAL) LIST

Other Areas:

• Limbic System

• Sensory System

• Cerebellum/Brainstem

• Communication Systems

• Motor Systems

• Visual systems 

• Memory

*Actually, it’s way more complicated than this!

Executive Functioning:

• Impulse Control

• Attention

• Planning

• Transitioning 

• Emotional Regulation

• Working Memory

• Inner speech



EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING “FUEL”
• Executive Functioning “fuel” and skills are a limited resource!

• The more that is being used, the less will be available later

• Fuel can be replenished during sleep and by eating 

something with glucose in it 

• When someone runs out of Executive Functioning Fuel, what 

happens?



FUEL AND BEHAVIORS

Things to keep in mind:

• How has the day gone?

• Are my expectations unreasonable? 

• How many skills are being required 

right now?

Lack of fuel or skills leads to:

• Frustration

• Agitation/escalation

•Overstimulation

• Anxiety



5. EMOTIONAL REGULATION
• Allows us to regulate stress without going into 

fight or flight

• Takes information from the limbic system and 

assesses the situation to respond 

appropriately 



5. EMOTIONAL REGULATION (CONTINUED)
• Decreases anxiety/rage/annoyances

• It demands immediate skill use: 

• Processing (23, 24, 28)

• Planning/Abstract Thought  (8, 9, 10)

• Memory (18, 19, 20)

• Adjusting (13 and 14)

• And more!



5. EMOTIONAL REGULATION COGNITIVE SUPPORT
• Conserve fuel by providing Cognitive Supports to 

other skills

• Give notice and make a plan!

• “In five minutes we are going to talk about something, and 

you are not in trouble!” 

• “This could be difficult for us to talk about, so let’s be ready 

to follow the plan if we start to get frustrated.” 

• Avoid talking in the moment!



WHY AVOID TALKING?

• People with an FASD and other 

neurobehavioral conditions often 

struggle with processing what is being 

said (16. Receptive Communication)

• Talking can distract the person from 

emotionally regulating

• Talking “invites” a response—and we 

don’t want them to respond

• Talking engages too many cognitive 

demands (e.g. planning)

Image from BC Open Textbooks; no changes made; Creative Common License 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



PRACTICE THE PLAN!

Whenever possible, we want to practice the 

plan

Practicing removes the need to use Abstract 

Thought, Planning, and various other skills

Physically practicing when movement is involved 

makes following the plan easier in the moment

Practicing allows the person to know what their 

caregivers will be doing (being quiet!) so that it 

is not a surprise in the moment

Practicing helps us, too! (Running away)



REMEMBER!

While it is good to have a plan and to 

practice the plan, the best way to address 

behavior is to avoid it in the first place, 

proactively.

We try to do this by thinking ahead, and 

using our knowledge of cognitive skills to 

provide specific support (Cognitive Support)

What could Jennifer

struggle with while she 

is at the community 

center today? 



1. AND 2. ATTENTION

What is attention? There is no simple 

answer. 

• Holding attention on one task/concept 

(1. and 2. Sustained Attention)

• Ignoring distractions (7. Selective 

Attention)

• Resisting impulses to do something else 

(11. Impulse Control)
Photo by André Karwath; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5



1. AND 2. ATTENTION

• Research suggests that when you 

pay attention, your Executive 

Functioning system is “syncing up” 

various parts of the brain to 

efficiently learn

• Holding our attention allows us to 

learn complicated things, as well 

as to make plans (8. and 9. 

Planning)



THE USUAL SUSPECTS

• Low Executive Functioning “fuel”

• Things moving too quickly

• Too much verbal communication

• Too many skills being demanded

• Neurology (FASD, being a kid)

• Mental health symptoms (ADHD, Anxiety, 

Depression, Reactive Attachment, etc.) 

• Sensory processing issues (overstimulation)



Cognitive Supports for Attention

Remember: supports have to boil down to more than “try harder”!

• Consider what is “blocking” attention

• Avoid talking! Instead, use visuals!

• Break things down into easy steps (think ahead!)

• Give lots of breaks and transition times

• Reinforce small periods of sustained attention

• Give specific time frames (e.g. “in five minutes you will be done”) 

• Provide visuals of expectations/time

• Understand the limits of the person’s attention 

• Some days just may not be good “focusing” days



7. SELECTIVE ATTENTION (IGNORING DISTRACTIONS)

• Selective attention allows you to process your environment and ignore/filter 

distractions that are not relevant to what you are doing

• We still do not know exactly how selective attention works

• Our brain will:

Processes 
all sensory 
information

Prioritizes 
what is 
needed

Assigns 
meaning

Starts 
cognitive 

tasks

Treisman’s Attenuation Theory







Cognitive Supports for 

7. Selective Attention

Remember: supports have to boil down to more than “try harder”!

• Provide all of the attention supports already mentioned

• Practice tasks that will be done in a noisy environment ahead of time

• Come up with a non-verbal signal that can redirect attention when needed

• Provide sensory supports (e.g. calming sensory input) throughout the routine

• Provide sensory modifications (e.g. ear plugs, calming music)

• Create an environment that is as distraction-free as possible

• Adjust expectations when environment is noisy



11. IMPULSE CONTROL 

• Remember, the EF system evolved 

after the “primitive brain”

• Impulse control is not natural, even 

though it may seem that way

• The EF system must “battle” the 

primitive brain to resist an impulse

• It takes fuel!

• Bop-It/screaming in the house



Cognitive Supports for 

11. Impulse Control
• Slow down!

• Adjust and/or clarify expectations

• Break things down

• Put visual reminders within sight

• Work on small periods of impulse control (e.g. hands to yourself for five minutes) and 

reinforce

• Remember, it may just take time (brain development) for improvements to be made

• Provide supervision if impulse control leads to dangerous or risky behavior

• Pre-plan and practice situations where you know the person will struggle with impulse control 

(e.g. going to the store, being approached by a stranger, being pressured into sex)



3. WORKING MEMORY

• Our ability to learn information and manipulate it “in the moment” 

• Has a “capacity” of about 7 variables (game of Simon)

Visuo-spatial Sketchpad

Phonological Loop

Episodic Buffer

Baddeley and Hitch's Model



Cognitive Supports for 

3. Working Memory

Remember: supports have to boil down to more than “try harder”!

• Slow things down/give time to think

• Visualize! Avoid too much verbal communication

• Provide proactive and reactive sensory supports

• Go over information again a few minutes/hours later 



8. AND 9. PLANNING

• Our brains are constantly making 

plans and adjusting plans

• For most of us, this seems natural—

but it’s a cognitive skill that you 

have practiced!

• Whenever something unexpected 

happens, our brains engage 

several cognitive skills to adjust, 

including planning (4. Transitioning)



4. TRANSITIONS

• Transitions include adapting to 

changes in what was expected

• They also include moving from one 

activity to another

• Familiar and expected transitions 

tend to be easier



Cognitive Supports for Planning and 

Transitioning

• Slow things down/give lots of thinking time

• Visualize! Avoid too much verbal communication (“notes”)

• Give appropriate notice when the plan has to change

• Figure out what they are expecting ahead of time, not in 

the moment

• When plans change, immediately “paint the picture” 

(compliment)

• Pre-plan and practice as much as possible!



COGNITIVE SUPPORT REVIEW

1) Think ahead

1) Consider the skills needed

2) The person’s ability

2) Provide a Cognitive Support 

1) Proactive Plan/Practice

2) Change the environment/avoid the situation 

3) Prompt to follow the plan, if needed

4) Reinforce following the plan



Final Thoughts

When caregivers interpret behaviors as 

being the result of struggling cognitive 

skills, we can start to think of solutions that 

take those skills into account

When we assume behaviors are 

intentional and willful, there is little we 

can do to proactively work around the 

skill. We may end up resorting to 

punishments or arguments.  



Final 

Thoughts

Research suggests that 

parents who understand 

the brain-based reasons 

for behaviors are more 

likely to use proactive 

strategies and feel more 

successful in their 

parenting 



www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior www.facebook.com/BeTheBrain

OregonBehavior.com


