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HELLO! PLEASE READ!

Hello Michigan Conference Attendees!

My model (and these slides) are still under 
development. Please do not share these slides with 
anyone else, as they are for your personal use only. 

Thank you for supporting Nate!
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COGNITIVE SUPPORTS 
FOR PEOPLE WITH FASDS:

NATE SHEETS, FASD BEHAVIOR CONSULTANT



POSITIVE TRAITS OF FASDs
People with FASDs can have a wide variety of 
talents, strengths, and positive traits!

• Good with animals
• Good speakers, expressers
• Good with younger kids
• Friendly
• Motivated to help others
• Successful in childcare, customer service, food services, 

and caregiving/social work
• Frequently artistically and musically talented Myles Himmelreich is a 

motivational speaker and 
mentor with an FASD.

www.MylesHimmelreich.com
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NATE’S PERSPECTIVE (SYSTEMS)

Systems try traditional approaches for FASD because people in those systems do not an understand 
the FASD brain, including: 

– Behaviors

– Cognitive Skill Strengths/Deficits

– Communication needs

– What works/what doesn’t

(or because FASD is not an acknowledged factor)

Getting systems to engage in FASD-centered approaches is hard because what works for FASD is 
unintuitive and requires a paradigm shift and ongoing understanding. It is not a quick, 2-hour training. 

If the system does not adapt, the person with FASD is at a high risk of displacement, abuse, 
exploitation, addiction, and increased challenging behaviors. 
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LACK OF SUPPORT CREATES STRESS

+ 

= 

5% of the 
population 

No systems 
support

STRESS!
Copyright Oregon Behavior 
Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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WHO GETS STRESSED?

Person with FASD
• Continually has behaviors misunderstood and punished in ineffective ways
• Continually held to too-high of expectations
• Loss of relationships due to misunderstanding and lack of support 

Families/Caregivers
• Do not know how to address behaviors
• Few resources during crises, including mental health crises
• Continual pushback, denial of how FASD impacts person’s behavior, caregiver fatigue

Professionals
• Not given effective tools or training for FASD
• Confusing when client seems to get it, but then doesn’t change
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THE LACK OF SUPPORT FOR THE #1 CAUSE OF 
DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY IN THE WORLD IS 

UNACCEPTABLE, AND CANNOT CONTINUE. 

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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FASD Impacts Cognitive Skills
• Processing verbal language

• Executive Functioning Deficits
• Emotional Regulation
• Attention
• Working Memory
• Planning

• Processing Speed

• Memory issues
• “Short-term” memory
• Long Term Memory
• Memory distortions
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IF COGNITIVE SKILLS HELP US TO THINK, 
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE ARE EXPECTED 
TO USE A SKILL THAT WE DON’T HAVE?
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WHAT DO WE SEE ON THE OUTSIDE?

WHAT CAN’T WE SEE ON THE INSIDE?



WHAT WE SEE (BEHAVIOR)

• From the outside, we see behaviors:
– Impulsive behaviors

– “Lying”

– “Stealing”

– Risk-taking

– Inability or refusal to stick to a 
task/start a task

– Refusal to do schoolwork 

– Emotional regulation challenges
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WHAT WE CAN’T SEE (THE BRAIN)

• Slow processing speed

• Not catching all/forgetting what is said

• Brain doesn’t think about consequences

• Body moves before brain can think

• Oftentimes desperate to appear 
“normal”

• Brain “gets stuck”, can’t process the 
same way each time
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FASD IS USUALLY AN 
INVISIBLE 

DEVELOPMENTAL
DISABILITY
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• It’s emotionally difficult
– They seem to get it, but then behavior doesn’t change

– They may personally attack you when they are upset

– They seem manipulative and intentional in misbehaviors

– We can forget how hard it is for them

– Families interact with many professionals who are not 
equipped to work with an FASD
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WHY IS IT HARD TO SUPPORT A 
PERSON WITH AN FASD?
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WHY IS IT HARD TO SUPPORT A 
PERSON WITH AN FASD?

• It’s practically difficult
– They may need constant/inconsistent supervision just to 

meet basic expectations
– They may resist supports in order to appear “normal”

– It’s difficult to meet their needs
• School services
• Therapy services

• Staffing/respite services
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HOWEVER HARD IT IS FOR CAREGIVERS
TO HANDLE THE STRESSORS OF 

CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR, 
WE HAVE TO REMEMBER THAT IT IS THE 

PERSON WITH FASD WHO IS TRULY 
BURDENED WITH LIVING IN A SOCIETY
THAT DOES NOT UNDERSTAND THEM.



“Your explanation guides your intervention.” 
–Dr. Ross Greene

When we reframe our way of 
thinking, it:

• Makes things easier emotionally
• It allows us to problem solve
• It helps the person understand what is 

going on 
• It is more accurate than our “gut” 

feelings

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
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Traditional

Acceptable behavior must be taught by 
punishing bad behaviors and reinforcing good 
behaviors

When a child or teenager refuses to do 
something, it’s because they want to be in 
control or get something

When children or teens have bad behaviors, 
it’s a reflection of their character and their 
parents’ abilities
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Can’t vs. 
Won’t

Behaviors are often the result of being 
expected to use cognitive skills the child or 
teen doesn’t have

Children and teens want to be successful, 
but they needs supports to do so in a 
society that misunderstands them

We address behaviors by making plans and 
being proactive, and by problem-solving when 
things don’t go according to plan
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“YOUR EXPLANATION GUIDES YOUR 
INTERVENTION” 
–DR. ROSS GREENE, THE EXPLOSIVE CHILD

Intentional 
Skill

• Punishments
• Rewards
• Lectures
• “Why, why, why?”
• Suspensions
• Displacement 
• Arrest  

• Proactive
• Accommodation 
• Think differently
• Empathize
• Learn
• Work together
• Advocate
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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 

(Petrenko, Pandolfino, Roddenbery)



FASD IMPACTS THE WHOLE PERSON
• Mental health

• Medical issues

• Sensory processing

• Academic progress

• Relationships

• Supervision needs

• Adaptive skills

• Gender identity 

• Employment

• Dating

• Sexuality

• Independence

• Eating/Diet

• Sleep

• Motor Skills
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FASD REQUIRES DIFFERENT APPROACHES
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• Expecting conventional treatments 
or approaches to work with an 
FASD cognitive skills set is 
unreasonable

• Ineffective supports make therapy 
boring, frustrating, and traumatic

• Many parents think “Therapy doesn’t 
work for my child,” and we can’t 
blame them



TRADITIONAL STRATEGIES AND COGNITIVE SKILLS

• Making a verbal plan with alternatives to behavior/coping 

skills 

• Too abstract

• Likely does not understand all that is said

• Memory distortions

• Using the plan “in the moment”

• Lack of success is often interpreted as lack of compliance
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• Signing “contracts” is pointless because it doesn’t boil 

down to anything other than “try harder”

• Lack of success is often interpreted as lack of compliance

• Points and reward systems (a.k.a. Yeah, Good Luck with That” plans)

• Often enthusiastic to do well

• Doesn’t provide support “in-the-moment”

• Long-term incentives often don’t work

• Lack of success is often interpreted as lack of compliance



COGNITIVE SUPPORTS™
LINKING COGNITIVE SKILLS TO BEHAVIORS & SKILLS
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Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach/
Environment 

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

COGNITIVE 
SUPPORTS

[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or 
intervention with a specific
cognitive skill in mind.

26



WHERE DOES COGNITIVE SUPPORT COME FROM?

• Collaborative Problem Solving 
• “The Explosive Child” (Ross Greene)
• Behaviors are the result of “lagging skills”
• Talking about behaviors (“Plan B”) allows us to identify the person’s

concerns and solutions

• Neurobehavioral Model
• “Trying Differently Rather than Harder” (Diane Malbin)
• FASDs are the result of neurobiological brain changes caused by alcohol
• We need to adjust expectations and remember how FASDs impact the 

brain, and make sure our solutions work with a person’s cognitive skills set
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IT’S ABOUT MORE 
THAN 
“BEHAVIOR”
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While we are mostly talking about 
how to address challenging 
behaviors today, Cognitive Supports 
help a person learn many things and 
do better in more environments. It is 
about helping people live life, not a 
way to control children or their 
behaviors. 



HOW NATE THINKS (BRACE YOURSELVES!)

“I am the parent/adult” is bogus

• A child needs to have buy-in, just like an 
adult would

• We constantly correct and punish children 
while not noticing/tolerating/ignoring adult 
behaviors

• In “the real world”, adults have the right to 
make their own decisions. Telling kids that 
they will have to listen “in the real world” isn’t 
exactly true.

Is this your current approach/value/worldview? Think about what would change if you 
“treated” your kid like an adult when addressing their behaviors and support needs?



JEALOUSY OR…?

Traditional Interpretation

• Sees sibling get attention, and wants 
attention for herself

• Doesn’t like seeing her siblings being 
complimented  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 (Transitions & Adjusting)

• She misinterprets compliments toward her 
siblings as negative statements against 
her (Perception)
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APPLYING A 
COGNITIVE SUPPORT

Interpretation

Planning when 
something is 
unexpected

Cognitive Support

Tell her ahead of time

Is it working?
Less escalated
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• Understanding why behaviors happen is important to 
coming up with effective interventions.

• In order to effectively use Cognitive Support, you have to 
spend time learning about cognitive skills!

• This workshop is one step in your ongoing understanding. 

• Any professionals/supports working with a person with an 
FASD must have a basic understanding. 

Understanding
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• One of the ways Nate tries to understand cognitive skills 
deficits is through empathy. 

• We imagine what our life would be like without a particular 
cognitive skill. 

• We ask ourselves how we would like or need people to respond 
to us.

• We then consider if our current responses reflect what we 
would want or it if would help the skill 

Understanding
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UNDERSTANDING COGNITIVE SKILLS
Our supports must take a person’s cognitive skills into 
account!

The more you learn about the skills, the easier the process 
gets

The Oregon Behavior Consultation Cognitive Tasks & 
Skills List can be a starting point for assessing and 
learning about skills
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THINK AHEAD

Thinking ahead is about more than planning out activities ahead 
of time. In order to think ahead effectively, we must consider:

• What activities are planned?
• Which cognitive skills do the activities demand?
• What is the person’s ability to do the skills 

demanded? 
• What supports need to be put in place to support 

the skills they struggle with?
• How do we implement the supports practically and 

consistently?
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• FASD is a brain-based developmental disability. 

• Like all disabilities, we will need to make 
accommodations.

• Like all disabilities, it would be unethical to punish 
someone for showing symptoms of their disability. 

• For FASD, that is behavior and cognitive skill deficits

• Even systems who “get” this still engage in 
traditional approaches or punishments. 

Adjusting Expectations



“LET IT GO!”
Not everything can be addressed at once. We must consider 
what is and isn’t a priority. Consider adjusting expectations 
when: 

• The expectation is not being met due to disability

• The expectation is too cognitively-demanding

• The expectation causes stress, even minor stress

• The expectation is not entirely necessary for health, safety, or 
quality of life



COMMON THINGS TO LET GO:

• Homework:

• If homework causes stress, it’s not worth it

• School:

• Consider shortened school days, modified work, 
adjusted workload, and many accommodations based 
upon cognitive supports

• Family traditions/expectations:

• Holiday demands

• Sports/family traditions



THE DANGER OF TOO HIGH OF EXPECTATIONS

• Too high of expectations leads to stress. And 
ongoing stress is traumatic. It can lead to mental 
health conditions such as PTSD and anxiety. 

• Factors that increases chances of a person being 
held to too high of expectations: 

• Invisible disability (most FASDs)

• Good talker/expresser

• Skill strengths in some areas or on some days



It is normal to feel as if adjusting expectations is wrong
oSociety pressures us to increase demands and punishment
oProfessionals continually suggest things that do not work
oPeople will think our approach is doing more harm than good
oWe can question ourselves—and that’s OK!

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports 40



Adjusting expectations helps us 
respect a person’s 

neurodiversity, individuality, and autonomy. 



CHANGE APPROACH/ENVIRONMENT
• Most of the strategies we implement involve 

us changing the way we do things in order to 
accommodate or provide cognitive supports. 

• It’s best if all supporters implement changes 
at the same time, and consistently. 

• Make only 2-3 changes at a time, and track 
if it works
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CHANGING OUR APPROACH IS HARD!

• It doesn’t come naturally, and naturally goes against our 
own impulses. 

• That is why practicing helps! 
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PLAN TOGETHER/PROACTIVE CONVERSATIONS

44

• This is the last part of the Cognitive 
Support process that should be put in 
place. 

• BUT! Once you get this in place, it will be 
the most effective way to address 
difficulties or challenging behaviors. 

• It will also be a great way to teach skills. 



PROACTIVE PLANS

• Identify the issue BEFORE the situation 
activity

45



WHEN MIGHT AN ISSUE ARISE?

• Going to the grocery store

• Going to school

• Sleepovers

• Church

• Being asked to do a chore

• Being told to stop playing video games

• Going to bed

• Waking up

All the time! 46



PLAN TOGETHER PROCESS

• Identify the issue BEFORE the situation 
activity

• Ask the person to have a 
conversation
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PROACTIVE PLANS

• Make a plan together
• Include a prompt, if necessary

Ask person if they have any solutions
• Use their solution, even if you know it won’t work!
• Don’t offer solutions until they’ve had time to think 

about it! (minutes, hours, days)
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Prompts can be used to:

1) Remind someone of a 
proactive plan

2) To address behaviors in the 
moment

PROMPTS!



IMPLEMENTING THE PLAN

DON’T CORRECT—PROMPT!
Correcting VS. Prompting

“Stop doing that!” VS. “Think about what you’re doing.”

“You said that you would go outside 
when you get upset!”

VS. “Think about the plan.”

“Don’t you see why that won’t work?” VS.
“Can we stop and think to see if there 

is a better way?”

After you have prompted, don’t talk! 50



WHY PROMPT?

 We can’t expect the person’s brain to 
remember the plan (or what they wanted to 
do) in the moment. 

 This is about processing and thinking. Once 
there is a prompt, the goal is to step back
and let the rest of the thinking process 
happen. That is how skills are built over time!
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 It encourages the brain to think!
 How many behaviors could be prevented the 

person could improve in their ability to stop 
and think about what they are doing?

 Overtime, thinking may improve 
independently 

 Successful plans means skills can be built
 Practice makes “perfect”

WHY PROMPT?
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TYPES OF PROMPTS
•Remember Receptive Communication challenges!

•Try  a visual prompt:

–Picture

–Signal

–Object

•Expect resistance at first if the issue involves 
escalation. Immediate refusal is common. Do not 
respond!
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PROACTIVE PLANS

• Identify the issue BEFORE the situation activity

• Ask the person to have the conversation

• Ask person if they have any solutions
– Use their solution, even if you know it won’t work!

– Don’t offer solutions until they’ve had time to think 
about it! (minutes, hours, days)

• Make a plan together
– Include a prompt, if necessary

• Practice the plan
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PRACTICE THE PLAN!

Whenever possible, we want 
to practice plans

Practicing removes the need 
to use Abstract Thought, 
Planning, and various other 
skills
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Physically practicing when 
movement is involved makes 
following the plan easier in the 
moment

Practicing allows the person to 
know WE will be doing (being 
quiet!) so that it is not a surprise in 
the moment

Practicing helps us, too! (Running 
away example)

PRACTICE THE PLAN!
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COMING BACK TO THE CONVERSATION
• Do not expect everything to 
work the first time! 

• Come back to the plan if 
successful!

• Be gentle, reassuring

• Make another plan the way you 
did before, or try the plan again

57



WHEN PLANS DON’T WORK

It’s a brain thing!

• While Planning together, the 
person with an FASD will 
probably not mention 
cognitive skills specifically—
it’s your job to think of them 
while Planning Together!
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WHEN PLANS DON’T WORK

Think about the Cognitive Skills 
Filter in the moment the person 
was “supposed” to follow the 
plan. Did they have the 
cognitive skills needed? If not, 
what is a solution to support 
those skills?
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REMEMBER!

We can’t always have a 
plan for every situation, 
which is why the rest of the 
Cognitive Support process is 
crucial.

What could Jennifer
struggle with while 

she is at the 
community center 

today? 

60



Mary gives Andrew 
time to think of his own 
solutions to the problem

She keeps the 
intervention positive

She makes a clear plan 
& includes a non-

verbal prompt

She has Andrew read it 
right before starting

This whole Plan is an 
adjusted expectation 

from traditional 
parenting methods! 

Mary does not expect 
Andrew to comply 
“because she’s the 

mom”

Mary puts the visual on 
top of TV

She wakes up early to 
devote attention to 

Andrew

She has an alternative 
plan is ready

Mary knows the 
interview is happening, 
so she starts planning.

Simply telling Andrew 
about the interview 
doesn’t fix the skill 

struggles

Mary knows Andrew 
struggles with 

transitioning off of TV,  
with changes to his 
routine, and with 

emotional regulation 
due to FASD and 

anxiety.

61

Adjust 
Expectations

Change 
Approach/ 

Environment Plan TogetherThink AheadUnderstanding



WHAT WE’VE LEARNED SO FAR CHECK-IN

• By thinking ahead and considering which cognitive skills we are 
demanding of someone, we can try and prevent a behavior

• Whenever we try and address a behavior with a specific skill in 
mind, it is called a Cognitive Support

• Sometimes we address behaviors by changing our approach, 
other times by problem-solving proactively with the person

• The more we do the Cognitive Support process, the easier it gets.

• When prompting, we want to encourage thinking, not immediate 
correction or compliance
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END OF PART 1

Cognitive Supports are about looking beyond 
the traditional interpretations of behaviors 
and linking supports to how we know our 
child’s brain works. 

It takes time to start, is difficult, but ultimately 
can help you connect with your child more 
while giving them tools to succeed. 
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PART II: SKILL-BASED 
INTERVENTIONS
USING COGNITIVE SUPPORTS PRACTICALLY 
IN EVERYDAY LIFE
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HOUSEKEEPING

• You are welcome to take pictures of slides

• Slides and the OBC Cognitive Skills & Tasks List can be 
accessed at www.oregonbehavior.com/michigan
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Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach/
Environment 

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

COGNITIVE 
SUPPORTS

[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or 
intervention with a specific
cognitive skill in mind.
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HOW SKILLS ARE DEVELOPED

WHAT WORKS:

• Successful practicing/experience

• Slight challenge when doing well (and supported)

• Brain development (until ages 23-25)

WHAT DOESN’T WORK:

• “Trying harder” or will-power

• Stress/Disaster/Crisis/Unsuccessful Practice

• Directing the person

• Not recognizing skill limitations

67



ESSENTIAL 
STRATEGY #1
LESS TALKING, MORE THINKING

68



LESS TALKING, MORE THINKING

• Give time to process—the more time the better!
• This won’t be easy!

• Quick Partner Activity: have a conversation with someone near 
you, giving 10 seconds to process between statements. 

• What have you learned at the conference so far?

• My, it’s nippy out, isn’t it?

• Explain a typical day/routine you have

69



BUT WHY?
70



FASD

Processing

MemoryExecutive 
Function

Model under construction!
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PROCESSING VERBAL LANGUAGE
SKILL #27

• Demands multiple parts of the brain
• Executive Functioning
• Processing

FASD

Processin
g

Executive 
Function

• A universal struggle in people with FASDs

• Can change depending on the day

72



PROCESSING/RECEPTIVE COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES

Are 

With 

Consists

Continuously

Corresponding

Curve

Draws

Variations

Isolated

Known

With

Points

Relation

Set

Table

One

Making

Only

Often

Graph

If

Values

Variables

Based on activity by FAT City Workshop 73



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

74



Verbal communication is the 
least-effective way to pass information 
along to a person 
with an FASD. 

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports 75



LESS TALKING, MORE THINKING

• Give time to process—the more time the better!

• Talk slowly
• Slow down the back-and forth

• Will this be easy?

76



ADDITIONAL CONVERSATION SUPPORTS
• If you must talk, use simple language

• Keep common phrases the same

• Repeat what you said exactly the way you said it first
• Re-phrase only after repeating yourself once

• Avoid abstract questions—be specific:
• “What happened at school today?” vs. “What did you learn in math class today?”

• “What do you want to do today?” vs. “Do you want to do a fun activity today?” 

• “Why do you want to do that?” vs. “What is going to happen if you do that?” 
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PROCESSING SITUATIONS
SKILL #28

Processing speed is typically slow for people with FASDs

For some people, familiar situations/ideas are 
processed faster than novel information

Time to think is essential for slow processors. 
• How often are they given it? 
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“2-MINUTE PEOPLE IN A 10-SECOND WORLD”

Based on activity by FAT City Workshop

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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A PROACTIVE PLAN FOR PROCESSING???

80



STRATEGY #2
VISUALS

81



• Visuals support many skills at once
• Processing, Executive Functioning, and Memory

• We often resist visuals:
• They frequently don’t work

• They take time to make

• The person doesn’t buy-in

Visuals are the best support for everyone!

FASD

Processing

Memory
Executive 
Function

82



STARTING PLACES—VISUALS
• Visuals support many different cognitive skills at once!

• Visuals can be simple!
• “Notes”
• Laminated piece of paper/dry erase marker

• Think of what the visual is supposed to do:
• Remind
• Prompt to transition
• Remember
• Organize
• Be mindful/regulate

• Use visuals to help you avoid verbal communication!
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We should always be asking ourselves: 

“Should I be talking or should I be 
showing?”
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SLOW PROCESSING AND EXECUTIVE FUNCTION*
IMPACT PERCEPTION AND MEMORY

*And many other factors!
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PERCEPTION & MEMORY DISTORTIONS/LYING

Lying

Lack of 
Understanding

Impulsive Answer to 
a Question

Receptive 
Communication & 

Executive Functioning

Perception Distortions

Processing Speed

Confabulation

(“Filling in the blank”)

Cognitive Distortion

Memory Distortion

Which Takes the Most Brain Power? 87



EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SKILLS
SKILLS #1-24

The “hub” of cognitive skills
• Brings in information from various parts of the brain

Helps to connect past experience with current 
situations

Houses its own set of skills

88



THE BATTLE IN THE BRAIN

• Executive Functioning evolved after the more “primitive” 
areas of the brain

• It allows us to consciously control our actions by stopping or 
regulating what other parts of the brain want us to do

• Our brain literally battles with itself in various situations:
• Impulse control

• Emotional regulation

• Ignoring Distractions

89



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

• Setting events use Executive Functioning fuel.

• Professionals, teach families what setting events are!

• 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 

• If someone no longer has Executive Functioning fuel, what will 
happen?

(Based on a concept called “Spoon Theory” and ideas from the book “Your Brain at Work” by David Rock)
90



FUEL AND BEHAVIORS
Things to keep in mind:

•How has the day gone? 
(Setting Events)

•Are my expectations 
unreasonable? 

•How many skills are being 
required right now?

Lack of fuel or skills leads to:
•Frustration

•Agitation/escalation

•Overstimulation

•Anxiety

91



“Boil It Down!” 
• Do our plans and supports “boil 
down” to more than just “try 
harder”?

• An incentive is not a support!

• Remember to think of the skill 
that may cause the problem, and 
then provide a Cognitive Support 

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports 92



W H AT  W E ’ V E  L E A R N E D  S O  FA R  C H E C K - I N

• The Executive Functioning system of the brain is new

– The “primitive structures” are hundreds-of-millions of years older!

• The EF system allows us to consciously control our actions, 
make plans, and regulate impulses and emotions (when it’s 
working!)

• There is only so much “fuel” that we have for Executive 
Functioning abilities 

• Not having fuel will lead to behaviors when skills are 
demanded

• “Try harder” is not a support or a reasonable expectation

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Skills 22, 23, 24, 25

• Allows us to regulate stress without going into 
fight or flight

• Takes information from the limbic system and 
assesses the situation to respond appropriately 

There is no “emotional regulation” structure in the 
brain. 

Emotional regulation is the result of executive 
functioning skills working together.
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• Decreases anxiety/rage/annoyances

• It demands immediate skill use: 

– Processing (skills 27, 29)

– Planning/Abstract Thought  (skills 6, 7, 8, 
9, 19, 20)

– Memory (skills 40-47)

– Adjusting (skills 13 and 14)

– And more!

EMOTIONAL REGULATION (CONTINUED)

Is it easy to use these when you’re angry?

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Situation Selection
Avoid a situation with negative emotions

Jeri realizes her extended family does not understand her son’s 
behavior, so she chooses to do Thanksgiving with immediate family 
only this year. 

Requires: 
Being proactive, planning, forecasting, organizing, initiation, 
communication, independence

CSE: Client Ability

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.) 
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TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Situation Modification
Change the situation after it has started

Jeri leaves the Thanksgiving dinner when her brother does not stop 
correcting her son with a stern tone of voice. 

Requires: 
Processing, planning, organizing, initiation, communication, 
independence

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.) 
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TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Attentional Deployment
Shifting focus or zeroing-in on a preferred focus

Jeri ignores her brother’s comments to her son. When it continues, she 
starts a conversation with her mother about the current political 
climate.

Requires: 
Attention, Impulse Control, Processing, Initiation, Communication, 
Independence

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.) 
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TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Cognitive Change
Thinking about the situation differently

Jeri realizes her extended family have never been exposed to a 
child with a developmental disability, and they are interpreting 
behaviors as intentional and willful. She remembers she used to think 
this way.

Requires: 
SO MANY SKILLS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.) 
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TYPES OF EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Response Modulation
Using coping skills after an emotional response

Jeri steps outside to get away from the noise and to breathe. She 
texts her friend and smokes a cigarette. 

Requires: 
Planning, Problem-Solving, Initiation, Regulation

Concept from: Silvers, Buhle, Ochsner (The Handbook of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol 1.) 
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ALL OF THESE ARE COMPLICATED!

• Any strategy people use for Emotional Regulation comes at a cost:
• It costs skills (which they may already struggle with)

• Executive Functioning Fuel
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EMOTIONAL REGULATION COGNITIVE SUPPORTS

• Conserve fuel by providing Cognitive 
Supports to other skills

• Make a plan/prompt 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 of escalation!
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WHY AVOID TALKING?

• The situations needs Executive Functioning skills, not 
communication skills

• 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) that can cause more escalation

Image from BC Open Textbooks; no changes made; Creative Common License 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Escalation Plans
• Use the Proactive Conversation model to develop the plan
• Everyone should practice the plan!

• Practice the plan in all likely location
• Siblings/peers should practice the plan/their own plans

• Should be consistent among settings/caregivers, if possible
• Consider peers/distractions 
• Goal is not to teach a lesson
• Don’t respond to immediate opposition
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Escalation Plans
• Also practice what to do if the plan is not followed
• Respond to every 3rd statement if person is oppositional
• Say, “I need a minute to think” or “I’m following the plan” to try and 

buy time
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ATTENTION-RELATED SKILLS
What is attention? There is no simple 
answer. 

• Holding attention on one task/concept 
(skill #1 and #2)

• Ignoring distractions (#3)

• Resisting impulses to do something 
else (#4 and #5)

Photo by André Karwath; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5
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ATTENTION-RELATED SKILLS

All of our attention is barely hanging on by a thread! 
It’s your brain choosing to focus, resisting urges to focus 
on other things, and quickly re-focusing when that fails. 

Photo by André Karwath; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5
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SUSTAINED ATTENTION

• Holding our attention allows us to 
learn complicated things, as well 
as to make plans (skills 6-10)

• The more we can hold our 
attention, the more we will learn 
by picking up on familiar 
patterns.

Skills 1 & 2
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• 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)

THE USUAL SUSPECTS



ATTENTION GRABBERS!

• The Usual Suspects

• Too many distractions/variables to focus on

• Lack of motivation

• Being bored with task

• Being worried about something/perseveration 
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STRUGGLING WITH ATTENTION

Things that Interfere with Attention: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Too many distractions/variables to focus 
on

• Lack of motivation

• Being bored with task

• Frustration, escalation, anxiety, 
restlessness

• Unclear expectations/direction
• Memory retention issues
• Lower communication skills
• Boredom
• Refusal
• Overstimulation
• Hyperactivity
• Feeling defeated
• Being accused of not caring, refusing, not 

“trying hard enough”

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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SELECTIVE ATTENTION
(IGNORING DISTRACTIONS)

Skill 3
• 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
112



STRUGGLING WITH SELECTIVE ATTENTION
Things that Interfere with Selective Attention: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Too many distractions/variables to focus on

• Lack of motivation to do current task (e.g. 
boring)

• Being worried about something/perseveration 

• Being off task
• Restlessness, frustration
• Difficulty learning/processing verbal 

communication
• Overstimulation
• Being accused of not caring, refusing, not 

“trying hard enough”
• Not being able to participate in important 

activities because of lack of focus (e.g. church, 
family time)
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IMPULSE CONTROL 
Skills 4 & 5

• 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
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STRUGGLING WITH IMPULSE CONTROL
Things that Interfere with Impulse Control: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Trauma

• New, unfamiliar situation

• Unclear expectations

• Tasks longer to complete a task

• Very hyperactive “out of control” behaviors while 
playing

• Frustration and boredom with a task

• Dangerous or risky behaviors

• Lashing out during escalation with words that don’t 
take thinking (we think them all the time)

• Engaging in aggressive behaviors without thinking

• Life changes (e.g. pregnancy) 
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• Provide visuals of expectations/time
• 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)

Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 

Are these helpful for skills other than attention? 116



• 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
• Give specific time frames (e.g. “in five 

minutes you will be done”) 
• Create an environment that is as distraction-

free as possible

Are these helpful for skills other than attention? 117

Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 



• Understand the limits attention 
• Some days just may not be good 

“focusing” days: that is OK!

• Adjust expectations when environment is 
noisy

Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention
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WHAT WE’VE LEARNED SO FAR CHECK-IN

119

• Emotional Regulation takes a lot of fuel and various other cognitive skills: it 
is not simple and takes practice

• Attention is complicated and is more than just “paying attention”. It takes 
practice and brain development

• Selective Attention (ignoring distractions) takes constant processing and 
filtering

• Impulse Control is not the natural state of things: giving into our impulses is 
much more “natural!”



WORKING MEMORY
Skill 21

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

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

• Critical component of abstract thinking (skills 18, 19, 20)

• Part of Processing Language (skill 27)

Visuospatial Sketchpad

Phonological Loop

Episodic Buffer

Baddeley and Hitch's Model 120
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“ANYTIME YOU’RE GIVING PEOPLE INSTRUCTIONS, 
YOU’RE RELYING ON THEIR WORKING MEMORY…
ANYTIME YOU’RE TELLING A CHILD WHAT TO DO, 
YOU’RE RELYING ON THEIR WORKING MEMORY.”

-DAN DUBOVSKY



• 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)

PLANNING
Skills 6, 7, 8, 9, 10

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
C l i /C i i  S
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CONSEQUENCES TO PLANNING DIFFICULTIES

• How often are we required to “plan”? 

• How often are children or adults with FASD put in a situation were 
they cannot make plans quickly or accurately enough? 

• Children who struggle planning will:

– Become overwhelmed easily

– Struggle with sudden changes to a plan

– Show frustration or other behaviors “for no reason”

– Make decisions that don’t seem to make sense, though every one 
assumes they “knew what they were doing!”

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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ADJUSTING/TRANSITIONING
Skills 14, 15, 16, 17, 18

• Remember, planning is hard! So adjusting to a change in plan will 
also be hard. It is forced planning. 

• Transitioning includes shifting attention and mindset into a new 
environment or set of expectations

– Often very difficult, and can product anxiety, oppositional behaviors, 
or avoidance behaviors (e.g. excuses)

• Familiar and expected transitions tend to be easier because they 
are practiced and thus require less executive functioning skills and 
processing. 

– Don’t interpret this as “picking and choosing”

Copyright Oregon Behavior 
Consultation/Cognitive Supports

124



STRUGGLING WITH PLANNING AND 
TRANSITIONING

Things that Block Planning and Transitioning: Struggles Can Lead To: 

• The Usual Suspects

• Abstract concepts

• Unexpected changes/demands

• Things going differently than expected

• Difficulty in abstract play

• Difficulty learning

• Difficulty adapting quickly

• Frustration/escalation

• Overstimulation (transitioning)

• Anxiety (uncertainty of what to expect)
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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 the person is expecting ahead of time, 
not in the moment

• When plans change, immediately “paint the picture” 
(compliment)

• Pre-plan and practice as much as possible!
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WHAT WE’VE LEARNED SO FAR CHECK-IN

• Working Memory allows us to take in information and 
language “in the moment”

• Visuals are a crucial support for people with Working 
Memory issues

• Children and adults with developmental disabilities 
struggle with Planning, but are always expected to do it 
anyway

• Transitions which are familiar (practiced) are easier than 
unexpected or unfamiliar transitions

• By “painting the picture” for a child, we can help prevent 
many behaviors
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SOCIAL 
SKILLS AND 
PROCESSING
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SOCIAL PROCESSING & SKILLS

129

Social skills allow us to interact and 
communicate with others. People with FASDs 
have a variety of skills in this area

Just like everything else we’ve talked about, in 
order to learn social skills, we must consider 
the cognitive skills involved 

Processing comes BEFORE skills—and that’s 
where non-neurotypical people may struggle



SOCIAL SKILLS ARE NOT “NATURAL”!

Neurotypical people usually learn social 
skills by:

• Picking up on non-verbal cues

• Watching parent during TV

• Observing behaviors and imitating

• Sometimes being taught directly
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SOCIAL SKILLS ARE NOT “NATURAL”!

Non-neurotypical people:
• May not process social cues at all
• May not pick up on social cues in the 

moment
• Benefit from being taught directly
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Before teaching someone “social 
skills”, it is important to consider 
whether or not the skill is actually 
necessary, or just “neurotypical”. 

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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Example of Skill
Necessary or 
Neurotypical?

Giving eye contact

Sharing toys

Not stimming in public

Engaging in small talk

Neurotypical

Neurotypical

Neurotypical

Neurotypical
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THE GOAL IS NOT 
FOR KIDS TO “ACT 
NEUROTYPICAL”
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Cognitive Supports for Social Processing 
and Interactions

• Practice and roleplay scenarios as much as possible. 
• Interrupt Nate and tell him to go to the chart!

• Get information about social events so that planning can be done. 

• Use TV shows and other relatable things to teach social lessons
• Minecraft
• Motorcycles

• Educate peers/parents about brain differences, and purpose of 
behaviors (like stimming)

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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What You See* What It Means What to Do
Someone steps back during a 
conversation

They need more space Lean back, take another small 
step away, do not step forward

Someone takes a deep 
breath/looks up (in frustration) 
during a conversation

They are bored and want to talk 
about something else; they are 
getting frustrated and may need 
a break from you for a few 
minutes

Take a few seconds to think 
about something else to talk 
about; ask the person a question 
about themselves; ask them what 
they want to talk about; be quiet 
for a while

Peers don’t answer an 
invitation to play directly. 

They may not want to spend time 
with you in that moment, but they 
don’t want to hurt your feelings.

Ask them if they have something 
they want to do; try asking them 
again later

People are not laughing at your 
jokes/looking awkward*

They do not find your jokes funny, 
but they don’t want to tell you 
because it is considered rude; 
they are getting irritated by your 
jokes

Stop making jokes; change the 
subject; be quiet for 5 minutes; 
take a break

* Physically demonstrate! Don’t just talk about it!



FINAL THOUGHTS
When parents and 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, arguments, and power 
struggles.  

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 
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www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior www.facebook.com/cognitivesupport

OregonBehavior.com—join our mailing list!

www.buildingupworkshop.com
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