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House Keeping

• You are welcome to take pictures of slides

• Materials found at www.oregonbehavior.com/ora

• Nate’s distractibility/ADHD
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Who is Nate?

Behavior consultant and owner of Oregon Behavior Consultation

In developmental disability field since 2008

•

•

Co-host of the “It’s a Brain Thing Podcast”

•

Youtube channel:

•
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http://www.oregonbehavior.com/itsabrainthing
http://www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior


Who is Nate?

Experience in:

•

•

•

•
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Our goals Today

Help you identify specific, brain-based reasons why the 

people you support struggle with various tasks or 

expectations

Teach you to beginning process to problem-solve more 

effectively with a person who has executive functioning 

struggles

Help you determine how to adjust expectations and begin 

to brainstorm additional, more individualized supports
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Whenever You see this 
image, it means we have a 
video about the subject on 

our channel!
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Youtube.com/OregonBehavior



7

People’s brains must learn, react, or 

respond in tiny timeframes—sometimes 

less than a second

Professionals and family members 

look at “big picture” issues and make 

demands over long periods of time. 

We must support little moments if we 

want a child to make progress on the 

bigger issues. 



Focusing on the “Little Moments”
When we Do

It helps us understand what the person is going 

through

That understanding allows us to think practically

We can take a “problem-solving” angle and include 

the person

We try different supports and don’t worry about 

failing

We remember it’s a brain thing, not the person 

being a little…well, you know

When we don’t

We continue to hold the person to expectations that 

they cannot meet

We blame them for failing to meet the unreasonable 

expectations

We often establish a negative interaction pattern, 

making collaboration difficult

We look for solutions that don’t actually solve the in-

the-moment cognitive struggles

8



The Cognitive Skill Filter
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“Laura refuses to follow directions 

when asked to take out her math 

folder. She just sits there, and 

then when the class has moved 

on, she will raise her hand and 

demand help. If she doesn’t get 

it, she gets upset.” 

• Attention Span

• Transitioning

• Initiation

• Self-monitoring

• Time perception

• Receptive communication

• Ignoring distractions

• Working memory

• Emotional regulation



The Cognitive Skill Filter
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“Ben always tells us how much he 

wants friends, but when staff 

wake him up to go to church, he 

insists he’d rather stay home. 

Then, later in the day, he is 

annoyed with himself for not 

going.”

• Transitioning

• Initiating

• Impulse Control

• Ignoring distractions

• Attention Span

• Self-Monitoring

• Memory



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

Constant stress/Disaster/Crisis/Unsuccessful Practice

Directing the person

Not recognizing skill limitations
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Understanding Think

Ahead

Change 

Approach/

Environment 

Adjust

Expectations
Plan 

Together
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Cognitive 
Supports

[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or 

intervention with a specific

cognitive skill in mind.



Executive Functioning Skills
(skill #1-24)

The “hub” of cognitive skills, bringing in information from 

various parts of the brain

Helps to connect past experience with current 

situations

Houses its own set of skills
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Executive Functioning Skills
(skill #1-24)
• Helps us to recognize patterns, which 

ultimately help us to achieve goals

• Skills include: 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Executive Functioning Skills
(skill #1-24)
• You can still have significant strengths when 

you struggle with EF skills

• Factors that impact EF skills: 

•

•

• ADHD

• Anxiety

• Depression

•

•

•
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Executive Functioning Skills
(skill #1-24)
• People who struggle with EF may:

•

• This can look like refusal or laziness

•

•

•

•

•
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The Battle in the Brain
• Executive Functioning evolved after the more 

“primitive” areas of the brain

• It allows us to consciously control our actions:
•

•

• Our brain literally battles with itself in various 
situations:

•

•

•
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Executive Functioning Fuel
• Executive Functioning “fuel” and skills are a limited resource

• Setting events use Executive Functioning fuel

• EF skills use EF fuel

• 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)

Copyright Oregon Behavior Consultation/Cognitive Supports 18



“2-Minute People in a 10-Second World”

Based on activity by FAT City Workshop
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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
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What We See (Behavior)

From the outside, we see behaviors:

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

21



When we reframe our way of 
thinking, it:

•
•
•

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



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

23



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
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• Punishments

• Rewards

• Lectures

• “Why, why, why?”

• Suspensions

• Displacement 

• Arrest  

• Proactive

• Accommodation 

• Think differently

• Empathize

• Learn

• Work together

• Advocate



Executive Functioning Struggles Impact the Whole Person
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• Mental health

• Medical issues

• Sensory processing

• Academic progress

• Relationships

• Supervision needs

• Adaptive skills

• Gender identity 

• Employment

• Dating

• Sexuality

• Independence

• Eating/Diet

• Sleep

• Motor Skills



Cognitive 

Supports™

Linking Cognitive Skills 

to Behaviors
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Understanding Think

Ahead

Change 

Approach/

Environment 

Adjust

Expectations
Plan 

Together
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Cognitive 
Supports

[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or 

intervention with a specific

cognitive skill in mind.



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)

• FASD's are the result of neurobiological brain changes caused by alcohol

• We need to adjust expectations and remember how FASD's 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”

30

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. 



Behaviors Change When Skills Are Learned

• Make an interpretation (choose a cognitive skill)

• Think Ahead to make sure we are providing support

• Adjust Expectations to meet the person’s brain where it is at

• Continually Shift our Approaches & The Environment

• Begin to Plan Together with the person

• Prompt them to follow the plan

• Adjust the plan as needed

• Learn the skill
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The people we are supporting have a 
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. 

•

•

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: 

•

•

•

•



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 

• Good talker/expresser

• Skill strengths in some areas or on some days



Emotional Regulation
Skills 22, 23, 24, 25

Allows us to regulate stress without going into 
negative patterns of behavior or 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: 

•

•

•

•

•

Emotional Regulation (Continued)

Is it easy to use these when you’re angry?
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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.) 41



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:

•

•

43



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!

44



Why Avoid Talking?
The situations needs Executive Functioning skills, not 

communication skills

•

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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Plan Together/Proactive Conversations

46

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. 



Plan Together/Proactive Conversations

47

Like most things, the Plan Together 
process also demands that a person have 
a set of skills. 

•

•



Proactive Plans

• Identify the issue BEFORE the situation or activity

48



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! 49
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Example Plan Together Situation



Plan Together Process

• Identify the issue BEFORE the situation or  
activity

• Ask the person to have a 

conversation

51



Proactive Plans

•Make a plan together

• Include a prompt, if necessary

Ask the 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)

52
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Prompts can be used to:

1) Remind someone that we’ve 

Planned Together

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!
54



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?

 Over time, thinking may improve 

independently 

 Successful plans means skills can be built

 Practice makes “perfect”

WHY PROMPT?
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Types of Prompts

Remember specific executive functioning challenges!
Try  a visual prompt:
•
•
•

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

57



Proactive Plans
Identify the issue BEFORE the situation or 
activity

Ask the person to have the conversation

Ask person if they have any solutions
•

•

Make a plan together
•

Practice the plan

58



Practice the Plan!

Whenever possible, we want to 

practice plans

Practicing removes the need to use 

Abstract Thought, Planning, and 

various other skills

59



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!

60



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
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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? 

62



Cognitive Support Situation

63
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Example Plan Together Situation
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Example Plan Together Situation



Julieta gives Mark time 
to think. 

She ensures a 
significant amount of 

practicing to make the 
plan less abstract

She honors Mark’s idea 
to go on a walk and 

makes the plan 
centered around that

Julieta does not expect 
Mark to follow the plan 
perfectly the first time 

She does not insist he 
“say something” before 
leaving the classroom, 
and specifically makes 
a plan that allows for 

her to be silent

Julieta talks to Mark in 
a quiet environment

She proactively 
supports Mark’s other 

struggles using 
Cognitive Supports

She hangs the visual by 
the door so that it is 
handy for Mark to 

grab

Julieta envisions a 
specific scenario where 

Mark is likely to 
struggle—in this case, 
calming down after 

getting frustrated. She 
takes him aside 

proactively, rather than 
trying to talk while he 

is struggling

Julieta understands that 
Mark’s disability makes 
processing “the plan” in 

the moment very 
difficult. His low 

executive functioning 
means he has no 

cognitive tools to calm 
down quickly when 

upset

66

Adjust 
Expectations

Change 
Approach/ 

Environment Plan TogetherThink AheadUnderstanding



Julieta’s strategies and approach helped because 
they made fewer demands of Mark’s brain. 

They become Cognitive Supports when she 
consciously makes a link between them and a 
specific skill. 
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Additional EF Skills & 
Cognitive Support Strategies

Practical Cognitive Supports
in Everyday Life

68



Essential 
Strategy #1

Give Time to Think 
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Less Talking, More Thinking

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

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

•

•

•

70



Additional Conversation Supports
If you must talk, use simple language

•

Repeat what you said exactly the way you said it first
•

Avoid abstract questions or directions—be specific:

•

•

•

71



Every verbal interaction 
demands Executive Functioning 

and Processing Speed
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Essential 
Strategy #2
Visualize, Visualize, Visualize!
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Visuals support many skills at once

•

We often resist visuals:
•

•

•

Visuals are the best support for everyone!
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Starting Places—Visuals
Visuals support many different cognitive skills at once!

Visuals can be simple!

•

•

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?”



“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 
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Once Escalation Happens
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Escalation Plans

Use the Plan Together model to develop the plan

Everyone should practice the plan!

•

•

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. 

•

•

•

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 or be able to engage 
in complicated thinking

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
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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)

88



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) 

90
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You likely do many of these strategies already. 

They become Cognitive Supports once you 

intentionally link on to a person’s specific cognitive 

skill deficit. 

Potential Cognitive Supports for Attention, Ignoring Distractions, and Impulsivity 

Are these helpful for skills other than attention?
92



• 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?
93



• 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?
94

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

95



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 96
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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 Consultation/Cognitive Supports
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Planning Demands Attention/Impulse Control
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If someone struggles to resist impulses, we can’t 
expect them to brainstorm “alternative behaviors” 
quickly. The brain senses a goal and goes for it, 
generally based on previous patterns of success* 

Supports must then focus on pre-planning
alternatives, and practicing impulse control 
and planning outside of the moment



Consequences 
to Planning 
Difficulties

How often are we required to “plan”? 

How often are children or adults with developmental 

disabilities put in a situation were they cannot make 

plans quickly or accurately enough? 

Children who struggle planning will:

•

•

•

•

•
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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

•

Familiar and expected transitions tend to be easier 

because they are practiced and thus require less 

executive functioning skills and processing. 

•
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Adjusting/Transitioning
Skills 14, 15, 16, 17, 18

Difficult transitions also demand emotional 
regulation while the person uses other skills 
to adjust. 

• No support often means no regulation
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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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Initiation
• Initiation is our ability to start tasks. 

• We don’t “just do” things—our 
brains must prepare and initiate 
the motor and cognitive processes. 

• When we can’t initiate, we don’t 
think, “Wow, I’m really struggling to 
initiate right now.” Instead, it feels 
like “I don’t want to” or “I can’t”. 

• Autistic people with motor 
difficulties likely struggle with 
initiation, which can cause 
“random” movements or what 
appears to be opposition
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Supports for Initiation

• Do tasks with them

• Start tasks within their 
view

• Use videos and other 
visuals

• Practice difficult tasks 
ahead of time

• Consider time of day and 
EF fuel
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Direct Support Offers Enhanced EF

• When we work with someone directly, we help them when their EF 
skills cannot do the work independently. 

• Verbal reminders, assistance with tasks, doing things for the 
person, and walking them through things are all examples of how 
our presence and strategies “enhance” the person’s ability. 

• Do not let success with direct support automatically trigger a 
reduction of services. Some people do well with support because 
of the support, not because they’ve learned to be independent 

• If the person is oppositional or frustrated with direct support, we 
have to work with them in a way that avoids this
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Remember EF…It’s Always Relevant!

• Social interactions: are there issues with social skills, or could the 
issue be Executive Functioning?

• Hostile about sitting for long periods during school or church. How 
can we support lack of attention skills and need to move?

• Starting a new job. How can we teach most effectively given the 
overall cognitive skills set? 
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www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior www.facebook.com/cognitivesupport

OregonBehavior.com—join our mailing list!
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