
What Are Executive Functions? 

• Directive capacities of the mind 
• Multiple in nature, not a single capacity 
• Cue the use of other mental abilities 
• Direct and control perceptions, thoughts, 

actions, and to some degree emotions 
• Part of neural circuits that are routed 

through the frontal lobes 
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Homunculus – Literally, a tiny person. In 
psychology, the unproductive and paradoxical 
idea that a person’s behavior depends upon the 
behavior of another person-like entity located 
deeper inside that person.  

-from The Society of Mind, Marvin Minsky 1985
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Cognitive Overload



Establishing Learning Goals

• Deep organization based on meaning 
makes possible lasting learning. 

• A learning goal has to be selective. 
• A learning goal has to be specific.



Not such a great learning goal:

Today we are going to read chapter 4 about 
the Egyptians and answer the questions at 
the end of the chapter. 

Or . . .  

Today we are going to watch a video about 
the Egyptians.



A better learning goal:

Today I want us to be able to know 2 ways 
the Nile River shaped Egyptian Life. 

Or even better . . .   
Today we are all going to answer these 

questions about the Nile River: 
1. How did the Nile impact agriculture? 
2. Besides growing food, how else did the 

Nile help feed Egypt?



Episodic Demarcation

• Marks the beginning and ending of a 
learning session. 

• Helps a student label a learning session.



Set Construction

• How much prior knowledge needs to be 
drawn forward for a  task? 

• Which “agencies” are marshaled? 
• How complete or well-functioning are 

those agencies? 
• What are the limits of the speed, amount, 

and accuracy of retrieval?



Overload

• When one or more of the higher 
“agencies” of Executive Function” has 
been overloaded 

• Attention 
• Working Memory 
• Processing Speed





Interventions and Support

• Initially, provide intense intervention and 
support. 

• Change intervention and support into 
prompted strategies. 

• Work toward self-advocacy and social 
fluidity.


