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WHAT THE HECK IS Executive Function and 

Why Should I CARE? 

What Every Parent of a Complex Kid Needs to Know 
 (A Primer for Living with and Loving People with Complex Issues) 

 

 
 

Even though scientific advances are rapidly shedding light on our 

understanding of the human brain, it is difficult to truly grasp the full 

implications of what is happening in our children’s generation. Autism rates 
are sky-rocketing, and asthma and allergies are shockingly common in 

childhood. According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, ADHD rivals 

asthma as one of the most common childhood conditions. About 50% of 

kids are expected to be diagnosed with a chronic medical condition in 

their childhood, and somewhere in the neighborhood of 15- 25% of 

children have some kind of a learning-related challenge (depending on who 

you ask). 

 

All of these issues have some impact on a child’s ability to learn effectively, 

and ultimately, to mature into an independent, secure and successful adult.  

 

What makes us human is our ability to think, reason and anticipate – critical 

components of executive function. When those essential functions of the 

brain are compromised – whatever the underlying reason -- the impact 

shows up in every aspect of a child’s life. 
 

Complex Kids 

Complex kids are … well, complicated. If that seems too simple, read on. 

Many years ago, we set out to serve parents of children with Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder. It wasn’t long before we realized that most families were 
dealing with complex challenges—more than “just” ADHD. In one form or another, 
there was a common thread – all of their kids seemed to be dealing with Executive 

Function challenges. It turns out that co-existing conditions are more common than 

an exception, and executive function challenges show up in almost all of the 

conditions our children are facing. What follows is a streamlined summary on the 

fundamentals of executive function: a basic starter kit on complex kids  

(for parents and other travelers). 
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There is nothing simple or uniform about complex kids -- except that they 

seem to be routinely challenging for parents to raise. 

 Some complex kids have multiple medical diagnoses, while others 

have none.  

 Some have behavioral challenges and resist authority, while others 

are rule followers.  

 Some are socially adept, while others are known for their emotional 

volatility.  

 Some are easy-going and comfortable in their own skin, while others 

are socially awkward.  

Whether they are quirky, unusual, super-high-achievers, or all of the above 

– many complex kids struggle with achieving some of the basic components 

of life and learning. 

So yes, it’s complicated. BUT… here’s where it gets simple. 

Complex kids tend to have two things in common: 

1. Regardless of what makes them complex, odds are good that they 

are challenged with some aspect of Executive Function. 

2. For the most part, their parents don’t really know exactly what to 
do to best prepare these kids for adulthood.  

And that is what this book is all about – at least, it’s a starting point for 
understanding executive function in order for you as a parent to prepare 

your complex child for adulthood. 

 

An Introduction to Executive Function 

Now, if you’re anything like we were when we started on this journey, you 

probably don’t even know what Executive Function means.  

We didn’t, for way longer than we’d like to admit. When we heard the term 

“Executive Function,” we guessed it was not about whether our kids would 

be executives in the future. But it was one of those terms that was tossed 
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Complex Issues 

in Kids Require 

Conscious 

Management 

from Parents. 

about as if we should know what it meant. Until it became too 

embarrassing to ask. Elaine pretended to know in school meetings, and 

meant to look it up for years, except that she could never remember the 

term.  

But it turns out that understanding Executive Function is ACTUALLY 

CRITICAL to providing effective support for complex kids. And THAT’s why 
we’re writing this for you now – and why we’re going to make it as easy as 
we can for you. Because it’s REALLY IMPORTANT.  

Understanding Executive Function will help you understand your child’s 
challenges – so that you can prepare your child for his or her future. 

Sooo… if your child has ADHD, LD, Dyslexia, Anxiety, Depression, ODD, 

NVLD, Dyspraxia, Dysgraphia, Allergies, Autism, Tourettes, Bipolar, PKU, or 

any of a number of dozens of other potential diagnoses that explain why 

she or he is challenged in school or in life – then you have a complex child.  

And we’ll bet dollars to (gluten-free, dairy-free, egg-free) donuts that your 

child is struggling with some aspect of Executive Dysfunction. 

Almost all of the many challenges our 

children face can be addressed over time, 

preparing them for adulthood. But success 

in this arena takes conscious effort and 

behavioral management. The earlier we 

identify our kids’ challenges and help them 

learn to handle them, the more likely they 

are to find success living with them as adults. Whatever their neurologic or 

metabolic conditions, our kids challenges should be approached 

consciously for an excellent quality of life. And that requires education, 

acceptance, action – and an understanding of Executive Function.  

 

This primer is designed to cover the basic education you need to know if 

you or someone in your life has neuro-biological or metabolic challenges 

that impact the brain’s executive functions. 
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Here are some questions that will get you started on  

the road to managing (and parenting) complex kids: 
 

 What is Executive Function  

 Why Should You Care? 

 Practically Speaking, What do Executive Function Challenges 

Really Look Like? 

 What are the best ways to Manage Executive Function 

challenges? 

 Six Fundamental Steps to Effectively Treat and Manage Complex 

Kids? 

 What Else do I Need to Know? 

 How can Parent Training, Coaching & Support Help Me? 

 

 

 

Ready? Let’s cover the basics. 

 
 

 

What is Executive Function and  

what does it have to do with complex 

kids? 
 

Executive Function (EF) is an umbrella term for the overlapping 

skills involved with organization and self-management. The ability to 

regulate behavior is managed by executive functions that are housed in the 

frontal lobe of the brain. These executive functions enable a person to 

DECIDE to do something, and then FOLLOW THROUGH to COMPLETION.  

 

If your brain was an orchestra, the conductor would play your brain by 

directing the First Chairs in the orchestra – the Executive Functions. 

 

If your brain was an organization, the CEO would run the company by 

directing the Senior Management Team – the Executive Functions. 
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The ability to regulate 

behavior is managed by 

the part of the brain 

called the Executive 

Function. 

In other words, Executive Function is responsible in one way or another for 

organizing and directing nearly every voluntary Thought, Feeling, or Action. 

 

When children face complex issues, whether it’s caused by Anxiety, ADHD, 
a mood disorder or something else, it can impact their ability to process 

information, manage their behavior, and/or organize themselves to take 

action. Similarly, when children or adults experience stress – particularly 

ongoing stress -- that can impact their Executive Function, as well. 

 

Developmental pediatrician, Mark Bertin, MD, in his book, Mindful 

Parenting for ADHD, helps us understand this in a way that really applies to 

all complex kids. “Executive function isn’t an esoteric, academic topic. 

Understanding it helps us to meet children where they are 

developmentally.” 

 

In other words, many challenges our children face manifest themselves as 

deficits in their Executive Function, even if that’s not a diagnostic criteria 
of their condition. For example, a child with Dyslexia may have trouble 

following along in class, which makes it difficult to capture and understand 

specific homework assignments; a child with anxiety may have trouble 

concentrating on teachers’ lessons; a child with allergies may be processing 

information too slowly to keep up in class.  

 

According the Sheryl K. Pruitt, M.Ed, author of Teaching the Tiger, there are 

more than 100 different neuro-biological challenges facing children today 

that can cause problems with Executive Function. 

 

Thomas Brown, PhD, Yale University 

professor and author of Attention Deficit 

Disorder: The Unfocused Mind in Children 

and Adults, identifies six aspects of 

behavior that complex kids tend to have 

difficulty managing. Our children may find 

themselves challenged in 1-3 areas, while 

others may find themselves struggling with 

all six aspects. 
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The Six Areas of Executive 

Function 
 

1. Task Management 

2. Attention Management 

3. Energy Management 

4. Emotion Management 

5. Information Management 

6. Action Management 

In our experience, this framework is helpful for understanding kids with all 

kinds of challenges. Perhaps your child is only challenged in one or two of 

these areas, or maybe your child experiences difficulties in all six areas. 

Whatever the underlying cause, the result is the same – complex kids have 

difficulty performing what is expected of them in line with their peers. 

Executive Functions offer a window of understanding that is powerfully 

helpful for parents. 

 

 

 

 What are the Six areas of Executive Function?  
 

1. Activation/Task Management: Prioritizing, Organizing 

and Initiating Activity 
 

What it looks like: difficulty getting started, procrastination, knowing 

what needs to be done but can’t get off the mark, difficulty 
prioritizing and sequencing, failure in time management.  People 

with activation issues may appear to have two time frames:  NOW 

and NOT NOW. They often get things done at the last minute, once it 

becomes “now.” Rather than initiating an activity from desire or 
intention, the activity gets done reactively because the adrenaline 

from fear has set things in motion. The inability to activate may 

appear to the untrained eye as “lazy.” 

 

2. Focus/Attention 

Management: Focusing, 

Sustaining and Shifting 

Attention to Tasks 
 

What it looks like:  easily “bored,” 
requires “genuine interest” in 
something in order to sustain 

focus, distractible, difficulty 

determining what is important to 

pay attention to; also, “hyper 
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The Six Areas of  

Executive Function 
 

1. Task Management 

2. Attention Management 

3. Energy Management 

4. Emotion Management 

5. Information Management 

6. Action Management 

 

focus,” locking in with intense diligence, as in video games, unable to 

move off of task (NOTE:  this can be a strength and a challenge area). 

 

3. Effort/Energy Mangement: Alertness, Sustaining Effort,  

Processing Speed 
 

What it looks like: People get very tired (can hardly keep eyes open) 

when they must sit and be quiet, trouble maintaining alertness, need 

steady stimulation or feedback (physical or 

mental) in order to stay alert. OR, if 

hyperactivity kicks in, the individual has a hard 

time slowing down enough in order to assure 

quality work. Think of it as having trouble 

regulating the body’s engine or energy supply. 

Slow processing speed is also an issue here -- 

taking a long time to read and/or write or think 

through and process information. Kids who 

process slowly can have a hard time keeping up 

with a teacher in class, or capturing directions 

for assignments. 

 

4. Emotion Management: Managing Frustration and 

Modulating Emotions 
 

What it looks like:  Emotion shows up in two general areas: 1) low 

threshold for frustration (short fuse), and 2) difficulty regulating 

emotions (oversensitive, “inappropriate” responses, easily “taken 
over” by emotions). Frustration can lead to outbursts, such as trouble 

with anger management or tantrums and meltdowns. Trouble 

regulating emotions can lead to social awkwardness and a whole 

host of challenges with starting, cultivating, and maintaining 

relationships with peers, family and/or authority figures. 
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5. Memory/Information Management: Using Working 

Memory and Accessing Recall 
  

What it looks like: Working memory is the ability to “hold” one bit of 
information active while working on another. A common academic 

example is complex math problems, when a student has to keep 

track of a subtotal and perform an additional computation on other 

numbers. In everyday life, it’s what happens when you send a child 

upstairs to get socks before school, who gets distracted by the toys 

on the floor and comes downstairs without the socks. (You might call 

this the, “What did I come in here for?” phenomenon.) This shows up 

frequently for kids with anxiety who know their material and then go 

blank on a test – it’s like all of their brain’s file drawers are locked 
and they cannot retrieve the information, even when they know it. 

 

6. Action Management:  Monitoring, Inhibiting and Self-

Regulating Action 
 

What it looks like:  Hyperactivity and impulsivity, or when to act 

versus when to inhibit action. Assessing and determining when to tell 

a joke, confront a friend (or parent or spouse), speak in class or in a 

conversation. Distractibility and working memory challenges often 

make people more “random” than others, and impulsivity can cause 

frequent interruption. Hyperactivity can be exhausting for those 

around it, draining energy from parents and family members. It can 

cause social issues when peers begin to avoid a child with kinetic 

tendencies. And trouble in school is inevitable when a child 

unwittingly distracts a classroom of peers. 
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Why Should You Care about Executive Function? 
 

There are dozens of reasons why parents of complex kids might care about 

Executive Function, so let’s focus on three biggies: 

 

1. Many of things we think of as “simple” in life in fact require a 
complicated coordination of skills relying on Executive Function. Executive 

Function plays a role in everything you want your child to do. 

 

For example, the “simple” act of paying attention requires at least five 

different aspects Executive Function, and arguably more. If you break it 

down, for a student to pay attention in class, or for your child to stop a 

video game and pay attention to your direction to come to dinner, she or 

he must: 

 

• Focus: Decide what to pay attention to. (“I think my mom is 
talking to me but this video game is so interesting.”) 

• Select:  Select the right stimulus. (“Mom wants me to come to 
dinner but I’m about to hit the next level on my video game 

and if I leave now, I’ll lose everything I’ve done.”) 
• Sustain: Keep attention focused. (“I’m trying to look at my 

mom and listen to what she’s saying, but I can hear the 
beeping of my game.”) 

• Resist Distractions: Disregard external stimuli or his or her 

own thoughts. (“I can hear the beeping of the game and I really 

don’t want to lose everything I’ve done – I’m so close to 
winning.”) 

• Shift: Going from one task to another. (“I don’t want to stop.”) 
 

And this example is JUST about paying attention. Other aspects of Executive 

Function also come into play in this dynamic, like managing the emotional 

frustration of having to stop playing video games for something as boring 

(albeit delicious) as dinner! 

 

2. Executive Function challenges look different for everyone! The intensity 

and specificity of a person’s executive function challenges will depend on 

how many aspects of behavior and executive function are affected, and to 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF SOME PEOPLE 

WITH Executive Dysfunction 

what extent. Like snowflakes, no two people have exactly the same 

challenges with executive function.  

 

So understanding the nuances of how these challenges manifest for YOUR 

child (or yourself) becomes incredibly important to developing effective 

approaches for management. There is no one-size-fits-all solution for 

Executive Function challenges, as effective management relies on 

individualized solutions for each specific problem. 

 

3. Generally speaking, Executive Function challenges are not treated with 

medication; Behavioral Management is the primary treatment for Executive 

Dysfunction. We will discuss this in greater detail in the section on “What’s 
the Best way to Manage Executive Dysfunction?”    

 

For now, it’s important to understand that while some aspects of Executive 

Function can be improved with medication, research supports using 

Behavior Management supported by Parent Training to improve the lives 

of children with challenges of executive function as the primary 

component of any treatment protocol. And that requires specific attention 

to an individual’s particular executive function deficits. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When you step out of the realm of theory and into people’s real lives, 
severe Executive Function challenges can wreak havoc. Ned Hallowell, MD, 

speaking at the 2011 CHADD conference in Orlando, FL, captured the 

impact of severe Executive Dysfunction specifically for people with ADHD. 

“Nobody would want to have the complications of ADHD. It’s heart-

breaking to see the ravages of this condition.” 

 

And while Executive Dysfunction challenges are not necessarily heart-

breaking for all, they can make a profound difference in a child’s ability to 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE 

OF SOME PEOPLE 

WITH Executive 

Dysfunction 

be successful – and to feel successful. 

 

Following are some examples of how Executive Dysfunction appears and 

can cause serious problems in real life. They are not true for everyone 

because – this deserves repeating – it shows up differently in every person 

affected. But the difficulties faced by complex kids -- like ADHD, Anxiety, 

Depression, Learning Disabilities, and more – lead 

to challenging behaviors that call for intervention 

with behavioral management. 

 

 

Mornings (for SOME people with Executive 

Dysfunction):             
 

For kids and adults: When the alarm goes off in the morning (that is, if 

someone remembered to set the alarm), the urgency to hop up and get 

moving is not there. The snooze may be over-used, or it may take 

parents repeated trips to the room to get kids out of bed. It often takes 

2 – 3 times longer than ‘normal’ to do routine tasks (like getting 

dressed or eating breakfast). People who struggle with executive 

function are frequently running late, and often forget essential 

basic tasks (like taking medication or brushing teeth) and 

important items (like lunch-box, homework or wearing shoes). 

Mornings might be a time of significant irritability. “I’m not a 

morning person” is a common refrain. 

 

House (for SOME people with Executive Dysfunction):             
 

For Kids: The bedroom is cluttered, clothes on the floor (next to the 

hamper), trash and other “treasures” stored “carefully” 
alongside items of value, under a sock in the bottom drawer 

next to the toothpaste (which is not in the bathroom). Odd 

“collections” might include pieces of broken ceramic or 
super-balls, but there is no order to them. Clothes are 

stuffed into drawers or hidden behind dressers, if they are “put 
away” at all. This kid is a pack-rat. 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE 

OF SOME PEOPLE 

WITH Executive 

Dysfunction 

For Adults: Cabinets are routinely left open and things are not put 

away. Many tasks are started but not finished. Things are regularly 

lost, including critical daily items like glasses and keys. It seems like 

constant effort is put into setting up new systems to get organized, 

although the new systems are often soon forgotten. The household 

is messy, surfaces are cluttered, and the house is not consistently 

maintained. Often, an adult with executive 

dysfunction is alternately aggravated by, or 

blind to, the clutter. Generally speaking, 

spouses and roommates are not so blind. This 

adult is difficult to live with. 

 

Shopping (for SOME people with Executive 

Dysfunction):     
         

For Kids: “Can I have…?” is a constant refrain without regard for cost, 
frequency or whether there is something just like it at home. 

Purchases are impulsive, and repeat purchases are common. Often 

gifts are bought thoughtfully, for friends or family, but never given.  

 

For Adults: Planning for meals is often done haphazardly, if at all, and 

necessary ingredients are either not available, or have been 

purchased more than once. In fact, it is common to buy things only 

to find them already at home. Items needing to be returned are held 

too long to return, despite the best of intentions. Clothes in a closet 

with tags still on them are not an unusual occurrence. 

 

School or Work (for SOME people with Executive Dysfunction):             
 

For Kids and Adults: Homework can be sabotaged in many ways, like 

forgetting to do it, forgetting to turn it in, doing the wrong 

assignment, or not remembering the instructions. Desks, 

lockers and notebooks look like the aftermath of a 

tornado. There may be several tasks going on at once, 

rather than focusing on one task. There is an 

overwhelming sense of “too much to do” without the 

ability to specify exactly what needs to be done. Time is 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE 

OF SOME PEOPLE 

WITH Executive 

Dysfunction 

managed poorly, if at all, and there is a tendency to get lost and off 

track with something that ‘seems important’ at the time. There is 

difficulty in planning, organizing, breaking tasks into small parts, and 

sequencing. Deadlines are critical for success, but often missed. 

 

Finances (for SOME people with Executive Dysfunction):             
 

For Kids: Money pours through the fingers like water, with little 

awareness of appropriate cost for anything. A child might swear that 

there is money in the piggy-bank, only to find it’s been emptied, or 
the money is somewhere else in the room, not put away safely. 

Money is borrowed frequently without diligence about returning it. 

Conversely, money is freely given away without consideration of its 

importance or value. 

 

For Adults: Spending is impulsive and disregards the bank balance, 

leading to overdrawn accounts and financial woes. Lateness on 

paying bills leads to late fees and finance charges. Frequent need to 

re-purchase lost or broken items is expensive, as well 

as losing items after purchase. Valuables may be put 

away for safe-keeping … and lost for years. 

 

Interpersonal (for SOME people with 

Executive Dysfunction):             
 

For Kids: Low tolerance for frustrating tasks or activities leads to 

emotional outbursts and poor-sportsmanship. Impulsivity leads to 

frequently interrupting others, talking over people by finishing their 

sentences and presuming what is going to be said. Incessant talking 

to explain minute details, or talking in circles to make a point is 

commonplace, a kind of “thinking out loud.” Trouble with reading 

social cues makes it hard to communicate with peers, and the focus 

and effort required to cultivate friendships is elusive. 

 



- 15 - 

 

 

For Adults: An inattention to social planning or a tendency to last-

minute planning can accidentally offend friends. Overall, a difficulty 

maintaining friendships results from disorganization and ignorance 

about its impact on others. Social avoidance can lead to low self-

concept, tendency to assume lack of popularity, and quirky behavior. 

Stimulation-seeking behaviors can lead to poor decision-making, with 

a propensity toward addictions in risky behaviors such as sexuality, 

gambling, or substance abuse. Spouses and life partners can be 

frustrated by one’s ability to organize a social life, but not other 

aspects of life – or visa versa. 

 

Other ways Executive Dysfunction may show up: 
 

For Kids and Adults: 

Easily distracted and 

easily bored. May be 

found reading many 

books at one time, 

and often not from 

cover to cover. 

Emphasis on “doing” 
and movement 

makes it difficult to sit still. The tendency towards “klutzy” behavior 

leads to higher medical costs and inexplicable bumps and bruises. 

Time is not used well, and tasks are often incomplete, despite the 

best of intentions. Transitioning from one activity to another can be 

quite challenging, as there is a resistance to change and a tendency 

to hyper-focus.  

 

 

 

Very often, people with poor executive 

function intend to do things – they really 

want to – but they do not have the 

regulation systems in place to make things 

happen or follow through with what they 

want. They are not lazy. They are often 

disorganized, poor time managers, or quite 

challenged with regulating their energy. 
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What’s the Best way to Manage Executive 

Dysfunction? 
 

People who have strong executive function capacities often have a hard 

time understanding why people with Executive Dysfunction don’t ‘just’ do 

what is necessary to achieve success.  

 

It would be great if it were that easy! But truly, it’s pretty complicated. It 

requires more than “just” willpower for people with Executive Dysfunction 

to manage themselves and get things done. It’s a challenge of capacity, not 

desire, that involves the brain’s ability to self-regulate. 

 

Now, here’s where it gets a little bit confusing. As we mentioned above, 

medication is NOT generally a recommended treatment for Executive 

Dysfunction.  This can be hard to grasp, since we are constantly reading 

arguments in the media for and against medication for children with 

neurological issues such as ADHD, Anxiety and 

Depression.  

 

In fact, there are no medications specifically designed 

to address Executive Dysfunction.  

 

For most of the complex diagnoses our kids have, 

Executive Dysfunctions are symptoms of the condition. 

When you improve related aspects of the condition through medication, it 

has some improvement on Executive Function. But the medication is not 

prescribed specifically for Executive Dysfunction. 

 

For example, medication may help a child with ADHD to focus better in 

school. That will improve her ability to manage attention, but it will not 

make her magically better organized with a neat backpack. Similarly, 

medication may help a teenager with social anxiety actually get out of the 

house and attend school. That will enable him to attend classes, but it may 

not improve his ability to use his working memory or increase his 

processing speed while in school. 
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This news can come as a mixed blessing. It may be seen as a positive to 

those parents who would prefer that their children not take prescription 

medications. And it offers hope for those for those parents whose children 

do not respond well to medications currently available. On the other hand, 

Behavior Management requires more effort and understanding. While it 

provides a great deal of opportunity to teach life-time management skills to 

our children, it is certainly more involved than giving them medication. 

 

Bottom Line: Executive Dysfunction is best addressed by behavioral 

interventions. To support children, this means Parent Training* in 

understanding a child’s specific issues, learning to use a Parent 

Management System, and sometimes therapy, depending on the 

circumstances. 

 
* SanitySchool.com is one example of an online Parent Management Training program that is 

designed to meet the challenges facing parents of complex kids.   

 

One final note: a google search for your child’s 
condition will likely yield dozens if not hundreds of 

treatment options offering ‘sure-fire cures’ for the 

many challenges your child faces. Many of these 

approaches proport to “fix” your child’s problems. 
While we have certainly seen some alternative 

approaches providing benefit for some 

individuals, we encourage you to read up on the 

research, and consult your physician before you try alternative treatments. 

At this time, proven treatments involve some aspect of behavioral 

intervention.  
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Lifestyle Management 

 
To thrive with Executive Function challenges, it helps to see it as a lifestyle 

management issue. Just as you would manage Diabetes or a child in a 

wheelchair with both medical treatments and life-style accommodations, 

figuring out how to manage your lifestyle in the context of the challenges 

of Executive Dysfunction is critical to a fulfilling and successful life.  

 

Much of managing Executive Function is about learning to 

compensate for the challenges by putting structures into 

place for personal accountability. This is something that 

parents can do with and for their kids, even at a young age. 

Something as simple as a checklist for getting out of the house in 

the morning, or organizing a binder for homework management, can be a 

great first step for some kids.  

 

But for systems be truly supportive, they must be personalized to the child. 

It is critical for parents to learn how to establish systems that will be 

effective specifically for their child’s particular challenges. Just because it 

Lifestyle Management Options 
 Behavior Management Techniques 

 Medication 

 Coaching (Parent, Student & ADHD, Online, Group, 1:1) 

 Training for Parents & Adults 

 Therapy (Occupational, Art, Music, Psychotherapy, CBT) 

 Tutoring & School Accommodations 

 Social & Educational Support Communities 

 Personal and Student Organizers 

 Exercise, Sports, and Emphasis on Physical Health 

 Nutritional Supplementation 

 Treatments for the Brain (Neuro-Feedback, Brain Training) 
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seems like a good idea, doesn’t mean it will necessarily work for a particular 
child.  

 

For example, it may make logical sense to a parent who has strong 

organizational skills to put things away and clear the clutter in the home. 

But for a student who is organizationally challenged and relies on her field 

of vision, she may need to see her pill container on the table in the morning, 

or her backpack in her chair, in order to remember to take them. 

Organization is important, and to be effective for a child, it must take into 

account the way the child thinks, not just the way the parent thinks things 

should be organized. 

 

 

Keeping things simple and clear, here are six FIRST steps 

to manage complex kids most effectively: 

 

1) Identification: It is critical, if you suspect something going on with 

your child, to seek the advice 

of an expert to determine if 

there is a medical condition 

that needs to be addressed. 

Many adults choose not to 

seek diagnosis when they 

suspect something is going on, 

and they move directly to 

management. But for children, 

outcomes are dramatically 

improved with early 

intervention, and delays can 

be harmful for a child’s development. Whether you pursue a formal 

diagnosis from a psychiatrist, psychologist or a pediatrician, it is 

important to start by acknowledging that there is something 

challenging for your child that needs to be addressed. 

 

2) Education: Executive Dysfunction is far-reaching and quite 

complicated, but critically important to understand. It can be caused 

by stress (common for adults and children), or by dozens of other 

 “Six Fundamental Steps to 

Effectively Manage 

Complex Kids” 

 Identification 

 Education 

 Treatment 

 Structure 

 Self Care & Brain Chemistry 

 Support 
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conditions such as ADHD, LD, Dyslexia, Anxiety, Depression, ODD, 

NVLD, Dyspraxia, Dysgraphia, Allergies, Autism, Tourettes, Bipolar, 

PKU, or more. Once you recognize that there is something causing 

challenging behaviors – that your child is not lazy, crazy or stupid, but 

is struggling with some aspects of Executive Dysfunction  – then you 

can begin to effectively address problematic behaviors.  

 

According to Dr. Hallowell, “the enemy is ignorance and stigma.” But 

you don’t have to stay in the dark. There are many excellent 

resources to educate parents and kids. On  ImpactADHD.com, for 

example, parent training and support is available, as well as excellent 

resources and referrals to other professionals and national 

organizations. 

 

3) Treatment: Once you have educated yourself, take the long view – 

management is a marathon, not a sprint. In all likelihood, you will try 

different approaches at different times, and in varying combinations. 

There is no magic cure, and there is no right way to treat Executive 

Dysfunction. Decide on the best FIRST steps for you and your family 

in terms of treatment, and commit to a plan. Figure out what 

support you need to put that plan in place, understanding that it’s 

just the beginning. 

 

4) Structure: To best treat Executive 

Dysfunction, says Dr. Hallowell, “we 
gotta get people to fall in love with 

structure!” There is nothing much 

more effective than putting 

systems into place and learning to 

stick to them. While there are 

many ways to do this, Dr. Hallowell 

advises people with Executive 

Dysfunction to: “team up with 
someone with structure and yield 

to it.” The challenge, of course, is 

to personalize structures to the people with Executive Dysfunction so 

that they’ll work effectively. People with Executive Dysfunction will 

“Six Fundamental Steps to 
Effectively Manage 

Complex Kids” 

 Identification 

 Education 

 Treatment 

 Structure 

 Self Care & Brain Chemistry 

 Support 

http://www.impactadhd.com/
http://www.impactadhd.com/useful-tools/friends-of-impactadhd/
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embrace the use of structure if it feels like a good fit, but not if it’s 
designed for a different kind of brain. 

 

5)  Self Care and Brain Chemistry: Basic components of self-health like 

eating well, exercising and getting enough sleep, can dramatically 

improve the management of Executive Dysfunction because they 

have a direct and immediate impact on brain chemistry. Some people 

find huge benefits from rigorous exercise, or eating a protein-rich 

diet, or prescription medications. The critical focus, here, is to look at 

the metabolic system of the body. Make changes to what you “put 
into your body” that take into consideration the chemistry of the 

brain. 

 

6) Get Support: Whether it’s with a coach*, a therapist or a support 

group, don’t try to do this alone. Guidance from someone or a group 

you trust makes it much more manageable. At CHADD, a participant 

asked Dr. Hallowell, “How do you balance “riding the wave of 
creativity” with the “need for structure”? His response: “Get a 
Coach!” 

 
*Note: Coaching offers a strength-based approach to managing Executive Dysfunction, 

reinforcing the possibilities of people with complex challenges and encouraging them and 

their parents to see resilience as a path to success. It helps identify sources of motivation 

and begin to change behaviors, while providing an accountability structure to create a 

treatment plan and take action. Impact’s ParentSuccessSystem.com offers group coaching, 

with training and support, for parents of kids of all ages. In some communities, CHADD 

chapters offer local support groups. 

 

What Else Do I Need to Know? 
 

To most effectively treat and manage challenges with Executive Function, 

some component of each of the 6 Fundamental First steps must be 

addressed to varying degree, depending on the individual. What else is 

necessary?  
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Understanding 

Executive 

Dysfunction and how 

it shows up, makes it 

easier to manage. 

Acceptance 

Acceptance and Good Humor! 

 

If you attend any conference for raising kids with 

complex challenges, like a Learning Disabilities 

Association or CHADD conference, you will inevitably 

hear the advice, “take a disability perspective.” Since Executive Function is, 

in fact, neuro-biologically based, it helps to see it in this light, rather than 

assuming that your child (or you, or your spouse) is ‘lazy,’ ‘difficult’ or 
‘disrespectful.’ It is important to embrace the wisdom of this advice, while 

simultaneously accepting that people with executive function challenges 

are not broken. 

 

Rather than focus on “disability,” we encourage you to focus on acceptance. 

It is absolutely critical for complex kids, and their 

parents, to accept that having challenges with 

executive function means they will operate 

differently – and that is okay. Acceptance supports 

people in setting themselves up for success, 

instead of constantly regretting their failures. 

Acceptance encourages parents to see their 

children’s strengths, instead of simply focusing on 

their weaknesses.  

 

Is it a challenge to accept, sometimes? Yes! But it can make all the 

difference for a person’s self-esteem, and for a child’s long-term success!  

 

Once you get some clarity around what is 

happening in your house – and in your brain or 

those of your children – it becomes easier to 

manage by the day, by the year – and by the child. 

Identifying specific challenges of Executive 

Dysfunction, alone, won’t magically provide the 
focus and follow-through you want; but accepting 

the challenges will undeniably help you manage 

them better.  
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Good 

Humor 

One more important point about acceptance: it is not a one-time event. 

Acceptance is called upon again and again as complex children develop. 

With each new milestone, there is a renewed need for acceptance. For 

example, when your child, who finally figured out the rigors of Middle 

School, has to start again in High School, you are called upon to accept, 

again. We are constantly coming to terms with what it means to live with 

Executive Dysfunction, or to watch our children manage it. Just when we 

think we get it, something changes, and there is something new to get. 

Acceptance helps us navigate the waters and continue to enjoy the process. 

 

 Simply put, life is more fun when we approach it with 

good humor and let ourselves laugh out loud. In the world 

of complex kids, there are 

daily opportunities for us 

to choose joy or laughter – over tears, 

anger, frustration, etc. Sometimes, we get so 

focused on a task that needs to be done that 

it’s difficult to find our kid’s antics or 

constant chatter – or another glass of water 

toppling over – anything other than 

annoying. More often than not, when we 

react with irritation or blame, it sets off a negative cycle that isn’t good for 

anyone.  

 

But other times, when we remove expectations about how things “should 
be,” its amazing how funny and fulfilling life with complex kids can be! Sure, 

there are messes to clean up, and ridiculous decisions to redirect. But when 

we redirect with positivity, and use good humor as our guide, our kids are 

significantly more likely to get back on the proverbial horse after they’ve 
made a mistake – and they will make mistakes more often than neuro-

typical kids! The trick is to teach them that they are not “bad” or “wrong” 
when they make simple mistakes. Good humor is the best teacher for this! 

 

Laughter and joy are choices. We get so caught up in the details of life that 

we tend to forget the value of actually enjoying it. Besides, a deep belly 

laugh is certainly the most fun you’ll ever have doing abdominal exercises!  
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Is that all?   
 

The challenges facing complex kids are far-reaching, and can impact nearly 

every aspect of people’s lives. Understanding Executive Dysfunction, and 

how it shows up, makes it easier to manage. While each of us is different, 

and we deal with our complex issues in different ways, a “lifestyle 
management” approach is the most effective way to find success. This 

means starting with awareness and acceptance, and making decisions 

about how to treat the body (chemistry, exercise, nutrition, etc.) and how 

to put systems in place for success (coaching, therapy, training, etc.). The 

“Six Fundamental Steps to Effectively Manage Executive Dysfunction” is a 

simple guide for parents or individuals living with complex challenges to get 

started in making important decisions to manage themselves for a lifetime. 
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Kids benefit when Parents get reality-based training 

parent management support! 
 

WHAT IS COACHING? 

 ImpactADHD® Trains, Coaches and Supports Parents 
 
Parents of complex kids need real-time support. There is no absence of information 

available about our kids issues, and a wide range of support services for children. But 

research indicates that when parents receive Parent Training and Management, the 

outcomes for their kids improve.  

 

ImpactADHD provides flexible options for training and support that offer practical 

encouragement, strategies, connection and accountability! 

 

 

There are two basic components to ImpactADHD.com:  
  

● Free Support: online blogs, coaching tips, expert articles, weekly newsletter, 

monthly webinars, telesummits, Facebook group.  

● Fee-based programs include trainings (Sanity School), home-study programs 

(Minimize Meltdowns, Homework Headaches), group coaching (Parent Success 

System) and private coaching. ALL fee based programs include some combination 

of training, coaching and support with regular access to a coach for Q & A. 

 

Coaching is both a support structure and a style 

of communication. As a structure, it provides an 

effective tool for parents to make clear 

decisions about what is best for their family, 

based on personal circumstances. As a communication technique, a coach-approach 

helps parents prepare their kids for independence, teach them to accept personal 

responsibility, learn flexibility, adapt to new situations and hold themselves accountable. 

 

Sign up today for ImpactADHD®’s free website, ImpactADHD.com. Let us help you help 
your kids, and rediscover the joy of parenting! 

 
ImpactADHD is proud to have been selected by CHADD as an Innovative Program  

when we started in 2011. 


