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Executive functions all work together and can be thought of as resembling an orchestra. Each of these areas controls a diff erent 
section of the orchestra, but all sections must work together to create a cohesive performance. The songs that the orchestra plays 
are comparable to executive functioning skills. Impulse control allows us to inhibit our responses or to stop ourselves from blurting 
something out or acting without thinking. Self-monitoring is being aware of our own behavior, feelings and thoughts. Flexible 
thinking, or cognitive fl exibility, is the ability to think about multiple concepts simultaneously, or think about many aspects of a 
complex situation. It can also mean being able to switch a behavioral response according to the context of a situation. These three 
areas of executive function work together in order to produce the executive functioning skill of waiting.

Everyone has varying abilities of executive function, as well as unique strengths and challenges. Executive functions must work 
together to produce the observable skills and tasks that we use every day to manage our behavior and relationships. The variation 
in skill level, however, results in a wide range of individual diff erences. For example, one person could be profi cient at planning 
and prioritizing abilities, but weak in fl exible thinking. If such an individual also had weak emotional control and self-monitoring, 
he or she could be prone to meltdowns when things don’t go according to plan. Another individual who is good at planning and 
prioritizing, as well as fl exible thinking, may be able to remain calm and adjust in situations that don’t go as planned, even if that 
person has weak emotional control and self-monitoring abilities.
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Autism Spectrum Disorder and Executive Function
Some individuals have executive dysfunction, which means that they have defi cits that consistently and routinely interfere with their 
ability to be independent or successful. Although data in this area of research can be hard to measure, some reports suggest that 
up to 80 percent of individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) have signifi cant defi cits in the areas of executive function. It is 
important to note that Attention Defi cit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), a commonly co-occurring condition with autism, is closely 
associated with executive dysfunction. These three conditions are all genetically and behaviorally intertwined.

Executive function plays an important role in developing independence, and defi cits in this area can pose a serious challenge. 
Parents and caregivers need to address any patterns of weakness in their children’s executive functioning so that they can fulfi ll their 
full potential for independence. We often focus on improving executive functioning skills because they tend to be more concrete, 
and because these skills make it easy both to observe and to measure tasks and behaviors. While this is a good approach, parents 
and individuals working on executive functioning should also try to understand their children’s unique strengths and weaknesses 
within their areas of executive function. This can help predict and prepare for potential challenges in future tasks. Returning to the 
orchestra analogy, working on specifi c executive functioning skills is like noticing that a violin player is missing notes in a specifi c 
piece of music and having the violinist then practice the piece over and over until able to play it without a mistake. In the end, 
improving the area of executive function responsible for the weak skill is comparable to replacing the struggling violinist with a 
more skilled musician so that every piece will likely be played without errors.
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STEP THREE
CAPITALIZE ON A CHILD’S STRENGTHS 
It is well known that children with autism have many strengths. We can teach executive functioning skills by taking into 
consideration what we already know about autism and using the most common learning styles for children with ASD. 
Some suggestions are listed below.

Use Visual Strategies
Since children with autism tend to be visual learners, using visual aids will help your child address diffi  culties with orga-
nizing. People who are good at organizing and planning must be able to picture themselves in diff erent future scenarios. 
For example, if you are getting ready to leave the house to run some errands, go to work, and then go to the gym, you 
need to prepare for a long day away from home and to remember multiple items. If you have well-developed executive 
functioning, you may not even realize how much is happening in your brain to get you through this day. Whether you 
realize it or not, you imagine yourself as you move through the day. You imagine the errands you plan to run and can 
picture where you need to go and which routes to take. You will keep in mind the items that you’ll need throughout the 
day. This could include your wallet, purse, receipts, packages to mail, shopping list, a change of clothes for the gym and 
a briefcase. You might even go to the bathroom before you leave the house because you just fi nished your third cup 
of coff ee and won’t be at your offi  ce for another hour. If you’re aware of weaknesses in your planning and prioritizing, 
working memory or organization, you might put some things in place to help you be successful. For example, you might 
make lists or keep the items you need to remember in a specifi c location so that you won’t forget them.

We can help autistic individuals strengthen their planning and prioritizing, and organization by using visual maps or picture 
mapping. If your autistic child has trouble planning what he/she will need or want when away from home or routinely 
forgets to take needed items, print out pictures of these personal items. These could include a lunchbox, coat, electronic 
devices, a backpack, a water bottle, a guitar, headphones, and book. You can also print out pictures of the settings and 
destinations, such as the car, a doctor’s offi  ce/waiting room, school, a sibling’s soccer game, or a music lesson. Next, 
print out a picture of your child and discuss various scenarios like riding in the car, waiting for an appointment, going to 
school, or going to a lesson. Help the child imagine details related to the situation, as well as your child’s experience of 
that situation. For example, you can take a picture of the interior of your car and practice helping your child fi gure out 
what it will feel like to ride in the car on the family road trip. Prompt your child to consider aspects of a long car ride that 
you know can be diffi  cult for your child. If your child is disturbed by a sibling who sings or eats a snack in the car, ask 
what your child should bring to address this situation. Your child might then point to the picture of the headphones and 
bring the headphones to the car. Move through these situations by helping your child to plan and anticipate items he 
or she may want. You can then move towards prompting your child to think about or imagine how to remember these 
items and how to pack them, thereby helping to create systems of organization. Of course, you will need to adjust these 
strategies based on your individual child’s abilities. Not all children will be able to work through the verbal components 
of this strategy and may rely more on the visual aspects.

Use Special Interests
Use a special interest, or something meaningful, to help an individual with autism make plans. Using meaningful and 
important items will help children be invested in learning. Imagine that your child’s special interest is superheroes, 
and that he/she is going to a comic book convention. Your child is really excited about this convention, keeps talking 
about it, and shows you that it’s on the calendar. This is a prime opportunity to help your child with planning skills. Get 
a picture of the convention room, or the layout of the convention center. Help your child visualize walking around the 
convention. Ask what your child wants to do at the convention and what items to bring. Your child might want money to 
buy souvenirs, or a sharpie to get an autograph. When children create a plan around something they enjoy, the concepts 
they learn will stay with them. 
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