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Introduction
 

There’s nothing more frustrating than watching a son or daughter who has so much 
to offer struggle with the typical tasks and functions of everyday life. The other kids 
in the class can write down the third-grade homework, remember to take the math 
book home, and then finish the assignment before bedtime. Why can’t your daugh
ter do that? When you sit with her, it’s clear she can do the math, and the teacher 
confirms that she understands the work. Most kindergartners can sit with the class 
at circle time for 10 minutes without causing major disruptions. How come your son, 
who’s been reading since pre-K, can’t stay there for more than 10 seconds? You have 
an 8-year-old who cleans his room with minimal fuss, but for your 12-year-old the 
chore sets off a weekly war. Your friends’ children don’t forget permission slips, lose 
expensive coats, or fall apart in public. Why does yours? 

You know your son or daughter has the brains and the heart to succeed. Yet 
teachers, your friends, maybe your own parents, and that nagging little voice in your 
head all say the child isn’t where he or she should be. You’ve tried everything— 
pleading, yelling, cajoling, bribing, explaining, maybe even threatening or punish
ing your child to get him to buckle down and do what’s expected of him or muster 
up the self-control to act his age. Nothing has worked. 

That’s because what your child may lack is skills. You can’t talk children into 
using skills they don’t have any more than the right incentive could get you safely 
down a black diamond run when you can’t even ski the bunny hill. Your child may 
very well want and have the potential to do what’s required but just doesn’t know 
how. Scientists who study child development and the brain have discovered that 
most children who are smart but scattered simply lack certain habits of mind called 
executive skills. These are the fundamental brain-based skills required to execute 
tasks: getting organized, planning, initiating work, staying on task, controlling 
impulses, regulating emotions, being adaptable and resilient—just about everything 
a child needs to negotiate the typical demands of childhood in school, at home, and 
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with friends. Some kids lack certain executive skills or lag behind in developing 
them. 

Fortunately, there’s a lot you can do to help. This book will show you how you 
can modify the daily experiences of a child aged 4 to 14 to build the executive skills 
that will make it possible for the child to get on track and get things done. The 
groundwork for the development of executive skills in the brain is laid before birth, 
and you can’t control this biological capacity. But neuroscientists now know that 
these skills develop gradually and in a clear progression through the first two 
decades of life. This gives you infinite opportunities throughout childhood to boost 
the executive skills your son or daughter seems to lack. 

With the strategies you’ll learn in this book, you can help your child learn to 
clean her room, get homework done, wait her turn, handle disappointment, adapt to 
unexpected changes in plans, manage new social situations, follow directions, obey 
rules, save her allowance, and much, much more. You can help your son or daughter 
meet the thousands of other large and small demands that are part of a child’s life 
and reverse an alarming pattern of falling behind in school, losing friends, and gen
erally falling out of step with peers. 

We’ve seen the methods in this book work for thousands of kids in the school 
setting and back at home with their families. The strategies require a certain com
mitment of time and consistency, but none of our methods is difficult to learn or 
adopt. Some you may even find fun. There’s no doubt that these alternatives to con
stant supervision, nagging, and cajoling will make your lives together more fun. 

What Can This Book Do for You and Your Smart 

but Scattered Child? 

At some point, to some degree, all children struggle with getting organized, exercis
ing self-control, and getting along with others. Battles over room cleaning erupt reg
ularly in almost every home in the United States. And there isn’t a 13-year-old on 
the planet who does all his homework flawlessly, with perfect promptness, every sin
gle day. But some kids seem to need constant supervision and help far beyond the 
point when their peers are beginning to manage certain tasks on their own. You’re 
probably wondering when you’re going to be able to retreat to the sidelines like the 
other parents: When will you be relieved of issuing constant reminders? When will 
your child learn to calm himself rather than relying on you to do it? Will a time ever 
come when you can stop stage-managing every event in your child’s life to ensure 
her success? 

These milestones may be a long time coming if you bank on a late-bloomer leap 
in development. While you’re waiting, your child could suffer damage to self-
esteem, and you will remain frustrated and worried. So if your child doesn’t have the 
executive skills to meet others’ reasonable expectations, it makes sense to take 
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action now to help him catch up. Executive skills have recently been identified as 
the foundation that all children need to negotiate the demands of childhood, and 
these brain-based skills become more and more critical as children venture into the 
world with decreasing parental supervision and guidance. Ultimately, they are 
essential to successful management of adult life. Acting now to boost your child’s 
executive skills could spare the child a lot of difficulty in years to come. 

If your 5-year-old lacks or lags behind the other kids in executive skills, he may 
not be able to stand to lose a game or keep his hands to himself and could end up 
with an ever-dwindling selection of playmates. If your 9-year-old can’t plan her work 
and then stick to the plan, she may never finish the longer-term school projects 
assigned at this age. If your 13-year-old has little impulse control, what’s to stop him 
from leaving his little sister alone to ride his bike with the guys just because you’re 
not there to remind him he agreed to babysit? In adolescence, will your daughter pay 
attention while driving with a car full of friends? Will your son go to SAT review 
classes or spend his time instant messaging or playing video games? Will your child 
have the organization and time management skills to get to a summer job on time 
and the emotional control to avoid blowing up at an annoying customer or boss? 
Once grown, will your child leave home or “fail to launch”? In short, will your son 
or daughter be able to lead a successful independent life? 

The chances are far, far greater if you help your child build missing or weak 
executive skills starting now. This is one of the reasons we focus on kids of preschool 
to middle school age: If you begin to work on your child’s executive skills now, by 
the time she reaches high school you’ll have given her an important foundation for 
success during that important part of her academic and social life. You’ll then find 
that she is armed with greater self-control, decision-making, and problem-solving 
skills than you might dream of right now. A lot of what we illustrate for middle 
schoolers may work for your high school son or daughter anyway, but because high 
school kids face much different executive-skill-related demands and respond to dif
ferent parental coaching approaches than littler kids, we won’t go into depth here 
on the older age group. 

About This Book 

As we have worked with other children—and watched our own children grow up— 
we’ve found that all kinds of children may struggle with executive skill weaknesses 
and that what you can do to help will vary depending on the age and developmental 
level of the child, as well as on your own strengths and weaknesses and which prob
lems are causing you the most trouble. If you can target the right behavior and 
choose the right strategy, you can have a positive, significant, and long-lasting 
impact on your children’s ability to develop executive skills. Helping you figure out 
where your child needs help and the best angles of attack for strengthening those 
executive skills is the main goal of Part I of this book. 
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Chapters 1–4 provide an overview of executive skills, how they develop, how 
they show themselves in common developmental tasks, and how you and the envi
ronment can contribute to the development of strong executive skills. Different sci
entists and clinicians have categorized and labeled executive skills in various ways, 
but all of us in this field agree that these are the cognitive processes required to (1) 
plan and direct activities, including getting started and seeing them through, and 
(2) regulate behavior—to inhibit impulses, make good choices, change tactics when 
what you’re doing now isn’t working, and manage emotions and behavior to achieve 
long-term goals. If you look at the brain as organizing input and organizing output, 
executive skills help us manage the output functions. That is, they help us take all 
the data the brain has collected from our sensory organs, muscles, nerve endings, 
and so forth and choose how to respond. 

In Chapter 1 you’ll learn more not only about the specific functions of execu
tive skills but also a little about how the brain develops, and, more specifically, how 
executive skills develop in children, beginning at birth. This understanding should 
give you an idea of how far-reaching the functions of executive skills are and why 
weaknesses or deficits can limit a child’s daily life in so many ways. 

To be able to identify your child’s particular executive skill strengths and weak
nesses, of course, you have to know when the various skills are expected to 
develop—just like you did for motor skills like sitting, standing, and walking when 
your child was a baby and a toddler. Most parents already have an intuitive sense of 
the developmental trajectory for executive skills. We, and our children’s teachers, 
naturally adjust our expectations to fit each child’s growing capacity for independ
ence even though we probably don’t consciously label these milestones as the acqui
sition of various executive skills. Chapter 2 will give you a closer look at this trajec
tory, listing the common developmental tasks that require the use of executive skills 
at different childhood stages. We’ll also show you how executive skill strengths and 
weaknesses tend to follow certain patterns in individuals, although it’s also true that 
the skills overall may be better developed in some people than in others. You’ll 
begin to form a picture of your own child’s strengths and weaknesses with a set of 
brief tests. This picture will help you start identifying possible targets for the inter
ventions we offer in Parts II and III. 

As we’ve said, a child’s biological capacity for developing executive skills is 
determined before the child is born, but whether the child reaches her potential for 
developing those skills depends a lot on her environment. You, as parents, are a 
huge part of your child’s environment. This is not to say that you’re to blame if your 
child has executive skill weaknesses, but knowing where your own executive skill 
weaknesses and strengths lie can enhance your efforts to build your child’s executive 
skills and also reduce conflict that may have arisen due to certain mixes or matches 
between you. 

Let’s say your child is very disorganized and so are you. Not only will it be tough 
for you to teach your child organizational skills, but battles over disorganization may 
increase exponentially. Armed with knowledge of this similarity, however, you may 



5 Introduction 

be able to establish a camaraderie with your child over the shared need to learn 
these skills. Working on them together can preserve your child’s pride and encour
age cooperation. 

Or imagine you uncover a mix rather than a match: Just being aware that you 
are by nature superorganized where your child is disorganized can make you feel 
more inclined to be patient with your child so you can help him build the skill in 
which you’re so strong. It’s not that he’s just trying to aggravate you, it’s a matter of 
executive skill differences. Chapter 3 will help you understand where your own 
executive skill strengths and weaknesses lie and how you can use this knowledge in 
your efforts to help your child. 

The fit between you and your child is not the only one you should be looking 
at. Goodness of fit between your child and the rest of the environment is also impor
tant. As you’ll learn once you get into the strategies for building your child’s execu
tive skills, the first thing you should always turn to when trying to offset an execu
tive skill deficit is altering the environment. Of course you can’t do this forever— 
and a major goal of this book is to ensure you won’t have to—but this is exactly 
what parents do to varying degrees throughout their kids’ childhood and adoles
cence. We put safety plugs in outlets to keep creeping babies from putting curious 
fingers into electrical outlets; early play dates always involve parents or caregivers 
staying with the children; we limit our kids’ Internet and iPod time so they get their 
homework done. In Chapter 4 we’ll show you how to look at your child’s environ
ment for goodness of fit with his executive skills and what kinds of stage-managing 
you can do until your child no longer needs such environmental supports. 

Once you know where your child’s strengths and weaknesses lie and what the fit 
between you and your child and between your child and the environment looks like, 
you’re ready to start working on building those skills. We believe the reason our 
interventions are effective is that (1) they are applied in the child’s natural setting 
and (2) you can choose from different angles of attack. These choices allow you to 
custom-tailor your efforts to suit the child you know so well, and they give you a 
Plan B to try if Plan A isn’t entirely successful. 

The first chapter in Part II (Chapter 5) gives you a set of principles to follow 
whenever you’re deciding what the best angle of attack is for a particular problem 
task or a particular executive skill that your child needs. Three of these form the 
framework for all the work you’re going to do, and each of these is described in one 
of the chapters that follow (Chapters 6–8): (1) make adjustments in the environ
ment to improve the goodness of fit between the child and the task; (2) teach the 
child how to do the tasks that require executive skills; or (3) motivate the child to 
use the executive skills already within his repertoire. As you’ll see, we generally rec
ommend that a combination of these three approaches be used to ensure success, 
and Chapter 9 shows you how to put them all together. Meanwhile, you can decide 
whether you’d like to adopt some of the scaffolding techniques or use some of the 
games we suggest in Part II to boost your child’s executive skills in a seamless fashion 
during the course of the day. 
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You’ll also want to target certain problem situations that are causing lots of 
aggravation for all and/or certain executive skills that are causing your child prob
lems across all the domains of her life. Chapter 10 offers teaching routines aimed at 
the problems most commonly reported by parents of the children we see in our clini
cal practice. These routines give you a set of procedures, and in some cases a script, 
that will help your child learn to manage activities of daily living with less effort and 
turmoil, whether it’s following a bedtime routine, handling changes in plans, or 
tackling a long-term school project. Many parents find it easiest to begin with these 
routines because they directly address a task that’s a source of conflict every day and 
because we’ve supplied all the steps and tools you need. You may find this the best 
way to get used to executive-skill-building work and the shortest route to observable 
results. Parents need motivation too, and there’s nothing like success to keep you 
going. These routines tell you how to adapt the routine for your child’s age. They 
also identify the executive skills needed to perform that task, so if you find that the 
same skills are needed for the tasks causing your child the most trouble, you may 
decide to read and work on those skills in the corresponding chapters that follow. 

Chapters 11 through 21 take up each executive skill individually. We describe 
the typical developmental progression of the skill and give you a brief rating scale 
you can use to determine whether your child is on target or lagging with respect to 
skill development. If you feel your child’s skills are generally adequate but could use 
some tweaking, you can follow the general principles we list for how to do this. If 
you recognize that problems are more pronounced, however, you can create your 
own intervention, based on the models we provide for a couple of more intensive 
interventions, focusing on those problem areas that arise most frequently in our 
clinical practice. These interventions incorporate elements of all three methods 
described in Part II. 

We’re confident that, given all these different choices, you’ll find a way to help 
your child build weak executive skills into stronger ones. But we live in an imperfect 
world, so Chapter 22 includes troubleshooting suggestions for those times when you 
run into a brick wall, including questions you should ask yourself about the inter
ventions you have tried, as well as guidance for how and when to seek professional 
help. 

As parents, you can help your child use strong executive skills to get homework 
done and form good study habits, but you can’t follow him into the classroom. Most 
scattered children encounter problems in school as well as at home. In fact it may 
very well be your child’s first teachers who have made you aware of your child’s exec
utive skill weaknesses. Chapter 23 offers suggestions for how to work with teachers 
and the school to make sure your child gets the necessary help and support in school 
as well as at home. This includes suggestions for how to avoid adversarial relation
ships with teachers as well as how to access additional support, such as 504 Plans or 
special education, if needed. 

The skills your child builds with your help should help her negotiate school 
more successfully, but what happens after middle school? For scattered youngsters, 
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high school and beyond present additional challenges—ones that are often scarier 
to contemplate than when children are younger and you’re focused much more on 
the upside of growing independence. The last chapter in this book offers guidance 
for helping your child handle the life stages ahead. 

For now, we know it’s sometimes scary to look down the road and imagine what 
will happen when your children reach adulthood. We both know that when our old
est sons were in middle school, we had sleepless nights wondering how they would 
ever make it through high school, let alone to whatever point lay beyond high 
school. We’ve written this book in part to assure you that children do grow up and 
learn to make it on their own. Our kids did it—yours can too. Years of clinical and 
parenting experience went into the writing of this book. We hope you find it help
ful, no matter where you are on your child’s journey from childhood to independ
ence. 
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