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Practical Strategies to Improve Executive
From Full Support to Greater Independence

Sarah Ward, M.S., CCC/SLP
Speech and Language Pathologist

Cognitive Connections, LLP
747 Main Street, Suite 307

Concord, MA 01742
978-369-5200 | www.efpractice.com

Kristen Jacobsen, M.S., CCC/SLP

Speech-Language Pathologist

“Let’s see, I can write
about Lauren’s birthday party. It 

was so fun!  I need an intro 
sentence and a few details about 
what we did. I need “expensive 
adjectives”.  The Piñata was so 

much Fun! Lauren got a cool new 
backpack. I want one like that!
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“Oh.. I can’t 
remember what I did 

this weekend. 
What am I going to 

write about?
This is going to take 

forever…..”

Role/Order of Working Memory in Executive Function Skills

Nonverbal
Working 
Memory

Verbal Working Memory:  Self Talk
Stated  Implementation Intentions

“I will, I am going to, Maybe I 
should, When I…”

If……then

If……then

Verbal 
Working
Memory

(Self Talk)

Time
Get on the Timeline

 Time of day 
 Kind of time?
What is happening at 

this Moment in Time
 Sequence of actions
 Pace
What is coming up? 
Predictable? 

Objects
Organization/Objects

 Organization of 
The Space: Whole-Parts
How is that part 

organized? 
 Location of objects:
In sight? Out of sight?
 Purpose/Priority of 

objects? 
Necessity & Relevancy

People
Read the Person: ROLE

 Face
 Body
 Appearance
 Mood
 Pace
 Saying-Tone

Space
Navigate the Room

 Kind of space?
What's going on?
 Is it Expected or 
Unexpected?
 Pathways used to 
Navigate to different 
areas within the space?
 Is there a shift 
between wide angle 
lens of the 
space(Whole), the 
zones (parts) and the 
details?

Situational Awareness/Intelligence
STOP and Read the Room

5
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Neurotypical ASD

Situational Awareness: OODA Loop (John Boyd)
Improve regulation under very fast unfolding circumstances 

ObserveObserve

ActAct OrientOrient

Decide

Situational Awareness: OODA Loop (John Boyd)

ObserveObserve

ActAct OrientOrient

Decide

Organized Thinking and  
Speed of Information 

Processing

6
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Targets are Nested: 
From the Wide to the Narrow Angle 

Observe

Dynamic Process
• “Targets” are nested because they contain other 

targets. 
• An expert can dig deeper, faster and extract more 

meaning from the same scene because ideas are 
embedded

• Hierarchical:
• Get rid of what is not priority and go for the high 

priority target

7
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Student with Slow PS:

• Drown in the details and they can’t see the big picture or distinguish relevant from 
minor details. 

• May be slow to retrieve ideas, or may even give a large number of disconnected ideas.

o This reduces the likelihood they can use their episodic memory to process 
incoming information to make connections to and predictions for a given routine 
or to plan a novel task. 

Mimetic-Ideational Information Processing
(mental trial and error simulation) 

Situational Awareness +  Nonverbal Working Memory

1. Task Planning: Plan | Sequence | Prioritize | Organize

2. Task Executing: Initiate | Inhibit | Pace | Complete

3.Self Monitoring:

Passage of Time

Problem Solve |

Control Emotions |

Shift 

Processing Speed and Executive Function

“If EF is the car PS is the engine, the more 
powerful the engine the faster the car can go. 

Good EF depends on the quality of the engine. 
More efficient engines allow the car to function 
at a higher level of efficiency.“   

Ellen Braaten, PhD
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3. Get Ready
What Materials 

will I need?

2. Do
What do I Need to do to 
Match the Done Picture?
How long will each step 
take? Move /Sequence?

1. Done
Make and Image:

What will it/I Look Like?

Done
Stop, Clean Up, 

Review

6. Stop

Execute Forwards (Work My Plan)

Plan Backwards (Plan My Work)

Self Monitor

MIME iT

STOP

3. Get Ready
What Materials 

will I need?

2. Do
What do I Need to do to 
Match the Done Picture?
How long will each step 
take? Move /Sequence?

1. Done
Make and Image:

What will it/I Look Like?

Done
Stop, Clean Up, 

Review

6. Stop

Execute Forwards (Work My Plan)

Plan Backwards (Plan My Work)

Self Monitor

MIME iT

STOP

In a study evaluating the correlates of 
learning profiles and PS, all  students 
with language based LD, dyslexia, 
nonverbal learning disability and 
autism spectrum exhibit PS deficits 
and 77% of were receiving IEP 
services (Braaten 2017). 

Research shows PS was significantly impaired in 80% of students 
diagnosed with high to above average IQ and ADHD (Brown, 2011).

Speed of Information Processing
How quickly students can react to incoming 
information, understand it, and think about 
the information, formulate a response, and 
execute that response. 

Speed of information processing is not the 
same as intelligence. 

It is possible to be very bright, yet process 
information slowly. 

Similarly, speed of information processing is 
not the same as physical quickness. 

9
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Speed of Information Processing

Inspection time:
Speed of intake of 
a perceptual (stimulus)    

Expressive Language
Information Goes Out

Receptive Language
Information Comes In

Visual

Auditory 

Kinesthetic

Written

Spoken 

PhysicalProcessing Speed

• the amount of time it takes to perceive information (Observe) 
(this can be through any of the senses, but usually through 
the visual and auditory channels)

• process information (Orient/Decide)
• formulate or enact a response  (Act)

https://www.mghclaycenter.org/parenting-concerns/grade-school/intro-processing-speed/

Processing speed involves one or more of the following functions: 

Another way to define processing speed is to 
say  “It’s the time required to perform an 
intellectual task” or  “The amount of work that 
can be completed within a certain period of 
time”  

ObserveObserve

OrientOrient

Decide

ActAct

ASSESSMENT
(SUPER QUICK!)
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What’s Does a Standardized Score Tell Us?
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 IQ An abnormal reading requires further testing to identify the nature of the problem. 

Processing Speed is related to the efficient use of other cognitive abilities.

A weakness in simple visual scanning and tracking may leave a patient less time 
and mental energy for the complex task of understanding new material. 

Processing Speed Tests are Like Doctor’s Tools
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Process  Simple Or Routine Information 
Without Making Errors 

Many learning tasks involve information processing that is both:

Routine
• Follow the basics of a morning routine 
• Read a text book
• Write an Essay

Complex
• Determine the impact of the weather on 

choice of outfit 
• In school determine what information is 

critical and likely to be on the test
• Is it a comparative or persuasive essay

Routine                   |       Complex Decision

Processing Speed

Getting Dressed            Shirt, underwear, pants
Deodorant, shoes

Weather like?  
Where am I going (school vs practice)

Time Management Routine Day Unique to today’s plans

Pack Backpack What goes where Today’s homework, Book for Science, Money for Spanish Class

Navigate Google 
Classroom How GC is organized Today’s assignment and submission box

• integrate and encode information
• acquire new material
• complete routines
• transition between tasks
• follow instructions
• finish homework
• reason under time demands 
• listen/read and take notes/summarize
• inhibit tangential thoughts and ignore distractions
• write assignments that require complex thoughts
• keep pace with the flow and process nuance in social conversations
• make decisions (what to wear, where to go, eat, write about, etc.) 

PS can limit productivity and EF skills to:

12
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Treatment 
Premise

Nonverbal Working Memory and Novel Tasks

Museum

How does Episodic Memory Drive Organized Thinking?
Same but Different

Museum

Targets are Nested: 
From the Wide to the Narrow Angle 

Observe

13
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Be a Feature Teacher
and Teach “Same” but “Different”

• The brain stores information by similarity
• But retrieves by difference
• Transfer to and from memory is improved by using the 

techniques of “chunking” and “assigning attributes or features”

As the years pass, these individuals are likely to spend less 
time on mentally demanding tasks involving new learning, 
thus leading to smaller stores of crystallized knowledge 
over time

Slow PS for routine information may make the task of comprehending and integrating new 
information more time consuming and, consequently, more difficult. 

Mentally then students tire more easily at work because of the 
additional cognitive effort required to perform routine tasks.

In summary, processing speed interacts in a 
critical way with other higher-order thinking, 
and may impact general cognitive functioning, 
new learning, and everyday performance

Gestalt

Detail

Feature

Gestalt

Details

Feature

Gestalt 
(Big Picture)

Category

Subcategory

Member Member

Subcategory

Member

To Improve Development of the ‘Routine’ and ‘Complex Decision’
Use Feature Blocking to Improve Processing Speed

Whole

Parts 
(features)

Details

Be 
a Feature 
Teacher!
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Everyday Routines
Speed of Processing and Executive Function Skills

“Get Ready for School! 
Show and Tell Me Your Plan!”

Body

Materials/
Equipment/
technology

Clothing

Footwear

1. Teach the Routine
2. Then add the complex decision: 

“Same but Different”

“Are you ready for ________________? 
Show and tell me your Plan to Match the Picture.”

Rainy Day

Science Class

Soccer Practice

Birthday Party

Tech
Tool

15

http://www.efpractice.com


Processing Speed and Executive Function
Facilitating Independent Executive Function Skills

August 05, 2021

360 Thinking™ Cognitive Connections, LLP | www.efpractice.com
© Copyright August 2021, Kristen Jacobsen, M.S., CCC/SLP & Sarah Ward, M.S., CCC/SLP.  All Rights Reserved.

Breakfast Menu
Fast Morning – No Prep A Little Time Morning –

Small Amount of Prep
Slow Morning – Cooking 
Required

• Breakfast Bar • Cereal • Pancakes

• Cereal in a cup • Oatmeal or Hot Pocket •Eggs

• Breakfast Drink • Fruit •Quesadilla

Speed of Information Processing:
Feature Blocking Therapy

• Supports Both Convergent and Divergent Thinking Processes
• Anticipate Novelty
• Increase Speed of Information Processing 
• Increase Speed of Oral and Written Output
• Improve Problem Solving and Reasoning Skills
• Naturally Aligns with Task Planning Preceding Task Executing
• ‘Same but Different’ Flexibility

Novel Experiences
Speed of Processing and Executive Function Skills

Bed

Stand/
Storage

light
Clothes 
Storage

Bedding

Storage

16

http://www.efpractice.com


Processing Speed and Executive Function
Facilitating Independent Executive Function Skills

August 05, 2021

360 Thinking™ Cognitive Connections, LLP | www.efpractice.com
© Copyright August 2021, Kristen Jacobsen, M.S., CCC/SLP & Sarah Ward, M.S., CCC/SLP.  All Rights Reserved.

Bed

Stand/
Storage

light
Clothes 
Storage

Bedding

Storage

Camping in a Tent Bowling:

Action

Entertainment

Competitor

Dining

Goal

Score Keeper

Equipment

Check In

Arcade/Activity

Action

Food 

Entertainment

Competitor

Dining

Goal

Score Keeper

Equipment

Check In

Arcade / ActivityMini Golf: Same but Different

Written Expression and Episodic Memory
Speed of Processing and Executive Function Skills

17
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Use Block and Box and 
Same but Different to Support the 
Retrieval of Ideas for Written 
Expression

where

Do there

See
eat

new
why KooL

breeze

wood would

MIME iT
Be a Future 
Sketcher!
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The downside to cueing:

“What kinds of Decorations will you have?”

“Will you have a birthday cake?”

“Where will you have a birthday party?”

“Who will you invite?”

Knowing about events you have experienced (birthday party) gives 
you an ability to visualize or cognitively map an event you have 

never attended (another Birthday Party or a Baby shower)

Schema

• A pattern of information or an arrangement of knowledge by feature

• Helps you to recognize and tolerate novelty

• It is EPISODIC COGNITIVE MAPPING

All Birthday Parties are the ‘Same’ but ‘Different’.

Understanding Experential Features of Birthday 
Party (Guests, Decorations, Food, Games, Gifts, 
etc.)  allows you to predict and plan for another 
party you might attend or to plan a Baby Shower.

But we MUST teach students to break ideas down 
from the Whole to the Features to the Details. Be a 
FEATURE TEACHER!

19
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Birthday 
Honoree

Guests

Cake

Decorations

Birthday 
Games

PresentsGoody Bag

Birthday 
Honoree
Ann –

Turning 10 

Guests

Friends from Class
Girls on her Soccer 

team, Ann’s next door 
neighbor she plays 

with

Cake
Soccer Ball or 
Princess Theme

Decorations
Yellow streamers and Balloons, 

Soccer Plates and Cups

Birthday 
Games
Soccer Ball 

piñata, Soccer 
Goals, Princess 

Games, Dress Up

Presents
Soccer ball, Dress 

Up Jewelry, 
Soccer Net

Goody Bag
Chocolate soccer 

balls, Candy Princess 
Necklaces

Consider a student has been invited to their friend Ann’s birthday party. They know Ann 
likes Princesses, Soccer and the Color Yellow. Knowing the ‘features’ of the schema 

birthday party enables the student to pre-imagine and cognitively map to visually predict/

Schema, Novelty  and  Cognitive Flexibility

Block and Box  Birthday

Honoree

Guests

Food/Cake

Decorations

Games

PresentsGoody Bag
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Block and Box the Features of a Game:

Make a Game for the book Hamlet. The game must reflect a major theme in the book, show how the characters 
relate to this theme and the evidence from the book that supports your theme.

Board

Trail

Start Pawn

Currency

Feature Blocking for Game

Finish

Shortcut

Method to Move Shortcut
Decor

Written Expression and Complex Directions
Speed of Processing and Executive Function Skills

Executive Function Skills, Processing Speed and 
Academic Assignments

Nonverbal
Working 
Memory
(MIME)

Verbal Working
Memory

(Self Talk)
If…..Then  
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Pre-Imagine the Space 
Before You Execute a Task

What will my Paper/Essay Look Like
When I am DONE?

Future sketches 
reduces impulsivity in 

intertemporal 
decision-making 

“I’ll just take a quick 
look at my fantasy 

football team!” 
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Future Sketch: This is what it will look like…

Introduction

Conclusion

What character was like in the 
beginning of the book

How character changed by the 
end of the book

Do I think the change was 
Positive or Negative? Why?

We have been learning about characters and conflicts.  Write an essay about a character in the book.  What conflict were they
experiencing? How did the character change from the beginning of the book to the end of the book? Do you think it was a 
positive or a negative change? Why? Use evidence from the text to support your explanations.

Who is the main character
Conflict: 

Evidence:

Evidence:

Evidence:

Future sketches 
reduces impulsivity in 

intertemporal 
decision-making 

https://wordcounter.io/faq/how-many-pages-is-1200-words/
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Say It 
Draw It!
Touch It!
Write it!

Scaffolded
Writing: 

by  Elena Bodrova, 
The Tools of the Mind 

Curriculum

Developing a Sense of Space, Working 
Memory and Forethought and Young Writers

• Say It 
• Draw It
• Tap It
• Write it

The crab

will bite a

human if they

feel threatened.

To remember a great sentence.

Tables to Text Writing Tool
When staring at a blank screen is hard and 
Processing Speed is Slow Table Paste Paragraph
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“Table to Text” Writing

Questions to be answered in the Essay Answers in Full and Complete Sentences 
Topic: What character trait did the main 
character Adam present with?
What evidence do I have from the text 
that shows this character trait of 
determined?
How  does this  information from the book 
show determination?

Use:
• Schemas 
• Self Generated Questions
• Teacher directed Paragraph Elements (topic sentence, evidence, analysis, etc.)

Tables to Text: Set up the Table

• Insert a 2 column, multi row table
• Generate the questions to be answered in the paragraph/assignment 

in the rows in the left hand column.
• Answer the questions an in complete sentence in the right hand 

column.

What is the event?
Miners who had been mining and got trapped were rescued after spending 69 days underground.

What KIND of Event is this? It was a dramatic rescue.

What happened before the rescue so that they 
could get the men out?

Before they could rescue the miners the Chileans had to find professionals to help dig the hole to reach the 
men and to make the rescue capsule.  It was an international team that helped out with the rescue.

WHEN is/was this event?
Wednesday October 13, 2010
It happened over a span of 22 hours.
They were underground for 69 days. 

Where will/did this event take place? Near Copiapo, Chile in the CHiliean Desert.

WHO hosts the event?
The Chileans and the Chilean president were proud of their accomplishments.

WHO participates in this event?
The 33 miners included many fathers but also grandfathers.  It also included their families and friends as well 
as their Chilean community.

Any Challenges at the event?
Past miners who have survived rescue are concerned that miners will be happy they are home but might 
have flashbacks and nightmares about their experience underground.

What was the OUTCOME of the event?
It brought the world together as everyone had their eyes glued to the tv watching the rescue.  The family’s 
emptions showed what was going on even if you did not speak Spanish.  Reporters praised Chile because 
their media focused on the positive that the miners were safe and not on what could have gone wrong or 
what somebody did not do to help.

Summarize a Current Event
Tables to Text: Create the Paragraph

• Select All of the Written Text
• Choose Paste Special
• Choose to paste as “unformatted text”
• In Windows or Chrome: ctrl + Shift + V 
• In Google Docs: Format -> Table -> Merge Cells, then select, copy and 

paste the te
• On the ‘Home Tab’ under ‘Paragraph’ click the ¶ symbol
• Delete all ¶ symbols in the text
• Click ¶ again to view the document in a normal format
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Sustaining Processing 
Speed and Attention

Executive Function and 
Written Expression

Sacagawea
Lewis and Clark
Native Americans
Thomas Jefferson

Expedition
Mission
Louisiana Territory
North Dakota
Pacific Ocean
Fort Mandan
Missouri River
Columbia River
Shoshone
Pirogues
Rocky Mountains
Tallow candles
Fort  Clatsop
Bozeman Pass 
continental divide

Explore       Hope
Interpret
Discover
Sleep
Eat
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NOUNS VERBS ADJECTIVES

People Places Things Physical
Actions

Mental State
Actions

Word Bank Brainstorm  _______________________________________________
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NOUNS VERBS ADJECTIVES

People Places Things Physical
Actions

Mental State
Actions

Word Bank Brainstorm  _______________________________________________

Lab partner Tabletop
Floor

Marble
Track
Hill
Dip
Loop
Turn
Stool
Table
Books

Push
Hold
Flip
Roll
Bounce
Jump
Crash
stalled

Hope
Worried
Wondered
Wished

Hard
Steep
Flat
Slow
Fast

Cognitive Connections, LLP
www.efpractice.com
Telephone: 978-369-5200

Sarah Ward, M.S., CCC/SLP Kristen Jacobsen, M.S., CCC/SLP
Speech and Language Pathologist Speech and Language Pathologist
sward@efpractice.com kjacobsen@efpractice.com

If you share our ideas please make attribution to Sarah Ward and Kristen Jacobsen. 
Please reach out to us! We love to hear from you!
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