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Finding executive function in 
the Pyramid Model: The 
secret ingredient you didn’t 
know you already had!

Leslie McIntosh, PsyD, 
NCSP, NCPMI Fellow

Agenda

•Overview of Executive Functions (EFs)
•Emergence of Executive Skills (ESs)
•How the brain does it
•Embedding ESs into the Pyramid Model
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVT6FQ9czoc

Overview of Executive Functions

•Executive functions (EFs):  
• The directive capacities of the human brain that allow  

purposeful, self-regulated, goal-directed behaviors 
(Goldberg, 2001, McCloskey, Perkins, & Van Divner, 
2009) 

• Not just one thing – Not the “conductor”
• Multiple processes that organize our thoughts and 

behaviors
• Inter-related and interdependent
• Complicated in early childhood development

• EF’s are already present in the child from birth, but 
require experience and guidance to fully develop
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Overview of Executive Functions

• Response inhibition
• Working memory
• Emotional control
• Sustained attention
• Task initiation
• Planning
• Organization
• Time Management
• Persistence
• Flexibility
• Metacognition

These are some 
commonly discussed 
EF’s found in the 
research literature 
(Dawson & Guare, 
2010). 

Emergence of Executive Skills

•Executive skills- the strategies that are 
activated and cued by the EFs. 

• ES = What EF looks like in real life

•ES are connected to EF, but not the same
• Huge amount of variability (unpredictability) 

regarding ES development.
• Unique development of each childhood impacts ES 

appearance
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Which came first?

•An ES may, or may not, develop alongside of the 
EF
•Which came first; the function or the skill?
•EFs and ESs influence each other

•They’re bi-directional; especially in early 
childhood

The Pathway Systems 

• In adults, executive capacity is found in the 
prefrontal cortex (aka the frontal lobe)

• EFs live in the frontal lobe

• In children, however, the frontal lobe isn't fully 
developed.

• In fact, for pre-school children, none of the lobes are entirely 
mature.

• Brain function in young children relies on several functional 
networks scattered throughout the brain - we call them 
“pathways”. 

• There is a pathway for every major function of our brains!
• ESs are scattered throughout the brain in many area - similar 

to the pathways.

7

8



6/25/2020

5

The Journey is about the “Path”

•Active pathways feeding into the frontal lobe 
encourage robust EF potential throughout 
development and into adulthood

• Learning environments stimulate pathways (where 
ESs are found)

• Pathways stimulate lobe development, including the 
frontal lobe (where EFs are housed)

• Well-developed frontal lobes have stronger EF 
potential, triggering more efficient ES activation 
(faster, more efficient cueing of ES)

The Journey is about the “Path”

EF
ES

Pre-K Teachers 
work here!
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Executive Functions 
and their Skill Labels

• Response Inhibition = Waiting
• Planning = Planning (visually and verbally)
• Organization = Clean-up/setting up for later
• Time Management = Done on-time
• Working memory = Working/building in your mind
• Meta-cognition = Checking yourself
• Sustained attention = Focusing
• Flexibility = Cleverness, resourcefulness
• Goal-directed persistence = Not giving up
• Task initiation = Starting
• Emotional control = Staying calm

Current Research on Early EF 
Intervention

•Four major areas identified in the research for 
supporting early EF development: 

• direct training of EF skills 
• improving teacher-child interactions and classroom 

climates,
• using play as a central context for development
• social-emotional learning

•Sound familiar?
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Pyramid Model for Promoting Social and 
Emotional Competence in Infants and 

Young Children

What happens…
•When teachers get really good at the 
Pyramid…

•Here’s a story….
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How can teachers grow 
in the Pyramid?

•Four noticeable areas identified in the research 
to support early EF development:  

• direct training of EF skills 
• improving teacher-child interactions and classroom 

climates,
• using play as a central context for development
• social-emotional learning

On direct training of EF
•Research in this area mostly used computerized 
and/or heavily structured curriculum/products

• Very specific to narrow EF constructs
• Hyper-specialized staff
• Not ecologically valid
• Outcomes frequently expressed in EF terms alone

•Despite this, positive EF outcomes are worth 
pursuing for young children

•The Pyramid Model already provides substantial 
support for these outcomes…
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Questions
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Direct Teaching of EF in the Pyramid

• Explain - talk to them about it in detail.
• Model - Model its use during the explanation. 
• Support - Support children in their use of the skill in 
both structured and unstructured settings. Create 
antecedents that trigger the need for an executive 
skill.

• Reinforce - Use naturally-occurring consequences to 
motivate skill-use in the future. 

• Reflect - Help them reflect on their use of the skill.
• Label - Give it a name and call it that! Treat it like 
something you truly expect your children to do when 
you ask them.
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Survey and Certificate
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Live Viewers
• Email with survey 

link (in 1 hour)

Recording Viewers
• URL is available in the 

recording 
• URL is case sensitive
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ChallengingBehavior.org
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Thank You

The contents of this presentation were developed under a grant from the U.S. Department 
of Education, #H326B170003. However, those contents do not necessarily represent the 
policy of the U.S. Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by 
the Federal Government. Project officer, Sunyoung Ahn.
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