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                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       The Behaviour Rating of Executive Functioning

There are eight domains measured by the BRIEF rating and problematic behaviours that result from delayed executive skill development. These are the domains referred to in the tables.

Inhibit: is the ability to stop one’s behaviour at the appropriate time, not acting on one’s immediate impulse. Children who have not developed their ability to inhibit are likely to react instantly to any form of provocation, albeit not necessarily intentional. The inability to inhibit one’s behaviour can be a key factor in children diagnosed with A.D.H.D.

Being clear about the house rules and expectations is important. Making a poster detailing the five most important house rules can help especially if you involve your child in creating the poster.

Reinforce appropriate behaviour by role modelling and offer praise so that your child knows what she has managed well. Remember to notice and praise your child for what she has stopped doing as well as what she has done; for example, if she was able to play with her brother for five minutes without arguing.

You can help a child who has initiate problems by working with her to recognise the triggers that impact her behaviour. Reminders before potentially difficult situations can help:

“I know you find it hard when I ask you to get ready for bed. So how about I give you a cuddle and we can talk through what you need to do to go to bed in a calm way?”

“I know it’s hard to play with your brother. I can understand why you struggle when I think about how scared you were as a baby. I’m going to sit here for five minutes while you practise playing together.”

“I’m going to have to talk to you about something that I know you will struggle to hear. Can we do 10 deep breaths together before our chat?”

Trying to create a calm home atmosphere can help. Using music as a calming tool and reducing the number of toys can help. Children with initiate problems manage better in a less stressful environment. Too many toys and a stimulating environment can raise general adrenaline levels and therefore make it harder for your child to feel calm and focussed. 
Shift: is the ability to move from one activity to another and to make smooth transitions within any problem-solving activity. Children who experience difficulty with shift tend to be inflexible in their approach and can perseverate with an inappropriate response to a problem. 

You can help a child with shift problems by helping them to plan activities and think about the expected outcome. You might need to split the activities and outcomes into their component parts and suggest your child checks with you after each component part has been completed. 

A five-minute warning might help, especially if this is accompanied by an empathetic “I know it’s hard for you to stop playing when dinner is ready. I think you sometimes think that stopping playing now feels like it’s for ever.”

A diary with the day’s activities can help your child recognise that shift is an inevitable part of family life and help him feel more comfortable with this. Discussing the plans for the day with reference to the diary might help, as will placing the diary in a prominent place as an aide memoire for your child. Getting your child to participate in the planning of the day’s events and writing or drawing the plan will give your child a sense of ownership and involvement in family life.

Suggesting that your child practises a task for 5 minutes only might help reduce the repetitive nature of your child’s difficulties, especially if you find ways to praise the positive aspects of what he has achieved as well as to think of what he might do differently next time. 

Role play situations that your child is struggling with to show him a new way of managing that situation. Talk through what you are doing and why.
Emotional Control: is the ability to modulate emotional responses. Children who have not developed emotional control can become extremely angry, saddened, disappointed or overly joyous with little provocation. They are subject to frequent mood changes. Emotional outbursts can resemble those of a toddler because their ability to control their emotions is still at the level of a toddler.

Emotional control is not an executive skill that children can learn on their own; instead they need to learn this in a relationship with an adult who is calm and supportive. Emotional control is also a skill that takes practise and time. 

Children who struggle with emotional control issues need, like a toddler, the calming presence of an adult to help them regulate their emotions. They may also need help to understand and connect their inner world (their feelings) to the outside environment (what is going on around them). This is something that ‘good enough’ parents begin to help their children with from babyhood when they recognise the difference between their baby’s hunger cries, their need for a changed nappy or a call for attention and communicate this to their child. They add to this during toddlerhood in naming their child’s feelings and the reasons for this. “Goodness, I can see how angry/sad/happy you are. I guess you’re feeling that way because I said no to that biscuit/when you have to say goodbye to your daddy/when we have a hug.” 

Naming your child’s feelings and your best guess as to the underlying reason should be a regular part of your interaction with your child as should naming your own feelings and the reasons for them. “Today I feel happy because we’re going to visit gran.” “I feel angry just now because I’ve burnt the toast.” “I feel sad when I can see how hard it is for you to know that I love you.”

Playing games about feelings can help. Make a face that demonstrates a feeling and ask your child to guess the feeling. 

We have included a ‘feelings chart’ that you could use with your child; however, even better create your own feelings chart with photographs of you and your child demonstrating varying feeling states. Use this to check with your child how she and you are feeling at various points of the day. 
Initiate: is the ability to start a task independently, sometimes including a task that the child enjoys. It also involves independently generating ideas and problem-solving strategies. Children who have difficulty with initiate can sometimes be considered lazy or accused of not listening to instructions.

Feeling that a child who can complete a task with ease one day but not another is difficult. It might feel as if your child is being deliberately obtuse and difficult. This can make it hard to be empathetic and supportive. Reminding yourself that your child is doing the best he can will help you to remember that your child may not be being deliberately stubborn or lazy. His initiate skills difficulties may be an indication of emotional control issues and feeling unsafe and insecure. Current experiences may be triggering past feelings of abuse and abandonment, and this will interrupt his ability to begin and master tasks. For this reason, you can use fluctuations in your child’s ability to initiate tasks as a key to his inner world and thus ways to help him feel safer and more secure. Reminders that he is now safe alongside an acknowledgement that he might not feel like this will help both you and your child.

A child who has initiate issues will need help to begin activities and to follow through tasks to completion. He might also need help during activities to remember the next stage. Gentle reminders about what the beginning, middle and end of a task looks like might help. These reminders might need to be verbal or visual. For example, having a chart of your child undertaking the various steps needed to complete the teeth brushing routine next to his toothbrush with a tick box might help. Having your own tooth brushing song might also help, especially if you sing it to your child as he engages in the task.

Many parents express disquiet about their child’s ‘addiction’ to computer games. While limiting computer use may be important, using this interest might help your child with other tasks. The instructions involved in computer games are usually clear, precise and frequently repeated and there are many games that you can use to work through the tasks involved in everyday activities. For example, dressing up games.

Limiting choices for children who have difficulty in making decisions will help.
Working Memory: involves the ability to hold information in one’s mind in order to complete a task. Children who show difficulty in this area tend to forget complex instructions and cannot manage multi-step tasks. Seemingly simple tasks like teeth brushing involves a number of steps that can feel overwhelming to a child who struggles with working memory.

The strategies identified above for children with inhibit, shift and initiate will also help children with working memory issues. Visual and verbal reminders, mnemonics, rhymes and songs for everyday activities will also help develop working memory.

Use games to help develop your child’s short-term memory. Card games that involves remembering where hidden cards can help. You may need to start with picture cards and a limited number of cards, and gradually increase the number of cards as your child’s memory improves. That way you are helping your child build from success and allows you to offer praise when your child gets it right.

Consider whether your home and in particular your child’s bedroom is set up to help her with memory issues. Too many toys and distractions may not be in her interests. 

Sharing the plan for each day and having this displayed in a prominent place can help your child develop memory skills, as can keeping reminders concise and simple. Offer one element of the task at a time and ask your child to repeat what she has been asked to do before beginning. Ask your child to ‘report back’ at the end of each element of the task at which point you can praise your child and remind her of the next step. 
Plan/Organise: involves the ability to manage present and future task demands. This relates to the ability to set a goal, to plan the steps required to achieve the goal, and to work through those steps in a timely and organised manner.

Supporting your child to plan and achieve can be undertaken using the strategies highlighted above; meaning that you have the potential to tackle two or more of your child’s issues with one activity. A two for one or maybe three for one offer that has real benefit for you and your child. 

Use of a Goal, Plan, Do and Review strategy will help. If the goal is for your child to tidy her room, you can provide picture of what a tidy room looks like and have this pinned to her bedroom door. Planning could include putting toys into their boxes, replacing books, a ‘food hunt’, looking for laundry, making the bed etc. Pictorial representations of all of these could be used to help your child. Perhaps you could have each step on a separate card and encourage your child to complete each task in turn and returning to you to report progress. This will allow you to see what your child has done, praise efforts made and review the next step. You might want to turn the ‘food hunt’ or the laundry search into a game with a prize for the person who finds the most socks. This needs to be done with humour to reduce the possibility that your child will see this as criticism.

Making a video recording of your child tidying her room could be used during the planning stage of the work. Watching this together and reflecting on the tasks involved and how well she had tidied her room on the video will, not only provide a run through of what is expected, but also provide a positive message that she can manage.

If your child is still struggling to plan and organise her life, please try to show empathy and praise whatever she has achieved. Remember that you are helping her to practise the skills she will need for daily life and that such practising takes time and effort.

Songs and mantras might help your child keep to task especially if they end on a positive note. Visual reminders can be of your child completing the tasks, or you completing the task. Instead you could use cartoon, film or book characters that appeals to your child. Research films or videos that show favoured characters doing household tasks could add some humour into the situation. 

Organisation of Materials: is the ability to organise resources including their room, homework school-bags, etc.

Difficulty with organisation of materials is often seen in the interplay between school and home with children struggling to either bring homework home or return it to school. School equipment can also be lost in transit. 
Children who experience difficulty in organising their resources would benefit from concrete support for this. A credit card sized visual reminder could help children remember which clothes to bring to and from school and can be attached to their school bag for easy access. A colour coded timetable that is replicated at home and school to match the reminder cards will help.  Laminating the cards adds extra life to them and saves cards from tearing off but a non-laminated, regularly replaced system would allow for adding extra resources needed for that particular week’s lesson. It is recognised that setting up this system requires time, and it is suggested that whilst producing one set, it may be time-saving to produce another set in case your child loses the first set.

Working with the school so that your child has two sets of books, one for home and one for school might help as an interim measure as would arranging for an email exchange of homework required and completed tasks. Present this to your child as a loving gesture to help him manage, alongside a message that have confidence that with some practise and working together you can help him be more organised.

Role play, model and talk through the methods you use to organise yourself and your belongings. 

Monitor: involves the ability to monitor one’s behaviour i.e. to see one’s own behaviour as others perceive it so that one has an understanding of the effect that this behaviour can have on others. It also includes being able to monitor one’s work and achievements in the light of the expected outcomes for the task. Children who are unable to monitor their work tend to make mistakes and do not have the ability to recognise when they have not cleaned their room, for example, to a satisfactory standard. They may struggle to recognise the frustration felt by parents who have to offer constant reminders.

Being able to monitor one’s behaviour is a complex task that involves a range of skills. It is an executive skill that depends on having a degree of emotional control and maturity. It is, therefore, a skill that needs to be built on the foundation of the development of other executive skills. However, there are a number of ways to help your child with this executive skill while he is working on his other skills.

Use of signals like thumbs up down and sideways and comparing views can help as can the use of feelings faces which can be easily obtained from the internet. Breaking down tasks to their component parts and assessing each element using the above signals and visual cues can help you to understand similarities and differences in perception and allow for conversations about these. Helping your child recognise not only what your expectations are but also your thinking process will help your child to develop his thinking process. However, you need to take care to offer feedback in a supportive and non-shaming way.

It might be important to run through expectations in advance of asking your child to complete a task. For example, if one of your child’s tasks is to load the dishwasher you could remind him of this towards the end of the meal and talk through what a properly loaded dishwasher ‘looks like’. A pictorial representation of this might help as would a discussion about the order for loading the dishwasher and a request that he lets you know when he’s loaded the cups so that you can remind him that the next task is to load the plates. This will allow you to offer praise for what he has achieved and encouragement to achieve the next component; and he may get so fed up of having to check in that he loads the dishwasher correctly first time! 

Offering your child the opportunity to assess his success might also help; so long as you do this in a supportive way. “I’ve noticed that you’ve stacked all the plates really well. Well done! I’m wondering what you think about the cutlery that’s on the work surface. Do you think that also needs to be in the dishwasher? If your child says yes, you can then congratulate him on figuring it out. If he says no, you can be surprised that you and he think so differently about the same job; and then encourage him to do it your way. 

Try not to rush your child. He is likely to be the loser if he takes an inordinate amount of time to load the dishwasher as this will reduce his TV time, for example.  
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