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Focus & Executive 
Function
Ages 4–7 Edition

"When your kid can't start, can't stop,

or can't remember what you just said."



Executive function - the brain's ability to start tasks, hold information, shift focus, and 

manage impulses - is still very much under construction at ages 4–7. For 

neurodivergent kids, that construction moves more slowly and more unevenly than 

for their peers. This is not a discipline problem. This is a developmental reality, and it 

responds to the right kind of support.

SECTION 1: WHAT'S ACTUALLY HAPPENING

Executive function covers three core skill sets: working memory (holding information 

while using it), cognitive flexibility (shifting between tasks or ideas), and inhibitory 

control (pausing before acting). In neurotypical children, these develop gradually. In 

neurodivergent children, they develop more slowly - and often unevenly, so a child might 

seem advanced in some areas and significantly behind in others.

At ages 4–7, many neurodivergent kids are operating one to two years behind same-age 

peers in EF development. That gap is not a reflection of intelligence or effort. It is a 

developmental profile, and it responds to scaffolding.

SECTION 2: WHY TYPICAL STRATEGIES DON'T WORK

Most advice for young kids assumes a neurotypical brain. Here's why it breaks down:

● Verbal reminders don't stick. A child with weak working memory literally cannot 

hold a four-step instruction long enough to execute it. By the time step one is 

processed, steps two through four are gone. You are not being ignored.

● Reward charts add cognitive load. Tracking the chart, remembering the rules, 

connecting today's behavior to a future prize - all of that requires the exact EF skills 

your child doesn't have yet.



● Consequences for non-compliance miss the point. If your child can't initiate a 

task, taking something away doesn't teach initiation - it adds emotional 

dysregulation to an already hard moment.

● Willpower language backfires. "Just try harder" communicates that you think it's 

a choice. Your child knows it isn't, and the message lands as shame.

● Repeating louder or slower doesn't help. The barrier is working memory 

capacity, not volume or speed. Change the format, not the delivery.

SECTION 3: WHAT WORKS — SEVEN STRATEGIES

1. Visual Timers

Time is abstract and invisible to young children. A visual timer (like the Time Timer, which 

shows a shrinking red disk) makes time concrete - the child can see the end approaching 

rather than having it arrive without warning. Transition resistance drops significantly 

when endings are predictable.

Try This:

•  Set the visual timer at the start of any activity that will need to end - screen time, play, 

a bath

•  Give one verbal warning when the timer is low: "Two more minutes"

•  No sudden endings - the timer is the warning system

2. First/Then Boards



Open-ended uncertainty drives task avoidance. A First/Then board shows exactly what 

comes next - no more, no less. It can be two photos on index cards, pictures on a sticky 

note, or words if your child can read.

Try This

•  Post two cards side by side: "First: shoes / Then: car"

•  Keep it visible at the transition point - on the door, near the shoes

•  Update it for each new context rather than using one board all day

3. One Step at a Time

A three-step instruction feels simple to you. To a child with weak working memory, it's 

three items competing for the same limited storage - and at least one will fall out. Give 

one step, wait for completion, then give the next. Task strips with one action per strip let 

the child physically cross off each step.

Try This:

•  Instead of "get dressed, brush teeth, come down," walk to the room and say only: 

"Let's find your shirt first"

•  Return when that step is done, then give the next one

•  Let your child physically cross off or flip each completed step

4. Body Doubling

Body doubling means a calm adult nearby while a task happens - not directing or 

correcting, just present. Proximity to a regulated nervous system helps co-regulate a 



child's, making task initiation significantly easier. This is not coddling - it is using the 

relational brain to support the executive brain.

Try This:

•  While your child gets dressed or cleans up, sit in the room doing something low-key 

(folding laundry, reading)

•  No need to narrate or prompt constantly - presence does most of the work

•  Prepare a one-line script: "I'm going to sit right here while you do the first part"

5. Movement Breaks as Reset

Purposeful movement between tasks is a neurological reset - not procrastination. 

Proprioceptive input (jumping, pushing, carrying something heavy) is genuinely regulating 

for many neurodivergent nervous systems and creates a more receptive state for the next 

demand.

Try This:

•  Build 5–10 jumps on a small trampoline into transitions between tasks

•  Try a "wall push" (palms flat, push as hard as they can for 10 seconds) before 

demanding tasks

•  Carry a heavy backpack briefly between rooms as a proprioceptive reset

6. Sensory Anchoring



Some children focus better when their body has something low-level to do - a fidget, a 

weighted lap pad, or a wobble cushion. This is not distraction. The sensory-seeking and 

cognitive parts of the brain can run in parallel rather than competing.

Try This:

•  Let your child hold a small quiet fidget during read-aloud, meals, or any sitting task

•  Try a lap pad or wobble cushion during homework or craft time

•  Notice whether engagement improves when the body has a low-level sensory job

7. Consistent Routine as Scaffolding

Every time a routine is predictable, it frees up cognitive bandwidth. For a child whose 

working memory is already stretched, a consistent daily sequence is a cognitive 

accommodation - the routine does the remembering so the child's brain doesn't have to.

Try This:

•  Anchor the first 30 minutes of morning and 30 minutes before bed to an identical 

sequence every day

•  If something changes, preview it the night before -  a brief, matter-of-fact heads-up

•  Keep disruptions minimal on high-demand days (school events, appointments)

SECTION 4: WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE

"It's 7:48 a.m. You have said 'shoes, please' seven times. The shoes are eleven inches from your 

child's feet. Your child is holding a sock and staring at the ceiling. This is not defiance. Get close,  



get quiet, point at one shoe, and say one word: 'shoe.' Then wait. It feels too simple. It usually 

works anyway."

SECTION 5: WHAT TO SKIP

● Repeated verbal instructions - more words, louder, slower: none of it changes 

working memory capacity.

● Removing preferred items as consequence - creates anxiety, tanks EF further, 

and produces a more dysregulated child who still hasn't done the task.

● Willpower language - communicates that you think it's a choice, which they know 

it isn't.

● Complex multi-step reward systems - requires the exact skills they're missing. If 

anything, keep it to one step: do the thing, get the thing.

SECTION 6: SCRIPTS FOR HARD MOMENTS

"First shoes, then iPad."

One thing. Then the next thing. That's it.

"Your body needs a move break. Five jumps and then we come back."

Normalize the reset. No drama. Just the plan.

"I'm going to sit right here while you do the first part."

Body doubling in one sentence. You're not doing it for them. You're just not leaving.



Quick Reference Card

In the Moment What to Have Ready Scripts

✓ One step at a time — give the next 
only after the first is done   ✓ Visual 
timer for every transition — no surprise 
endings   ✓ Body double nearby — 
presence, not direction   ✓ Movement 
break between demands   ✗ No multi-
step verbal instructions   ✗ No 
willpower language ("just try harder")

✓ Visual timer (Time 
Timer or similar)   ✓ 
First/Then cards at 
transition points   ✓ Task 
strips for sequences   ✓ 
A quiet fidget or lap pad 
✓ A movement option 
between tasks

"First ___, then ___."   
"I'm going to sit 
right here while you 
start."   "Your body 
needs a move break.  
Let's do five jumps."
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