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Learning Objectives
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● Define executive functioning and understand how executive 

functioning challenges can impact college student learning, 

engagement, and academic success.

● Recognize common executive functioning barriers experienced 

by neurodivergent students, including autistic students, in 

higher education settings.

● Apply practical, evidence-based strategies to support students’ 

planning, organization, focus, self-monitoring, and follow-

through in the college environment.
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Overview

G O A L P L A NW H Y C H E C K
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Increase your 
understanding of 
executive function 
intervention

Executive Functions 
(EF) are important 
and teachable

Did we get through 
all the slides? 

Are you still awake? 
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Overview • Goal
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Overview • Why
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Executive Functions (EF) are important
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Executive Dysfunction = “The curious dissociation between knowing & doing”

E F P R O B L E M S R E L A T E T O :

Blair & Razza, 2007; Gilotty et al, 2002; Hume et al, 2009; Lounds, 2007; Moffitt et al 2011; Pellicano, 2017;  
Pugliese et al, 2015; St. John, Dawson, & Estes, 2018;  Teuber, 1964; Zelazo et al, 2013

➤ Social skills

➤Mental Health

➤ Family stress 

➤Adaptive behavior

➤ School learning & achievement 
more strongly than IQ

➤Adult Outcomes—Employment, 
quality of life, health
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Executive Functions Are Teachable

➤ EF arises from widely 
distributed networks 
throughout the brain with an 
extended developmental 
course

➤ EF not only changes over time, 
it relies on functional neural 
networks that develop in the 
context of experience 
(Bernstein & Waber, 2007)
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N E U R A L S U B S T R A T E I S D I S P E R S E D A N D P L A S T I C.

Raver et al., 2013
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Executive Functions Are Teachable: Unstuck Trials
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Classroom Observations 
(Unmasked)
Total improved 
Cohen’s d =.40

Brandt, et al., 
In Press

Cannon, et al., 
2021

Strang, et al., 
2023

Pugliese et al, 
2026 (August)

U N D E R S T A N D • S U P P O R T • T E A C H
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Overview • Plan
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UNDERSTAND
Recognize specific 
EF challenges

SUPPORT
Identify key 
EF supports

TEACH
Model and 
practice self-
regulation
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Understand: EF Profiles in Autism and ADHD

11Kenworthy et al., 2022

ASD = 197
ADHD = 114
NT = 197
Age: 11-18
IQ > 70Gioia, et al., 2016; Miyake et al., 2000; 

Friedman & Miyake, 2017

Cognitive Regulation
Initiate

Working Memory
Plan/Organize
Task Monitor

Behavioral 
Regulation

Inhibit
Self-Monitor

Emotional 
Regulation
Flexibility

Emotional Control
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“Asperger’s is like a vise on your brain.
“And each unexpected event is like another 
“turn on the vise . . . it just keeps building “until 
you feel like you’re going to explode.  
“Sometimes when you explode, it comes “out 
the wrong way.” 

—A young student with ASD 
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Inflexibility Strengths
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➤Deep data set

➤Persistence

➤Reliability

➤Loyalty

➤ Inflexibility is adaptive: It limits unexpected, 
overloading events. 
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Rey Osterrieth Complex Figure
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Figure Copied

Kenworthy et al., 2005; Kenworthy, 2011
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Figure Drawn from Memory
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Detail Processor Strengths
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➤  Patience for details

➤  Respect, follow, use explicit rules

➤  Good with recipes, checklists and routines

➤  Powerful computer related thinking

➤  Good logical sequential reasoning

➤  Classification strengths

➤  Strengths in detection
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The Importance of Inner Speech
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Social Context

Language
Self 
directed 
speech

Self 
regulation

Executive 
Control

Vygotsky
Thinking 

and Speech 
(1934)

(Luria, 1961; Wallace et al., 2009)
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Understand
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Looks Like Won’t… Could be Can’t Yet

Oppositional, Stubborn Flexibility

Can do it if he wants to Goal setting/Planning

Procrastinator Goal setting/Planning

Won’t put good ideas on paper Organization

Sloppy, erratic Self monitoring

Spacey, doesn’t listen Working Memory

“Asperger’s is like a vise on your brain.
“And each unexpected event is like another “turn 
on the vise . . . it just keeps building “until you feel 
like you’re going to explode.  “Sometimes when 
you explode, it comes “out the wrong way.” 

—A young student with ASD 

Personal communication; Bernstein, 2000; Greene, 1998; Kunce & Mesibov, 1991
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Overview • Plan

20

UNDERSTAND
Recognize specific 
EF challenges

SUPPORT
Identify key 
EF supports

TEACH
Model and 
practice self-
regulation
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Support: Why support before you teach?

Overwhelmed people can’t learn.

1. Keep It Positive
2. Predictability and structure
3. Break It Down and Make Big Picture Explicit
4. Talk Less, Write More

21

Access is a civil right.
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Support: Overwhelmed people can’t learn
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Overwhelm is contagious
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Keep It Positive

24

14
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Inflexibility Risks and Supports

25

In
fl

e
xi

b
ili

ty
 R

is
k

s

Stressed by 
unexpected things
“My client falls apart 

when things change.”

Schedules
Dry Runs
Routines
Predict change
Flexible adult

A
ccom

m
o

d
atio

ns
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Disorganization Risks and Supports
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D
is

or
g

an
iz

at
io

n
 R

is
ks

Don’t show what 
they know
“My student has truly
  encyclopedic
 knowledge, but I never
 see it in his work.”

Syllabus
Study guides
Closed format tests
Writing rubrics
Structure

A
cco

m
m

o
d

atio
n

s
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Disorganization Risks and Supports
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Missing Big Picture

Getting Stick on Details

“My daughter knows how 
to peel a white potato, 
but can’t peel a sweet 
potato.”

Emphasis on goals

Break things down

Provide context

Explicit short rules, 
checklists and routines

StructureD
is

or
g

an
iz

at
io

n
 R

is
ks

A
cco

m
m

o
d
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Break It 
Down and 
Talk Less
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U N S T U C K A N D O N T A R G E T

Overview • Plan
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UNDERSTAND
Recognize specific 
EF challenges

SUPPORT
Identify key 
EF supports

TEACH
Model and 
practice self-
regulation
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Teach: Unstuck Curricula • Early Learners Through Adults
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Brandt, et al., 
In Press

Cannon, et al., 
2021

Strang, et al., 
2023

Pugliese et al, 
2026 (August)

U N D E R S T A N D • S U P P O R T • T E A C H

● Small Group, Tier 2, ~20 sessions, Flexible!
● Strengths-Based, Neurodiversity Affirming 
● Collaborative Development & Instruction 

● Emotion recognition and coping 
● Common self-regulatory language 
● Emphasis on fun, salience, praise! 
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Flexible Great job being flexible

Unstuck I’m getting stuck on _____, how can I get unstuck?

Compromise Let’s compromise so we both get some of what we want.

Plan A/Plan B
What is our Plan A?
What is our Plan B? 

Big Deal/Little Deal How can we make this big deal into a little deal?

Teach: Self Regulatory Shared Vocabulary

31

Goal - Why - Plan - Do -Check
Ylvisaker, 1998; Ylvisaker et al, 2003, Ylvisaker et al, 2006
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Father models Unstuck Vocabulary
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15 free videos in English or Spanish
>34,000 views
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The videos 
made me feel 
less alone…. 
and hopeful.

The duration is 
perfect. They 
were great 
quick hits.

[The videos] really 
helped me 
understand it's not 
defiance but more 
of EF. Taking a 
different approach 
instead of arguing 
makes things so 
much better.

Smith et al., 2024
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Unstuck: 14-22
Curriculum

34
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Shared 
Vocabulary 
for 14-22 
year olds
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Understand
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Support: Neurodiversity Lens

37



U N S T U C K A N D O N T A R G E T

Support: 
Self-
Advocacy

38
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Self-Advocacy Formula: Self Advocate to Get What You Need
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My goal is 
____ 

I’m 
struggling 

with ___

Can you 
help me 
with ___ 

Self 
Advocacy

What’s the 
mismatch 
between 

your skills and 
what you need 

to do?

1. Plan A: An 
accommodation/
support

2. Plan B: Adjust the 
plan/goal

What do I need?
What do 
you want 

to do? 

Flexible Thinking to Manage Mismatches

Claim your 
power to 
make the 

world 
better 
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Teach

40
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Managing 
time
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Remembering Things
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Why use 
reminder 
strategies
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Flexible 
Thoughts and 
Feelings
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Practice 
Scenarios
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Practice 
Scenarios
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U N S T U C K A N D O N T A R G E T

Setting 
Goals and 
Planning to 
Achieve 
Goals
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Setting 
Goals and 
Planning 
to 
Achieve 
Goals

48



U N S T U C K A N D O N T A R G E T

Planning 
Practice
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Motivation
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Overview
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G O A L P L A NW H Y C H E C K

Increase your 
understanding of 
executive function 
intervention

Executive Functions 
(EF) are important 
and teachable

Did we get through 
all the slides? 

Are you still awake? 
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Deliver Unstuck in College!

● Integrated into classroom 
● 1:1 in academic, disability, MH 

counseling
● Workshop formats
● Noncredit curriculum

Unstuck 14-22 Resources
● Unstuckandontarget.com

○ Manual August 2026
○ Training with CEUs Now

52
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Unstuck Resources for All Settings
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UnstuckandOntarget.com

WEBSITE HOME GROUPS

I am definitely planning on 
bringing this to my new 
school and sharing it with 
the staff there.

The skills that Unstuck 
teaches students are 
incredibly valuable. This 
curriculum works well with the 
school-wide behavior model.

You know it’s 
working when 
your child tells 
you that you are 
stuck . . . and 
you are!

Unstuck has 
changed the 
way our family 
interacts. 

The shared 
language 
was a real 
facilitator.
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UnstuckAndOnTarget.com

54
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Unstuck Development Team

55

1. Katie C. Alexander, Occupational 
Therapist

2. Laura Anthony, Psychologist
3. Lynn Cannon, Special Education 

Teacher
4. Monica Werner, School 

Administrator, Counselor
5. Lauren Kenworthy, 

Neuropsychologist
6. Cara Pugliese, Psychologist
7. John Strang, Neuropsychologist
8. Allison Ratto, Psychologist
9. Abby Brandt, SLP

1 2 3 

4 5 

6 7 

8 9 



Do you identify as autistic or think you might be? 

Researchers are trying to improve autism diagnosis for teens and adults. 
You might be able to join if:

• You are between ages 16-39
• You are autistic or think you might be

If you join, you will complete 1-2 visits in person or online. 
You can receive:

• Up to $300 for your time
• Evaluation for an autism diagnosis and a report at no cost to you

For more information:

ace-missed.org

Institutional Review Board
UVA IRB-HSR
IRBHSR@virginia.edu
434-924-2620

UCLA IDEA Lab 
IDEALab@mednet.ucla.edu
323-285-9263


	Slide 1
	Slide 2: Conflicts of Interest
	Slide 3: Learning Objectives
	Slide 4: Overview
	Slide 5: Overview • Goal
	Slide 6: Overview • Why
	Slide 7: Executive Functions (EF) are important
	Slide 8: Executive Functions Are Teachable
	Slide 9: Executive Functions Are Teachable: Unstuck Trials
	Slide 10: Overview • Plan
	Slide 11: Understand: EF Profiles in Autism and ADHD
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Inflexibility Strengths
	Slide 14: Rey Osterrieth Complex Figure
	Slide 15: Figure Copied
	Slide 16: Figure Drawn from Memory
	Slide 17: Detail Processor Strengths
	Slide 18: The Importance of Inner Speech
	Slide 19: Understand
	Slide 20: Overview • Plan
	Slide 21: Support: Why support before you teach?
	Slide 22: Support: Overwhelmed people can’t learn
	Slide 23: Overwhelm is contagious
	Slide 24: Keep It Positive
	Slide 25: Inflexibility Risks and Supports
	Slide 26: Disorganization Risks and Supports
	Slide 27: Disorganization Risks and Supports
	Slide 28: Break It Down and Talk Less
	Slide 29: Overview • Plan
	Slide 30: Teach: Unstuck Curricula • Early Learners Through Adults
	Slide 31: Teach: Self Regulatory Shared Vocabulary
	Slide 32: Father models Unstuck Vocabulary
	Slide 33: 15 free videos in English or Spanish
	Slide 34: Unstuck: 14-22 Curriculum
	Slide 35: Shared Vocabulary for 14-22 year olds
	Slide 36: Understand
	Slide 37: Support: Neurodiversity Lens
	Slide 38: Support: Self-Advocacy
	Slide 39: Self-Advocacy Formula: Self Advocate to Get What You Need
	Slide 40: Teach
	Slide 41: Managing time
	Slide 42: Remembering Things
	Slide 43: Why use reminder strategies
	Slide 44: Flexible Thoughts and Feelings
	Slide 45: Practice Scenarios
	Slide 46: Practice Scenarios
	Slide 47: Setting Goals and Planning to Achieve Goals
	Slide 48: Setting Goals and Planning to Achieve Goals
	Slide 49: Planning Practice
	Slide 50: Motivation
	Slide 51: Overview
	Slide 52: Deliver Unstuck in College!
	Slide 53: Unstuck Resources for All Settings
	Slide 54: UnstuckAndOnTarget.com
	Slide 55: Unstuck Development Team
	Slide 56

