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Goals

• Learn about executive function and self-regulation skills
• What they are and why they’re important

• Share the Executive Functioning Across Generations© model
• Design & results

• Virtual home visiting adaptations

• Share the Mobility Mentoring model
• Design & results

• Child welfare adaptations

• Lessons Learned
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What is Executive Functioning? 

Why is it important for child and 
family well-being?
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Executive Functioning 

Refers to coordination of multiple types and 
streams of information in order to arrive at the 
more effective course of action, including 
prioritizing tasks, goals, and information. 
Executive functioning is a skill developed through 
practice, using age appropriate experiences. 

• Working memory:  The capacity to hold and 
manipulate information in our heads over short 
periods of time

• Mental flexibility:  The ability to adjust to 
changed demands, priorities, or perspectives

• Inhibitory control: The ability to resist 
impulsive behavior
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Executive Function/Self-Regulation Skills

• Harvard Center on the Developing Child calls EF/SR Skills “Core 
Capabilities for Life”

• Key skills needed to: 

• Learn how to learn, succeed in school

• Make and keep friends

• Develop healthy relationships

• Make healthy choices

• Get a job, keep a job

• Nurture healthy children



Adult Core 
Capabilities 

Adults need a certain set of skills to get and keep a 
job, care for children, manage finances, and 
contribute productively to a community. We must be 
able to focus, plan ahead, avoid distractions, and 
shift our behavior. Adult Core Capabilities support 
being able to manage these tasks:  

• Attention

• Self Regulation

• Executive Functioning 

• Working Memory

• Inhibitory Control

• Mental Flexibility
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Attention 

Attention is the critical gatekeeper 
that’s needed to effectively self-
regulate. We need to be able to direct 
our attention toward specific things 
within and around us and monitor what 
is happening with them. Attention 
includes that moment-by-moment 
awareness of thoughts, feelings, 
behavior, performance, and 
progress toward a goal, as well as 
your surroundings and context, such as 
others’ behavior and how it may 
influence you. 
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Self Regulation

Self-Regulation is a set of capabilities that help us to 
draw upon the right capabilities at the right time, manger 
our response to the world, and resist inappropriate 
responses. There is two types of processes: 

• Intentional self-regulation is a conscious effort 
to set and stick to a plan and inhibit 
counterproductive  or distracting response to 
situations. This is sometimes thought of as goal 
directed behavior. 

• Automatic processes  are fast, non-conscious 
management of response to the environment. 
This is thought of impulsive behavior, or fight, 
flight, or freeze responses. 
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Where is self-regulation located in the brain? 
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Executive Function Is Language-Based

• Importance of Internal State Words for EF
• Perception

• Physiology

• Volition/ability

• Emotion/affect

• Cognition/Mental state

• Obligation/moral judgment 

• Ability to connect the ISWs to Personal Narratives
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• Stories that we tell about ourselves and 
our experiences. 

• First narratives to develop. 

• Important to the development of self 
awareness and executive functioning. 

• Link external events with our feelings, 
thoughts, and reactions through the use 
of internal state words. 

Personal Narratives 
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ACEs, stress, & Executive Functioning
Stress makes it harder for 
people to optimize the 
decision-making and behavior 
management skills most 
needed to fully engage and 
persist in programs that might 
help them.

• Poverty 

• Needing to juggle too much

• Too few resources

• Too few opportunities to get 
out of poverty

• Persistent social bias (both 
class-based bias and racism)

• Trauma 

• Community violence

• Violence in the home 

• Housing instability or 
homelessness 

• Lack of income or education

• Etc.
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Family Strengths

• Strong relationship between 
income and family strengths

• Families tend to rally in crises
• Death of a family member

• Family member with a serious health concern

• Chronic household stressors:
• Conflict between adults and children

• Household tasks left undone

• Children not completing assigned chores

COVID-19 and Toxic Stress

• Increased economic stressors on 
households

• Prolonged uncertainty

• Sudden, new household 
responsibilities (e.g., remote 
learning)

• Isolation and confinement without 
breaks

• Fear, prolonged illnesses, a feeling of 
encirclement and impending doom

Can the COVID-19 Pandemic Undermine EF?



How have you designed and 
implemented Executive Functioning 
programming into your work? 
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Model Description – Core Model Strategies

Executive Functioning Across Generations© is a two-generation (2Gen) 
intervention designed to boost executive functioning with children and 
parents

• Children’s Curriculum (3-5 year olds)
• Daily delivery in groups of 5 children, 26 lessons

• 6-8 weeks for delivery, 45 minutes per day

• Focus on acquisition of Internal State Words and development of Personal Narratives

• Books, songs, activities

• Parents’ Curriculum
• Group delivery, 3 sessions, about 2 hours with breaks and food

• Help parents learn practical brain science

• Focus on recognizing and supporting children’s acquisition and use of Internal State Words and development of 
Personal Narratives

• Curriculum familiarizes parents with types of activities used with children
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New Evaluation Tool: MEFS

Minnesota Executive Function Scale (MEFS)

• Developed by Reflection Science at University of Minnesota; Stephanie 
Carlson, Ph.D. and Phil Zelazo, Ph.D.

• Tablet-based app

• 5 minutes to take

• No minimum interval before reuse

• Only early learning readiness assessment usable with children as young 
as two years old

• Base pricing $10/child/year, but as low as $5/child/year with volume 
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How It Works
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Virtual Home Visiting Adaptation - Why Do This?

• EF is a core capability for life – caregiver needs to stay on track with goals, get a 
job, keep a job, keep cool, be flexible, provide consistent parenting

• Understanding EF as an enhancement of what home visiting already offers

• EF helps counteract ACEs and build resiliency

• We frame it as a BOOST for the parent and potentially for the child

• Something for “older” kids in the household, ages 3-5
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Virtual Home Visiting Adaptation

• National partners: Nebraska Children’s Home Society, Children’s 
Wisconsin, HCDC-FOI, Children’s Home Society of America

• TFP owns the design; Chris Wing is our curriculum developer

• Pilot exclusively with HFA sites in Fall 2020

• Feasibility Study

• Can the intervention be implemented?

• Is it acceptable to clients?

• “Start Small and Learn” Philosophy: Fast Cycle Evaluation; Amy Susman-
Stillman of Future Services Institute is our evaluator

• Additional statewide MN pilots planned for 2021 (no EBP requirement)

21



Family Support’s  HCD Journey
• Home Management wasn’t working!

• Too nebulous

• Too much “resource giving” and          
not enough skill building

• Ineffective training

• Started an Innovation Project Team and 
used HCD techniques to explore our 
problem and figure out a solution

• EMPath’s Mobility Mentoring
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July - August

•Learning more 
about MM

September

•Empath Training

October -
November

•Adapated MM 
Tools

December

•Introduced  MM 
to FS leadership

January -
February

•Introduced MM 
to the larger 
leadership team

•Focus Groups 
with FSS

March - May

•Focus Groups 
with professional 
partners

•Finalized our 
Theory of Change

•Started MM 
training with FSS

June

•Launched MM

July 2018 – June 2019

July – August

•Established an MM 
community of practice

•Partnered with Data 
Analysts

•MI Training

September -
December

•Incentives and FTMs 
Prototypes

January – March

•Built Reporting and 
additional 
CareManager
Functions

April to June

•Transitioned MM 
practice to virtual 
setting due to COVID-
19

July to Now

•Refresher trainings

•Focus on enhancing 
practice

July 2019 - Now



Our MM definition:
Mobility Mentoring is the professional 
practice of partnering with clients so 
that over time they may acquire the 

resources, skills, and sustained behavior
changes necessary to attain and sustain 

family stability and independence.
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Mobility 
Mentoring

MM is based on the 
assumption that, if 
individuals can be 
engaged to optimize 
their outcomes in the 
critical areas of the 
Bridge, they are more 
likely to achieve 
stability and 
independence than if 
they tackle any one 
critical area alone.
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Executive Functioning (EF) Informed



What lessons have you learned from 
the design and implementation of 
these Executive Functioning-informed 
models?
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Lessons Learned from EF Across Generations

• Results of first three cycles of preschool pilots are promising!

• Frame EF skills as a Boost rather than as new label/remediation

• Staff receptiveness to Mind-Body Medicine informed approaches varies 
with culture and previous experience

• Parents are very interested in brain science and EF skills

• Social-emotional learning groups require shifts in classroom organization 
and scheduling

• Shift from delivery in preschool environment to home visiting shifts focus 
of intervention to parents

• Importance of creating communities of practice with staff to support 
implementation
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Questions? 



Thank you!

We value your participation and 
feedback. Please complete the brief 
survey that you will receive upon the 
conclusion of this webinar.

We will follow shortly with supportive 
materials for further learning.



Upcoming ICFW Webinars

To learn more about our future webinars, join our 
newsletter mailing list at https://uwm.edu/icfw/newsletters/, 
explore our website www.uwm.edu/icfw, or follow us on 
social media.

Contact Luke Waldo: lwaldo@chw.org

https://uwm.edu/icfw/newsletters/
http://www.uwm.edu/icfw
mailto:lwaldo@chw.org

