
Smart but Scattered: The 
Executive Skills Approach 
to Helping Teens Reach 
Their Potential and Start 
the Year Off Strong

▪ Peg Dawson, Ed.D., NCSP

▪ dawson.peg@gmail.com

▪ https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com 

 

mailto:dawson.peg@gmail.com
https://www.smartbutscatteredkids.com/


3 Key Concepts about Executive Skills

▪ What they are: brain-based skills that 

take a minimum of 25 years to reach 

full maturation.

▪ Until these skills are fully mature, it’s 

the job of parents and teachers (and 

adults who work with kids) to act as 

surrogate frontal lobes.

▪ It is also the job of parents, teachers, 

etc. to help kids grow their own 

executive skills.



Executive Skills that Underlie 
School Success

Foundational Skills

▪ Response Inhibition

▪ Working Memory

▪ Emotional Control

▪ Flexibility

▪ Sustained Attention

▪ Task Initiation

Advanced Skills

▪ Planning/Prioritizing

▪ Organization

▪ Time Management

▪ Goal-Directed 

Persistence

▪ Metacognition





“Human beings are happier, more 
cooperative and productive, and 
more likely to make positive 
changes in their behavior when 
those in positions of authority do 
things with them rather than to 
them or for them.”

~Ted Wachtel

International Institute for 

Restorative Practices 



Where do you start with your teen?

It starts with them
▪ What are their expectations and goals for the school year?

▪ Short term - Subjects, anticipated grades, extracurricular activities

▪ Long term – Career: Tech school, college, military service, apprenticeship

▪ What are your expectations for them? Have you shared these with them?

▪ Short term

▪ Long term

▪ Are you on the same page?  Whose choice is it?

▪ Reaching consensus or compromise



Where do you start with your teen?

Goodness of fit

▪ Do they believe they have the skills to manage school/goals on 
their own?

▪ Do you believe they have the skills?

It starts with them

▪ If they want to manage on their own, give them a chance.

▪ Decide on conditions (e.g., time frame, performance) and propose 
“if, then” plan.

▪ Mutually decide on a plan and help options (type and who will 
provide).



A few strategies to support 
executive skills



Teaching kids to make homework plans



Solving the 
Procrastination 
Problem



A Template for Studying for Tests



A Template for Planning Long-term Projects



Beware of one size fits all…

Dad liked planning on the computer and wanted his son to use an 
online planner, Mum used a whiteboard and thought that was the 
way to go, but the son, when he did plan, liked using a bit of paper 
and a pencil. He knew why he liked to plan this way (writing things 
out helped him to remember, seeing it all on paper enabled him to 
prioritize and he liked the act of color coding the priority numbers, 
and he got great satisfaction from crossing out something that had 
been completed and turned in).



Q & A
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